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Abstract
Inspired by Manchurian heirlooms and family traditions, I create intricate
textiles as narratives that viewers can empathize with, vehicles for
expressing my own memories and cultural background.
I have told many stories through my textiles in the past, but my thesis
tells a very special one: it is a story that I have been afraid to make known
for nearly 20 years, a dark fairy tale based on my childhood traumas
and experiences; it is the story of a girl who was lost in a deep forest and
struggled to find a way out.
My thesis collection is composed of costumes that are made to be wearable
textile talismans, for all those who were, or are lost in their dark forests.
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My Father
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The Story of a Storyteller
Rather than an “artist”, I would consider myself a “storyteller”, and I have told
many stories through my works with textiles before. But for a long while, I have
not been able to explain my love for dark fairy tales and the forest. I have never
been able to tell my real story until now. It is actually a dark fairy tale about a girl
and her forest.
For most of my childhood, I always tried to find ways to escape from home, as it
was the most dangerous place for me. Depression and schizophrenia turned my
mom into a horrifying abusive monster. Our isolation in a remote mountain town
and my father’s frequent absence, because he had to take long business trips, only
made it worse. I created a fantasy world for me to hide in and get away from my
fear by reading fairy tales and dreaming, but from time to time, I still needed a
physical shelter.
The forest nearby came to my rescue. My need to feel well-hidden made the forest
a haven for me. Being perfectly shielded by layers of plants was unbelievably
comforting. But my constant need to hide reminded me that there would not be a
place truly safe for me, not even in the forest.
I dreamed of escaping into another world where there were no traps or cages,
and I believed and still believe that the portal to another world is perfectly hidden
inside the forest. In fact, the forest is its guardian.
Trying to find the portal became an endless game for me, and I enjoyed it,
although I have never discovered the portal. There was only once when I thought
I was pretty close to it: I found a “black tree” deep in a forest, a short cypress tree
covered with hundreds of black dragonflies. I have never seen dragonflies like
that before or after that day. Their bodies were black with a dark green cold luster,
slimmer than normal dragonflies. They flew silently with no buzzing sound like
their ordinary cousins. Their wings flapped rather slowly so I was able to see every
movement the wings made. But even with those slow motions they were still able
to hover in the air and flew agilely. They were elegant, mysterious, and beautiful
in a strange way. Subconsciously, I knew they didn’t belong to this world and I
was fascinated by them. As they noticed me, they started to fly around me, and I
was in the middle of a silent black tornado.
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All of a sudden I felt scared, then I ran off. When I told this experience to people
they all said I was dreaming. I did some research but there were no scientific
records of black dragonflies like those I saw, and I have never seen dragonflies
like that ever since. I think that was the only time the forest offered me a chance to
get into the portal but I was scared off.

If you take a careful look at those masterpieces of fairytales, the portal is an
important symbol. Like the tunnel Chihiro walked through in Hayao Miyazaki’s
Spirited Away, the cave Ophelia opened with the magical charcoal in Pan’s
Labyrinth, the rabbit hole into which Alice falls, and the wardrobe in the Narnia
series, children go through these portals to find a different world and have
adventures there. Many of them come out, grow up, and then lose the connection
with the fantastic world, like Chihiro and the kids in Narnia. Or they stay there
and refuse to leave just like Peter Pan. In extreme cases, they die like Ophelia. In
any case, staying in the new world means that they trade their chance to grow up
for an everlasting childhood.
The fairytale is, in fact, a connection between the other world and this one, between
one’s fantasies and one’s reality, and another way of describing the sensation of
“growing up.” When a clear boundary is constructed between the two worlds, one
is ready to be a grown-up. The boundary between my two worlds, however, is still
blurry. I wandered in the woods trying to find the “gates” and the fairies when I
was a kid. Now when I walk in a forest I still secretly feel that there are mysterious
creatures around, wishing they could show up. This is why when I start to make
my own works of art, the fantasy worlds and the dark romances attract me more
than anything. So where am I now? Maybe I already walked inside the portal
without noticing for years, as I often cannot tell what is real and what is not in my
life.
I think I am still wandering in my forest, not in a hurry to come out yet. That is
why I represent the forest in my artworks, again and again, both its bright and
dark sides. I love it, I fear it, and somehow I hate it. Just like the feelings I have for
my mother. It is hard to let go. But eventually, I want it to go away. I want to leave
the forest when the story is properly told.
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Now I regard my textiles artworks as a series of unfinished and interrelated fairy
tales which constitute an autobiographic retelling of my own life. The process of
making is the key to a mental secret garden and my way down the rabbit hole.
I intend to make textiles as objects of consciousness. I intend to make print patterns
as triggers for empathy. I intend to make dresses as armor for all the girls who ran
or are running away from their harsh realities. I intend to make textiles to properly
tell my story with the forest.
So far my overall experience of making artworks based on my stories is like writing
a guide to those who are willing to peek into my forest.
So here is the very first guide:
In my forest, things die, things rot, and things nourish new flowers to grow.
Red flowers, strange flowers. Those are lovely flowers which you never knew.
I hope you look from afar. Enjoy from afar. Don’t get too close.
And if you don’t step on them, you will never find the skeletons down below.
But I know our kind is cursed with a dangerous curiosity, especially the young
ones, who always forget the rules.
So maybe we should talk about the bones.
After years, they are cold and clean like jade stones.
And they are just sculptures about a piece of my life, which I was not comfortable
to have told.
So visitors, please, pick the flowers, touch the bones.
Something lovely, dark, and deep will show itself.
It is the girl.
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Chapter 1
A Girl in the Forest
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The Forest and the Girl
Once upon a time, there lived a little girl in a remote town deep in
the mountains next to an enormous forest.
The forest was so old that there were rumors that it was alive with
many mysterious things inside. Most of the people stayed away
from it, except the girl. She loved the forest so much that she often
explored inside. But she never went too far. She was curious, but
not reckless. On the edge of the forest, she enjoyed all those layers
of plants, berries, and mushrooms, flowers, insects and rabbits.
But then one day, when she entered the forest, she felt something
was not right, but she could not tell what it was. There was no
singing of the birds or the insects. It was all silent.
The forest was changed. She smelt it in the air: something evilly
sweet like rotten pumpkin rose from the earth. She heard it in
the wind, something whispering in a language she couldn’t
understand. Finally, she saw it with her own eyes: the way she
came had disappeared, covered by aggressive vines coming from
nowhere.
Light was fading, the green of the forest died away in a solid
darkness. She felt something was behind her, invisible, but her
neck was touched by its cold breath, like ice in deep winter.
She ran, and for sure the thing was hunting her. She lost her way
and disappeared in the dark forest.
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The Importance of Storytelling
Storytelling plays such an important role in the communication between adults
and children. Children trust stories so much more than facts. Until she watched
Popeye the Sailor, my niece would not touch spinach no matter how hard people
told her that it was good for her health. After watching Popeye she said, “Spinach
is good,” which her mom had told her maybe hundreds of times before.
Stories are easy paths for children to learn about the real world. When I was a kid
I also followed the teachings of the stories. I never ate anything strangers gave
me after I read Snow White. I was a big fan of Grimm’s’ Fairy Tales. It was even
more fascinating for me to find out what the original Grimm’s’ Fairy Tales was
like when I grew up. I have always been deeply attracted by the earlier editions.
They are violent and brutal yet enchanting in a strange way. For example, in the
original Snow White, at the end of the story the queen was punished to wear red
hot iron shoes and dance to death.
I always knew why I was so interested in them. There is a secret string connecting
me to them: the darkness in my past. According to Maria Tatar, “The earlier
editions of Grimm’s were much criticized because, although they were called
“Children’s Tales,” they were not regarded as suitable for children.” To me, the
original Grimms’ Fairy Tales are more like stories for adults dressed in the innocent
language of childhood, and adults need stories as much as children. Stories are a
coded vocabulary to communicate the realities of the world. The original Grimm’s
Fairy Tales described the brutal and dark world of old where it emerged. I think
for people at that time, stories were another way to portray the sensation of living
in a brutal world. For me, this is the magnificence of storytelling: it is an easier way
to describe different realities. If the realities are harsh, put veils on them, and warn
people before they take a peek.
Many people believe that in The Lord of the Rings, J. R. R. Tolkien told the horrors
of two world wars of the twentieth century, and the one ring is a metaphor for
nuclear weapon. By creating a Middle-Earth filled with every detail of life, he
created an imaginary world for him to hide in during the war. The importance
of storytelling for storytellers is often underestimated. I often feel storytelling is a
wishing well for storytellers, Yes, a well of will. And the stories are the coins we
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throw in.
For me as a fan, I hear Tolkien’s coin hitting the water, and it sounds wonderful.
Why you want to tell stories? I have asked myself many times. I guess I just wish
to throw my coin into the well, and gain the courage to dream, and to seize the
future.
Just like what W.B. Yeats wrote in the preface to his The Celtic Twilight: “Let us
go forth, the tellers of tales, and seize whatever prey the heart longs for, and have
no fear. Everything exists, everything is true. And the earth is only a little dust
under our feet.”
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The Forest
The forest was definitely a sanctuary for me during the day. It generously offered
me a place to rest and to cure. There were so many things to enjoy in the woods:
green moss, juicy berries, and colorful flowers. My heart was filled with happy
curiosity and I interacted with the wild things much more than with the human
world. Nature was the best storybook to cure a little girl’s sad heart and the only
place she had ever dreamed of belonging.
But the constant need to hide reminds me that there would not be a place truly
safe for me, not even in the forest. I was quite aware of that. It was not only about
the physical dangers I had to learn to avoid, such as poisonous berries and snakes.
It was also about some power I cannot name. Often, I considered the forest to be
a neutral “thing,” something between God and his creatures. It allowed different
things to find a place for themselves inside its territory as long as they all followed
its rules. I did not belong anywhere, just hiding from place to place, and I needed
to obey the rules of each place when I was there, no matter which place it was. The
forest was already generous enough to offer me shelters on many urgent occasions
and I thought I should not ask for more.
The forest’s rule for me might have been “you don’t belong here when it gets
dark.” Walking in the forest near sunset was very unpleasant. Those things I loved
went to sleep. I noticed the sun and the brightness faded quickly. Voices changed,
and I heard suspicious murmurs. Odors changed, and I smelt something damp
and moldy. It was as if something very old and dark was waking up. I did not
know how to name it. I knew it was not friendly but I thought it might be attractive.
Forest in the dark was an extension of the dark side of my home. So the forest
could be a trap, luring me to my doom, but my home was always like a cage.
Anyway, traps are better than cages. Aren’t they?
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Inspired by Nature
When we artists observe nature as a resource, we would love to be keen and
precise, and try to be true to nature. But “like most variants of truth, truth-tonature had a metaphysical dimension, an aspiration to reveal a reality accessible
only with difficulty. . .
To see like a naturalist required more than just sharp senses: a capacious
memory, the ability to analyze and synthesize impressions, as well as the
patience and talent to extract the typical from the storehouse of natural
particulars, were all key qualifications”. (Danston and Galison 58).
Being inspired by nature is very different from being true to nature. I enjoy early
pioneer naturalists’ work, like Carl Linnaeus’s and Albertus Seba’s. And it is
fascinating to see some of their works were regarded as science in their times,
Nowadays they are definitely fantasies. For example, the sea monster in Seba’s
work.

