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A Conversation
with 
Zhang Peili

Contingencies 
and Necessities Convert
into Each Other

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 I have friends over. I mainly 

spend time out here with the intent of having privacy. I enjoy 

assuming that absent-minded state, which allows me to mull 

over some projects. But once I start working on an actual 

project, I can’t really do anything in this space, I have to go 

elsewhere. That’s why I have a studio next door measuring 

VOLJKWO\�RYHU�����VTXDUH�PHWHUV��ZKLFK�,�XVH�IRU�VWRUDJH��DQG�

where I can make slightly larger works. But currently I don’t 

have a studio suitable for making relatively large-scale 

ZRUNV��,·YH�\HW�WR�ÀQG�D�VXLWDEOH�SODFH�IRU�WKDW�

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 

LQ�WKH�VWXGLR�� ,�GLG�VRPH�WULDOV�ÀUVW��DQG�WKHQ�FRPSOHWHG�WKH�

ZRUN�RQ�VLWH��7KDW�ZRUN� LV�TXLWH�VSHFLDO��EHFDXVH� LW·V� UHDOO\�

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, 

ODFH�ZDV�ZRYHQ�WR�IRUP�WKH�FRORUOHVV�ÁDJV�RI����FRXQWULHV��

SOD\LQJ�ZLWK�WKH�GHQVLW\�RI�WKH�PDWHULDO� WR�FRQÀJXUH� LW� LQWR�

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 

VXFFHVVLYH�ODFH�GLYLGHUV� LV�UHPLQLVFHQW�RI�WKH�PRVTXLWR�QHWV�

we used to hang up in the summer, as well as curtains, or a 

kind of veil with a romantic feel to it.

XL Chamber, 2017-2018
Electric rolling shutters, programmable logical controller (PLC), position sensor, rug (PE foam)
1050 × 350 × 350 cm
30 min
All images courtesy Boers-Li Gallery and the artist
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Oil on canvas, 135 x 110 cm

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 I 

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 to Stay (2017), previously exhibited at 

the Bunker in Beijing. After that exhibition, I 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, I felt I couldn’t 

entirely do it justice by copying the original effect, but 

I 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 I had a new work to substitute The Endless 

Walkway, I naturally thought of the XL Chamber project.

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 

WKH�ZRUN�LQ�TXHVWLRQ�ZLOO� LQÁXHQFH�WKH�YLHZHU�SV\FKRORJLFDOO\��%XW�WKH�ZRUNV�VKRXOG�KDYH�D�

pre-limited scope, they mustn’t transcend 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’ time. It’s hard 

for me to use something concrete to ascertain the boundaries of control. But those are two 

lines I 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 

SHUWDLQLQJ�WR�VSHFLÀF�WLPHV�DQG�DPRXQWV�RI�SHRSOH"

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

far as these things go, I 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 I 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, I didn’t aspire to accomplish much by doing that. 

Because when you write a text, you’re only telling people your intentions, but you don’t 

really make it into 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, I gave the visitors of the 

Centre d'Art Santa Mònica 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 I 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.
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Unsuitable Place to Stay, 2017
Installation: synthesized sound, PLC (programmable logic controller), magnetic lock and microwave sensor light bulb
Installation view at “No Network,” the Bunker, Beijing, 2017-2018

Relative Space
Installation view
“China, Artistic Avant-garde Movements”
Centro d’Art Santa Mónica, Barcelona, 1995

LEAP: So looking at it this way, “people 

ORVLQJ�FRQWURO�ZLWKLQ�D�FRQÀQHG�VSDFHµ�KDV�

been a consistent theme in your practice 

for decades.

ZP: It ’s an intrins ic 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, essential ly 

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 dras t ica l ly, but these 

FKDQJHV�DUH�DOO�VXSHUÀFLDO�

LEAP: Your early works show more traces of a mischievous 

and rebe l l ious at t i tude, especia l ly aga ins t cer ta in 

organizations or systems. Is this aspect changing at all?

