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A Conversation
with

Zhang Peili

Contingencies
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LEAP: What's your modus operandi in the studio? How do
you usually divide your time?

Zhang Peili: I'm not only in the studio to work. Basically, it's
also a place to get together with friends. For me personally,
it's a place to relax and watch films. When I'm creating
works, at most I'll collate some information in the upstairs
computer room, do post-production there or use the
projector to screen a film if | have friends over. | mainly
spend time out here with the intent of having privacy. | enjoy
assuming that absent-minded state, which allows me to mull
over some projects. But once | start working on an actual
project, | can’t really do anything in this space, | have to go
elsewhere. That’s why | have a studio next door measuring
slightly over 300 square meters, which | use for storage, and
where | can make slightly larger works. But currently | don’t
have a studio suitable for making relatively large-scale
works. I've yet to find a suitable place for that.

LEAP: How do you go about making a work like XL Chamber,
which is currently on show at Yuz Museum? Did it replace a
previous work?

ZP: The work XL Chamber couldn’t be made beforehand
in the studio. | did some ftrials first, and then completed the
work on-site. That work is quite special, because it's really
complicated to install, it needs to be installed on-site, so
there basically won’t be any big alterations. The removed
work is The Endless Walkway (2016) which was previously
exhibited in Shanghai Minsheng Art Museum. In that piece,
lace was woven to form the colorless flags of 14 countries,
playing with the density of the material to configure it into
patterns. Although the Minsheng exhibition wasn’t ideal
in terms of venue, it worked out nicely, because there
happened to be a walkway enclosed by walls on both sides,
which hid the other works from view and freed the walkway
from interferences. Passing through a walkway with these
successive lace dividers is reminiscent of the mosquito nets

we used to hang up in the summer, as well as curtains, or a
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(BERTF) , 2017 E 2018 & kind of veil with a romantic feel to it.

and Necessities Convert
° BriEm. ARIZEEIEHIEE. IEERSE BN
into Each Other o o

IEATEYH 30 7

XL Chamber, 2017-2018

Electric rolling shutters, programmable logical controller (PLC), position sensor, rug (PE foam)
1050 x 350 x 350 cm

30 min

Allimages courtesy Boers-Li Gallery and the artist
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LEAP: Can XL Chamber be seen as a response to The
Endless Walkway?
ZP: There's a connection there, because as long as

one work is used to replace another one, even if |

don’t mean to say something directly, some things will

subconsciously be present in the work. But the most

immediate origin of XL Chamber relates to the work

Unsuitable Place fo Stay (2017), previously exhibited at

the Bunker in Beijing. After that exhibition, | kept thinking
about whether or not I'd have the possibility to repeat
this work after it got separated from that particular
environment. The original venue was so extraordinary
that even if you didn’t have a work to put into the
space, the space itself could give those who entered
it a real special feeling. Afterwards, | felt | couldn’t
entirely do it justice by copying the original effect, but
| could replicate the concept. That notion of being
controlled, being shut inside of a space, and losing your
own capacity for control. So later on, when they asked
whether | had a new work to substitute The Endless

LEAP: To what extent are you interested in controlling the audience’s participation?

ZP: Many of my works in recent years have been related to audience participation. The
element of the audience forms a part of my oeuvre, owing to my imagination of how much
the work in question will influence the viewer psychologically. But the works should have a
pre-limited scope, they mustn’t franscend the limits of what's bearable for the audience.
Otherwise, the works will be too morally egotistical. Naturally, the works should even less so
exceed a legal bottom line, or else they'll get removed within a few of days’ tfime. It's hard
for me to use something concrete to ascertain the boundaries of control. But those are two

lines | never cross.

LEAP: One facet which is obviously in the same strain as this work, is the written rule-set in
your early work About X?: Exhibition Procedures (1987). From an audience perspective, that
set of rules was rather harsh. Did you only conceive of it as a concept, or did you really want
to implement such a set of rules? What about those seemingly random numerical settings
pertaining to specific fimes and amounts of people?

ZP: Many people ask me how much | think my works have changed over the years. As

far as these things go, | haven’t changed that much. Since the 1980s, I've always been

struggling with the control exercised by the work over the audience, i.e. the alternating
relation between the controlling and the controlled. Actually, back then | didn’t necessarily
need to put that rule-set into practice, nor would it have occurred to me to use a tool
like roller blinds. Back then, my projects were more theatrical, resembling performances,
or accidental occurrences. Actually, | didn’t aspire to accomplish much by doing that.
Because when you write a text, you're only telling people your infenfions, but you don’t
really make it intfo an installation which you force the audience into accepting. But if such
an installation is put into practice and the audience refuses to cooperate, it amounts to
nothing. If we were to actually trace this current work to its earliest origins, it would perhaps
be Opposite Space (1995), which features two identically sized rooms with security cameras
on each side, with their respective monitors placed opposite them. Visitors can see one
another via the cameras and the monitors, and the doors are also controlled, so after
you enter a door, it's impossible to exit right away. So, there’s a coercion in play here. It
emphasizes a relationship, because the work isn’'t complete as long as one of the rooms is
empty. Pure happenstance and coincidence decide who appears in the room, and there
cannot be any repetition. To me, that’s really interesting. In 1995, | gave the visitors of the
Centre d'Art Santa M nica in Barcelona the chance of rubbing elbows with strangers. A
large part of people’s lives is spent with people they don’t know. Mainly, these encounters
end with a mere glance, and aren’t committed to memory. But perhaps because of this
artwork, these face-to-face encounters will leave a lasting impression. This work bears some
relation to a previous work | did, titled Art Project No. 2 (1988). However, in Opposite Space,
the conversation aspect is weakened, so it's mainly about voyeurism and viewing. As you
watch others, you yourself are also being watched.