Image from Volume One of ‘Locupletissimi Rerum Naturalium Thesauri’ by
Albertus Seba, 1734
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Albertus Seba’s Cabinet of Natural Curiosities leads a path into Seba’s works.
Cleary for those specimens he had chance to observe by himself—especially
plants—details are more “close to the truth.”
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Seba’s botanical study
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For artists inspired by nature, creating Art is like cooking. The truths of nature
they have observed are the ingredients. Imaginations, speculations, emotions and
personal wills are the spices. So Seba’s identity to me is blurry, as his work is a
mixture of scientific studies and Art creations.
In fact, nature is Art. If human’s hands could replicate nature precisely, the work
is magnificent art, like the glass flower collection in the Harvard Natural History
Museum; it was made for scientific purpose, but no one can deny it is also great
Art.
Nature holds the secret of beauty. Humans try to reveal it, but are unable to reveal
all of it.

Blaschka model of asters, Harvard Natural History Museum
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For artists who are inspired by nature, nature provides.
Rachel Dein, an artist who makes plaster casts of plants and flowers, mentioned
one of her childhood memories of throwing a handful of melon seeds down the
bathroom sink, only to discover, some weeks later, plants growing up through the
overflow. “It seemed to encapsulate everything I wanted to express. It showed me
how tough and tenacious nature is, which I found comforting.” She says it was
a lesson that she applied to her life as well as her art, helping her cope with the
serious illness of a loved one.
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And in nature, colors and details are never simple in nature.
Carmen Almon who sculpts he plants from copper and brass talked about her
“right green”: “There are all these greens in plants: some more intense, some
lighter, which goes to yellow, some with a film of white that makes them look bluer,” and she talked about her working process, “The last phase sometimes takes
the longest: getting the painting right, and getting just the right insect to land in
just the right place.”
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Odilon Redon’s nature is different.
At the end of the Franco-Prussian War, he moved to Paris and resumed working
almost exclusively in charcoal and lithography. He called his visionary works,
conceived in shades of black, his noirs. He portrayed dreams and nature with
shadows. It was not until 1878 that his work gained any recognition with his
piece, Guardian Spirit of the Waters.
He saw the other side of nature.

Guardian Spirit of the Waters 1878
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The Cyclops, 1898

In the 1890s pastel and oils became his favored media; he
produced no more noirs after 1900. But there was a sense of
horror hiding in all the peaceful pastel color he used. All the
butterflies, flowers, and bushes he portrayed carried a beauty
born from sickness and delirium.
But that is a part of nature too.
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Home
I find “HOME” hard to define.
If I really have to describe it, I think home is somehow like a good vacation: you
need to earn it. You need to work hard to save money and get everything planned
ahead. When all the preparations are done, with a happy cheer “off we go” to
enjoy fancy food and dreamy adventures for a couple of days, then return to your
normal routine.
It is all about something you could not have all the time.
I guess this is the way I define home: something precious that you cannot have
unconditionally, something you have to earn.
And I struggled to earn it.
My mom was a sensitive woman. She was always blue in my memories. But she
was surely a great mother, caring and sweet, until she was taken over by the dark
power of her mental illness.
She was not herself anymore. I was around six. I used to be a good kid just to make
her happy. But then I have to be a perfect kid to keep myself safe. Even though
being perfect was an impossible request, I still tried.
At the beginning of my dark age, there were two things which could calm my
mom down. The first thing was my dad, the second thing was rain. So when dad
was home, or when it was raining, I knew I was safe. When dad was away, and
there was no rain, nature, dreams and fairy tales were my temporary sanctuaries.
Life was harsh. For a long time, she vented her dark side on me. We both hid well
in front of others. My dad was always on business trips so he had no idea as well.
I guess she was too proud and I was too scared to talk to anyone, even my dad.
It was a nasty secret between us, which did not come to light until she almost
hacked me with a meat cleaver when I was nine.
Soon after that incident, we moved to a bigger town and looked for help, but
my mom was not getting better, and my situation was getting worse even with
my dad beside me. Then with my father’s help and against my mother’s will, I
accomplished my first great escape from home, and went to a boarding school.
I still remember the first night in boarding school. All the girls were homesick and
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the sound of weeping echoed in the corridor of our dormitory. I was the only one
who was too happy and excited to go to sleep.
Actually, I was never homesick.
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Somewhere you cannot return to.
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Chapter 2
The Beast of A Thousand Suns
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Qian Yang---the Beast of A Thousand Sun
The night was falling, but the girl ran deep into the forest and
was still lost. The light was fading, and the cold darkness and the
strange thing was approaching. The wind grew stronger, passing
through the branches, sounded like trees screaming together.
The girl was cold, hungry, terrified, and desperate. She sat down,
wrapped her arms around her bent knees and clasped her hands
together. She cried.
All of a sudden, a ball of light came down from the sky and landed
in front of her. It was a winged beast. He looked like a tiger but was
covered with colorful furs and scales, and had nine tails. He glowed
a layer of warm fire like a giant lantern.
“Well my child, don’t cry.” He said.
“Who are you?” Asked the girl.
“I’m Qian Yang, the guardian of this forest. And you my child, have
seen me before when you were little.” He said. “You shouldn’t be
here. Come with me, let’s go to somewhere safe, which is not here.”
The girl stopped crying and climbed up his back. It was very warm.
“You are warm. Like your name. Qian Yang means a thousand
suns, right?” She asked.
“In your language I guess so. Let’s go.”
Right when Qian Yang flew up, darkness gathered on the ground
where they were standing. The girl looked down, and saw a ghostly
shadow with many eyes looking up staring at them.
“What are those...”
“The illness of the forest... Forget it for now. I’ll tell you about it
later, for now, rest and sleep, we will arrive in our destination by
the morning.” Qian Yang said.
They flew up and went through thick layers of dark clouds above
the forest. Above the clouds, the sky was velvet dark blue, and ten
thousand stars were shining like crystal splinters beside the big
bright moon.
Qian Yang’s back was so warm. The girl fell asleep.
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Dad
Dad is like a lighthouse in a storm during the night.
So many times, when it was so bad, if were not for him, I would not have been
able to make it.
He is one of the best men I know. He is loyal, reliable, and brave. Like his name, 繁
阳, which means “many suns” in Chinese, he is tough, warm, and bright.
He is reticent. He never shows his vulnerable side, and he seldom expresses his
emotions. He never says the word “love” to either me or my mom, although I
have never doubted it, and I believe mom knows that too, that he loves both of us
deeply, as a father and a husband.
Like many other tough men, he was too strong to understand other people’s
fragility, even if it was my mom, and he still loves her to death. I often think, for
an extremely sensitive woman like my mom, it is both lucky and unlucky to marry
a man like my dad. I think he has never truly understood why my mom was blue.
He tried. But I think he lacked that sensibility.
As the result of his insensibility and his constant business trips, he did not notice
the thing between me and my mom for years until the cleaver incident. I fainted
that day. When I woke up, he was sitting beside me, holding my shoulder with
bloodshot eyes. He looked sad and scared. And I had never seen him scared even
once.
His love for me and my mom created a dilemma for him. He was a resolute man,
but when things came to us, his power was taken away. I knew he was struggling.
He tried so hard to protect both of us, but it was a conflict. And he was unable to
choose a side.
That time, my dad and I, we both knew the only way was sending me away. But
my mom was vehemently against this idea. She cried in bed for days and hid
away all the paperwork I needed to go to boarding school. That was the first time
I learned about desperation. I cried to my dad, he rubbed my head and comforted
me in a firm voice: “Don’t you worry. Don’t underestimate what your father can
do! I’ll do anything I can to get you to that school, I promise.”
And he did what he said. I only knew that he sent his friends to help him steal
the original copies of the official paperwork I needed from the government, but
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I didn’t know exactly how he did it, as he never talked about details. When my
mom heard the news that I was leaving, she refused to eat for a couple of days, but
my dad didn’t change his mind.
He is my ally. Although he cannot be beside me all the time, I am still extremely
grateful that I have him.
When you are lost in a storm on the sea during the night, a lighthouse itself cannot
necessarily save you. But it is essential to have one there, lighting up hope in the
darkness.
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A Family Formula
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A Chinese Bestiary
The bestiaries of medieval Europe were special guide books to the animal
kingdom, comprised equally of fact, rumor, and faith. “The Vices of greed, sloth,
pride, anger, lust, arrogance--indeed the whole roster of the deadly sins--all found
animal analogies in the bestiaries. Some creatures, on the other hand, were cited
as examples of virtue” (Haverstock 6).
In China there is an ancient book called Shan Hai Jing (Classic of Mountains
and Seas), whose exact author(s) and timeframe are still undetermined. The book
recorded most of the creatures and characters in Chinese myths: a snake with nine
heads, a fish with a bull’s head, and people who have beaks and wings. Most of the
characters are collages of animals and human figures. Similar to the bestiaries of
medieval Europe, it is easy to find different animals stand for different qualities.
Virtues such as bravery, loyalty, and power, always have to do with tigers or
lions. Actually this is a Chinese folk tradition too: tigers and lions are symbols for
warriors and the good qualities in men. Baby boys often wear tiger-shaped hats
and the warriors’ armor is also usually decorated with tigers and lions.
The Shan Hai Jing has 18 chapters. In the 11th chapter, the Classic of Regions
Within the Seas: West (海内西经), it shows a fantastical beast called 开明（Kai
Ming.）开明 is the guardian of the city of Gods in the Kunlun Mountain. It has
the body of tiger and nine human-faced heads. It has a merciful heart, and often
stands on the mountain top, facing the east, and protects both the city and the
mountain.
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And in the 2nd chapter, the Classic of the Mountains: West, it mentions another
guardian on the Kunlun Mountain, whose name is 陆吾（Lu Wu）, who also has
the body of tiger, but has only one human-faced head with nine tails. He is not
as powerful as 开明 but he protects the mountain as well. I find this fascinating.
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Chapter 3
Temporary Sanctuaries
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The Spring
In the first ray of sunlight, they landed on a low-lying land
surrounded by slopes and hills. In the center of the land, a spring
welling out from underground formed a small pond, then flew into
the deeper part of the forest.
The water was like liquid crystal and was pleasantly chill and sweet.
In the pond, wat er plants swung slowly with the flow. Clusters
of fluffy water moss grew in the rock crevices, tiny shrimps rested
on them lazily, while schools of vigilant silver colored fish were
busy with their dancing party. River snails’ eggs hid beside the
rocks and grass around the pond, which looked like clusters of tiny
beads made from rubies.
Around the pond, there were banana, mulberry, pomegranate
and guava trees, all laden with fruits. Bushes of night-blooming
jasmine were among them. The land was covered with short grass,
and shades of moist mosses which looked like green velvet. Little
gray-blue butterflies were resting on them. Some big white rocks
were scattered among the greens. Around those rocks, grass grew
with a blue tint, and tiny red flowers were blooming.
“This is magical...” The girl was stunned by the view.
“And this is the place for you to stay for now. Come with me.” Qian
Yang said.
Qian Yang led the girl to the far side of the land, there were two
magnificent toon trees standing together. One of them had a hollow
which was nearly the size of the living room of the girl’s home.
“My child, make your home here for now.” Qian Yang said. “Here
is safe, even during the night. Moon loves it here too, she will
accompany you every night, and there will not be darkness. “
Qian Yang found some soft dry grass and made a simple bed for
the girl, and he got some fruits for her. The girl ate and drank some
spring water, she felt much better.
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The spring
I was born and raised in a small factory town hidden in the mountains of southwestern China, which is called “424.” It was one of those secret arsenals that the
Chinese government built during the Cold War which were all named by codes.
By the late 1970s China opened up, and 424 was no longer an arsenal, and became
a normal dynamite factory which has served the growing mining industry in
western China ever since. Although everything had changed, people settled down
in this remote town without changing its name.
I spent my entire childhood in 424. The town nestled on a gentle slope at the foot of
the sunny side of a great mountain. For me as a kid, the most charming thing about
this town was its location: it was just like a campground deep in nature.
There were great places to explore: mountains, caves, forests and grasslands,
and above all, the most extraordinary one was the spring. It was a branch of an
underground river. Locals who had lived in the area for generations built canals to
irrigate their rice paddies and fish ponds. They called it the White Dragon Spring,
as in their folk tale, the stream was a small white dragon who was punished by the
Chinese god called Jade Emperor.
It was delightful to visit the spring. It was quite narrow, only a little wider than 30
inches, and the deepest part was only around 60 inches. But the water flow was
incredibly strong. Colorful pebbles and soft sand were on its bottom, clusters of
fluffy water moss grew in the rock crevices, water plants swung as if they were
dancing with the sweet, cool, and crystal clear water flow. The fish in the stream
were silver colored tiny vigilant creatures, usually less than two inches long and
swam extremely fast, which made them hard to capture. Most of the shrimps were
a delightful translucent light green. They were even smaller than the fish and
behaved very differently: they were careless and slow, and their only skill was
hiding in water plants and moss. Tadpoles, frogs, and shellfishes could be found
in the spring as well.
For all the kids around, the spring was a deluxe package of fun. It was not only
about the spring itself, but also about chasing small butterflies in the field, learning
how to use bamboo leaves as whistles, and picking summer fruits from the trees
were all joyful activities. The spring was surrounded by lush plants. There were
mulberries, jasmines, papayas, plantains and wild guava bushes. Among all
those plants, there was a magnificent toon tree which was more than 300 years
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old. Originally two toon trees stood side by side, but one was destroyed in a
thunderstorm. I often sat under the remaining toon tree and enjoyed its lovely
shade.
It took half an hour to walk from 424 to the spring, crossing farmlands and wild
fields. I always enjoyed the walk. On nice Saturday afternoons my parents often
took me for a walk to the stream and have a picnic there. I still remember the feeling
of walking across the corn fields near the spring, my vision was overcrowded with
sunny green, my nose was filled with the warm breath of the moist earth, and the
corn leaves gently scratched my face and ears. It was magical, felt like nothing
bad could happen at all. My father was in front of me singing, and my mom was
laughing behind and picking wild flowers. I wished I could have that moment
forever.
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The Century Plant
Agaves grow all over the dry hills around my hometown. To be specific, it is
agave Americana, commonly known as the century plant, which I find poetic. In
Chinese, we call it 剑麻 (jianma). 剑 means sword, which describes the shape of its
leaves; 麻 mean hemp, which refers to its usage. I find this poetic as well.
Agaves stand out among the local plants like aliens, especially when they bloom.
Ten-foot-tall stems with many yellow-green flowers point straightly to the sky,
like many wired antennas or signal towers.
Agaves are aliens. They were introduced to our place from Mexico in the 1960s,
and people let them grow wild on their own. Local factories make strong ropes
from their fibers for ships far away on the other side of China. And I guess people
in my hometown have never discovered that they are used to brew tequila in
Mexico.
My hometown is warm all the time. It rains from June to late September. The rest
of the year is extremely dry. Lands covered with forests stay humid all year round,
but grass lands turn into semi-deserts during the dry season. When I was a kid,
I always hoped we only had the rainy season. But I knew those century plants
definitely had a different desire. They are desert plants, so they prefer dry and
warm weather as well as barren lands. That is why they always stay on the driest
hills, making friends with stones, just like their relatives in the South American
deserts.
But in real deserts, there would not be a half year of rain and moisture. In my
hometown, during the rainy season, mist raises even on the driest hills after a
thunderstorm. Yet those century plants survive this, and they settle down.
I never settle down. When I was 10, I left home. In 2008, I left my hometown, began
to travel, and became an alien.
Three years later, in 2011, I visited the Florida desert for the first time. It was the
dry season then. I was shocked by how similar to and how different from my
hometown it was at the same time. I knew I was in a foreign land. But when I
closed my eyes, I felt like I teleported through some weird portal back to my
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hometown immediately, surrounded by those century plants.
The temperature and the smells, more than what I saw, triggered my memory.
In the spring of 2017, I did some research in the Greenhouse of Brown University.
I searched that patch of Florida desert on a Google map, and found that its latitude
is almost the same as my hometown.
I did go back to the hills of my hometown once in the summer of 2016. It was the
rainy season, and I went to the forest nearby after a thunderstorm. It was midsummer, but the air was very chilly because of the rain. Everything was humid,
covered by veils of mist. On the edge of the forest, I saw a giant century plant. It
was blooming. Its yellow flowers looked so vivid in the dusky light of the mist, as
if they were glowing with a soft glaze of gold. Its environment was humid all year
round, yet it adapted to the local weather better than I could imagine. Maybe for it,
here is already no longer a foreign land, and across thousands of mountains and a
great ocean, the place where it came from is no longer called hometown.
As an alien, how do you define HOMETOWN?
In the mist, the century plant stayed silent as always. Its giant flower stem pointed
to the cloudy sky, like a magnificent antenna searching for a signal that could
answer the question.

