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My Easel Fell Down by the Rice Field

Friday second period, art class. When the bell rang, Mr Li came out carrying a
stack of drawing boards instead of the textbook, and said, no class today, we are
going to the rice field by the village gate to sketch from life. The whole class
cheered. Some carried easels, some carried paint buckets, and we marched out of the

school gate in a long line.

The rice field lay right beside the road. The October rice had ripened fully
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golden, the panicles bowing their heads. The wind rolled in from the far side of the
field, and the whole field bowed one way, layer pushing layer, as if someone under
the field were pushing waves forward. Mr Li shouted, look well, this is called a wave

of rice, and today everyone paints it.

I grabbed a good spot on the field ridge, spread my easel, planted its three legs
firm, and clipped on the paper. I planned to paint it exactly like the real thing:
counting the rice panicles one by one. I had drawn barely a dozen when the wind came.
Not an ordinary wind, but a big wind riding the rice waves. The whole field roared,
my easel shook with it, I reached out to press it down, and the easel snapped and

folded, and I sat down on the ground with it.

Worse was the paper. The wind snatched it from my hand and spun away toward the
field. I dived after it and fished it back at the far end of the ridge. The corner of
the paper had mud on it, and my dozen rice panicles had become one muddy smear. The
classmate next to me laughed so hard he could not stand up, saying your drawing can
fly.

I clipped on a fresh sheet and stamped the easel legs deeper into the soil. This
time I stopped counting. I watched the rice waves rise at the far end of the field,
roll toward me, bow, and rise again. I realized a rice wave is not about every single
plant, it is about the whole field at once. So I first painted arc after arc, yellow,
deep yellow, yellow touched with green, one pressing on another, and dotted the
panicles on with the tip of the brush, dotted them wildly, which somehow looked
right.

Before the bell, Mr Li collected the drawings. She leaned them against the easels
and looked at them one by one. At mine she stopped and asked, what was your first
drawing? I said, counting panicles one by one, then the easel fell and the drawing
was ruined. She held the two side by side, first the smeared one, then the wild one,
and asked the class which one has wind in it. Everyone shouted, the second one. Mr Li
said, exactly. The first one painted rice plants. This one painted rice waves. A

drawing that moves is a good drawing.

The whole class clapped for me. My ears went hot, and with paint still on my
hands I ran to hold my drawing up and look once more. Those wild little dots of

brush, with the wind blowing, really seemed to move.

At home I pasted the drawing on my bedroom wall. My mom asked where the wind came
from. I said it comes with the painting. Before bed I took one more look. The rice

waves were still rolling there, from the far end of the field, all the way to my bed.
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The Palette Cannot Mix That Yellow

Having art class out in the fields was the proudest lesson of our class this
term. Our teacher is a woman named Ms Chen, wearing a yellow scarf, carrying a tin
palette at the head of the line, and she said today she would teach only one thing:

colors are borrowed from the sky and the field, not squeezed out of paint tubes.

We split into small groups and scattered along the field ridges. Our group had

four people around one shared easel, a folding one that creaked when we set it up.
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The subject was rice waves plus sky. I fought to be in charge of mixing colors, since

my mom says I played with the paint box three whole years at home.

And I failed at the very first step. I could not mix the yellow of the rice
field. Lemon yellow is too bright, like new plastic; add yellow ochre and it turns
too dark, like old kraft paper. I stood on the ridge comparing my paper with the
field again and again, and the yellow on paper fought with the yellow in the field,
wrong no matter how I tilted it. I used up half a tube of paint, and the palette

became one smear of muddy color.

My deskmate Lin Xiaoman squatted down and turned my paper to face the field. She
said, stop looking at the palette, look at the field. She said, stare at the
brightest patch of the field and the darkest patch, let your eyes travel back and
forth three times, and your hand will know what to add. Half doubting, I let my eyes
walk across the field. The yellow in the field grew bright in one layer and dark in
the next with the wind, truly unlike any tube of paint. I touched a little white into
the mud, then a little green, swept one stroke onto the paper, compared it with the
field, and it matched. I nearly lifted the palette in the air.