€L0

/

T id

~

{X? ), 1986 4
B_EShE, 135 X 110 BX

Walkway, | naturally thought of the XL Chamber project.

X?,1986
Oilon canvas, 135 x 110 cm
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EHEER EEEM. 3RV PLC (FI4RIEZEERSR) | BHRIIRRRLNIZHITE
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2017 & 2018 FF

Unsuitable Place to Stay, 2017

Installation: synthesized sound, PLC (programmable logic controller), magnetic lock and microwave sensor light bullo

Installation view at “No Network,” the Bunker, Beijing, 2017-2018
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LEAP: So looking at it this way, “people

losing control within a confined space” has
been a consistent theme in your practice
for decades.

ZP: It’'s an intrinsic relation that can be

traced back twenty to thirty years. On
the one hand, some things deep down
inside of me have remained unchanged,
while on the other hand our surroundings,
although seemingly altered, essentially
haven’t changed a bit. At times, we may
beget certain delusions, because we see
present-day cities expanding non-stop,
while communication and transportation
are improving, culminating in such things
as high speed railways. We think our lives
have changed drastically, but these
changes are all superficial.
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Relative Space
Installation view

“China, Artistic Avant-garde Movements”
Centro d'Art Santa M nica, Barcelona, 1995

LEAP: Your early works show more traces of a mischievous

and rebellious atftitude, especially against certain

organizations or systems. Is this aspect changing at all?

ZP: Actually, broadly speaking, this has barely changed.

There are differences in the methods | use to achieve it.

Everyone bargains with their surroundings and the system.
To consider my attitude as one of prank-pulling would be
inadequate, since that was merely a genuine attitude
at that time. Revisiting this now, my works include some

elements of exchange, as a not-so-straightforward way to

express my attitude and stance. So in my most recent works
| don’t only engage in exchanges with the system, but also

with the audience. Otherwise put, only when the audience
is receptive to this work can the author’s attitude be
deciphered. If the audience isn’t receptive, then this work

doesn’t hold up and is utterly meaningless. In this respect,

my current works are very different from my previous ones.
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LEAP: A more explicitly cynical stance shone through your
early works, whereas you currently emphasize the exchange
with the audience, as well as audience participation. This is
actually in the same strain as your previous assertion of art
being an “immersive” experience, made at the time when
you'd just established the Pond Society.

ZP: At the time of the Pond Society, the notion of “being
immersed” referred more to ourselves. Back then, from an
artistic perspective, | had a rather narcissistic attitude. Early
on, in the 1980s as well as the 90s, lots of artists were highly
narcissistic. Maybe it's because as you grow older and
practice art for some time, you develop such propensities. |
believe narcissism is just a phase. The artist cannot consider
himself exclusively. When thinking about my works now, |
give much more thought to the audience, although in the
eyes of some it still comes across as pulling people’s leg,
or containing narcissistic elements. That said, | think it’s
improved a lot compared with decades ago.

LEAP: Perhaps one needed a certain confidence and
narcissism in order to express their subjectivity in that era.

ZP: Positively speaking you could say that it was a demand
of the times. But from a negative or objective point of
view, what an era needs is entirely by chance. In China,
it's always been a singular voice. The art that we saw all

had the same look and style. You could say that there

was a need for something different in the 1960s and 70s—

changes should have happened a long time ago. But why
did nothing change then? Because it would not have been
possible. It makes sense if things happened, and it makes
sense if they didn’t. You can never explain why certain
things occur. Looking back, they seem to have met the
needs or demands of the era.

LEAP: When you look back on "85 New Space” and the
founding of Pond Society, do you think there were more

contfingencies than necessities?

ZP: Sometimes, contingencies and necessities are
inferchangeable. From a historical point of view, they
might seem inevitable, but at the time there were a lot of
contingencies. Many things happened by chance, which
had nothing to do with our control. Without the resumption
of gaokao (university entrance exam in China), without the
series of philosophy books published by The Commercial
Press, without certain movies at the time, there would not be
any inevitability. The inevitability that you perceive is in fact
pre-conditioned by many chance factors. Many events in
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history were shaped by contingencies. Contingencies and BIRECHZ RBHER—E EBILZ A LN X LR

necessities are not separate; they convert into each other. = MIBZEEEIRNZARYE,

Midsummer Swimmers, 1985
Oil on canvas, 173.5x 170 cm
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Pond Society, Yang Style Taichi (detail), 1986
Newspaper, blueprint paper, collage
Aset of 12
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LEAP: Pond Society came out of the exhibition "85 New Space.” How did a group of like-
minded artists meet through "85 New Space”?

ZP: It was a natural aggregation. “85 new space” was organized by the Zhejiang Fine Arts
Association. They wanted to make a sizable exhibition in order to compete with the other
provinces. In the 1980s, Zhejiang did not stand out in the national art exhibition, Sichuan,
Liaoning, Beijing, and even Shanghai and Guangdong were more celebrated. So with
"85 New Space,” they wanted to make a change. There were many participants in the
exhibition. We made very different paintings from our graduation work in school. Geng Jianyi

painted Two People Under Light (1985), and Summer 1985, One More Shaved Head (1985),
I made Enjoy Jazz (1985) and Midsummer Swimmers (1985). In terms of artistic language

and concept, we felt that these works were not what we wanted. After "85 New Space,” we
hoped to have more in-depth discussions about art with people that shared similar concepts
and attitudes. A number of us, including Geng Jianyi, Song Ling, Wang Qiang, and |, were
classmates in school and already close with each other among the "85 New Space” crowd.