.

81 .

.

82 .

.

83 .

.

84 .

Qian Yang’s Leaving
“When can I go back to my home?” Asked the girl.
“I’m sorry, that for this matter, even I cannot help you for now.”
Qian Yang looked sad. “The forest is very sick, taken by some dark
power which is beyond my ability to control. She trapped you, not
only because of the dark power, also because of a part of her will.
So I am unable to take you out now. The most I can do is keep you
safe. This place is the heart of the forest, and is connected with my
power. As long as I am alive, you will be safe here. But… we should
try to get you out of here.” Qian Yang said.
He thought for a while and continued, “There is a portal in this
forest. I don’t know where it is, nor where it leads to, but I am sure
it is safe.”
“Why don’t you know as you are the guardian?” asked the girl.
“It is the secret of the forest, which I can’t know about even if I am
the guardian.” Qian Yang said. “It shouldn’t be far from here. Explore carefully during the day, you need to find the black dragonflies, they are the secret keepers. Come back here before dark, the
dark things are wandering in the forest, and the monster you saw
is one of them. And now they are hunting you.”
The girl was very sad. “Why do all these things happen…And why
did the forest trap me…”
“Child, you are special. Remember I said we met when you were
little? We met because the forest loves you. The love kept you safe
and happy before in the forest, but now it puts you in danger. ”
“I don’t understand.” The girl said.
“Most of the time we hurt the ones we love not the ones we hate.
It is ok if you do not understand.” Qian Yang said in a soft voice.
“I’m going to the great wizard for help.” He said.
“Please don’t go!” The girl was afraid.
“Unfortunately my child, we all have what we have to do. I won’t be
away for a long time, if I’m back you’ll see those golden birds, and
then you will know. ” He pointed to the other toon tree. Hundreds
of tiny golden birds were jumping between branches and leaves.
They had the same halo Qian Yang had, and made the tree top glow
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even in the sunlight.
“Look for that portal. You might even be able to get out before I
come back. Just be careful. Remember what I said. Take care of
yourself, will you?” The girl nodded, and promised. But she was still
sad because of his leaving. Qian Yang lowered his head, and the
girl saw the gentleness and sadness in his eyes. “Mortals should
not be involved in this anyway, I’m sorry. But you will be fine. I’m
sure, you will be fine.”
It got dark again, Qian Yang had to leave. “We need to say goodbye
for now. Be curious but not reckless. And remember, I will always
be with you.”
Qian Yang flew into the sky, with all those golden birds behind
him, looking like a fantastical comet heading to the south.
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More About Dad
Dad was always away on business trips.
He came back every other week for a couple of days, and then he left again.
Sometimes he was away for weeks. When he came back, he always brought me
things other kids in town could not have, and I did not have to ask him for them:
fancy bicycles, imported candies, skating boots, and Disney products... once he got
me a beautiful dress which cost his three months’ salary.
My grandma said I was terribly spoiled by him. And all my friends were so jealous
of me. But actually I never really cared about those things he brought back. I would
have rather had no fancy dresses and toys, and instead, him beside me all the time.
But I did love a stuffed toy tiger he gave me when I was two. The tiger was even
bigger than me. For a long while it was my best friend, and it guarded me when
I slept alone.
He once brought back a small statue of Buddha made of white jade from Tibet.
He told me if I made a wish to the Buddha and prayed every day, my wish could
come true. I did pray to the Buddha every day, I prayed for his safety as he was
driving on some of the most dangerous roads in China.
That wish came true: he was always safe on his trips. I added a wish later, I wished
for my mom’s recovery, but that one did not work.
I guess maybe the Buddha would only fulfill one wish for one person.
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Chapter 4
Strange Flowers
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A Different Portal
The girl followed Qian Yang’s advice, explored the forest during the
day, and came back to the spring before sunset. But one day she
went too far and did not make it back in time. The sun went down
and the light was fading away quickly. She wandered in the dark
woods anxiously, trying to figure out her way. She knew Qian Yang
was away, if the monsters caught her, this time no one would come
to her rescue. But eventually the night fell, and it was a dark night
without the moon. She was lost.
She wept and groped with fear in the darkness. Suddenly, she
heard a soft voice singing, which she couldn’t hear clearly, but
incredibly it pacified her frightened heart. She followed the voice,
and after a while, she saw a shimmering light. She approached the
light. It was a portal in the middle of a clearing. There was nothing
around the portal, not even a petal of a flower or a leaf of grass. It
looked like a giant hole. A beautiful pale blue light came out of it,
as well as the voice. And when she was close enough, she realized
that instead of a voice, it actually sounded like many voices fused
into one. Strangely, the girl felt sad yet peaceful. “Oh, love, don’t
be afraid, come nearer. And you are safe around here.” The voice
stopped singing and said.
The girl popped her head into the portal. What she saw inside
was an endless land covered by millions of giant scarlet flowers.
The flowers were beautiful yet very strange; they had sweet chill
fragrances. She had never seen such flowers before. She was deeply
attracted by them.
“Hello? Who are you?” The girl asked.
“We are the flowers, keepers of this portal.” The voice said. Then
the girl understood that it was all the flowers’ voices merged into
one.
For some unknown reasons, the girl knew for sure that this was
not the portal Qian Yang mentioned. It was not a bad one, but a
very different one.
“Where does your portal lead to?” She asked.
“The ending of all journeys, and the start of another one.” The
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flowers said. “We know everything. Child, what you are facing is
beyond what a mortal one like you should bear. You shouldn’t be
here now, but you are qualified to enter the portal. One of us hasn’t
bloomed yet, she is your flower. If you come, she will bloom for you,
and you can have peace, neither sorrow nor tears anymore.”
She was tempted, but thought Qian Yang might be very sad and
disappointed to find that she entered this portal, and she hesitated.
Only a dim hope of escaping the forest remained in her heart. “Will
my flower wait for me if I don’t join you this time?”
“Don’t worry. She will wait. A flower for everyone is an eternal
promise. You will have yours eventually.”
With the memories of her past welling up in her heart, the girl felt
sad yet relieved. The flowers allowed her to rest in the clearing, and
when the sun rose, a path of tiny red flowers showed up, leading
her back to the spring.
In her later adventures, the girl heard the flowers singing and
whispering in the dark night many times, and for many times she
went back to the portal watching the scarlet flowers. But she never
went in.
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Between The Two Sides
Part of me always thinks that I am still trapped in a tunnel. The experience is not
like any fairy tale for kids. Far in front of me, there is the light, so bright and warm.
That is my hopes, dreams and my thirst for the beautiful and the meaningful
calling to me. But behind me, the darkness is calling too. As the light in front
is shining too brightly, my shadow on the ground is black as a pitch-dark hole,
where my monsters are climbing out. The shadow looks deep, dark, and lovely.
My sense of reason makes me run to the light, but my heart secretly yearns for the
darkness.
Although I left my home when I was 10, my teenage life in the boarding school
was an extension of the dark side of my home. It was a call from those monsters
which might exist in the dark woods and those I surely know who live inside me.
I have struggled alone with suicidal impulses for years. When my monsters grew
too strong, I wrote pages of curses and burnt them, or I cut my body with a sharp
knife. The monsters were weakened when I saw my journals burning or blood
oozing out of the wound. For many times when the light faded, I got too tired
and hopeless. I even hoped they had already caught me and dragged me into the
darkness.
There was one time when the light almost went out, and I almost surrendered. It
happened when I was 13. Cutting myself didn’t work well that night. On top of
a building, I sat on the edge of the roof. I had already written my last words and
I was ready to go. I knew my monsters were down there waiting for me. I knew
they would hug me and the place I was going might be even warmer than my
blood. Thinking about this strange warmth even comforted me and for a while,
I felt relieved. But I was still drowning in sadness, not for dying itself, but for
the final failure of hope after my long harsh bloody battle with the darkness. The
thought that I could be someone, a totally different person, in 10 years had kept me
going, but even that hope seemed to have dimmed. I could not bear the fact that all
my efforts were for nothing so I wrote another letter, which ended up saving my
life. I wrote a letter to the 23-year-old me. I wrote:
“I don’t know where you are. You might not exist in this world, but you might
exist in another one. No matter where you are, I hope you are doing well. I know
even 10 years are not enough, you might still have to face the things I can’t solve
now, I’m sorry for that. But I just want you to go on. Go on. Live. Run. Don’t give
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up. Do it for me. Promise it to me.”
I think that day I grasped the only remaining shimmer of hope: my desire for the
future is stronger than anything else. It rescued me. And I think my desire for the
future is quite different from the desire to live, as I am sure I have been tired of
living for a very long time. Even now I do not think the simple idea of being alive
itself is charming at all.
But strangely, I often think that the 13-year-old “I” did die on that day. She went
into the darkness and in exchange, she freed a new version of me. Growing up
is simply too weak a phrase to account for my changes after that. She freed a
new version of me to complete the quest of getting out of the tunnel. Since then
my struggle with the darkness turned into a relay race: when things got bad, the
old “I” died in the same way and freed a new me to go on. I would describe my
“growing up” experience as a war with the self, and the only thing I can do is
stepping forward over my own dead bodies. No home waits for me behind: there
are only the flowers of my death everywhere.
I still often think about my death. Somehow, death is always female to me. She
is a strange flower in the other world. I have been sitting on the border between
the two worlds for long enough to know her well. I know her like the way I know
myself. I have smelt her, I have touched her petal, and I was so close to picking
her up. I know how horrifying but yet how incredibly charming and lovely she is.
Every time when I close my eyes, she will appear in the darkness.
And she still calls to me.
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The One McQueen
I chose to work with dresses for a reason.
Ever since I was a kid I knew I wanted to be a dressmaker. I want my works to
have an intimate relationship with the body. As Entwistle argued:
“The materials we hang at the margins of our body—fabric, jewelry,
paint or feathers– enjoy a close proximity to the flesh, outlining,
emphasizing, obscuring or extending the body. Dress, then, forms parts
of our epidermis–it lies on the boundary between self and other. The fact
that we do not normally develop epidermal self-awareness tells us a lot
about our routine relationship to dress, that is, that it forms a second skin
which is not usually an object of consciousness” (Entwistle 50-133).
