Zhang Peili’s Flying Machine and the ends of painting in
Chinese contemporary art

Olivier Krischer

Zhang Peili’s work is commonly seen as a steady movement from painting to
video. Zhang completed what is known as the first video work in China, in 1988,
and exhibited the first Chinese video art in 1991, after which he consistently
worked with more complex video installations. Yet the re-emergence of the
painting Flying Machine (1994)—one of Zhang’s last few canvases, and thought
to be lost—reminds us that even artists such as Zhang continued to grapple with
their academy training, in his case in oil painting, not simply as a technique but
as a ‘language’ (yuyan i&3%).

In 1995, during what became a ten-month sojourn in New York, Zhang Peili
wrote: ‘The role of art is that of eliminating obstacles, and this is also its meaning.
Therefore, my starting point is everyday life and normal experience. | wish for my
work to stand between art and life, or, in other words, on an indefinite border.”’
Flying Machine marks the culmination of Zhang’s search for an expression of this
intermediate, indeterminate position in painting, completed while he was also
producing some of his first seminal videos and installations.
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Here | wish to consider how Zhang, across different media, explored common
issues and themes, such as the perennial tension between the sign and the
signified, as well as notions of iteration, copying, reproduction and especially
reception, which | think are rooted in Zhang’s earlier practice. Although Zhang
came to focus on the possibilities of video installation from the mid-1990s, this
essay seeks to retrieve the role of painting in the development of Zhang'’s finely
wrought artistic ‘language’. By doing so, it is also an exercise in considering the
artist distinct from the narratives to which he has been assigned.

Art and life

First, it is necessary to consider the longer development of Zhang’s painting
practice. Through a series of group activities, exhibitions and individual works
between his graduation in 1984 and his initial move away from painting in 1987,
the concept of ‘language’ became a central concern in Zhang’s practice. The
Zhejiang Creation Society was a loosely affiliated group of artists, including
Zhang, who had gathered in frustration at the regressive conservatism of the
Sixth National Art Exhibition, of 1984. Without a manifesto or shared aesthetic
mission, they originally gathered in part to access funding with which to organise
a different sort of exhibition project. The result was the ‘85 New Space exhibition,
widely considered groundbreaking. Zhang and other participants nevertheless
immediately felt the need to bring art more directly into public space, to ‘immerse’
art into daily life, leading to the formation of the Pond Society the following year,
a group that staged ephemeral public art installations and some performances,
in Hangzhou.? It was also in 1986 that Zhang began the seminal X? series
of glove paintings, in which he sought to free painting from the ‘burden’ of
narrative. Both his individual works and those of the Pond Society were critical
responses to the emerging formalisation of new art under the banner of the '85
New Wave.

The subjects of Zhang’s early paintings often seem sublimated and generalised
from what begin as more specific, personal references—such as his brother’s
saxophone in the Jazz series, or the surgical gloves of X?,® which recall the
medical environment around which he grew up (one shaped by his parents’
work in a hospital and his significant experience of illness during his childhood).
The '85 New Space paintings presented a realism that reveals as it conceals; in
these, seeing is not knowing. While labelled ‘cool’, they are not merely boring or
lifeless; they seem to posses the anonymity, ambivalence and uncanny isolation
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of the urban crowd. The stark shadows smooth out the bodies and faces,
making them less personal, more generic. Sometimes the figures are faceless,
unwilling or unable to return the viewer’s gaze (see Swimmers in the Water, p. 64).*

Much of this painting derived from the critical approach Zhang, Geng Jianyi and
their circle had developed to socialist realism, not simply in terms of a style but
rather as a ‘language’, in which ‘narrativism’ and historical responsibility ‘cripple
painting’s inherent value’.® Their critique extended from its roots in the late-
nineteenth-century Russian ‘Wanderers’ school (MepeavixxHnku, Peredvizhniki),
through to new trends of Scar art and rustic realism, which Zhang and his
peers considered not fundamentally different in terms of their ‘language’. In
Luo Zhongli’s Father (1980), for example, while it appeared radical to bring a
‘real’ peasant into the conservative lexicon of China’s academy oil painting, the
painting did not shift the relationship between art and society. Such painting was
quickly absorbed by the establishment, on political and technical merit, providing
a new model.®