LEAP: At the time, did you all share the same feeling against paintings with explicit sentiments?

ZP: The rational style was more on our mind during "85 New Space.” After forming Pond Society, we thought
a lot more on what art meant to us. At the time we did not think of it as just a skill. Art should not be utilitarian.
We hoped to eliminate any aspect of utilitarianism in art, not only emotions, but also thought. We did not
want art fo become a vector of thought. Because at the time, many regarded "85 New Space” as a cultural
enlightenment, or another May Fourth. We had our reservations about it. Therefore, sometimes we were quite
frustrated with the term “rationa painting.” Art should not be a vector for a particular thought. It's a vector for
thinking but not for any “ism” or ideology. Furthermore, art should not only entertain the interests of a particular
group of people. We believed that art was connected to the society, and the people who were not artists—
though they might feel indifferent about art, but when you make work, you need to take into consideration the
factors and environs outside of art.
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LEAP: How were Yang Style Taichi (1986) and Bandaging—The King and the Queen (1986)

conceived?

ZP: | remember we had a tacit understanding that our work as Pond Society had two parts;

one part was your own plan, and the other part was to work together to realize an idea

proposed by a member—the work would not belong to any individual. | proposed the taichi
series. Back then there were a lot of people practicing taichi in the scenic area next to the
Academy of Fine Arts. So the work spoke to two targets—the Academy people and the
senijor residents practicing in the area, one related to art, one not. The location happened
to be the overlapping zone of the two. We didn’t want to define the projects as public art or
environmental art. They were simply outdoor and ephemeral.

LEAP: At the time, did you consider how to use text and language to spread it so more
people would know about it?

ZP: | think language is one of the simplest forms of communication we can think of. Anything
you want to express or pass on certainly needs a means, and that’s when language is
essential. In fact, only about ten years had passed since the end of the Cultural Revolution,
but | think most people had forgotten about the posters on the streets. The psychological
effect of putting things up on the streets was quite intricate. It was not illegal but no law said
it was allowed either. To be safe, we decided to put up the figures at night. We knew about

QLEFE) , 1992 4
graffiti in America, but without access to spray cans, it seemed like a natural choice to make 10MERGEE, o, 55
24 53%h

those figures with newspaper. The figures were three-meters tall—we all felt that they had to

be large. Children’s Playground, 1992

24 min

LEAP: Did you hear any feedback from the public at the tfime?
ZP: We didn’t try to find out at the time. We were in fact quite nervous. When we went back
around noon, many were ripped off. Apparently a lot of people took them down to sell and
earned extra money because the paste added a lot of weight. So only the top third of the
figures remained, and lasted over a year.

LEAP: EZ/ERBVEI{ED, AILIERIMEMIREMRE, 2 EELHNEEEFM, WNRIMELFERN/ L FREE
SRIBMEESHMIERNES.

WIEN: AHFRBE—RITE, 53227 2008 FBNYE, B/LAFRERREH/LAFERBATE. BN IHERESE
MWEMATRE, PRLUE (FERL) (2008) BRZATHI (1) 33 5) (1991) 50E (30X30) (1988) kL, MEAR—=, MA
ERITBEARE MERBRSHINT W AN ANEREMAFEL IR XA ERZHIHKEIINIXZN2007)
RARANBERE, EMHR EHLRIZEER,

LEAP: RAEEBZEE— IMNREERAEENTL?

BIEH: H3C 2008 FHY (FER) WERREEE, 2006 FRITILRONE “8E , BOBEHERILY (A218) , 1B
BRNAFNEEMRENNES, — IR, S— e URE, BREXNFESRIZRARNE, 55K 2007 FH7E
mAREER) WERUES, (IR RN ERERTIEENTE.

LEAP: BRHENTHBIFR.
WIEN: X, ERHBEMABZHARGEET, (JLEFRED) . (fFl—S) FRRUHRZ 1993 FEEBIR, hEZEIF
ARGEERBN. RE—IFRER (2012 &) (2012) , 2EEEBHEIRE.

10-channel video installation, color, sound

“PE

LEAP: FTLL 2012 F€2012 BIHBGRIYPBHMEE — M RIREHE X N BB T 9?

KIEN: WEBRAER I, EREBRFRIBNZL, FIUEEEREE, AAEE
RBRIBEN KB, RRIREBCHIFETLE. MBENRLERBHCIIENRE, RER
BMEYIE, iFRBEFTE. MR MY, BEE M. XBHE—FIATEREN, R
RECHERRFS—TEEMLENER REES BTN BROKERTRENEE,
REHEHRERRBNB, PAUSFRNERE, (MIBEEFR—F8FmR.

LEAP: S XERZR—LEQIFIL S BN/ \TEREABMBIHTT, REMBIBIKRAD
HEMNF—EREZE. MEE/TENEEEEE, AIUEIRMES R, WRIF
ERGEH-LEENARAE, TREENTFUASETANES], —IkiSE.
KIEN: WEEREMINEN—RINERLLERN, B—MIEBTEHNLS. KO8
HWEXNMAEBRMAR—F, HIFBEZ, LREZHE. RO, HEC—ETEMEES,
IEARET X MEREF. AARRETBIEACRE .

