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HanMeilin’ s Work Album(—)
In Defense of the Owl

You cannot tell a man’s value only by his appearance.

The universe, the nature and species will all have a bad fortune if they are judged by
human’s values. Even an image in a fairy tale could decide an animal’s reputation for
over one thousand years. For example, in china, the toad and owl do not establish
themselves as kind species, sayings such as! a toad aspiring to catch a swan; a toad under

‘a harrow; an owl breaking into a house; a dwarf playing with an owl: all classify the spe-
cies under ugly types.

Man are capricious. They endear small dogs, bears and foxes. They are lovely ani-
mals, but when man are unhappy they will turn to use phrases such as wolfish cruelty,
doggish attitude, foxy lady, bearish man, horseface and son of a bitch =+- the animals all
have the dirty end of the stick.

Zoologists, biologists and ecologists have their own ideas, in which the art is put far
aside. Artists, on the contrary, lay their emphasis on the external image of an animal, car-
ing little about whether it is beneficial or harmful to man, and they like make their
choices without limitation. When an animal can offer some typical characteristics, it can
be used as a model for artists to imitate. Is there anybody who does not abhor mice? But
the image of Mickey Mouse is popular over the world for a century. The pig in A Jour-
ney to the West and the weasel in The Chat Room are more favorite figures than any
stars and handsome boys, and have been popular for centurics.

What composes a threat to human beings are not bears and dogs, but humans
themselves. Air pollution, water and soil erosion, greenhouse effect ++« | all of them are a
produce of man. But ask our conscience, who will blame himself for this? When people
get angry, they often try to scold their foes along with their ancestors, let alone helpless
pets.

Several years ago when I visited Chinese embassy in Liberia, I found more than 20
cobras and rattlers standing on end to welcome me in the embassy’s courtyard less than
200 meters in width. You are absolutely risk—free. They will not bite you until you have
provoked them.

Believe it or not, the tiny mosquito takes away a man’s life every 15 seconds. Isn't it
strange that nobody in the world try to blame the mosquito? And an owl will annihilate
1000—plus rats in a year, and nobody confers it a medal.

The eyes of an owl are cat’s eyes, and this is why it gets such a name of cat—eyed owl
in Chinese. Beauties in the West treat cat’s eyes as something pretty. The owl’s ability to
keep one eye open and the other close is a function of mono—semi—globular slow—wave
s[eep Such an ability is also obtained by other animals such as seal and dolphm Chame-
leons can not only keep one eye open and the other close, but also move one eye forward
and the other backward at the same time. Why always blame the owl?




Comparatively speaking, there are not so many aquiline and big noses and acen
rosacea among Chincse as among Europeans. You will not come to think about the
aquiline noses of Beethoven and Liszt when you are listening Symphony No. 9 and
Hungarian Rhapsody devotedly. Above the mustaches of A. Eistein and Tolstoy, there
are aslo big aquiline noses, but nobody has ever expressed their dislike for them. The
shriek of owls are not so nice and such a shrick at midnight will give you gooseskin. I
don’t know whether you have been in a Karaoke club, in which the singing is such an
awful wolfcall that you can t help going up to break the singer s neck. Compared with
such a singer, how can an owl be listed as a first—degree murderer?

Athcna, the goddess of Ancient Greek, is an incarnation of an owl, and is a Goddess
of wisdom, adored as a totem in Australia and Egypt. In these countries, it is thought to
be a learned scholar full of intelligence and knowledge. Ir: the literati, the owl is an em-
blem in some bookstores, libraries and magazines.

In 1980 when I went to the United States to give an art exhibition, the mayor of San
Diego conferred me a golden key. In the conference room, there are a U.S. national flag
on the wall and a very handsome owl on the dais. A blonde young lady-was attending it
by its side. This way of conferring a medal has given me a totally different feeling.

The owl has earned a bad reputation as an messenger of disaster, horror, death,
darkness, ghost and evil omen. In fact, humans prefer toadeating and apple—polishers to
those who tell the truth: a great hobby of human beings. So the owl tell us to keep one
eye close when we encounter something unpleasant. »

Owls take a large proportion in the objects of my paintings. An owl, which was
smaller than my palm and more avaricious than I for meat, was given to me as a gift
when 1 visited the Yellow Mountain a dozen years ago. It could not tolerate being sepa-
rated from me all day long, just like a baby, but its way of keeping one eye open and one
eye close made it look like a thoughtful adult. This ability made it even more laughable
and lovely. I took many photos for it and everybody who saw the photos would say it
was not a great fun. I like to make jokes, so I insert one of the best into my L.D. card to
replace mine. Friends all burst into laughter when they saw it. Once I went to a post—of-
fice to-get my remittance, the postman there, grave as an owl, asked, “Is it yours?”
“Sure,” I replied. He threw back the card to me and said, “Look at it yourself.” I was
dumbfounded.

The owl is really goodlooking, and it has been a pet for more than one century. One
day this years, I got up at midnight, feeling sorry for the owl, started to spent two days
drawing more than 300 pictures of this abhorred animal and wanted to continue to paint,
while was hospitalized for half a month. I would not stop painting it otherwise.

It is full of owls images in my mind, and when I recover from the present disease, I

will present them to the public.
M.k dc}ww 1999.3.18
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