Such new trends in oil painting also invested in technical virtuosity, further
distancing artists, as elite technicians—and art, as a technology—from
everyday life. Zhang and his peers were wary of technique as well as authorial
subjectivity, both hallmarks of academy training.” For the X? series, Zhang had
initially planned to paint one hundred versions of the same glove painting, ‘using
repetition to eliminate the difference between each work’.2 In the twenty or so
glove paintings completed, he deliberately used subdued tones, and painted in
a studied manner, as though anyone with training might achieve an equivalent
result. Importantly, the paintings are not identical, yet their differences are not
significant enough to make them discrete objects of appreciation or analysis.
They achieve a sameness, blurring into one another visually and conceptually,
collectively becoming ‘the glove paintings’. However, they remain realistic rather
than tending to formal abstraction. Hence, in the glove paintings, any narrative
(for example, memory) resides almost entirely with the viewer (see X?, p. 70). °

For Zhang, the X? series already marked a departure from his painting practice,
since these were conceived and executed as procedural, scripted actions,
reflecting the kind of exploration that would find a home in the Pond Society (Chi
she, also Pool Society), too. The textual works Program of Asking for Permission
before Executing: About X? (1987), comprising a handwritten fourteen-page
plan, and Art Plan No. 2 (1987), a mimeographed text piece, go further by
removing the ‘visual’ altogether. This conceptualised relationship between
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the artist, the audience, the medium and the creative space in which the work
happens was influenced by Kafka but especially by the Polish dramaturge Jerzy
Grotowski’s Towards a Poor Theatre (1968).'° As one contemporary review observed,
‘For Grotowski the theater is not simply a place where plays are performed or
where another facet of our culture can be safely viewed: [it] is a Pandora’s box which
must be opened because the ritual of discovery is the only meaningful one for man.’*!

In the idealism of the 1980s, much art remained transcendent. Many aspired to
‘purity’, yet there were significant differences in theoretical approach and practice.
For example, the quasi-mystical scenes of the Northern Art Group, led by Wang
Guangyi, were aligned with some painting by Zhang and other Hangzhou colleagues
as ‘rational painting’. At the time, the work of the Northern Art Group aspired to be
a kind of ‘sublime’ convergence of world traditions, manifest in the post-industrial
landscapes of northeast China, solemnly depicted in simple, dark-grey tones. The
conceptual explorations of the Pond Society and Zhang’s closely related individual
practice between 1987 and 1988, were a critical response to the historicising and
packaging of new art as a ‘movement’.

Painting after 1989

If the China/Avant-garde exhibition in February 1989 presented a contested yet
definitive conclusion to alingering sense of collective purpose, the violent suppression
of the June protest movement, and particularly the subsequent nationwide pressure
in the cultural sector'?, made the art of the 1980s appear—according to Zhang—
feeble and esoteric, even naive.’

In the wake of 1989, Zhang felt art was like ‘an itch you can’t scratch’. He wanted
his work to be more ‘concrete’, but not necessarily ‘neutral’ or ‘positive’ about reality
in the way of classic American pop art. Zhang tried to create a ‘prompt’ (tishi &)
rather than pass judgement:™ ‘At that time, | felt like my previous schematic works,
plans and videos as well, were a bit metaphysical, a bit too distant from reality. So
from then, and for a period, | kind of used my original painting practice to return to
reality.”'

