Zhang Peili, Hangzhou, 1995. Photograph by Lois Conner.
KEN, BN, 19954, R=ELER.




Art and friendship, and a flying machine

Lois Conner

I met Zhang Peili in 1992, shortly after his exhibition with Geng Jianyi, Recent
Works: Art Show by Zhang Peili and Geng Jianyi since 1991, at the Tayuan
diplomatic residence compound in Beijing. My friend Francesco Dal Lago, who
introduced us, was the curator. At the time, Peili was increasingly moving away
from oil painting in favour of video art. The previous year he had made what
would become one of his classic video works, Document on Hygiene No. 3, in
which he films himself repeatedly washing a chicken, until it submits entirely.

From the summer of 1993, | started making an annual trip to Hangzhou. By
then Peili and | had bonded over our work, becoming friends. When | visited,
he invariably arranged accommodation for me. The first place | stayed was
his studio, which was a friend’s empty apartment. An unfinished painting of a
saxophone graced the floor; buckets of paint dotted the room. | remember how
he complained that he was frustrated and didn’t want to finish the painting. His
flying-machine works were made shortly after his saxophone works, possibly in
the spring of 1994. They are part of his last group of paintings.

In the early years, whenever he had time, Peili would spend an afternoon
photographing with me, sometimes with a book in hand, as he had soon become
accustomed to my irregular rhythms when photographing. One afternoon, he
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literally saved my life. | had set myself up on the roof of an old Hangzhou house
to make a multi-panel work. The roof looked out over West Lake at Quyuan
Fenghe. As | was walking the perimeter of the old wood-and-tile roof, in my
excitement | lost my balance and stepped onto what | thought were solid white
tiles. It was actually heavy paper emulating tiles, and before | knew it | was
hanging upside down from the rafters in the restaurant below. Only my ankles
had kept me from making a headlong dive. Peili adroitly pulled me back up before
| completely fell through. It was scary, dangerous and comic—sort of like Peili’s
own artistic spirit. | didn’t let anyone know | was hurt, and took this photograph
(pp. iv-v) of Peili shortly after my fall. Once | had finished and went down the
stairs to the street, | could hardly walk, so he took me to hospital.

Over time | proudly became part of what | think of as my Hangzhou family: Peili
and his group of five artist friends whom he has known since childhood. Together
we would explore Hangzhou, visiting their studios, looking at new work, sharing
ideas and stories over Longjing (Dragon Well) green tea and delicious local
cuisine, like ba bao ya (‘eight-treasures duck’).

Peili and his group of artists are friends that have inspired me, transforming my
life in China and my work. They have questioned and encouraged, and teased me
endlessly. Their conceptual approaches and work ethic are robust and unswerving.
Many of them are nationally and internationally successful, yet they have chosen
to stay at home in Hangzhou, one of China’s long-lived cultural centres. No one in
the group takes themselves too seriously. They are all committed artists and are
powerfully supportive of one another.

In 1996, Geremie R. Barmé (see image on the right) was a mystery guest at
my house for dinner. | was forewarned not to ask him any questions testing his
notoriously excellent scholarly Chinese—but | did anyway, thrusting a Taiwanese
teacup bearing Buddhist sutras into his hand. He was gracious, and translated
the humble lines with undeserved eloquence. And he never forgot my brashness.

That evening we discovered we had a mutual fascination with the imperial ruins
at Yuanming Yuan, in Beijing, and we decided to meet up there in 1998 to begin
a project together. Twenty years later, we are still dreaming up new ways to work
together. Geremie has written introductions to nearly all my books and catalogues,
even when the subject has had nothing to do with China.
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That first year working with Geremie, | wasn’t completely prepared for the
Beijing winter, as | was planning to head to Hangzhou as soon as it got cold. On
24 November it snowed several feet overnight, and we were excited to return
for a final day of work in the beautiful conditions. But after an hour my shoes
were soaked, making trekking through the snow impossible. Geremie took me to
have tea, rubbed my feet, gave me his second pair of socks—1 only then noticed
he was wearing two layers—and then we headed out again, with plastic bags
between my new socks and my wet shoes. There are hundreds of instances of
these acts of generosity that intersperse his serious and sardonic personality.

Working together is like being in a PhD course every day. As he glances at a detail
in the landscape of a ruin, he casts his erudite and poetic eye across decades of
learning to describe vignettes of history that make it visual. In Beijing he made
the landscape appear to me as it was when the buildings and the grounds were
a living, breathing palace.

| remember very clearly the day Geremie first described his vision for a centre for
China studies within The Australian National University. Slowly, with a lot of work
on every aspect of creation, from funding to the physical nature of the building,
it became a reality. Beautifully designed, it became a vibrant, thriving intellectual
community. In 2014, | donated Flying Machine (1994) to honour Geremie and his
creation of the Australian Centre on China in the World, as well as to celebrate
Zhang Peili, his art and our mutual friendship.

Geremie R. Barmé, Yuanming Yuan, Beijing, 2000. Photograph by Lois Conner.
B8, JtREE, 2000%F, R=£E R,
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Zhang Peili: From Painting to Video exhibition opening night, 26 August 2016: From left, Serina Bird
(Australia-China Council), Olivier Krischer (ANU), Kim Machan (MAAP-Media Art Asia Pacific),
Zhang Peili, Lois Conner, Richard Baker (ANU), Stephanie Fahey (Australia-China Council).

20165F8H26H, "kiEH: MNEEFIRE BEFREHLL, L2 Serina Bird (RPEER), M CERFTEIIKF),
&8 (TAREHEZAR), kIEH, B=%, Richard Baker CEAFILEIIAKZ), Stephanie Fahey (RFEESR) .
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This text is taken from Zhang Peili: From Painting to Video,
edited by Olivier Krischer, published 2019 by ANU Press,
The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.
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