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

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

Everyone bargains with their surroundings and the system. 

To consider my attitude as one of prank-pulling would be 

LQDGHTXDWH�� V LQFH� WKDW�ZDV�PHUHO\�D�JHQXLQH�DWWLWXGH�

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 

I don’t only engage in exchanges with the system, but also 

with the audience. Otherwise put, only when the audience 

i s 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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Midsummer Swimmers, 1985
Oil on canvas, 173.5 x 170 cm

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, I 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. I 

believe narcissism is just a phase. The artist cannot consider 

himself exclusively. When thinking about my works now, I 

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, I 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 

contingencies than necessities?

Z P :  S o m et i m e s ,  co nt i n g e n c i e s  a nd n e ce s s i t i e s  a re 

interchangeable. From a hi stor ical 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 

history were shaped by contingencies. Contingencies and 

necessities are not separate; they convert into each other.
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Pond Society, Yang Style Taichi (detail), 1986
Newspaper, blueprint paper, collage
A set of 12

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 I, 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 to become a vector of thought. Because at the time, many regarded “85 New Space” as a cultural 

HQOLJKWHQPHQW��RU�DQRWKHU�0D\�)RXUWK��:H�KDG�RXU�UHVHUYDWLRQV�DERXW�LW��7KHUHIRUH��VRPHWLPHV�ZH�ZHUH�TXLWH�

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.



081

080

P
o

n
d

 So
c

ie
ty

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

Children’s Playground, 1992
10-channel video installation, color, sound
24 min

LEAP: How were Yang Style Taichi (1986) and Bandaging —The King and the Queen (1986) 

conceived?

ZP: I 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. I 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 

senior residents practicing in the area, one related to art, one not. The location happened 

WR�EH�WKH�RYHUODSSLQJ�]RQH�RI�WKH�WZR��:H�GLGQ·W�ZDQW�WR�GHÀQH�WKH�SURMHFWV�DV�SXEOLF�DUW�RU�

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: I 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 I think most people had forgotten about the posters on the streets. The psychological 

HIIHFW�RI�SXWWLQJ�WKLQJV�XS�RQ�WKH�VWUHHWV�ZDV�TXLWH�LQWULFDWH��,W�ZDV�QRW�LOOHJDO�EXW�QR�ODZ�VDLG�

LW�ZDV�DOORZHG�HLWKHU��7R�EH�VDIH��ZH�GHFLGHG�WR�SXW�XS�WKH�ÀJXUHV�DW�QLJKW��:H�NQHZ�DERXW�

JUDIÀWL�LQ�$PHULFD��EXW�ZLWKRXW�DFFHVV�WR�VSUD\�FDQV��LW�VHHPHG�OLNH�D�QDWXUDO�FKRLFH�WR�PDNH�

WKRVH�ÀJXUHV�ZLWK�QHZVSDSHU��7KH�ÀJXUHV�ZHUH�WKUHH�PHWHUV�WDOO³ZH�DOO�IHOW�WKDW�WKH\�KDG�WR�

be large.

LEAP: Did you hear any feedback from the public at the time?

ZP: :H�GLGQ·W�WU\�WR�ÀQG�RXW�DW�WKH�WLPH��:H�ZHUH�LQ�IDFW�TXLWH�QHUYRXV��:KHQ�ZH�ZHQW�EDFN�

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 

ÀJXUHV�UHPDLQHG��DQG�ODVWHG�RYHU�D�\HDU�
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LEAP:�+RZ�GLG�\RX�ÀUVW�VWDUW�PDNLQJ�YLGHR�ZRUNV"

ZP: ,Q�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�,�NQHZ�QRWKLQJ�DERXW� LW�� ,�ERUURZHG�VRPH�HTXLSPHQW��EXW�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�IHZ�ZRUNV�� ,�KDG�

