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Abstract

After being away from home for six years,
distance and time make me reconsider: “Who am I?”
This thesis is an honest memoir, which records
my reflections about life through my struggles,
confusion with cultural identities, and conflicts
with my mother in a one-child family. In a
two-year graduate program, I continue to explore
my identities as Chinese, an international
student, an expatriate, and a daughter.
The text, accompanied by illustrations, interprets personal artistic changes. Printmaking
in my work is not just a tool to make multiples.
The ideas of layering and repeating are also
applied to my three-dimensional installations
that reflect personal experiences, memories,
time, and family relationships.
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I believe every change of Ruhan is a betrayal
of her past.
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I didn’t like my way for making art: rational,
inflexible, lack of emotions. I was disappointed
by myself for being lost—the most unacceptable
fact that truly happened during an only two year
study period.

Xu Bing said,1
“Where there is life, there are problems; where
there are problems, there is art.” 2
I told people,
before I solve the big problem, let me fix my own.

This is the starting point of exploring my identity.

1

Translated from Chinese to English by me.

2

Xu, Bing, My True Words, Beijing: CITIC Press

Corporation, 2015. Print.
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To look back is a defense, and it is healing.3
— Andre Bradley

3 Bradley, Andre, Interference, Philadelphia Photo
Arts Center, Philadelphia, PA, 9 March-20 May,2017
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Life Stairs
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I took off my clothes, covered my body with ink,
and crawled through long sheets of paper.
Why?
Because,
I wish, like a baby, I could start over again.
Being naked and crawling on the floor could free
me from restrictions and fears.
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The Process: Printing and Making
I transferred my body traces onto pieces
of wood panels.
I carved them out with relief knives.
I printed them on Xuan paper with ink
and red pigment.
I followed the red prints and crawled again
with ink on my body.
Even with a matrix as perfect as my body,
I can only make similar prints.
Even as I encountered similar moments in life,
I can never go back to the same point.
I built stairs, “life stairs”, up and down,
spiraling forward, no way back.
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Why Wood Carving
I encountered it.
I love its textures and the natural smell.
I’m attracted by the way it expresses itself —
so indirectly.
It’s time-consuming, labor-intensive,
traditional, and conservative.

I got lost in my thoughts, and memories flooded
my mind.