In fact, on 7 June 1989, Zhang and Geng Jianyi produced two huge painted
banners, 3 x 7 metres each, based on international press photographs of the victims
in Beijing. They paraded the banners through downtown Hangzhou before hanging
them from a pedestrian bridge. For Zhang, however, he says they did not consider
this an artwork.'®
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Zhang’s first artwork that year was a mixed-media painting titled Chinese
Bodybuilding: Elegance of 1989 (1989, see p. 70), which looks radically different
from those in his X? series. Described by Zhang as ‘painted flat, like painted
advertisements’, the 1989 work has a collage effect, incorporating stamps,
old ration coupons (a fast-disappearing symbol of the socialist economy) and
labels from imported cosmetics, composed in an intentionally straightforward
fashion. The dominant image is of a Chinese female bodybuilding champion,
with fashionably permed short hair, raising a trophy as she flashes her white
teeth—her competition weight ‘stamped’ on the lower right of the work. Above
and below her, the head of a Cultural Revolution opera singer is repeated in
rows. In contrast, an official-looking seven-character phrase down the left side
reads, ‘When liberated, don’t forget the Communist Party’ (fanshen buwang
gongchandang #1% &~ %2 ). Any adult would have been able to silently
complete this once ubiquitous slogan: ‘When prosperous, don’t forget Chairman
Mao’ (xingfu buwang Mao zhuxi #4& 1 &£ £ ).

Zhang has acknowledged the apparent relationship of this work to political pop—
as the genre would soon be described by critic and curator Li Xianting—but
Zhang aligns it instead with the more self-reflexive pop of Richard Hamilton in
the 1950s, which stemmed from collage rather than painting.'” If we compare
Chinese Bodybuilding with Wang Guangyi’'s Great Criticism series, often seen
as the classic example of political pop, Wang’s paintings, combining ‘model’
Cultural Revolution graphics with those of Western commercial brands, present
themselves as well-designed posters of consumer mass culture supplanting the
hegemony of politics during the Cultural Revolution.’ On the other hand, Zhang’s
work, while similarly bright, brash and textual, remains more circumspect. His
‘pop’ is domestic; the juxtapositions, while legible as political and popular, do
not combine to depict an integrated picture of ‘socialism’ or ‘globalisation’, or
even ‘China’."™®

Chinese Bodybuilding: Elegance of 1989 (1989), the first in a series of works
featuring bodybuilders and newsreaders, juxtaposes disparate elements of
popular culture and social history, which, while appearing more directly symbolic
than his earlier work, are difficult to restrict to specific, shared meanings.
The glove in the X? series was a suggestive ‘intermediary object’, but the
bodybuilders in Zhang’s series embody a kind of uncertain state. Zhang was
interested in the tension between a state of health and one of excess, of such
conditioned bodies as both beautiful and gaudy.? In the context of 1980s China,
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s & Y G G X?, 1986, oil on canvas, 110 x 90 cm. Image
i y v z courtesy the artist and Boers-Li Gallery.

(X?) . 19864 #EIME,110 x 90 cm,
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Chinese Bodybuilding: Elegance of 1989, 1989, oil and mixed
media on canvas, 100 x 80 cm. Image courtesy the artist and Boers-Li Gallery.
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bodybuilding intersected with the development of ‘lifestyle’ and the new media
spectacle of television. As bottom-up popular culture, bodybuilding was distinct
from both government conservatism and intellectual ‘high culture fever’.?!

Bodybuilding had been banned in communist China, because of attitudes and
regulations regarding ‘nudity’, especially for women, and probably because it was
not an Olympic sport; it was about self-image and personal ambition rather than
national achievement.?? Although the ban was lifted in 1983, women were obliged
to compete in demure one-piece swimsuits until 1986, when authorities allowed
bikinis for the championships, which were aptly held in the newly developing
special economic zone of Shenzhen.2® While the participants were all amateurs,
the televised spectacle—which featured pop music and roving spotlights, as
well as running commentary on each contestant’s occupation and home
province—was clearly a homegrown combination of commercial opportunity and
deregulation, reflecting the media’s new commercial imperatives, a shift in public
taste, and the potential for a market to replace or extend state patronage.?*

Zhang’s work is known for avoiding cultural symbolism. For Zhang, however,
there is an important difference between contingent ‘elements’ that are lived and
‘symbols’ that package identity for utilitarian or strategic ends: ‘Symbols can be
used in a utilitarian way, but they can also be used in a destructive or disruptive
way, what one might call a creative way. These two methods are completely
different; only one of them will convey new understandings. But it’s problematic
when symbols are used simply as a strategy for expressing identity. ... I'm
opposed to a singular cultural psychology, a fixed mode of observation or
understanding.’ 2