FIh = PNERRUMRABEEEAHEB A T, BA EMRLEBRIENSET,
ENEEELRANAT, RERAMRTHEER? Bt EEE2E6—01ER “FT2RE
HEAXNF, MENSRXF T XF RERBENNE, XN TER EBERMAK.
REMFRAEESPMECEERENNRECREE —HRIRNE fECHERR,
ENALZBERRE, (FESRBRE, ENABZRREI. D24, WS EXH—EIFRRI,
BEMEMEE LHEOE RN, RETEBEMANIMRETE —ETE &M
BARA, B A BEERA A AZDZ2HEN, ZARBSBHNEE TR A,
At AN FIA—HERWNRE TEE S ANE N AEZM. EHMALABECHBAA
BRYE D ER, BIFIFRWEREFKRTHE, BERREBEREIELIERN.

R BEIN, EmpEE, bR, 2008 F

View of “A Gust of Wind,” Boers-Li Gallery, Beijing, 2008

L80

AlB100S puOd



¢80

/
N

T id

GBIRIETE %) , 1985 &
hE, 123 X 195 @K

Enjoy Jazz, 1985
Oil on canvas, 123 x 195 cm

LEAP: How did you first start making video works?
ZP: In the beginning | knew nothing about if. | borrowed some equipment, but for the first few works, | had

other people operate the camera. Eventually | shot a work myself with a small camera, called Children’s

Playground (1991). In 1996 when a quality camera became available at a friend’s workplace, | shot most

of the works myself. It was not a professional camera either. Back then there was no such concept of video

art. I've always enjoyed watching films; pirated movies were abundant and we were exchanging VHS tapes

with each other constantly. We would seek out whatever good tapes out there. On the other hand, | cannot

recall whether my motivation back then was to make movies or video works. But it was impossible to make a

film, because celluloid film was too expensive and no one had access to a real film camera. There were only

handheld video cameras available. | was aware that people were making video works abroad, such as Nam

June Paik, and Vito Acconci, but | had not been able to see their works. So when | made videos, | was mostly

inspired by films.

LEAP: Narrativity seems to be slowly stripped off in your later works as you made more and more installation-

based works. Especially in recent years, you made many large-scale installations characterized by their

machanical language.

ZP: There was a time in the 1990s, and also in 2008, when a few works | made diverged from previous ones. |

wanted to explore the possiblities of narrative. Compared with Hygiene No. 3 (1991) or 30 x 30 (1988), A Gust

of Wind (2008) was more story-driven, and produced like a film. | hired a professional feam to shoot the work,

and had a few sets made. Before that, | made The Scene Outside the Window (2007) on video, but it also

came close to film production because of the staged sefts.

CEBFTREIES) , 1995 & ‘
IR, B AL
1.85 X 8K

Scenic Spot Open Temporarily, 1995
Used newspaper, wooden steps,
a wall made of used newspaper
1.85x8m

LEAP: Did you shift towards installation works after these narrative attempts?
ZP: Strictly speaking, A Gust of Wind was a video installation. My 2006 exhibition “Phrases”
in Beijing featured a work of the same name, in which there were two idenfical scenes from
a film—with a sensory equipment, one is sped up, the other slowed down. | wanted to get
rid of pure narrative in this way. The video installation The Lowest Resolution (2007) also had
an interactive sensor, you could say that was the tfransition from video-oriented works to
installations.

LEAP: Towards installations that focus more on the structure and medium-specific language.

ZP: Yes, but | made installation attempts very early on. Both Children’s Playground (1991) and

Assignment No. 1 (1992) were installations, and shown for the first time in Paris in 1993. The

last video | made was Portraits of 2012 (2012), and after that | stopped making videos.

LEAP: Did you make a conscious decision to stop making videos at the time?

ZP: | did not deliberately put a stop to it, but | haven’t felt motivated since. | also wanted to

make works in other forms, so | followed my curiosity. It doesn’t work for me if I'm not inspired

or stimulated. If | feel ambivalent, I'd rather not do it. Creating art is the one thing that no one

can force you to do. But if | have an idea that | feel strongly about, | would try everything to

make it happen. To be honest, I'm interested in many things other than video and painting.

You will see very different works from me this year and next,

LEAP: When we look at Song Ling’s work today, we can find a consistent thread going
through his paintings in the 1980s and up until now; whereas the media and languages that

you have experimented with in the past three decades are much more diverse. An implicit

element that runs through your oeuvre—if there has to be one—could be your interest in

audience participation, coupled with a playful attitude.

ZP: Song Ling’s work in recent years goes to great depth. He has a very peaceful mindset.

In this respect I'm quite different. I'm restless, and easily frustrated or bored. | fear for any

possibility that | might be repeating myself—no matter how well-received the works are. | do

not want to limit myself.

On the other hand, an artist who no longer thinks through or confronts problems should

cease their expression. If you can’t find any problems in your language, why should you

keep talking? In the manifesto of Pond Society, it says it is not because we want to be like

this, it is because we have to.” In the plain sense of the word, it means you can’t help but

feel it. You have to feel it when you make art, and there is pleasure in it for you. If you feel it,
the audience can feel it too. But if you don’t, nobody will. But of course, certain conceptual

works are exceptions to this rule, but there is still a feel to it, just not the sentimental kind,

nor cognitive. But the audience can understand what the artist is saying, and the artist is

conscious of what they are saying and why they are saying it. If you do not know why you are

making a work, or what you are even doing, it may be easy for you to keep making works,

but | don’t think it would be very meaningful.
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KIFT, (EERFFMAMEZEANE) . 2007 &

_ KB BR. BE. T BRNG, ZMFZAEMIE, 2017 F
LEAP: B RS 2008 FF A S5HIE A1 =

Zhang Peili, A Scene in Black and White Unfolded Four Times, 2007

IR EBRNRIKE B MRV & (EE , A : ,

View of “Zhang Peili: Record. Repeat.,” the Art Institute of Chicago, 2017
5T BPLERNER? Courtesy Boers-Li Gallery and the artist
B KEHSEMBRAET 10 &, IR E
DUIE T FATN A NN BHEMR 2 AITEIHERIT
T, EBEMKIBEALREENER, WHEIE
NS LI TR, 2016 FIINANBIES, 55K

this spring. Since Jia Wei joined as partner in 2016, the gallery has opened BRBYNIIE, FHE TEENN TR
b / / o
a second space in New York.

