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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

you, and only when they arrive do you feel your face tickle.
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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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