I yearn to make dresses as objects of consciousness. Not only to be part of people’s
epidermal self- awareness—if they have that—but also to transform something
dark and ugly inside me into something beautiful and meaningful. But I was not
sure how to do that.
Alexander McQueen. He showed me the way:
“People find my things sometimes aggressive. But I don’t see it as aggressive. I
see it as romantic, dealing with a dark side of personality.” He said.
Visualize your dream, no matter if it is a good one or a nightmare. Visualize your
mood, no matter if it is bright like fire or dark like the coldest night without a
moon.
Find beauty. Find beauty in everything, even in ugly things.
When you have a dark side you have to deal with it. And do not feel sorry.
McQueen’s work encourages me and comforts me. And he is the one I look up
to and admire. Unfortunately, he was too into the romance that showed in the
darkness. I secretly knew that he saw the same flower as well. And he chose to
pick her up. Philip Treacy mentions McQueen in his book, “There was nothing
middle of the road—ever—about Alexander.” (Treacy and Hume 206)
There is no way back for those who have seen the flower. I am aware of it.
“There is no way back for me now. I’m going to take you on journeys you’ve
never dreamed were possible.” He said.
The world he described still exists.
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‘Things rot. I used flowers because they die. My mood was darkly
romantic at the time.’
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‘I want to empower women. I want people to be afraid of the
women I dress.’
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A Simple View of Death
I am from a Manchurian family. In the old days, like most nomadic people in
north Asia and Siberia, Manchurians practiced Shamanism. But modern history
changed us all. Although my family doesn’t practice Shamanism as a religion,
many traces of the old beliefs still survive in our daily life.
My grandmother taught me everything had a spirit. It is the basic view of
Shamanism: all objects, things and places—whether living or inanimate—have
spirits (Blodgett 47). You have to respect all things, even if they are only ants or
grasses. Of course you have to respect the dead. And all our past beloved ones
will either travel to another world and became immortals, or come back to this
world, in another form, maybe a tree, maybe a butterfly.This is another reason for
respecting all living things.
When my grandfather passed away, my grandmother was heartbroken, but she
told me “It is OK, death is another path.” And strangely, he visited me in my
dream every other year—visit is the word I should use as he told me he was
visiting from the other side and had to be back soon—and asked me how everyone
was. We had nice conversations then he left before I wake up. I am not sure if it
was just I missed him or he did visit. But my grandmother is sure he did. As in old
Manchurian tradition, dream is a path to the world of Death. He just went through
that path and paid me nice visits.
I find primitive religions like Shamanism fascinating. It reminds people the fact
that humans are just a part of a circle and we need to be humble. We are not
privileged, a fact that most people in modern society ignore or even disagree
with. It is also poetic: everything could be part of a tale if you look to the past, and
death is not a punishment; it is not evil; it is neutral. The world is a fluid circle of
energies. And energies transform.
According to historical record, in some ancient Shamanistic funerals, “尸则置
于林树之上,” which means put the dead in the trees, as people once believed
after death, the soul would return to a tribe’s spiritual tree as a bird and wait to be
reborn (Meng 252). To modern people this scene is definitely a view of horror,
but there is another angle to look at all those things we define as “horrors” in
current civilized society.Death is a sacred path. Do not search for it, but when you
need to start the journey along it, do not be afraid.
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Chapter 5
A secret Path
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Black Dragonflies
The girl kept exploring the forest. One day she encountered a black
dragonfly on the branch of an old tree. Its whole body was black
with a cold dark green luster, and also was slimmer than normal
dragonflies. “That should be the dragonfly Qian Yang mentioned!”
The girl was so excited. She walked towards it carefully. The
dragonfly noticed the girl, and then flew up, hovering in the air; it
seemed like that it was sizing her up. It flew silently without the
buzzing sound that ordinary dragonflies make. Its wings flapped
rather slowly so the girl was able to see its every movement. But
with those slow motions of the wings it was still able to hover in the
air. “Hello……?” The girl tried to talk to it, but the dragonfly did not
answer. It turned around and flew away agilely. The girl followed it
into the deeper woods.
After a while she came to a low-lying land surrounded by giant
old trees. In front of her was a black tree: a short strong cypress
tree covered by hundreds of black dragon flies. Together they gave
out a mysterious green light which made the treetop looked like
a huge emerald underneath them. As the dragonflies noticed her,
they started to fly around her The girl was in the middle of a silent
black tornado.
“Mortal, I know who you are. What do you want?” An old dignified
voice echoed in the air.
“I’m looking for a portal to get out this forest! ...And Qian Yang told
me to follow back dragonflies…” The girl answered in a shivering
voice.
“And did he tell you where this portal leads to?” Asked the voice.
“No, he did not know. He just told me this portal should be safe…”
The girl answered.
“You are honest. Listen, mortal. If you can find me, that means
you are qualified to get into this portal. But you need to know, this
portal leads to an interspace between this world and a fairyland,
where the forest kept all her memories. Memories are like seeds;
they grow and become something new. Step inside, and you will
step into a great unknown place. You might be able to get into the
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fairyland from there, but you won’t be able to return to this one.”
“Which means I won’t be able to go back home?”
“No. But there are many ways to define ‘home,’ you might be able
to find a new one, or not. It is up to you.”
The black dragonflies flew faster and faster, a green portal opened
up on the cypress tree. Inside it was a thick green mist that the girl
could not see through.
“Choose,” said the voice, “You have one chance.”
All of a sudden the girl just wanted to run off. After all the things
that had happened to her, she did not have enough courage to deal
with another great unknown place. She cried: “I can’t…! I’m sorry
I can’t…”
“So it is.” The voice disappeared together with the portal, the
cypress tree, and the dragonflies.
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A System of Dreams
Since I was a kid, I have dreamt every night and I remember all my dreams.
In them, I live in a world like the real one. I am not sure if I created this world or
I found it accidentally, as my wish to escape into another world was very strong.
Like the real world, I can draw a map of it. I can draw pictures of the specific towns
there. I can draw my favorite museum, my favorite bridge, my favorite park, and
my favorite tree. Every night when I dream I visit at least one place; sometimes I
stay in the same town for a while. I just cannot choose which place I’m going to
before I sleep. I think this uncertainty makes it even more interesting. So I really
enjoy falling asleep because it is another way of traveling.
The world in my dream changes like this one. For example, there is a mountain in
the shape of a perfect cone, and on it there is one town. Most of the time, the town
is empty, but during weekends it turns into a bazaar full of people and goods.
When I was a kid there was just one road like a vertical centerline of the mountain
and few houses beside the road. Now it is a pretty big town, and it is the greatest
bazaar I have ever seen. A few weeks ago I wanted to visit the town, but the road
to the mountain was damaged because of a storm. Recently the road has been
fixed, and the people there are building a new highway to it as well.
There is also one ancient town split up by a river running from north to south.
It is a beautiful town, all the roads and houses were built with white stones, and
almost every family has a beautiful garden and a large wall covered by grape
vines. I could only get there in summer and autumn. The east side of the town has
been turned into a tourist attraction these days. Last fall a new bus station was
built and the locals hate it.
They are so real to me. Sometimes I mistake my dreams for realities. I think I met
the black dragonflies in the mountain, but everyone else told me I was dreaming.
Maybe they are right. With dreams and realities mixed together, my memories are
not my allies.
Recently I learned that my mom has a world in her dreams too, but hers is more
like a ghost land, and most of the time, her dreams are like horror movies. Some
of the stories she told me about her dream world were extremely fascinating. If I
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ever write those down I could probably win a big award as a horror fiction writer.
She repeatedly dreams about a tunnel. In this dream, she is in a horrible long dark
cement tunnel with no one else inside, and she is not sure where it leads to. She
runs with fear and finally sees a man walking slowly in front of her. “Wait, sir!”
She shouts. But the man seems not to hear her. She approaches him from behind,
and pats him on the shoulder. He turns around: it is a blank face without any facial
features. Then she wakes up with fear.
I guess my mother is trying to get away from something as well.
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Inspired by Dreams
“When we are awake we also do what we do in our dreams: we invent and make
up the person with whom we associate—and immediately forget it” (Nietzsche
88).
I never forget my dreams, but I do make up a lot of things in my dreamworld. I
never try to figure out “what this dream means,” as to me dreams are not puzzles,
and I do not need to solve them to know the details of my subconscious.
I think I knew about my subconscious. My life was much easier when I went to
college and my mother started to show a soft side. I thought I had forgiven her, but
I continued to dream about her intruding into my world like a demon. Every time
I cried myself awake, I knew I had not forgiven her.
I was sure that my dream was just a comfort for my lost wishes in reality. But now
I question that. I think there is more.
Jung and Freud had quite different interpretations of the significance of dreams.
Jung believed that Freud put too much emphasis on the erotic elements of dreams.
He also believed that wish fulfillment was far too small a reason to underlie or be
the cause of all dreams. Jung believed that dreams were necessary in a creative
sense. Dreams actually produced new information for the conscious mind. Jung
also felt that the symbols of dreams were not just made up to hide information, but
were a form of universal language that he called archetypes (Wolf 44).
I cannot agree more with Jung’s “creative sense.” The dream is a space where
everything is possible. Several times in my dreams I made myself fly and I
changed the color of the flowers around me; it was like living in a movie, or
witnessing magic. Dream land could be the only place where all magic is true.
Dreams are not a place only for hiding away from real life, or a storage place to
hide the puzzles of one’s unconsciousness. They provides the freedom for one to
create another type of experience. Communicating the qualities of dreams is also
a subject for many artists, such as Josef Cornel.
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Josef Cornel
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Another great artist who works with dreams a lot is Satoshi Kon. In his movie
Paprika, the path between dream land and real world is visualized and realized. In
the movie, the crazy chairman says to Paprika: “In a world of inhumane reality, it
is the only humane sanctuary left. That is a dream.”