And,
it gives me time and space to think, to look into
myself,
to get lost in my thoughts,and to come up with
the weirdest reflections about life.
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To be honest, they are bad memories.
Do you have those kinds of relatives? They come
to your home without telling you.They criticize
your decorations. They finish up your food and
leave your home a mess.You are not able to deny
them. They just come by themselves.
My unwelcome relatives are my bad memories.
Suddenly, they storm my nerves and pull me down.
I know they will be gone eventually, but the
memories are hard to recover from.
I was stuck.
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No memory is ONE HUNDRED percent real,
because I said so.
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Manipulated Memories
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Try imagining your grandma is cooking your
favorite dish. Do you see every step of
her making it? Can you recall the decorations
in her kitchen?
What if I ask you to describe the tiles on the
walls? Your eyes start to roll and you look
aside, trying to pick up the memorized patterns.
You start to manipulate your memory.
Every piece of memory is manipulated. Even the
same memory recalled at a different moment will
be different.
Then I questioned myself: do I really have
memories of crawling on the floor as a baby? Were
those bad memories all manipulated? Why was I
still terrified by a piece of memory even though
it was a clumsy reproduction from my own mind?
Why was the influence so powerful that I couldn’t
get out of it?
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Again: Printing and Making
I cut over 1500 small wood blocks.
I put them together into three jigs.
I transferred my crawling traces onto them.
I carved them out.
I replaced and printed these blocks over and over
again; in the same way that
I manipulated my memories.
Then,
I built my mind— a 6’x6’x6’ room with
wood frames; translucent white shell; fragile
stairs; narrow doorway; dark memory prints.
I invite people to my room,
but
they can only peek in a little from the outside.
I want people to know my struggles,
but
they cannot know all of them.
Because of my privacy and dignity,
I keep myself in my tiny safe space.
Bad memories hurt; but
if you can see that,
to me, it’s enough.
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Give and Take – A Looping Video
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I only offer as much information as I want you
to have.
Paper is my skin that bears the rubbings.
Rubbings are the past: my past that I would like
to share with you.
Blocks are bad memories: they hit the floor and
create soul-stirring sounds.
I check before I rub;
I push the blocks off and pick them up.
The video is looping, and there’s no ending.
At least,
I shut it off.
I know I’m the person who makes the decision.
I know I’m the only one who can help myself.
I need to do something.
I decide to shut my bad memories off.
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What follows are personal experiences.
I reserve my right to have the final say.
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One. The Only Child
Do you feel weird about being the only
child at home?
No,
I feel weird to see everyone has
siblings here.
Does the only one get more love?
The only one bears more love,
and he/she is supposed to reciprocate
more.
Two. Family and Home
I’m 26.
I don’t own my ID card.
“You will lose it,” my mom says, “Let me
take care of it.”
At home,
I live with my parents, and I have no
personal space.
No bank accounts or credit cards.
No driver’s license and car.
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With 2G Internet on my phone, I can’t even
get an Uber.
I rely on my parents for almost everything.
Three. Dirty Linens
My mom said, “Wash your dirty linens at
home.”
If I tell you,
I don’t get along with my mom.
what would you think?
I’m afraid of being judged and labeled.
“That girl has problems, disobedient,
unfilial to her parents, and conscienceless.”
These labels are too heavy to carry.
But the truth is we really don’t get along.
Four. Tradition
I’m not from the U.S,
but China is getting stranger and stranger.
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My mom said,
“Women are supposed to get married and
give birth to a child.
Women are not supposed to do heavy
labor.
Women are supposed to behave well.”
These are not her ideas,
Our tradition treasures them.
Five. Chinese Parents
She complains a lot,
“You are neither good at this nor at
that.”
She labels me as
“Bad behavior, unfilial, disobedient,
not hard working, no good…”
She tells her friends,
“My daughter is good at nothing.”
“She’s not able to get into a college.”
“She’s not going to get a job.”
In China, they call it modesty.
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Describing themselves as the most miserable
people,
so the listeners can feel better.
Her words do hurt,
because I do care.
I asked later:
Why don’t you just accept me?
I’m a person, not your possession.
I want to be myself.
Six. Maturity
These years in the U.S,
I grew up without their company.
Traditional Chinese parents,
they are happy to see my maturing,
they are worried of me being distant,
more and more…
I didn’t develop towards their expectations.
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They realized I’m no longer under their
control:
my ideas surpassed their understandings;
conflicts were triggered.
Seven. Love and Hate
The thing I’m afraid most of:
becoming my parents.
Do I hate them?
Yes, I guess, sometimes.
How much?
I don’t know.
If I don’t care about them, if I don’t
love them at all,
then,
where does the hate come from?
One. Language
Once they realize my English is not
good,
They suddenly lose their interest in
talking to me.
They laugh about my accent.
My English is not good;
I can’t fight back.
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Two. This is not China
I had American Chinese food.
I have been to Chinatown in New York.
I have heard so many stereotypes about
China.
I explained so many times:
This is not authentic Chinese food.
This is not what China looks like.
We do have international airports.
Majority of Chinese don’t eat dogs.
They look at me, just like a joke.
Three. Religions
I went to a Christian church,
found that Buddha is better than God.
He doesn’t discriminate against gay
people and women.
He doesn’t kill.
Four. You are welcomed
I know I’m not,
or only part of me —
the American me.
They are open and diverse,
but only to a certain degree.
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For this lifetime, you have no choice but to be
my daughter. If you are not happy to be with me,
try to reincarnate into a better family next time.
— According to my mom
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Mother’s Advice — With A Response
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I