TERINER, KENEI M ERNE MR X SAEIRIRZ,
XA 2 sk S & 7RI, 2016 B NI th/\f/\/\& f&,
TEAHAFFRL TATHIEE =22 H,

Zhang Peili has been represented by Beijing’s Boers-Li Gallery for a decade, LEAP: Boers-Li Gallery has worked with Zhang Peili since 2008.
beginning with the memorable exhibition “A Gust of Wind” ten years ago How did you, personally, get to know him? What stages has
the relationship between the gallery and the artist passed
through?

Jia Wei: Zhang Peili has worked with Boers-Li Gallery for ten

LEAP: (R & EE ML EENIMES R K ?

/
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T id

Jia Wei on Working with

Zhang Peili:

He never repeats himself

PR T S VAR

e T DR A EE

B IMNMAZREF G ERIMONE, B
S5th&ERBTINE 2017 £ 3 B Z ISRl
B I IER. BEE. T, RTBRENIATRE
FHER, WEAREABREREN. 2016 FEA

HEEN, WEZMINREBAMKIE AR L

FrIEXTEE, X NIRRRRIEERAM TR T KIS
NEENOIES TESE. X2/, 11 2016 &
10 BRI B2 AITE (Frieze Masters) , Bi12H
NE—— N EEE, BaAkthEgE——"=% &
AR T 5K 52 47 80 El 90 FRMIER, LINBAITE
REAXMBRAE, THERE (Tate) WBHNZH
YEGMIT T WORL, Z IS EARIBENERB AtLRET,
FRIBEZMIAERENCMEHIT—LIE SR

E%ETQ 2018 & 4 AR 5 B4, KIFAR=EEM
BREFENME, 2EEFNENESEE

LEAP: SKIBNFEEARSE LE—ERIMIAL, EARIBER
BAHEE X, BMAES TR, RS
TR (FNBRIRE EIFETHRY?
B XNRAFERIEE M ERNEURE,
HMEmLEE, L YARFEEEN, BEX
MESTZRKIIEET, BB ERMEEME
TPARBEENENZARE, U2, T8F
SARAEB I LB, AFA LBFRE—EHU
B, KIEARIFEFSEMMIEEER. ARK
BAXFNZARKTNEREN EERE, 218
SMERELINZANMUE, HBRUA LR T M
BEZEAE LR, BR— M EBBENENZAR
Ko AX—AE, RRFENEM, ZARKNAEE
MEEHRT A, BEBTHEDNNE, Fild
RIMBEZARKVUEETSHE, E—=, BLEHNAE
FEEMBNFEZARZENFEFr L & IF IR, F
MERFEARE, ZMEFERIENABEZEZANEX
FRFNEARNE, BEE-ERFHEREATE.,
FRUEF AN S E, BAJEEMRBI. AHUE
—LEREENERMEFEBHTRESE.

years now, so it is fair to say that he has been a witness to our
growth. Before joining Boers-Li, | was working in an auction
house, and frequently came in contact with important works
of his, so | already knew quite a lot about his market. | joined
the gallery in 2016, and have gradually gained a deeper
understanding of his work.

LEAP: Can you speak a little about the important exhibitions
or projects on which you've collaborated with him?
JW: We haven’t done a solo show since | joined the gallery,

so my closest work with him was on his retrospective in

Chicago, “Zhang Peili: Record. Repeat.” in March, 2017.

Other than that, we are the only Chinese gallery to have
participated in Frieze Masters. In October, 2016, we selected
some of Zhang’s work from the 1980s to 90s, of which the
Tate picked up a few pieces on exhibit as part of their
collection. Around late April or early May, 2018, Zhang
will have a solo exhibition at the gallery, featuring all new
inferactive sound installation.

LEAP: Zhang Peili is an important figure in the history of art,
and has great appeal for institutions and curators, but he is
also a living (and active) artist, and has a primary market for
his work. How do you find a balance in supporting him as a
gallery?

JW: This has a lot to do with the position of the gallery. As
a commercial gallery, business is essential to us. But we
deliberately promote the artists we find to be of real value.
Zhang has made major contributions to his medium, so his
ideas and his position in Chinese contemporary art connect
the past and the future. The personal appeal of an artist
like Zhang adds to the reputation of the gallery, and the
gallery tries its best to propel the artist to new heights. We
put a lot of effort into gaining more international exposure,
particularly getting into public collections.
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Zhang Peili, Portraits of 2012, 2012
Video projection, color, sound, 22 min 9 sec
Courtesy Boers-Li Gallery and the artist

LEAP: {iR&R R B IKEE D RIMB A 1F 5 ?

B Q012 WHE) XBEEEENHRFTIFBER, AMiEs

EREENAYEG, B3 BEsiA 2T Bk X Rt ET(Z

Ritin) RENHE, BERERIRARE. WIEFIKIES 2000 FLL
g, @

NEEHNEBRNRE. XA KENEXREERUREL LR
MEyEaR (IREFRBIRR) (1995) o f5RDIED, % LEIMHAYC
BERESAERE, REANPELNIZEEHE —FHIRE AR
So MARBXNMEN, BFHHX N FREFEEEANEBESE
HA2ERMEN.