After the yellow came the blue. The blue of the sky was even more fun, deep
overhead, paler the farther toward the field, pale almost to white. We turned the
easel so the sky and the rice field entered the picture together. The wind came in
gusts, and the rice waves rolled from the lower right corner of our picture to the
upper left, so we shouted commands like, here comes the wave, and all four of our

brushes swept down at once.

Halfway through, the clouds came. A big cloud pressed in from the far side of the
field, the yellow of the field dimmed for a moment, and brightened back when the
cloud moved on. Lin Xiaoman shouted to paint the clouds. We looked up to watch how
the cloud traveled, and our brushes traveled with it. I mixed a color that was

neither gray nor white, and dragged the cloud across the paper stroke by stroke.

At cleanup, Ms Chen walked around the easels. She stood longest in front of ours.
First she looked at my cloud and asked, did you watch that cloud travel for a long
time? I said yes, it traveled from here to the far end of the field, and I counted
how long it took. She nodded and said, a person whose clouds walk has wind in the
brush. Then she looked at my yellow and said this yellow was borrowed from the field,
and borrowed honestly. Our four group members squeezed together to look at our

painting, nobody minding the crowding.

On the walk back to school, Ms Chen with her yellow scarf still led the line,
still on that one theme: colors are borrowed. I kept the sentence in my heart. Next
time anyone asks me how to mix the yellow of a rice field, I will tell them to stand

on the ridge first and let their eyes travel back and forth three times.
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The Ugliest Painting of the Day

I am bad at drawing, and the whole class agrees on it. In art class other kids
draw flowers that look like flowers, and my flowers look like a ball of yarn. After a
while I got used to it too. In art class I would play with the pencil sharpener with

my head down, and get through the period.

For that sketching lesson in the fields, I planned to coast as usual. The teacher
led the class to the rice fields at the south edge of the village, and everyone took

a drawing board and a small easel. The easel was wooden and folding. I set it up
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three times before it stood, its legs one long and one short, propped with a lump of
dirt to stop the wobble. While everyone faced the big field to find a spot, I picked
the quiet corner of the field, thinking the farther from the teacher, the more

peacefully I could coast.

The subject was rice waves. I glanced at the field twice and lowered my head to
the paper. I cannot paint waves, so I drew the rice as straight stiff vertical lines,
like green ropes, lined up neat, with the panicles dotted on in yellow, dotted like a
class doing morning exercises in formation. Halfway through, the wind came. I looked
up and the whole field bowed one way with a roar, while my row of green ropes stood
ramrod straight on my paper. I froze for a second, then bent my head again to my

straight rice. Anyway, I thought, I cannot draw them bent.

At collection time I pushed my drawing to the back, hoping to hide in the middle.
The teacher looked at them one by one anyway. When she reached mine and pulled it
out, my face burned, waiting for the line everyone always says, this does not look
quite like it. Instead the teacher held my drawing up and asked, can you see what is
different about the rice in this one? Everyone chimed in. Some said too straight,
some said like a fence. The teacher said, what is wrong with straight? Look at this
row after row of rice, every stalk standing, like soldiers on guard? And look at his
sky, not one cloud in it, quiet, matching a whole field of rice on duty. Straight is

the rice he saw; bent is the rice you saw. Different eyes, different drawings.

The room went quiet for a moment. My ears buzzed. It was the first time anyone
took my ugly drawing seriously enough to talk about it. The teacher pinned that
drawing in the very middle of the back wall, saying this one hangs in the center, so

everyone can see another pair of eyes.

On the way back to the classroom I walked at the rear of the line, my heart in a
turmoil. Passing the rice field I looked again. The rice was not all straight after
all. The plants by the field edge were bent by the wind, while those in the middle of
the plot still stood. So I had drawn the rice in the middle of the field. The corner
where I sat happened to look right at them.

After school the next day I dug out my paint box and drew rice on the back of an
old exercise book. Still straight, but this time the panicle dots were different
sizes. My mom passed by, took one look, and said this one has spirit. I tucked it
into my textbook. I am thinking, next time we sketch in the fields, I will still draw
straight rice, only let a few of them bend just a tiny bit.
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