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The Chinese Lesson in the Flower Field

During the second period that day, the Chinese teacher walked in without a
textbook, holding a stack of small notebooks: Come, let us go to the flower field.
The line of students left the school gate and walked ten minutes along the river
embankment, where the rapeseed field spread out below, yellow without edges. The
teacher handed out a notebook to each of us and said: no lesson today. Crouch down

and look. Write down whatever you see: colors, shapes, sounds, smells, anything.

I crouched at the edge of the field ridge, not knowing what to record at first.
Flowers are yellow, stems are green, what is there to note? But crouching long
enough, the eyes grow fine—grained. I found that rapeseed yellow is not one yellow:
the sunlit patch is yellow almost to whiteness, the shaded patch yellow tinged with
green, and spent petals lying on leaves have turned a worn, earthy yellow. I found
that one flower has four petals arranged in a cross, with fine powder in its heart;
when a bee steps in, the powder sticks to its legs. I also found that when wind

passes, the waves of flowers move far away first, pushing layer upon layer toward
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you, and only when they arrive do you feel your face tickle.

My notebook filled three full pages. In the middle I drew a crooked cross—shaped
petal, marked beside it: four petals, six millimeters. On the walk back to school
nobody talked; everyone kept their head down over their own notebook, as if afraid of

losing what they had just seen.

The next day s composition topic was self-chosen. I wrote from those three pages
of notes: the cross—shaped petals, the powder on the bee’s legs, how the waves of
flowers push in from far away. Writing was strange. The opening that used to take
half a day of straining came out under my pen that day: it was while crouching on the
field ridge that I discovered rapeseed is not one kind of yellow. Three days after
handing it in, the teacher read my notebook aloud to the whole class, then said one

line: now that is seeing.

I often think of that morning crouching at the edge of the flower field. I used
to think good words and sentences lived in books and had to be memorized. That day I
learned they grow first in the flowers, walk first in the wind, stick first to the
bee’ s legs; only when a person crouches down do they follow into the notebook, and
into the composition. A flower field is a classroom without walls; whoever can crouch

down has taken that lesson.
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I Moved the Composition Class to the Edge of the Flower
Field

I have taught composition for over a decade, and nothing frightens me in grading
like these sentences: the flowers broke into smiles, the grass poked out its head.
The sentences are not wrong, but whoever wrote them plainly never saw a flower. They
write spring entirely from the shape the word spring has in their heads. This spring,
I decided to drag them out to look. I contacted the rapeseed field beyond the river
embankment behind the school, spent two weeks persuading the head teacher, and moved

two consecutive composition periods out there.

Before we left I made one demand: bring a pen, write what your own eyes see, not
a single memorized fine phrase. At the edge of the field I spread them along the
ridge, handing each a sheet of stiff cardboard as a writing board. Some forty
children crouched down into spring, and all the restlessness of the classroom was
gone. The boy who hated writing most crouched so close to a flower that his nose

nearly touched the petals. I watched from afar and said nothing.

I asked them to record: how many kinds of yellow are here? How many petals on one
flower, and how are they arranged? What kind of edge do the leaves have? How do the
flowers move when wind comes? Which blossom does the bee land on, and for how many
seconds? The children wrote lying on the ground, stiff boards rustling. I walked the
rows and read their sentences — clumsy, and solid: yellow comes in three kinds,
bright yellow, pale yellow, and the yellow of flowers about to fade. Four petals,
like a cross. The leaf edges are full of teeth. The bee dives in headfirst, bottom in

the air, stays seven or eight seconds.

Back in the classroom they wrote the long piece in forty minutes, and not one
person chewed a pencil. My hands shook as I graded. The boy who hated writing most
filled half a page about bees: powder on the bee’s legs, its hind legs kicking as it
flew. His last line read: the bees I used to write were made up; this one is not. I
circled that line in red and read it to the class the next day, then told them: this

is what a composition looks like.
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Colleagues often ask whether moving the class out was a show. I cannot say
clearly. I only know that after that spring, smiles and poked-out heads grew fewer in
our compositions, while cross—shaped petals and toothed leaves grew more. The flowers
are still those flowers, blooming beyond the embankment every year. They charge
nothing and choose no students. Lend a child s eyes for one morning, and they return

a whole composition of truth.
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My Daughter’ s Flower Field Notes

On the second Saturday of April, my daughter said her school had assigned a

composition about spring. She sat at her desk for two hours, and the paper held only
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nine words: spring is here, the flowers are all blooming. My chest tightened watching
her, yet I dared not hurry her. Sunday morning I said: come on, I will take you to

see flowers, and you can write afterward.

We took a bus forty minutes to the suburbs, where rapeseed fields lie field after
unbroken field. She went reluctantly at first and only perked up at the edge of the
field. I handed her a hardcover notebook and a pen and said: no rush to write. First
crouch down and look; write down whatever you see. She crouched at the edge of the
field ridge, half doubting, and I sat on the grass slope nearby pretending to rest,

my eyes never really leaving her.

Her writing was slow at first, one line after a long while. But twenty minutes
in, she suddenly turned and called out: Mom, look, this flower has four petals in a
cross! A little later she lay over the notebook drawing a flower, marking beside it:
four petals, cross shape, six little pillars in the middle. Then she began following
a bee, writing as she watched, muttering to herself. She filled five pages that
morning. Colors: she said the yellows differ in depth, like a painter’ s palette.
Shapes: cross petals, six stigmas, leaves with toothed edges. Sounds: a bee’s wings

hum low, a butterfly is nearly silent.

On the bus home she wrote the composition leaning against the window, typing into
her phone’ s notes app, deleting and revising the whole way. At home she read it to
me. It began: I never knew rapeseed flowers are cross—shaped, never knew there are
six little pillars inside, and never knew that when a bee dives into a flower, its
hind legs kick powder onto themselves. When I heard the word powder, my nose stung.
The spring of nine words strained out over two hours became, after one morning of

crouching, over a thousand words.

That composition later earned an excellent, the teacher’ s comment reading:
careful observation, something real inside. My daughter brought the comment home and
posted it on the wall like a treasure. Afterward, passing the flower beds in our
neighborhood she would stop to look, and ask me how many petals this flower has, what
kind of edge that leaf has. I realized that morning had given her not composition

techniques, but eyes willing to crouch down.

Parents ask where I take my daughter for weekend tutoring. I say: to the flower
fields. They think I am joking. Only I know that one ticket—free field, and one
morning of a parent willing to crouch beside her, outweigh a whole year of straining

out a spring at a desk.
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