Dreams were a sanctuary for me when I was a kid. But can we say dreams are
much better than reality? Or on the contrary, are dreams just illusions and thus
useless? I think neither. Now Dream is a secret path that connects an unknown
world and reality. What is in that unknown world, what you can do in that world,
and what you can bring back to the reality as souvenirs or loot, you need to find
out yourself.
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Chapter 6
The Answer of Darkness
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Evil Against Evil
Many days had passed, maybe even months, still Qian Yang was
not back. The girl explored the forest as much as she could, but
found no clues on how to get out. She grew stronger and was more
knowledgeable about surviving, but she also grew desperate. She
even wished Qian Yang had not been there and that monster had
got her and killed her on the first day, so she did not need to suffer
all the fear and sadness.
One day near dusk, a shadow came near the spring. It looked like
a man covered in a black cloak with the hood drawn over his face,
but it was much taller than human beings. It stood silently in the
shadows of layers of bushes and branches. The girl asked it who it
was in a distance.
“I’m glad you asked.” Said the thing in a treacherous voice. “You
can call me K. A servant of the dark one.”
“So you are on the side of the monsters.” Said the girl.
“No, we are different. They cannot even find this place, but I can. I
just cannot walk in,” K said, “And I come to help you.”
“How could you help me?”
“Easy,” K laughed, “I’ll offer you the real answer you need to hear.
Why should you be hunted by those monsters? And why should
you be trapped in this dark wood? It is just totally unfair! And you
believe the forest actually loves you? Pfff. And Qian Yang won’t be
able to help you at all! He is the guardian of the forest first, and
you are not his priority. Otherwise he should already be back here
with you. Face the fact, no one cares about you. And no one will
help you. All you have now are just hypocritical sympathies and
deadly enemies.”
The girl felt very angry but was unable to refute him. “Go away
right now!” She yelled.
“I smell sweet anger, very good. You have power you don’t know
yet.” K laughed in a sharp tone.
“Go away right now!” The girl was nearly screaming at the top of
her voice.
“Ok I’ll go. But before I leave, this is the gift for you. Use it well.”
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A cloth package dropped out of K’s cloak and fell on the grass.
Then K vanished in the air with his voice whispering in the cold
wind: “There is only one way out: instead of being afraid, you make
others fear you. Instead of being killed, you kill. Instead of escaping
from the darkness, embrace it.”
The night had fallen. And the girl hesitated for a while. At last
she picked up the package and unwrapped it. It was a cleaver. It
glowed scarlet in the dark and lit up her surroundings. With the
cleaver in hand, the girl felt a power she had never had before,
something burning inside her, a savage ecstasy. All of a sudden
she understood that, with the cleaver in hand, she would definitely
be fine in the darkness, which meant she did not need the spring
for protection anymore. She looked up to the toon tree, still no
evidence of golden birds. Qian Yang was not back.
She took a last glance of the spring, and then walked into the
darkness without looking back.
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An Evil Time
Now it is even humiliating even to think that I studied black magic and tried to
summon demons when I was 13.
I think I was abnormal. But no one could remain normal after surviving a cleaver.
Nothing but fear and sadness were left in me, and they transformed into anger
and hatred. I hoped I was a dark witch.
I read some books and came up with many rituals to curse people or to summon
demons with my blood. Luckily none of them worked. I cooked potions and tried
to poison two of my classmates. Luckily the poison I made just caused nothing
worse than diarrhea.
Of course I had no friend, they were afraid of me. But that was what I wanted.
Actually I had one, and her name was Wolf. I wrote in a diary and hid it in a
drawer. The next day I would have her reply. She was a sweet girl and often
cheered me up gently. he was the only one I trusted fully to tell everything. One
day half a year later, I happened to find out that Wolf was my in fact my alter ego.
My sense of security crumbled instantly when she disappeared. I felt desperate.
Then all I was interested in was hurting people and self-mutilation.
I felt much better when I cut myself. No one knew I was doing that. I hid the
wounds well. But I kept my will in my pocket all the time, just in case I bled too
much and died. I wanted people to know that I cursed my mother.
I was losing control. One day I screamed that I would kill one of our teachers in the
dorm, and other girls were so afraid that they reported me to the school.
That was the first time the school called my parents to come and warn them about
my bad behavior. After meeting with the teacher, my mother screamed at me:
“Why have you become a thing like this?! I’d rather not have you as my daughter!
” I said: “you told me a thousand times you wished you had drowned me in a
bucket when I was born. What a pity you didn’t do that”. She cried very hard. I
felt a wild ecstasy.
I wanted to make her suffer. Even by destroying myself.
I started to do anything that would make her sad or embarrassed. I was a smart kid
and my grades were still very good, so the school didn’t want to expel me; instead,
my parents were continually called to the school. At first they came together; later
on, my mother refused to come because, as she said, “it is a shame.” I felt happy.
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Dad never blamed me. He was quiet. The school was 2 hours’ drive from home,
the road was tough, and he was very busy. But he came to the school to see me
when he had time. I made sure I hid all my wounds well when I saw him.
My mother found my diary with Wolf and she thought Wolf was a boy with
whom I had a relationship, and she was furious. She blamed me for “being a slut,”
but when I told her the truth about Wolf, she looked very scared. She didn’t tell
my father.
I still remembered the way she looked at me, as if I were a monster, which made
me happy. She was mumbling: “You are crazy…”
Crazy?
Yes, I think I was.
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A Practice of Good and Evil
“Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does
not become a monster. And when you look long into an abyss, the
abyss also looks into you” (Nietzsche 89).
The first time I read Beyond Good and Evil, I wished I had read it when I was
much younger.
As a kid I used to believe the world was either black or white: evil is evil, good is
good. But later on I realized most of the world is gray tones. I am even unable to
tell if my mom was evil or good. She is gray. And when I was a teenager, I could
not distinguish if I was good or not either. At least for a long while I believed I
was forced to be evil, like Dracula in Bram Stoker’s Dracula. I still remember
the first time I saw the movie, when Dracula, who was played by Gary Oldman,
betrayed God and drank blood with no regret, I cried. Evil was not what he meant
to become.

