The Memory of My Grandmother

Anita Jiang

Grandmother couldn’t write any words except her own name. People say: “Illiterate
people are savages.” But that wasn’t my grandmother. In my small cityin China, withall
the young people gone to that eerie revolution, throughout those long afternoons and
countless weekends, my grandmother was to my 5-year-old eyes an enlightened
teacher, safeguard, and playmate.

I grew up in China in the ‘70s in the shadows of a so-called “Cultural
Revolution.” The Cultural Revolutionhadsweptupall: bookswereburnedand pencils
weren’tseenbymeasafive-year-oldchild. Therevolutionputmyuncle todeathdueto
hispositionofpolitician; snatchedmy fatherto a jail becauseof his published critical
articles; forcedmymother, because of herteaching, toa remotevillagetodoafarmjob.
Thatleftmelivingalone withmy grandmotherin a small city. I was five. Knowing
nothing about this revolution, and withthe desire to see my parents, I decided to go
across thecity toa dock to see if my parentshadcomehome. Thedockhaditsownsmall
waiting room with only two dim light bulbs and a few benches. When a ship
approached, the small waiting room was crowded. And soon, the people would leave
andtheroomwouldbe silent. | waited and waited until sunset. WhenI tiredly dragged
my legs home with tearsin myeyes, [ saw my grandmother in front of the door smiling
at me. Shecooedtomesoothingly: “Theyhavebeendoingsomeimportantthings. Let
us start eating dinner.” [ was disappointed, but I wasn’t upset after her explanation.
“Itisanormalweekend,” I always toldmyselfwhile we were doing choresafterdinner.
The same things happened every weekend. My parents never appeared in this waiting
room. After myuncle died, his two sons were dismissed from school. We were in the
center of the trouble, but my grandmother was never gloomy oranxious,evenonce,in
front of me. Almostevery family had theirown problems at that particular time. But,
luckily,nestleddeepinmy grandmother’s caring with herelderly wisdom, Iwas cut
offfrom the outside world.

My parents’ room was always locked. My grandmother cleaned the room once a
week. She told me I was too little to be in the room. It made me always think of a
mysterybehindthe door. After growingupalittle, I wasallowedto go into my parents’
room with her. When the door opened, a small room was in frontofme. “Don’ttouch
anything, Lily,” she called my name with a soft voice. Istoodthereandsawa bigdesk
onmy left sideand an empty bookshelf. Along thewallwasabed. Foursidesofwhite
wallsdidn’thaveanydecoration,excepta notebook-sizedpicturehanginghighonone
hardwall. Theedgesofthispicture were worn. Someone put up tapeto try to fix it flat.
Itwas apicture of the Mona Lisa. I was too little to realize that it was a remarkable
moment for me to encounter this masterpiece of artin China, where Western culture was
apoison and education was a sin.



“Material of the clothes is mosquito-net like, and the brown color of her
clothes looks dirty. She must be poor,” Grandmother, who was illiterate, whispered.
I turned my head up to the picture, and noted that only the dark-green mounts behind her
were familiar. Mona Lisa wasn’t smiling. We were both lost. Why was this poor
womaninmy parents’room? After cleaninguptheroom, we locked the door quickly.
The next week, when the door was opened, we both werein front ofthe Mona Lisa
again.“Shedoesn’thaveeyebrows. Doyouthink sheissick?”’my grandmotherasked.
I tip-toedtotry togeta closerlook.Ilooked and looked, butcouldn’tgetananswer.1
found her eye color similar to mine. Her fingers were flesh and her hands were
comfortably relaxed on her legs. She didn’tlooklikeasick woman. The next week
came. Wegazedatheragain,even longer. “Don’t you think she is smiling, Lily?”” my
grandmother turned her face aroundtomeandasked.Ilookedbacktomygrandmother.
Sheleftmedoingher dustingjob.was full of questions.Iwastryingto find answers,
but the answers never came for a 5-year-old child. During those long afternoons, I
learnedavery important lesson frommy grandmother, and it mustbe a seed buried
deeply in my mind. The initial cognition of aesthetics is always started by asking
questions with intuition, and then coming back to the work again and again with
curiosity.

Bynow, as awoman with an art and design background, I can analyze Mona
Lisa professionally, not with jargon and scholarship, but withmy heart. It is all about
memories: a warm memory of two illiterate women who were sixty years apart
standing in front of the Mona Lisa wanting their confusion to be understood and
their curiosity to beexpanded.
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