LEAP: (R{IIEEHN & FREFH?
B oI EEP, HIFEEWMKE
DiFie, mABIELP, MeRIWE—%
AZREITBVEEE, BKIBHRLIMART
HNER. XMt RMUKENERE L
EEX, I RZEANEEH 2L
BUSRS, = HMERZBS X, BIh,
AEETRYPRADMTATHLER
Bk SRR P LUMBIR 2R A, B2tk
BT—LRA, MAEEMEM, HELE
BT IRERNPEZAR XIS,
HEFEB RN MBIANEE
{Edn. BBE—RRBRIFNE, HETES
RLE MR EE, MAKEFINIMBRE
L&, RN EARRETHREING, 58
TROBIEER, REGHIIFEEH I,

(# /&)

LEAP: What is your favorite work by Zhang Peili?

JW: | find the video installation Portraits of 2012 mind-blowing for the interactive way
he presents images of the most ordinary people in China. This piece was featured on
the cover of Artforum, but has not drawn a lot of interest. In general, | sense Zhang'’s
insecurities and anxieties about politics, reality, and society in his work since 2000.
The other one would be Zhang's first performance and installation piece shown in the
United States, Scenic Spot Open Temporarily (1995/2017). He once told me that he felt
like he was in a foreign country when he created the piece.

LEAP: What is your day-to-day relationship with him like?

JW: There are people who absorb all of your energy, but Zhang Peili is the kind of

person who always finds a way to inspire you. This might have to do with the fact that
he has been engaged with education for so long. His views on most issues are not
absolute or overbearing. But he is very sensitive as to details. An artist of his status
could do a lot of things, but he’s clear about his choices and never repeats himself.
He’s always experimenting. He also puts his own satisfaction with his work first, and
doesn’t think too much about how it will be received.
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A Conversation
with Barbara London:
Making Stir Fry

TRANE N R EOVA LI E ARG IE QIS TRARZEARWGEFRo MhARF
I P EZ R, FHAIBRS VIR T REIE S, KPS, i
LB IR ZRZATHIE fy—— X — VTR b i O sk D RO B 2R
FRAGRAINRELZEANZ

Barbara London is the curator who founded the video art collection at

New York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). Through an early and well-

documented research trip to meet Chinese artists, and her ensuing advocacy

of their work, she became a key interlocutor of artists including Zhang Peili

and Geng Jianyi.

LEAP: fERREZARSALNZ BIR/ABITR, (REESHINERABMRINIRENB—MINERE?
BEH- 03 £ 20 e 70 EREH], /EN MoMA I—IERFEEA, BEITREER. REZARE
L HWAMEA—RZF LT, MEBEHERANER. BBNE, ZARINEREERAEMEEFARELRX
—ENNLZEER, REMABRKEEZRZAR, IF—HERBUTARRHMEIHEIEHEK, &
BEBRINKAN, DML, EZARNEXIE, FTERRES, £8, LEMIIBETRAR RINEE
ANAE, BE+51F 5. SRT MoMA BEIRBZAREESZANMAN, HRBAZARZEXEE
HE1EA, AN EBERENTFHN—DNEF. FRTERBHTHEANREZAMET RNFT O K
BB T IS EPR T ERNRNETT, IR TEBIX—TENXE, YNTEREERETHN/LAEL
FHMRE, EHERTEINEZARBES, REE—NERRNE, XELFHEHMILNZ ARE
AR B,

LEAP: fRVRIBE MR UA M T RO IIRAZARE, BAEMERAERF MMAERER T EHIER
WA IRATEL, REAMERE 1997 F/Y “WH” (Stir Fry) MBHIZRIFHIRIERN, KX MR
RREMN TERWNENFHITH?

£ M 1989 i, HMBERRPE IR Z AN HNBRIELINENZATHE T AWM R, B
BNHAERERENRG. B, SIRZRNERETIENHEREE T 2IKEERRITH 7. TR2FE8#H—
FTRXETHZ2UAIERALEN, URAEERITENFTE ZARBZINEMEN E TN ZEREE,
EEREHRIZARKNIER, RBREELFRE—BERIFNE, 1976 FRATEERE, AIRRFEHN
MRZRZ—. BELG, B—EAE ZHIHFHEAR, BIFE TN IEE, IEXHE, BESE
B, RELELBE. ZER, BREXFTREZZARBER, IIETHIINRK. TFERFEBRW
MEMERRRTRAFT 7RI HX, SHIEXLEEEREREUERRER, BRRNBETLERBIE
W _EFTTE AT, FEXEEATERTFREZRBREBIALEHMERE A

B, HINAEHERBIERBRmM. stirfry.org (FERIMIALA http://www.adaweb.com/context/stir-
fry) NEE—IFREHENES— KRR A—RIKT, HATHARES. ETFNERETEREERA

AXMALIHEARK, BRESEILATENZ TR RENZEM RN E B,

LEAP: {RZ2IEAIAIRIKIZ A ? BIEMHARHRE?