In many stories, many tragic heroes fell because they were corrupted by an evil
power they fought with, and some of them became new dark lords. I can write a
long list of names; some of them are well-known, such as Saruman in Lord of the
Rings and Anakin Skywalker in Star Wars.
I guess just like it is easy to make cloth dirty but hard to keep it clean, the
cleanliness of one’s mind is also hard to maintain.
“What separates two people most profoundly is a different sense and
degree of cleanliness. . . . The highest instinct of cleanliness places
those possessed of it in the oddest and most dangerous lonesomeness,
as saints: for precisely this is saintliness—the highest spiritualization
of this instinct. Whether one is privy to someone’s indescribable
abundance of pleasure in the bath, or whether one feels some
ardor and thirst that constantly drives the soul out of the night
into the morning and out of the dim and “dark moods” into what is
bright, brilliant, profound, and refined—just as such a propensity
distinguishes—it is a noble propensity—it also separates” (Nietzsche
221).
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I find the word “corrupted” charming. As one word it almost summarizes a whole
story. As a kid I suffered, and I promised myself that no one could hurt me any
more when I grew up. But later on, for years the one who hurt me the most has
been myself. I was corrupted.
If people ask me my idea of what is the most precious personal trait I have, I would
say my instinct for looking for light. It saved me many times from descending
into darkness thoroughly. According to Nietzsche, this instinct is saintliness, but I
don’t think that I am worthy of this word. But because I struggled to get out of the
swamp of dark moods, I was good at least for escaping.
So I was grey as well. A dark grey maybe.
“To our strongest drive, the tyrant in us, not only our reason bows
but also our conscience” (Nietzsche 91).
I hated my mother for a long time. She was the tyrant. Part of my story could
be summarized as, “She fought the tyrant, but later on she became one.” I was
frightened to witness violence and insanity grow in me despite the fact that I
remained lucid and rational. But I believed that I was not guilty, and it was not
my fault. I was a victim so it was fair to hurt others when I had the power. And
revenge is justice. But actually revenge is the most horrible corruption of one’s
mind. You have to empty your soul, and use your body as a container for those
dark fuels to light your fire. And when your fire is gone, you are empty.
Now I believe it is better to have a suffering soul than being empty.
But when you are too young and foolish, locked in a cage, with sharp hatred and
damp fear as the only tools you have to break out of the cage, which one would
you grab?
Or would you pray?
I prayed.
“Thus he once said: ‘Under certain circumstances I love what
is human . . . it finds its way in any labyrinth. I am well disposed
towards him: I often reflect how I might yet advance him and make
him stronger, more evil, and more profound than he is.’
‘Stronger, more evil, and more profound?’ I asked startled. ‘Yes,’ he

.

135 .

said once more; ‘stronger, more evil, and more profound; also more
beautiful’—and at that the tempter god smiled with his halcyon smile
as though he had just paid an enchanting compliment” (Nietzsche
236).
God’s will is hard to guess.
I am religious. But I am not a believer of any kind of established religion. Based
on the Shamanistic beliefs that survive in my family and my own experience in
nature, I believe in my own God, gods, and spirits.
How does God see evil? I think it is an interest question. Sometimes I think God
is the one beyond good and evil, God is God, but people will illustrate what he
is like with a face they would like to believe in. So God will lead someone to be
good, and the same God also leads someone else to be evil. There is no evil God
or false God when it comes to the self. For every individual, God is always the
true one. “Evil gods” could only be others’ gods. In front of the God one believes
in, one is blind.
People should be careful about what they pray for.
Did Nietzsche look into the abyss? I guess he did. His words have the fragrance
from the other side. He saw the intensity of the bright side, but in his later days,
he was definitely lured by the abyss.
I think being a mortal is good, because good and evil are meaningless until you
decide which faction you belong to. Black and white colors could only be the
different faces of God, and we mortals are always gray. We are attracted by both
sides all the time: the light is charming, but the abyss is deadly charming too. All
we can do is adjust our lightness, here is no permanent good or evil in mortals.
And there is a reminder:
Homo, fuge! Run, human run!
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Light and Dark
I have been looking for ways to represent the true black in my design practice for
a while. Usually, when we are challenged with the question of where to find true
black, we think about darkness, and we think about the night. But I think that true
black never shows itself during the night, even in extreme darkness.
At night, objects are illuminated by natural light sources such as the stars and
the moon, and manufactured light sources like street lamps and candle light.
The night’s colors are actually layers of gentle grays. True black only resides in
complete darkness. We can also consider it to be a the situation of a vacuum of
colors, which means no colors at all. People experience fear in pure darkness, and
that is not the intent of my designs.
It is hard to represent true white as well. Light and dark influence each other and
cannot be completely separated, so all we can use as artists are actually different
shades of grays. True colors exist only in our imagination.
Surely, giving up describing true black or white in my works is a possible solution
for me, but if my idea of true black is the representation of a certain mood, it might
not be visually black at all, which means it is possible to present it in my work.
“Black” could be gray, or another color, or even more than one color at the same
time.
I only once saw true black. Have you ever looked at thick strong rose bushes in
the sunlight on a mid-summer day? Under the strongest light in the hottest season,
there is a solid darkness inside. At the border between the darkness inside the bush
and the vivid world outside, the black will show in the shadows of the leaves. And
the stronger the light is, the thicker the dark and black is. Just like life and death,
they sit beside each other. It reminds me an old saying my grandma used to tell
me: without knowing lives, you don’t know about death.
So, true black might only exist beside the most beautiful bright things: it hides in
their shadows.

Among all light sources, moonlight is my favorite, because it is something right
in the middle of extreme lightness or darkness. When the moon is bright, there
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are fewer stars. Thin clouds look like veils which are not large enough to cover
the dark blue velvet sky. The color of the night is the color of the moonlight:
something subtle and comforting. It is an agreement from both sides: together
they create a low-saturation version of eternal brightness.
I remember when I was a kid the moonlight cured my sad little heart countless
times, and how I watched the moon in the middle of the night through the window
in the living room. In the moonlight, the shadow of the tall and strong London
plane tree outside was like a giant elegant lace. It gently wrapped me inside.
Ancient Chinese poems often describe the moonlight as “liquid silver,” and I
agree with that. The moon is so magical that I would even give up my insistence
on the contrast between extreme light and dark in my practice just to describe how
generous, lovely and gentle the moon is.
I have such a deep love for the moon, but once when my friend asked me what
kind of person I wanted to be, I said: “maybe one like the sun.”
“I don’t really understand. So you want to warm people up? Or you want people
to need you? Or you want power?” She asked.
“No, I just want to burn the concentrated darkness inside me and produce light.
And when you do that, people will definitely describe you as a sun. ”I said.
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The Wrong Portal
The girl walked into the darkness with the cleaver, which looked
almost like a scarlet lantern in her hand. All the creatures were
hiding away from her. For the first time, she felt powerful in this
forest.
After a while, she felt something was following her. She turned
back, it was a monster. It was much smaller than the one she saw
when Qian Yang rescued her, but still, it looked like a weird shadow
with many eyes on it. Without knowing it, she stabbed it with all
her strength. With a painful scream, the monster melted into dark
water, was quickly absorbed by the soil, and left only its eyes on
the ground, shining with a strange luster, and staring straight into
the girl’s eyes. She shivered because of a mixed feeling. She was
afraid, but the joy of revenge was overpowering everything else.
She picked up one eye. Surprisingly, it was hard, cold, and clean,
which did not feel like flesh at all.
“I guess you enjoyed the cleaver I gave you.” K gradually appeared
in the air.
“OK, what do you want from me. The truth.” The girl pointed the
cleaver at K.
“Relax. As the servant of the dark one, I’m just doing what he asked
me to do.” K clearly was not afraid of the cleaver. “You cannot kill
me with the cleaver my master prepared for you.”
“Then what does your master want?”
“Something only you can offer,” K pointed to the eye in her other
hand, “See your loot? Eyes. Gems of power. The monsters stole
those from my master, and he wishes to have them back. “
“Then why do they hunt me?”
“For no special reason. Thy will hunt every human who has a soul.”
“So you want me to collect their eyes for you?”
“Generally, yes. But not all of them, not many, 77 are enough. And
in return, my master will set you free from this forest.”
“I’m not sure if I can kill that many monsters…”
“Yes, you can. Only with that cleaver.”
“Then why don’t you do it yourself?”

.

141 .