The visual assemblage in Chinese Bodybuilding: Elegance of 1989 is not of new
parts but of new relationships. The arrangement of these elements, in layered
juxtaposition, to convey some new understanding, recalls the notion of collage
and montage that Walter Benjamin planned to use to structure his unfinished
opus, Das Passagen-Werk [The Arcades Project]. Montage, he wrote, ‘interrupts
the context into which it is inserted’ and thus ‘counters illusion’.?® Defending his
approach, he insisted, ‘I have nothing to say. Only to show.’?

The elements Zhang used derive from media publications, and suggest the
relationship of painting to photography, or, rather, to reprographic images,
a subject rarely discussed in the discourse around Chinese contemporary art. In a
catalogue essay for the photorealist painter Chen Danging, Wu Hung has traced
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the practice of painting from photographs as a ‘primary feature’ of Chinese oil
painting since the Cultural Revolution.?® The use of photos related not to a lack
of real subjects but to the dilemma of ‘authentication and idealisation’. Massive
numbers of ‘typical’ images were copied and circulated through newspapers,
magazines and movies; and this process gave photographic images a historical,
archival quality. Paintings based on photographic images could thus share in
this consensual ‘truth’, potentially saving the artist from accusations of errant
individualism. Artists consequently began collecting magazine and news clippings,
even competing to identify iconic images.? Pang Laikwan has argued that this
culture of models and copying was part of a programme of ‘social mimesis’ with
roots in the early 1940s yet which reached its apex during the Cultural Revolution.*

Rather than being ‘model’ characters, all of the figures in Zhang’s paintings from
1989 to 1994 strategically foreground their origin as printed media by retaining
cropped edges, such as the bodybuilder’s cropped legs in Chinese Bodybuilding:
Elegance of 1989, or the duplicated newsreader in the diptych The Good Life
Comes from TV (1991, see p. 77).3' This is likewise a feature of the wedding-and-
soldier series Zhang developed during his Art Omi residency in New York in 1992
(his first trip overseas).®? The triptych Water: Standard Pronunciation of 1989
(1990), which anticipates his 1991 video Water: Standard Version from the Cihai
Dictionary (1991), similarly depicts the iterated ‘frame’ of a flickering television
screen when photographed.®

Although the X? series was also painted from photographs, the gloves sensuously
bend and hang around the contours of absent objects or surfaces. After 1989,
however, Zhang’s paintings highlight their status as images of images; without
any pretence of spatial depth they borrow less from the theatre than from the
television screen. Here the power or authority of media (rather than ‘the media’)
itself becomes a key concern, with Zhang attempting to leverage the plastic
qualities of painting—its ability to manipulate size, form, density, colour and
printing—in order to recast these elements at a critical distance between their
source and the audience.

The ‘reality’ to which Zhang returned through these paintings is not smooth,
nor is it whole; it is simultaneously multiplying and disintegrating across
uncertain images, translucent layers, screen-printed repetitions and montage
arrangements. The edges of such works are explicit, undeniable, indeed integral
to their ‘language’, formally and conceptually.
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In the diptych The Good Life Comes from TV (1991) the news reader Luo Jing
(who, like Xing Zhibin, was a well-known anchor on the daily evening news
program Xinwen lianbo #7 M 4%, lit. ‘news broadcast’) is painted on two
canvases, as though a repeated screen-print, yet each instance is subtly distinct.
He and all other elements do not reach the edge of the canvas, emphasizing
their graphic two-dimensionality, reinforced by the stark monochrome cropped
images layered in different densities on top. The composition of each canvas
is the same. The same effect, of apparent repetition yet actual difference, is
repeated with the two lower images on each canvas, reinforced by the slightly
different sequential numbers at the bottom of each: 44-722 and 44-723.