found my mother’s letter. She wrote to me

four years ago. It was the second year I had come
to the States. It’s a very tidy letter without
any modification, which makes me wonder about
how her rigid attitudes affect her disciplined
writing style.
My mom’s words have magical powers to repress
me. People are so moved after they read it, but
to me, those words are just funny and depressive
(She will label me as “unfilial,” if she knows
what I write here).
Do you see the well-organized format? The “A, B,
C, D…” and “1, 2, 3, 4…”? The red ink underlines
certain sentences? She listed all the things I’m
supposed to do. For breakfast, she regulates: 250
grams of milk with 9 grams of supplements, one
egg, two large dates, four longans, one walnut,
and carbs.
Dear Mom,
You always ask me why I don’t treat your words
as caring and loving, but restrictive. I don’t
know… I feel so stressed every time I’m with you.
I escaped from home to avoid fighting with you…
I want to write a response letter to her, but
in English
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Cheng Er,
We are about to say goodbye again. I have lots
lots of concerns. I don’t want you to leave.
You should know that a healthy body is the
cornerstone for everything! If you are not
healthy, you will lose all! Thus, I want to
remind you of followings:
One. Your Life
1. Eat your meals at the same time the same
amounts.
Breakfast: milk250g + Ejiao9g4 + egg1 + large
dates2 + longans4 + walnut1 + carbs. Stop taking
Ejiao while having your period! Refer to
“Ejiao Instruction” for other information about
taking it.
Lunch: remember to take birth control pills
and Lifeineng.5 Have a physical examination
after you finish the birth control pills.
As for the time to have lunch, refer to the
school schedule.
Dinner: Eat when you are supposed to eat.
Don’t delay your dinner later than 7:00pm.
Eat fruits for vitamins after going back to
the dorm at night.

4

Donkey-hide gelatin, an ingredient used in traditional Chinese

medicine, which is made from donkey skin.
5

NIFEREX— A brand name for making iron polysaccharide complex

capsules

60

61

2. Dressing:

Five. Safety:

Put your health in first place when you

Personal Safety and Property Safety

consider what to wear. Be clean, tidy and

Mainly about your personal safety:

decent. Don’t let your underbelly get chilly,

A. Don’t go to dangerous and remote places.

especially during your period.

Don’t go back to school or your dorm too late.

3. Room:

Always be alert.

Keep your room nice and clean. Make your bed

B. Be alert to the radiation from computers

everyday. Organize and categorize your items

and phones. Try to use them as little as

according to the seasons. Don’t leave your

possible. Radiation will affect your reproduc-

stuff everywhere. Have good habits. Don’t make

tion system.

any excuses for not organizing your room.

C. Don’t abuse medicine. Don’t take random

4. Shopping:

medicines. Don’t take expired pills.

Have a plan for one-week grocery shopping, for

Don’t take capsules. Only take the powders.

things like milk, eggs, and vegetables. In

Capsule is made from plastic. It’s bad for

terms of expiration date, make sure to buy the

your health.

most recent ones.

D. Don’t eat cold food and ice. Ice will
irritate your gum, harm your teeth and affect

Two. Studies

your period.

Have plans and targets for study. I don’t

E. Take Gongxuening6 if your period exceeds 7

worry about this.

days. It’s better to call me if that happens.
F. Try not to use plastic products to store

Three. Part-time Job

foods, especially cooking oil, soy sauce,

If your part-time job interrupts your life and

vinegar, and salt. I majored in Polymer Mate-

study, then give it up.

rial and Engineering, and you should trust me.
G. Don’t let your underbelly get chilly when
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Four. Exercises

you are having period. If you have severe

Sports fields and exercise machines are

cramps, use a hot-water bag to warm your

not necessary. Even if you only exercise

underbelly. Do not have irritating food like

for 10mins each day, stick to it and you

things that are cold and spicy.