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

Playground � �������� ,Q������ZKHQ�D�TXDOLW\�FDPHUD�EHFDPH�DYDLODEOH�DW�D�IULHQG·V�ZRUNSODFH�� ,�VKRW�PRVW�

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

DUW��,·YH�DOZD\V�HQMR\HG�ZDWFKLQJ�ÀOPV��SLUDWHG�PRYLHV�ZHUH�DEXQGDQW�DQG�ZH�ZHUH�H[FKDQJLQJ�9+6�WDSHV�

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

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

ÀOP��EHFDXVH�FHOOXORLG�ÀOP�ZDV�WRR�H[SHQVLYH�DQG�QR�RQH�KDG�DFFHVV�WR�D�UHDO�ÀOP�FDPHUD��7KHUH�ZHUH�RQO\�

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

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

LQVSLUHG�E\�ÀOPV�

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 I made diverged from previous ones. I 

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

of Wind ��������ZDV�PRUH�VWRU\�GULYHQ��DQG�SURGXFHG�OLNH�D�ÀOP��,�KLUHG�D�SURIHVVLRQDO�WHDP�WR�VKRRW�WKH�ZRUN��

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

FDPH�FORVH�WR�ÀOP�SURGXFWLRQ�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�VWDJHG�VHWV�

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 identical scenes from 

D�ÀOP³ZLWK�D�VHQVRU\�HTXLSPHQW��RQH�LV�VSHG�XS��WKH�RWKHU�VORZHG�GRZQ�� ,�ZDQWHG�WR�JHW�

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 transition from video-oriented works to 

installations.

LEAP: 7RZDUGV�LQVWDOODWLRQV�WKDW�IRFXV�PRUH�RQ�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�DQG�PHGLXP�VSHFLÀF�ODQJXDJH�

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

Assignment No. 1 �������ZHUH� LQVWDOODWLRQV��DQG�VKRZQ�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�LQ�3DULV� LQ�������7KH�

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

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

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

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

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

can force you to do. But if I have an idea that I feel strongly about, I 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. 

,Q�WKLV� UHVSHFW� ,·P�TXLWH�GLIIHUHQW�� ,·P�UHVWOHVV��DQG�HDVLO\� IUXVWUDWHG�RU�ERUHG�� ,� IHDU�IRU�DQ\�

possibility that I might be repeating myself—no matter how well-received the works are. I 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 I don’t think it would be very meaningful.

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

Scenic Spot Open Temporarily, 1995
Used newspaper, wooden steps, 
a wall made of used newspaper
1.85 x 8 m
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Zhang Peili’s Studio

Photo: Wang Liang
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Jia Wei on Working with 
Zhang Peili:
He never repeats himself

Zhang Peili has been represented by Beijing’s Boers-Li Gallery for a decade, 

beginning with the memorable exhibition “A Gust of Wind” ten years ago 

this spring. Since Jia Wei joined as partner in 2016, the gallery has opened 

a second space in New York.

LEAP: Boers-Li Gallery has worked with Zhang Peili since 2008. 

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 

years now, so it is fair to say that he has been a witness to our 

growth. Before joining Boers-Li, I was working in an auction 

KRXVH��DQG�IUHTXHQWO\�FDPH�LQ�FRQWDFW�ZLWK�LPSRUWDQW�ZRUNV�

RI�KLV��VR�,�DOUHDG\�NQHZ�TXLWH�D�ORW�DERXW�KLV�PDUNHW��,�MRLQHG�

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 I 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 Apri l or early May, 2018, Zhang 

will have a solo exhibition at the gallery, featuring all new 

interactive sound installation.

LEAP: =KDQJ�3HLOL� LV�DQ� LPSRUWDQW�ÀJXUH� LQ�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�DUW��

and has great appeal for institutions and curators, but he is 

also a living (and active) artist, and has a primary market for 

KLV�ZRUN��+RZ�GR�\RX�ÀQG�D�EDODQFH�LQ�VXSSRUWLQJ�KLP�DV�D�

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 

GHOLEHUDWHO\�SURPRWH�WKH�DUWLVWV�ZH�ÀQG�WR�EH�RI�UHDO�YDOXH��

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.