3 1997 4, T3 “Stir Fry” ZIRFE—B /G, WEFUNRET KIE. HEW THHLE,
tBIEEIREES, BHUREHBOMBRIERER L. FIWRIIEH, KT TIER T 2o R7E
EREFER. R, BIMERANEZZARKEFIIHSIME T NHELBENE, st
BIE ZEHIEAF R (FEERZERIS) FIM. HINMRKBEDHE, ROBZRKEN
ZEAEGY, NZRAEREEERE. KIEDMRITEMERREN, AREECRRNAEA
XNEN —EMRE a1, CHEEBIATIFNAR,
KIENHNE—BREERTIRALEBE R BT —MEENL, AFILEHFE (BEHMED
S AR TR KB R #H1TH T RA B A ISR Blpt 5 B s (E IS ERR0 B Bl — 1%,
MMERS LD HTHNER. BBEE TRV ERIEE, KIENFM/LURERMNNZEARRD
LT BE SRS EIE R AR FRER, TN EIRBIERE SRR LR, EH T BN
MEBEHRN, ZRTHRIITE,

KBGO T AR ( (B) F=5) (1991) , XPRBEIBRT—NLAFRHAETN.
—ROWRBELREE, BUR LIEBIRET M XD B SRR N R L BRI, 1K
DHIFEE, AEHERE, IREAXNAERRFENFRETMBBENGER T XTT

HTE S RITHIEAS AME HRLURE, BHETR,

S, (OFR) , 1997 &
—FE, ¥E, BE
27453 435

Zhang Pelli, Fating, 1997
Three-channel video, color, sound

27 min 43 sec

Courtesy Boers-Li Gallery and the artist

G60

Al81008 puoO(d



960

/
N

T id

LEAP: Could you introduce your background generally in terms of being a con-
duit between Chinese art and New York, for readers who might not be familiar?
Barbara London: As a young contemporary curator at MOMA in the early 1970s,
| focused on the hot potato of video, about which little was written. Arfists criss-
crossed disciplines to experiment with the medium’s protean forms. Curatorial
research meant seeking out artists. | doggedly wanted to know the how and why
someone made a work. | was curious about related projects, be it someone’s
videotapes, installations, or their part in an evolving punk band. More than fonts
of information, artists were important collaborators as | developed video and
sound art’s position at MOMA. The media and performance art clandestinely
unfolding in China piqued my curiosity. | quizzed European cohorts who had
made it over, and read every article that shed light on the rumbling scene. |
wanted to witness firsthand how artists, previously isolated by Mao, were re-
sponding to foreign art frends illustrated in the handful of exhibition catalogues
and magazines hand-carried into the country.

LEAP: You were not only forward-thinking by looking at new media art, but also
used relatively novel new media in your work. How did you decide to document
your 1997 trip in "Stir Fry," and how did the process working sending updates from
the road?

BL: | had wanted to explore contemporary art in the *Middle Kingdom” since

1989, when | saw artist Shu Lea Cheang at a festival in Los Angeles. She had a

few recent videos from China. Apparently contemporary art frends had traveled
around the globe. | wanted to know how that had happened, and how these
previously isolated arfists would digest current frends. In going to meet artists in
Ching, | was continuing what | had been doing for many years. One of my early
research trips was to Japan in 1976. Ever since, | have traveled far and wide
searching for emerging arfists. | have visited their studios, gathered documenta-
tion, slotted the information into file folders, and then organized shows. Over
the years, | have followed the work of many artists as they matured. My original
moti-vation for the internet project in China was to make my file folders public.
Instead of squirreling away the information for later use, | would put my findings
up on the internet, for curators and anyone else curious about art in China.

Also, | thought demystifying the curatorial process would be beneficial. A
casual visitor to stirfry.org (now located at http://www.adaweb.com/context/
stir-fry) gets a chance to travel with a curator on a research quest. | do not know
whether many curators search for artists the way | do, but | think it is salutary to
let people look in on the gestation phase of a museum exhibition.

LEAP: When and how did you meet Zhang Peili for the first

time?

BL: In 1997, a week into my Stir-Fry trip, | caught up with

Zhang Peili in Hangzhou. | visited his tidy two-room

apartment, with books and videos carefully organized on

shelves. Talking together, Peili helped contfextualize what |

had just seen in Beijing. He explained that, like many of his

generation, he had studied social realist oil painting, in his

case at the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts (China Academy

of Art). When | met Peili, very few artists had access to video

cameras, and no art schools had equipment. Peili borrowed

gear when he could, and learned how to work with the

medium on his own. He always involved friends, especially
ones working in television production units.

Peili’s first video works were technically very straightforward.

He set up a fixed camera, and the action (performed by

himself or friends) unfolded in the space in front of the lens.
Without editing decks, tapes lasted as long as the event,

and were layered conceptually. With few video examples

to follow, Peili and his Hangzhou peers devised their

own, inventive techniques. As former painters, they were

liberated from their traditional art school conventions. They

stepped outside of television and narrative film forms, and

manipulated time.

Peili showed me Document on Hygiene No. 3 (1991). The

video records a peculiar private action. A chicken is placed

in a washbasin, massaged, and lathered with soap for two

hours. The bird is remarkably obedient, rarely flapping its

wings or otherwise evading the latex-sheathed hands that

furn the poor calm creature into a waterlogged feather

duster. The repetitive action is both sensual and unsettling.