“Some boring ancient agreement which you do not need to know
about. The only thing you should know is that the cleaver is the
only weapon which could hurt those monsters, and you are the
only one who can use this cleaver. We were waiting for you. So, will
you do it?”
“What if I say no?” The girl asked.
“Simple, I’ll just take the cleaver back now.” K answered.
The girl thought for a while, and agreed to collect the eyes.
“Very good.” K extended his hand from his cloak. It was dark and
dry like old tree root. “Young lady, touch my hand then it is a deal.
I will be there when you have enough eyes, and I’ll open a portal
for you to see my master. Then, offer the tributes and collect your
reward.”
The girl touched his hand, and a weird mark showed up in hers.
And K disappeared again.
Since the girl agreed to collect eyes from the monsters, she slept
by day and woke up by dusk, and then wandered in the night
hunting for monsters. She was undefeatable with the clever in her
hand. She found happiness in killing. No mercy, no regret, even if
she killed two deers by mistake. Her heart was showered by the
sweetness of revenge.
And when she collected 77 eyes, K showed up again.
“Excellent.” K said. “Now it is time. Follow me.”
K led the girl to a dead tree. “Put the eyes around the tree.” The girl
did as he said.
“Then knee down and pray. The door leads to my master will show
up.”
“What should I pray for?”
“For what your heart longs for.”
The girl knelt down, and closed her eyes. But in her heart, two
wishes were battling; one was to be free, the other was to continue
her feast of revenge. She was not sure which one to pray for, but
an old tree and a giant portal showed up anyway. It is red too, but
the color of dry blood.
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Rituals: The Believers’ Dance
I practiced black magic when I was a teenager. My ritual practice was a wired
mixture: what I read in books, what I saw in movies, and my own inventions
mixed to become my own rituals. Of course, nothing worked.
People say in modern society only fools believe in magic power. However, the
existence of the Hermetic Order of Golden Dawn, as well as W.B. Yeats and
Aleister Crowley’s association with it, seem to tell a different story. The secret
path to the secret power is always full of people: both fool and wise.
Why do people believe in magic? “This has been a central problem in social
anthropology since the earliest days of the discipline. It arose because magical
rituals seem to be intended to do things which, observers say, they cannot possibly
achieve. How did practitioners continue to practice in the face of constant
failure? They perform rituals which seem to be about producing an effect, to
the anthropologist the rituals cannot possibly produce that effect” (Luhrmann
8). But yet still, people practice it generation after generation. This is a puzzle.
And “at the bottom of the puzzle, at its inmost core, lies the issue of how people
believe in a god whose existence cannot be proven to an unbeliever’s satisfaction”
(Luhrmann 8).
In other words, rituals are for the believers.
I have always been interested in Golden Dawn and its rituals. Here is one:
the invocation of the four Archangels of the Elements—Earth, Air, Fire and
Water—and the full rubric of the Golden Dawn ceremony was as follow:
1.
Take a dagger into the right hand and face East.
2.
Touching the forehead say Ateh(unto Thee)
3.
Touching the breast, say Malkuth (the Kingdom)
4.
Touching the right shoulder, say ve—Geburah(and the Power)
5.
Touching the left shoulder, say ve—Gedulah(and the glory)
6.
Clasping both hands upon the breast, say le—OlahmAmen (Unto the 		
Age of the Ages, Amen)
7.
Make an Earth Pentagram with the dagger and vibrate JHVH.
8.
Turning to the South do the same, but vibrate ADNI
9.
Turning to the West do the same but vibrate AHIH
10.
Returning to the East do the same but vibrate AGLA.
11.
Extending the arms in the form of a cross say ‘Before me Raphael,
behind me Gabriel, on my right hand Michael, on my left hand Auriel, for about
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me flames the Pentagram and in the column stands the six rayed Star.’
12.
Repeat 2—6, the Quabalistic Cross.
This ritual, at first sight almost trite in its simplicity, is capable of being transformed
into a potent method of spiritual development; as Aleister Crowley said, ‘properly
understood it is the Medicine of Metals and the Stone of the Wise.’ (King 38)
But Crowley later was considered an evil man who pursued the power of the
devils.
Then what is a devil? He is everywhere, the demonologist Denis de Rougemont
says:
By definition, he is an imperialist; he is a gangster on the lookout for a kidnapping;
he makes us doubt the reality of the divine law; he is a liar, a tempter, a sophist
and, though being nobody, he can impersonate as many beings as there are in this
world. This is true indeed, for the devil is ever-changing in man’s mind, unlike
God, whose established image, that of a good and wise old man, has remained
constant throughout the centuries. The devil likes to be modern.” (Seligmann,
152)
But I find the definition of Good and Evil blurry. And I find a strong belief could
be protective and dangerous at the same time. All gods could turn into demons,
and vice versa. One’s God could be other’s devil, and a god may show an evil
side.
I consider rituals to be the believers’ dances to entertain their gods and strengthen
their own faith, a humble request of power and dream. Although all the believers
are somehow greedy in different ways, being humble is the key.
And Shamans do dance in rituals. Wild dances. I’ve only seen a shaman dance
once when I was very young. The old woman danced like crazy around a fire for a
while, and suddenly she fainted, a sign that she had entered the grey area between
this world and that of the gods. Her body kept twitching and she mumbled the
words the gods told her. I still remember that old female Shaman’s mask. Layers
of fabric strings and beads covered half of her face.
Shamans always wear masks. It is believed that they need to hide their real
identities from spirits, gods and ghosts so as to protect themselves when they
travel in the other world. I was frightened when I saw her dance. Later on, I
realized being horrified is also a big part of the ritual. As I think a ritual, is still a
power struggle between humans, and even between mortals and gods.
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Dance, dance to your master, but still hide a dagger in your chest.
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Chapter 7
Freedom Comes at a Cost
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Qian Yang’s Portal
The girl heard a voice coming out from the portal, she could not tell
what it was, but for sure, it was something ancient and old. The girl
stood up and wanted to go in, but K stopped her.
“One more tribute, you will see my master.” K said.
“You didn’t mention there is another thing I need to offer.” The girl
said.
“But actually there is. Your eyes.” K said. The girl was shocked
and wanted to run away but suddenly the cleaver turned into a red
python that wrapped itself around the girl and trapped her.
“You lied to me! You filthy liar! ” The girl was furious.
“Every great gift has a price on the back of the package my dear.” K
laughed and approached her with a bone knife in his hand. “But a
deal is a deal, you will see my master when I rip your eyes out. And
he will offer you something as a reward!”
K ripped out her left eye. The girl was screaming with great pain.
When he was about to rip out the other one, with a strong wind,
Qian Yang came and broke K’s neck with a bite. The python released
the girl to attack Qian Yang, but Qian Yang bit its head off.
A roar came out from the portal, something was coming out. Qian
Yang threw something into the portal, and then all his golden birds
flew into it as well. With the screaming of that thing, the portal
broke.
Qian Yang came to the girl: “Oh…This is totally my fault.” The
girl hugged Qian Yang and said: “But you are back.” “We don’t
have much time…” Without Qian Yang finishing his words, the
land started to shake and the sky turned into dark red. “Long story
short, the magician told me about the dark thing in that portal.
It clearly wanted you as a new servant, and if you get into the
portal he will claim your heart and soul, and you will become one
like him. ” The girl finally saw K’s face with her remaining eye: a
horrible face like dried tree bark. Where the eyes should have been
there were just two deep holes. “I got help from the magician so
I can fight and perhaps save the forest eventually, but from now
on there is no safe place for you in this forest, even the spring…
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because I lost my golden birds, my enchantment is broken.”
“What should we do now?” The girl asked.
“I have weakened the dark thing’s power by killing his servant and
breaking his amulet. His enchantment was strong but now it is
broken for a short time!” A light came out of Qian Yang’s body and
hit the sky, a scar-shaped bright mark showed up. “It is portal to
the outside! But the dark power might grow back very soon; now
I have to send you away no matter what it costs me. It is the only
chance.” Qian Yang said.
As they were speaking, loud noise came from under the ground.
And the dark portal showed up again on the ground. Qian Yang
took a look at the portal, and then bit his wings off with no warning.
“No!” The girl cried. “Yes.” Qian Yang put the wings on her and they
grew on her back now. Qian Yang picked up a monster eye on the
ground and put it in the girl’s wound and it became her left eye.
“You have part of the dark power in you now, but it is fine. You
have a brave heart, and the other eye for brightness. You will know
how to rule the dark one. ” The girl cried, and she was too sad to
speak.
An angry roar came from the dark portal.
“Now go my child! I’m the guardian, and it is my duty to guard and
fight, and I promise I will be fine! Go!”
The girl cried bitterly and flew to the sky.
“I will return one day! I will figure out a way to solve all these! The
girl shouted with all her strength, but she could not see anything
down there. A dark fog covered the forest.
“Live your life! Do not try to return!” Qian Yang’s voice came from
the ground.
The girl prayed for Qian Yang and flew into the portal.
White light. A white road appeared in front of her. There were no
wings on her anymore. It all seemed like a dream. But with her
blood caked on her dress, her left eye seeing moving shadows on
the road but not the right one--they all remind her that everything
really had happened.
She was surprised to see a black dragonfly fly out of nowhere
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and stop on her shoulder. “Did we meet before?” She asked. The
dragonfly was silent. “So where does this one lead to?” She talked
to the dragonfly but did not expect an answer.
This time the dragonfly spoke: “To the future.” And then it flew
away.
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Freedom Comes at a Cost
When I was a teenager, I did many wrong things, things opposite of the definition
of a “good kid” or a “good girl”. I think I paid my price. I suffered many pains,
both mentally and physically,. But my dad never blamed me for any of that.
Gradually I learnt to turn hatred into energy. My purpose for going to college was
so different compared to others. A week before I went to college in Shanghai, one
afternoon when my mother was not home, my dad came to me and said: “Come,
I have something to tell you.” Then we went and sat at our dining table, facing
each other. He had never started any conversation between us in this way before.
“You have grown up. And now you are really away to the world. Live your life,
no need to miss us. And don’t worry. I’ll take care of your mom. If you have the
chance to stay in big cities, just do it. And if you have the chance to go abroad, stay
there and don’t come back. I think it is good for you. And I will always support
you.” He said with a sad face. “I hope you will be happy.”
That was the moment I realized I was really going to leave everything behind like
I had been hoping for so long. But it was not as wonderful as I imagined. It was
bitter.
In my junior year, I was selected by my college to go to the US for an exchange
program. But the fee was very high, 60,000 dollars, and I knew my family didn’t
have that much money. I told my dad it was fine, I was already happy that I was
selected, but he was very sure: “You should go.” And once again, he said: “Don’t
underestimate your dad.”
He sent me to the US.
He never told me how he got that money. But I heard rumors about a brave man,
who remained uncorrupted and honest for 30 years, but finally got his hands dirty
for his daughter; about a man, who was so proud and never succumbed to money
or power, finally acted humbly in front of some rich people to borrow money.
People just love to see heroes fall.
Clearly he looked older after that, as if a great power was stolen from him. I know.
For a man like him, I know what pride and reputation means.
He made a great sacrifice for love. But I had nothing to pay in return.
That was a moment I wished I could be someone good and capable, instead of
someone who has power and delights in revenge.
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We all sacrificed.
The 13-year-old “I” appears in my head often. I see her eyes: the eyes of a young,
wounded, angry little beast. I know how brave she was, how hard she had fought,
and how tragic her sacrifice was. And I do not want to let her down. And I do not
want to let my father down.
Thirteen years have passed, and I think I am doing well now. I am heading out of
my tunnel at a marvelous speed.
Recently I feel my war will be over soon, and I am going to win. Honestly, I am a
little afraid of peace and scared of stepping into a white clean future without the
dark forest I used to wander inside: the one that I have feared, loved and hated
deeply, in the same way that I felt for my mother.
It is so hard to let go.
But I know letting go might be the final sacrifice I have to make. Bury the last dead
one near those flowers, the ghost will be in peace in her wonderland, and I shall be
ready to be a grown-up: a brave young woman who is ready for new challenges.
Although I am sure some seeds will remain in my heart and wait for the darkness
to return, I shall embrace and cherish them as part of me and my dear life.
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A Vulnerable Armor
I consider armor to be special costumes: armor is for warriors, and warriors
dress to kill. Armors should first be functional objects that provide protection
for warriors, but more importantly, there is also a symbolic side to them: glory.
The glory in power, in strength and braveness, and even in death. For a general
or an emperor, a piece of armor could even abandon its functionality for a full
symbolic display of his power. I think that is why sometimes armors are even
more decorative with exquisite details.
Most of the armors cover the body fully, and emphasize certain part of the body.
Head and shoulders are the two important parts to be highlighted in armor pieces,
to make the warrior look more powerful and to awe the enemies.
Traditional Manchu armors usually cover the body fully, and they are decorated
with beast motifs such as bear, tiger and lion. They also emphasize the shoulder
pieces. A special copper mirror is placed in the center of the chest to protect the
heart.
In Qing Dynasty, the last Chinese imperial dynasty ruled by the Manchurians,
martial virtues were highly valued. Ceremonial suits of armor were an essential
part of the imperial wardrobe. The ceremonial armors were fully decorated with
exquisitely embroidered motifs such as dragons with five fingers, which could
only be used by the royal household.
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19th Century Qing Banner General’s

Armor with quiver and bow holster

.