Zhang Peili, A Scene in Black and White Unfolded Four Times, 2007
View of “Zhang Peili: Record. Repeat.,” the Art Institute of Chicago, 2017

Courtesy Boers-Li Gallery and the artist
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LEAP: What is your favorite work by Zhang Peili?

JW: ,�ÀQG�WKH�YLGHR�LQVWDOODWLRQ�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, I sense Zhang’s 

insecurities and anxieties about politics, reality, and society in his work since 2000. 

7KH�RWKHU�RQH�ZRXOG�EH�=KDQJ·V�ÀUVW�SHUIRUPDQFH�DQG�LQVWDOODWLRQ�SLHFH�VKRZQ�LQ�WKH�

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 

SHUVRQ�ZKR�DOZD\V�ÀQGV�D�ZD\�WR�LQVSLUH�\RX��7KLV�PLJKW�KDYH�WR�GR�ZLWK�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�

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.

Zhang Peili, Portraits of 2012, 2012
Video projection, color, sound, 22 min 9 sec
Courtesy Boers-Li Gallery and the artist



0
9

5

0
9

4

P
o

n
d

 So
c

ie
ty

A Conversation
with Barbara London:
Making Stir Fry

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.

Zhang Peili, Eating, 1997

Three-channel video, color, sound 

27 min 43 sec 

Courtesy Boers-Li Gallery and the artist
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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, 

I focused on the hot potato of video, about which little was written. Artists criss-

crossed disciplines to experiment with the medium’s protean forms. Curatorial 

research meant seeking out artists. I doggedly wanted to know the how and why 

someone made a work. I 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 I developed video and 

sound art’s position at MoMA. The media and performance art clandestinely 

XQIROGLQJ� LQ�&KLQD�SLTXHG�P\�FXULRVLW\�� ,�TXL]]HG�(XURSHDQ�FRKRUWV�ZKR�KDG�

made it over, and read every article that shed light on the rumbling scene. I 

wanted to witness firsthand how artists, previously isolated by Mao, were re-

sponding to foreign art trends 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: I had wanted to explore contemporary art in the “Middle Kingdom” since 

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

few recent videos from China. Apparently contemporary art trends had traveled 

around the globe. I wanted to know how that had happened, and how these 

previously isolated artists would digest current trends. In going to meet artists in 

China, I was continuing what I had been doing for many years. One of my early 

research trips was to Japan in 1976. Ever since, I have traveled far and wide 

searching for emerging artists. I have visited their studios, gathered documenta-

tion, slotted the information into file folders, and then organized shows. Over 

the years, I have followed the work of many artists as they matured. My original 

PRWL�YDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�LQWHUQHW�SURMHFW�LQ�&KLQD�ZDV�WR�PDNH�P\�ÀOH�IROGHUV�SXEOLF��

,QVWHDG�RI�VTXLUUHOLQJ�DZD\�WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�IRU�ODWHU�XVH��,�ZRXOG�SXW�P\�ÀQGLQJV�

up on the internet, for curators and anyone else curious about art in China.

Also, I thought demystifying the curatorial process would be beneficial. A 

casual visitor to stirfry.org (now located at http://www.adaweb.com/context/

VWLU�IU\��JHWV�D�FKDQFH�WR�WUDYHO�ZLWK�D�FXUDWRU�RQ�D�UHVHDUFK�TXHVW��,�GR�QRW�NQRZ�

whether many curators search for artists the way I do, but I 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, I caught up with 

Zhang Pei l i  in Hangzhou. I  v i s i ted h i s t idy two - room 

apartment, with books and videos carefully organized on 

shelves. Talking together, Peili helped contextualize what I 

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 I met Peili, very few artists had access to video 

FDPHUDV��DQG�QR�DUW�VFKRROV�KDG�HTXLSPHQW��3HLOL�ERUURZHG�

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.

