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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.

The subject was rice waves plus sky. I fought to be in charge of mixing colors, since
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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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