The copying (or iteration) and transformation of media, and the tension between
repetition and distinction, featured in different ways across each of the works in
Zhang’s significant first solo exhibition, at Galerie du Rond-Point, in Paris, in early
1993.34 In the photographic installation Copied Consecutively 25 Times (1993),
for example, Zhang took an image of a smiling ‘peasant’ (from a 1970s issue of
China Pictorial) to Paris, where he then had a photographer make twenty-five
consecutive copies, such that the black-and-white image becomes increasingly
grainy, mottled and abstract. The work was installed as a single line, illustrating
the process from the legible original to the final ‘copy’.

In the same exhibition, Zhang presented Assignment No. 1 (1992) for the first time,
a six-channel, twelve-monitor video installation showing, close up, a finger being
pierced to take a blood sample. (The video was separated and manipulated into
different colour channels in post-production.)®® Even the video work Document
on Hygiene No. 3 (1991) was installed not as a multi-channel work but as five
copies derived consecutively from the original tape, with each slightly more
degraded iteration shown on a separate monitor.%

For this exhibition, Zhang also realised a new installation that similarly probes
the ‘indefinite border’ between material and identity. The mixed-media work
Feimaipin 4k & (lit. ‘Unsaleable goods’, or ‘Not for sale’) (1993, see p. 77),
comprised a series of display cases, in which were exhibited similarly shaped
mounds of fine powder. While the original materials were diverse, they were
rendered equivalent by being finely ground (except for the fur and hair)—in other
words, recalls Zhang, reduced to their smallest possible parts while remaining
tangible. The materials were all basic, with a range of everyday roles, and largely
universal, including flour, salt, milk powder, animal fur and skin, human hair, bone,
plaster, iron dust, coal slack, calcimine, and lime.*” In another solo exhibition
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in Paris, later that year, Zhang completed a related installation, this time using
plaster to make a mould of square sections of a gallery basement space, from
which he used wax to make casts, stacking plaster (the negative) and wax (the
‘print’, or positive) on the section of the floor that had been ‘copied’.®®

A flying machine

These diverse works enact a process that has been described in Zhang’s later
media installations as ‘activating’ the viewer, whereby ‘the real interactivity that
takes place is not just between the viewer and the artwork, but the viewer and
him or herself’.?® Such a process of both providing and revealing the viewer’s
contingent position has developed in Zhang’s work since at least the X? series
of paintings, and functions similarly in Zhang’s Flying Machine. In this painting,
through the use of scale, perspective, texture and a simplified colour scheme,
Zhang sought not to appropriate the symbolic force of an image but rather to
neutralise or release it, to open the image to other interpretations.

In Flying Machine, a sombre form is suspended on a wide stretch of smooth blue
(see p. 78). We recognise the nose and tail, the rotating blades, yet the proximity,
the angle is that of the camera eye. The object is skewed, flattened in a moment
offtime, but it is no longer a snapshot. There is no narrative detail beyond its
outline, yet this indeterminate border— a concept, really—separating what it is
from what it is not. We are not intended to recognise a make or model that might
reveal the history, function, politics or allegiance of this potent object. All of this
is flattened, smoothed, aggregated. The silhouette is formed by a final, carefully
painted layer of thick blue paint that masks the underlying charcoal, dripped grey
and ruddy brown, with translucent strokes of bluish white.*