19th Century Qing Banner General’s Armor with quiver and bow holster
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Imperial armor suits made in the complicated kesi (cut silk) technique

.

163 .

.

164 .

Compared to traditional Manchu armors, Japanese armors are even more symbolic and dramatic, especially in terms of their head pieces. But they still fully
cover the body.
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Armor of the yokohagido type (yokohagido tosei gusoku) Signed
Joshu no ju Saotome Ienari (Saotome Ienari living in Joshu) (helmet);
Ichiguchi Yoshikata (mask) Early to mid-Edo period: 17th century
(helmet bowl); 18th century (mask and armor) Iron, leather, gold, wood,
bear fur, hemp, lacing, horsehair Photo Brad Flowers © The Ann &
Gabriel Barbier-Mueller Museum, Dallas
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In many Chinese tales, the bravest warriors sometimes abandon their armor during a
fight to show his strength and power. The most famous one of these stories is from
the Chinese classic Romance of the Three Kingdoms: “许褚性起，飞回阵中，卸下
盔甲，浑身筋突，赤体提刀，翻身上马，来与马超决战。” A great warrior whose
name was Xu Chu stripped off his armor when he could not defeat another famous
warrior Ma Chao and came back for another fight to the death. I have been fascinated by
this story since I was a kid.
I think the most precious quality for a great warrior, or for any capable and brave man,
is vulnerability. Stripping off the armor seems to indicate a willingness to bare one’s
vulnerability.
For the same reason, I am fascinated by the matador’s jacket. It is fully decorated, with
emphasized shoulder pieces, and looks like an armor. But it is short. It is short enough to
show the matador’s movements when he fights the bull, and short enough to expose the
softest and the most vulnerable part of human body to the bull’s sharpe horns.
I think my armor will not be long as well. I would love it to be short.
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A fully embroidered matador’s jacket
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Chapter ∞
Future
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She comes back.
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About us
Dealing with important things is just like drawing a circle: it will end at where it
begins.
When I was working on my thesis, the process of making was like pressing
buttons. Each button triggered a flash of memory. And together they glimmered.
I bought sequins , and they came to me in small packages. I unpacked each one,
sorted them out by shapes and colors, and repacked them into individual small
containers.
After so many years I still feel great satisfaction doing this: I loved to pour
everything out of my mother’s jewelry boxes and embroidery tool boxes on the
big bed. Beads, sequences, earrings, rings, and pendants. A sultan sitting among
his treasures and gold could not be happier than me. Then I put them back into
each of their containers with care.
During that time, my mother was obsessed with magnolias and refreshing colors.
The bed sheets were always pale blue with giant white magnolia prints. The blue
was the color of a nice spring sky, clean and pale, nearly white. Next to the big
bed, was our big window. Outside the window there was a dark green mountain
covered by lush forests. When she was fine, she would say the view was peaceful.
When she was not fine, she complained that the mountain was like a jail wall, and
our apartment was like a cage.
Before I dye each fabric, I identify the material by burning a little piece. The smell
of burnt silk or wool reminds me of the summer when I was six, and how I slipped
out with my mom’s magnifying glass while she took a nap after lunch.
It was the hottest time on the hottest day, the sky was so blue and bright like
burning blue flames, and there was not a single hint of moisture in the air. In the
violent summer heat, everything remained silent except the cicadas. Their screams
were so loud and nearly burst my eardrums. Beside the sewer, I used the magnifier
to focus sunlight, and burnt one ant after another. When the ant was ignited, it
struggled with pain and vanished into a flash of bright flame in less than three
seconds. The way it suffered was like the way humans suffered in hell in religious
paintings. I guess I was the devil for them. When the flame went out, it turned into
a thread of white smoke which smelt like burnt flesh and hair. It was oppressive.

.

173 .

When I was working on my embroidery, I remembered that when my mother was
fine, she often sat beside the window in our living room and held me on her lap.
She wrapped her arms around me, held my hand, and taught me to embroider. I
remember the sound of silk thread passing through the fabric; it echoed the sound
of wind passing through the giant plane trees outside, and sounded like a lullaby.
The things I remembered were no longer those unforgivable things from the
darkest parts of our past. They were mundane things.
Between the dark side and the bright side of my life, those memories glimmer.
And they light up a new path.
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When she was young, she was famous for her beauty. In the eyes of others, she was
always beautiful and charming. She loved to dress up, and she oftentimes dressed
in beautiful dresses and cheongsam which showed her elegant waistline perfectly.
After lunch she often enjoyed sitting in the sunshine besides the living room window
and reading a bit. Under the blurry shadow the plane tree outside cast on her, she
was covered in a swaying light, and looked so peaceful and detached. Her lowered
eyelids looked like a pair of moss wings beside the fire. When I was little, I could not
help thinking her as one of those most dangerous monsters in ancient Chinese fairy
tales, who were always disguised as the most beautiful and the brightest women.
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She aged slower than most women, but still, she aged.
At the same time, I grew up. I am not as beautiful as her, but anyway we look
similar. Last summer when I went back to our old apartment, the 40 foot tall plane
tree outside was still strong and lush, but our neighbor was already too old to
remember things clearly. He sat under the plane tree, staring at me, and looked
very confused. He called me Tiantian, which was my mom’s nickname when
she was young. I walked toward him and said, “I’m not Tiantian. See, I’m her
daughter.”
At that moment something hit my heart strongly, I had a bitter-sweet sensation.
Under that plane tree, it took me maybe only five seconds to walk to the confused
old man who mistook me for my mother. But it felt like a long journey, and during
this journey, I dreamily felt the images of the 25-year-old me and the 25-year-old
her overlapped and merged into one person.
My mother moved into this town with my dad right after they got married.
She hated it but I used to love it so much. When I entered the town again, and
examined all the surroundings, I knew they were unchanged. But as a grown-up,
the town was no longer charming to me; instead, it looked rather desolate and
even depressive. All of a sudden I understood a big part of my mother’s past.
She gave birth to me when she was my age now, nearly 27. When I reached 100
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days old, she held me in her arms and my father took a photo of us under a
blooming flamboyant tree. In that picture, she had a very sweet smile and looked
very happy. But soon after that, she started to have depression symptoms. When
I was three, the family members thought she was getting better, but actually, she
wasn’t. Then all the dark stories began.
That one afternoon under the plane tree, I understood the other side of my dark
childhood stories and felt I understood something important. It is not only about
her, it is about us, about me, and even about this rather marred and clumsy world.
Finally I learnt to look at my past as an observer. The same afternoon, I changed
my decision to hide my thesis away from her. I talked to her about it.
After nearly 20 years of struggling, finally we sat down, and I confessed the hatred
and fear I used to hold on to so much. When I spoke about the most horrible things
happened between us, she opened her eyes up wide with fears and regrets and
burst into crying, I heard she was mumbling repeatedly, sorry.
And after nearly 20 years, I finally knew she didn’t remember much about all
those darkest parts. Because when she was in her unstable conditions, she only
formed blurry pieces of memories. For so many years we never talked about it,
and she was too afraid to ask me. So we had that conversation; I was prepared, but
she was not. For me, those memories were old scars, but for her they were fresh
bleeding wounds.
I felt empty.
So I didn’t tell it all. I didn’t want her to know too many details about those
dark days. When I was younger, I imagined the scene thousands of times: she
was crying, barely able to breathe, because of what she did to me, begging for
my forgiveness--surely I would just leave with a cold “No” to her. I dreamed
of making it the most satisfying, sweet revenge ever in this world. But when it
really happened, all I could feel was a solid sadness. It was so heavy, that it almost
crushed me. I realized we shouldn’t be enemies at all.
That day, my most intimate enemy and I, we both dropped down to the ground.
The war was over.
For such a long time, I have been trying to describe this “war” between us or our
relationship. But words were not enough. When I gathered enough courage to face
what was there between us, I tried so hard to elaborate what happened to each of
us since the day I decided to ran away from home. But language is too weak.
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Words and language, they are not that important anymore.
And even my stories are not that important anymore.

Hatred and fear used to be my fire of life. I used them for fuel. For many years they
have been powerful enough for me to escape from home and embark on a long
journey. When my fire faded, I wandered a little bit more with the winds, and then
landed on where I am now.
I have no regret. Gain or lose, happiness or pain, I had a great journey. I’m grateful.
Most importantly, I understand now, there are many places I cannot go to by
sailing on my black ship which uses dark energy as fuel. There are many great
journeys that cannot start by escaping. So many things are waiting for me to
explore out there, and then share the stories with people.
Dealing with the most important thing is just like drawing a circle: it will end at
where it begins.
Like Fran Bow1 said:” I still don’t know many things. But one thing I do know,
that, between guilt and fear, I choose happiness.”
For me, I might use the word, love.

________________________________________________________________________
1. Fran Bow is the protagonist of a video game, Fran Bow, which is based on the
real childhood traumas of the creator Natalia Figueroa.
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Now I simply share the same desire with Yeats, that, I desire, like every artist, to
create a little world out of the beautiful, pleasant, and significant things of this
marred and clumsy world.
I’d love to be a storyteller.
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Thesis Collection Photos
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