KiEH, (B F35), 1914F
BIRE, ¥, LE
2453 457

Zhang Peili, Hygiene No.3, 1991
Single-channel video, color, no sound
24 min 45 sec

Courtesy Boers-Li Gallery and the artist

LEAP: Bt AR ZEHERNT 3K/ 1998 F ) 1999
FEMOMABIRE? (RESIRER S5 T XIHE
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B A R XLEERA?

fE3: HIRTT 1997 FINRKIE NN, BRFANEELW
HEABEPERAER. CRIFHMHEBIBIE
REE L EBT 8l ) BBt NINISE R T AR T A2
REE R (HE) (1997) , BEERB=1IHE
RIS ES, WHET T = ML= LT TRERRY AR
SN ERTEFNEREHNES, KK RSN
BERT T EITIXEETD & XKW MESHE
BKEF B, T Elp s MR HE — &
BRIk R 7 EEMEF RIERTEIR R,
XK RS E AT LA EEIRER, X
—ILABRTELRNMBER “HE” XPEF
AT —NBIMKNES, —OOBYE# KR
R, XE LEMERERNERENHEREEERR.
L £, XM ERE A — M TEI T,
BHTHE X T HRREE, EIENEIE,
ESKEBENNSET, LERT MoMA AR
HREZARMBIWGE. ZBY, MR ERAIEERT
BREGH, BEM 1965 FRARNARGHELE
T 1997 &M Digibeta B, MIREIRERVEERM
EEFMHTER, ForlUER. HRIF TR
— L ZEmE—MREFRPH— A {ERZIE
BIX 3o IIFAFMEM LD FEZAREEINIB
EeBtie), ZAMAHEBNSTET, JEMNEZ
RetEFROHFMEMENNER, KIFHREER
HEZTXMER: LA, FIE IR ER IR E
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TBEFEERE MM GER) AN MoMA BYZ R
Wil MOMA & /G T (it &) HF 1998 TR,
BT HRHRYIENT I - R 8 e A B A KR IRy
B, MNERLLED 2R XMUZARE ETZEA,
FEBFM N FERRE—REERIFEERS,
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LEAP: What made Zhang Peili the right fit for the
MoMA exhibition he had in 1998-1999? Were you
involved with the acquisitions of his work at that
time? How did you present the work to colleagues
at the museum, and to potential patrons of the
acquisitions?

BL: When | met Peili in 1997, computers and the
internet had not spread very far in China. (Peili and
| used the telephone to set up our appointment.)
He had just completed his great installation Eating
(1997), with three stacked monitors that detail three
points of view. The top monitor focuses in close-up
on an ear’'s movement during chewing; the base
monitor shows a knife and fork attacking a piece
of cake. These composed, fairly static shots are in
color. Separating them is the middle monitor with a
black-and-white action view of the cake traveling
from plate to mouth. Shot with a camera taped to
the eater’s wrist, the disorienting perspective turns
eating into a surreal event. The delivery of morsels
to a gaping mouth seems appropriate for predators
living at the bottom of the sea. In structure, the
action resembles a parsed sentence, with subject,
object, and verb clearly defined.

During my meeting with Peili, | explained how MoMA
maintains and preserves its video art collection. At
the time, video’s archival format was tape, which
had segued from “open-reel” in 1965 to Digital Beta

in 1997, with longevity boosted through storage

at stable temperature and humidity conditions.
| emphasized the distinction between a singular

work, a one-off, from what exists as an edition with a
finite number. Peili and several of his Chinese-based
peers had made trips abroad, where dealers were
eager to take them on, or take advantage of the art
world neophytes. Peili accepted the system—how
editioning fixes the number of legitimate copies of
an artwork, and how pricing regrettably elevates
painting over video installation. | promised to send
Peili an example of an artist contract, which spelled
out the acquisition process, important as | infended
to raise the funds to bring £ating into the MoMA
collection. The Museum of Modern Art acquired
Eating, and exhibited the work in 1998. Viewers
ambled between Jackson Pollock’s drip paintings
and Peili's show. These very focused, innovative
artists fit well together.

LEAP: How was Zhang Peili received when he spent
fime in New York in the 1990s? Was he understood in
identitarian terms, or more in terms of his approach
to media?

BL: In 1992 Peili spent three months at Art Omi—an
upstate New York summer residency program—with
a group of ofher artists from abroad. He returned to
New York on his own in 1994 and spent ten months in
the city. Like other classically trained Chinese artists,
by day Peili sat with a big pad and charcoals in
front of the Metropolitan Museum, sketching tourists’
portraits. By night, he attended every art event he
could. During this time abroad, he discovered he is
happiest and most interested in home.
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LEAP: At the end of your trip to Hangzhou it appears that Zhang Peili accompanied you on a trip to the
village of Longmen. What did you find there?

BL: Guided by Peili on an excursion to Longmen, we left Hangzhou on an inter-fown bus, and then caught
a bone-jarring ride in a taxi. What the tiny vehicle lacked in springs, it made up for in nonstop horn. We
went the last leg of our trip on foot to the village of Longmen, where the local citizens had never seen a
Caucasian. We wandered through the main market, ate dumplings and sweet fried bread, a homemade
Dunkin Donuts. Like villaoges everywhere, young men had left for “the city” to earn money, leaving behind
the old men, women and children we saw as we wandered among Ming-era buildings. The magnificently
carved ancient beams accentfuated the shoddiness of the village dwellings, where we noticed villagers
stringing badminton rackets, at two cents each, for a local factory. | just looked online and discovered that
Longmen now has tour buses filled with tourists who are flooding the town. | imagine the life | saw there is
gone.

LEAP: Have you followed Zhang Peili's work in the last few years? How would you characterize the turn it has
taken since your projects together?

BL: Twenty years ago, | discovered just 35 media artists in China. Computers and the internet had not
spread very far. Now the situation has radically changed. | have continued to follow Peili’s work, and often
talk with him about the fact that in China today, two dissonant forces are fusing together—traditional and
contemporary. As an artist and teacher, Peili has not tried to reconcile any op-posites. His art presents the
clash baldly, amusingly, and intelligently. In China today there are thousands of media artists, and all have
respect for Zhang Peili.
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