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The Lamp of the Shadow Puppet Master

Our school took us to see a film about an old shadow puppet master who guarded
one lamp and one cloth screen and performed on it his whole life. One scene stays in
my memory: behind the screen the master trimmed the wick brighter and said to his
young apprentice, hide does not cheat people; those who cheat the hide cheat only
themselves. Once the lamp is lit, every cut and every line on the screen can be seen
clearly by everyone sitting below. On the way home that day, my head was full of that
lamp.

I have practiced calligraphy for three years, since the summer of Grade Three. At
first I wrote with great energy, then more and more wearily: one horizontal stroke
had to be written dozens of times, one pressing stroke kept being corrected, and the
characters in the copybook seemed to stand in line against me. Once, in a hurry, I
finished a whole page by swinging the brush carelessly, and the strokes came out
rough and fuzzy. The next day in calligraphy class the teacher posted that page on

the display board, said nothing, and wrote four words beside it: the brush cannot
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lie. My face burned, and I went home and sulked in my room, sure the teacher wanted

to shame me.

While watching the film I suddenly understood those words. The puppet master says
the hide cannot cheat, my teacher says the brush cannot lie, and they mean the same
thing: every laziness of the hand will finally stand in the light, and no one can
hide it. In the film the little apprentice also cut corners at first, leaving out one
carved line on a piece of hide. Under the lamp that piece looked dull on the screen,
and beside the fine parts anyone could spot it at a glance. Later he carved it again,
until the calluses on his hands grew harder than the hide, and only then did the

shadows on the screen come alive.

The first thing this film taught me is to see annoying repetition as the skill
itself. From now on I plan to practice like this: ten characters a day, carefully;
before the brush touches paper I read each character in the copybook three times;
after writing I place my character beside the printed one, find the one point that
differs, and repair exactly that point the next day. I will not rush through page
after page. Like the old master, I want every cut to sit where the lamp can inspect
it.

A few days ago I posted my new writing at the corner of the display wall, not in
a showy place, but I know those ten characters are all worthy of the lamp. The film

ended two weeks ago, yet the lamp inside my heart has never gone out.
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