3HLOL·V�ÀUVW�YLGHR�ZRUNV�ZHUH�WHFKQLFDOO\�YHU\�VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG��

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 fol low, Pei l i and hi s Hangzhou peers devi sed their 

RZQ�� LQYHQWLYH� WHFKQLTXHV��$V� IRUPHU�SDLQWHUV�� WKH\�ZHUH�

liberated from their traditional art school conventions. They 

VWHSSHG�RXWVLGH�RI�WHOHYLVLRQ�DQG�QDUUDWLYH�ÀOP�IRUPV��DQG�

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 

turn the poor calm creature into a waterlogged feather 

duster. The repetitive action is both sensual and unsettling.

Zhang Peili, Hygiene No.3, 1991
Single-channel video, color, no sound 
24 min 45 sec 
Courtesy Boers-Li Gallery and the artist
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LEAP: What made Zhang Peili the right fit for the 

MoMA exhibition he had in 1998-1999? Were you 

LQYROYHG�ZLWK� WKH�DFTXLVLWLRQV�RI�KLV�ZRUN�DW� WKDW�

time? How did you present the work to colleagues 

at the museum, and to potential patrons of the 

DFTXLVLWLRQV"

BL: When I met Peil i in 1997, computers and the 

internet had not spread very far in China. (Peili and 

I 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 

l iving at the bottom of the sea. In structure, the 

action resembles a parsed sentence, with subject, 

REMHFW��DQG�YHUE�FOHDUO\�GHÀQHG�

During my meeting with Peili, I 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. 

I emphasized the distinction between a singular 

work, a one-off, from what exists as an edition with a 

ÀQLWH�QXPEHU��3HLOL�DQG�VHYHUDO�RI�KLV�&KLQHVH�EDVHG�

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. I promised to send 

Peili an example of an artist contract, which spelled 

RXW�WKH�DFTXLVLWLRQ�SURFHVV��LPSRUWDQW�DV�,� LQWHQGHG�

to raise the funds to bring Eating  into the MoMA 

FROOHFWLRQ�� 7KH�0XVHXP�RI�0RGHUQ�$UW�DFTXLUHG�

Eating, and exhibited the work in 1998. Viewers 

ambled between Jackson Pollock’s drip paintings 

and Peil i’s show. These very focused, innovative 

DUWLVWV�ÀW�ZHOO�WRJHWKHU�

LEAP: How was Zhang Peili received when he spent 

time 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 other 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.

LEAP: At the end of your trip to Hangzhou it appears that Zhang Peili accompanied you on a trip to the 

YLOODJH�RI�/RQJPHQ��:KDW�GLG�\RX�ÀQG�WKHUH"

BL: Guided by Peili on an excursion to Longmen, we left Hangzhou on an inter-town 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 villages everywhere, young men had left for “the city” to earn money, leaving behind 

WKH�ROG�PHQ��ZRPHQ�DQG�FKLOGUHQ�ZH�VDZ�DV�ZH�ZDQGHUHG�DPRQJ�0LQJ�HUD�EXLOGLQJV��7KH�PDJQLÀFHQWO\�

carved ancient beams accentuated the shoddiness of the village dwellings, where we noticed villagers 

stringing badminton rackets, at two cents each, for a local factory. I just looked online and discovered that 

/RQJPHQ�QRZ�KDV�WRXU�EXVHV�ÀOOHG�ZLWK�WRXULVWV�ZKR�DUH�ÁRRGLQJ�WKH�WRZQ�� ,� LPDJLQH�WKH� OLIH� ,�VDZ�WKHUH� LV�

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, I discovered just 35 media artists in China. Computers and the internet had not 

spread very far. Now the situation has radically changed. I 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.