will see the result. Persevering is the most

H. Don’t randomly dye your hair and paint your

important thing.

nails. Hair dye contains carcinogens.
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Six. In Terms of Your Relationship with Han:
We neither support it, nor against it.
However, we have requirements:
1. Carefully observe him, get to know him,
and think twice. Keep a certain distance
from him.
2. Respect each other. Cherish your
relationship.
3. In terms of your life: take care of
each other, look out for each other, and help
each other. In terms of schoolwork: encourage
each other, promote each other.
Grow together and improve together.
4. Take care of each other when you go out,
and stay safe.
I’ll stop being verbose here!
Mama
Jan. 22nd. 2013 at 7:00pm

6

A Chinese patent medicine is used for treating irregular

menstruation.
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Again and Again: Printing and Making
I tore my old prints and soak them into water, making
them into pulp and regenerating them into sheets
of paper.
I screenprinted grids onto them.
The grids are special:
“⽥字格”— registration grids for kids to practice
writing in China.
With a piece of tracing paper on top,
kids are supposed to trace the printed formal
Chinese characters on the grids.
I printed my mother’s advice on the grids:
things that she wants me to obey.
I wrote my response on the tracing paper:
the fact that I’m going to disobey.the fact that
I’m going to disobey.
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The Audience —
To whom do I want to show it?
As time passes by, I’m gradually blending myself
into the new culture, as well as diluting my own.
Through learning, understanding, and comparing
both cultures, I realize the differences and
conflicts between them. I love both cultures,
but I can’t totally identify myself with either
one of them. Neither can they. Both cultures
choose to embrace their similarities, but ignore
or even reject their differences. I’m in between
of nowhere, and the feeling of not belonging
disturbs me. Who am I?
Intentionally, I use my mother’s original
Chinese letter and write my response in English,
because I want to create a certain level of
discomfort for my audience. People who only speak
Chinese or English can only ever get half the
story. At the same time, I also want to create
an imbalanced situation that only bilingual
people (for the most part Chinese international
students) will understand.
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Words At the End
For the audience who only speak one language,

I don’t really make works. I spend most time

this piece is my way of fighting back: recreating

thinking. Sometimes, I hesitate to make things,

the communication difficulties and obstacles

because I think too much. Sometimes, I lose my

that exist between meand my two cultures — which

passion, because I think for too long. Sometimes,

I constantly encounter in both China and the US.

I make things, but trash them in the end. The

When facing the readable and unreadable circum-

more I think, the more I realize that my things

stances simultaneously, what will the audience

are about time—the fleeting moments and my sudden

do? Will they ignore the unreadable part or try

feelings. I’m a selfish person—I only tell my

to understand? Well,trying to learn will help

own stories. I neither make art for others, nor

them to understand the whole story. This also

do I care about who is my audience. I see my art

applies to people and cultures.

making as the process of exploring my culture and
my identity. I do it for myself.
If you found my writing weird but understandable, well, you are not the only one. I write
with my Chinese thinking mode. Intentionally and
unconsciously, I try to keep some of my Chinese
characteristics in my writing. The longer I stay
here, the more I realize how deeply my culture
influences me. It’s in my blood and impossible
to get rid of, so just let it be.
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I remember people told me not go to graduate
school right after undergrad,but I did. During
these two years, I had struggles, lost myself,
and had regrets. I lost sleep at night, freaked
out, and even thought about quitting. Finally,
I got here—almost reaching the end point.
Then, I realized that age, time, experience are
all factors that impacted the quality of my
learning outcome, but in my 30s I will never have

This is not the end; it’s the beginning.

the same experience as my 20s. I mean, I didn’t
wait, but took the chance to go to graduate
school at a younger age, and I experienced my
growing up and I enjoyed it. I’m still lost and
trying to find my way out, but I see my changes.
Changing is a way towards maturity.
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