The masked subject and gestural layering suggest a formal relationship to works
such as the triptych Chinese Bodybuilding: Syntax of 1989 (1991, see p. 78),
which depicts two male bodybuilders, a mimeograph machine and the phrase
‘internal circulation’ (neibu faxing ™3k 4.47), indicating materials restricted to
specialist use in specific domains but not fit for public consumption.*' It is also
around this period, between 1991 and 1992, that military imagery begins to
appear in some of Zhang’s paintings, such as the large-scale five-panel Rose
Red and Grey (1992), made for the 1993 Venice Biennale and possibly inspired by
imagery from the Gulf War (1990-91) and the Bosnian War (1992-95).4
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The Working Manual includes two helicopter works, presented as Zhang’s last
two paintings. But Conner retains another, previously undocumented work, which
sheds light on the painting now in Canberra, and the direction of this series.*
This ‘black’ Flying Machine (see p. 82) is a brooding painting of sooty tones, from
under which a hint of yellow glows. Here Zhang has used the same helicopter
silhouette as in the ‘blue’ Flying Machine, diminishing the signified object through
its repetition as a motif. But whereas the textural layers are muted by the smooth
blue outline in the Canberra Flying Machine, in Conner’s work the dark paint
simmers unfettered, toying with a formal abstraction and objecthood that is
punctuated by long scratches made directly onto the painted canvas. Considered
together, it seems as though Zhang was searching for a painted idiom between
representation and abstraction, between representation and form.

Entering the world

One of the ironic outcomes of the severe response to 1989 was the swiftness
with which the government set about developing the economy; and most people,
across all sectors, eagerly followed. Already in 1990, China’s first stock exchange
had been established in Shanghai, and the following year saw the first auction
of Chinese oil painting in Hong Kong. But it was in 1992, during a Chinese New
Year visit to southern China, that Deng Xiaoping made a series of statements
advocating the development of a ‘socialist market economy’, which led to the
establishment of the first special economic zones. Many leading artists and critics
became entrepreneurial, seeing in the market an alternative to state validation or
sponsorship. In 1992, the ‘Guangzhou * The First 1990s Biennial Art Fair’, as it
was called in English, was organised with private sponsorship, as a large-scale
commercial exhibition, also offering over twenty cash prizes. It was novel yet
ultimately revealed the organisers' idealism and inexperience, when expenses
exceeded earnings due to overly optimistic revenue predictions.*?

In this same period, Zhang, like a number of leading artists, soon had opportunities
to travel and exhibit abroad. In this context, by late 1994 Zhang had decisively
put painting aside, feeling that the medium had become too estranged from ‘life’;
that he had been unable to cast off his art school training. In the 1980s, Zhang
and others had sought to expand the language of painting, but in significant ways
this had been accommodated, even co-opted, into the narrative of modernisation
and national redemption, through economic and cultural development. As China
‘entered the world’, particularly from 1993, there was a sense that Chinese art,
too, was regaining its rightful global prominence. However, the image of Chinese
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art was also being conditioned by increasingly influential curatorial and art-critical
discourses, exemplified by the dominance of painting, and particularly works in
the styles dubbed political pop and cynical realism, through exhibitions such
as the 1993 Venice Biennale and China’s New Art Post-1989 the same year. #

However, the developing critique of this influence was also apt to take on a
combative cultural chauvinism. While Zhang pointedly cultivated a ‘formal
neutrality’* in his work, he addressed this tendency in his 1996 text ‘At War with
the West?’, written for a group exhibition in Munich.“¢ Here Zhang called out the
tendency of younger critics in China to frame art as though it were an Olympic
competition, conflating artistic achievement and even aesthetics with questions
of national ambition to overcome the West.*” Zhang’s turns away from painting
as a medium (both around 1986 and again from 1994) may then be seen as a
continued refusal to content oneself with the easy (and lucrative) identity politics
of either the state or the global art market, cultivating instead a third space—that
space in which Flying Machine still hovers, on an ‘indefinite border’.*®
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The Good Life Comes from TV, 1991, oil on canvas, diptych, 100 x 100 cm each.
Image courtesy the artist and Boers-Li Gallery.

(FREFERATV) , 19914, HEME, WHE, IE100 X 100 cm. ZARRKIETMERE L.

Unsaleable Goods (detail), 1993, Plexiglas, bricks, various powders,
fur and hair, dimensions variable. Image courtesy the artist and Boers-Li Gallery.
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Flying Machine, 1994, oil on canvas, 110 x 148 cm. Image courtesy the Australian
Centre on China in the World, The Australian National University.

(T%4788) . 19944, MESHE, 110 X 148 cm, BWAFLE AR RELIRARHOER.

Chinese Bodybuilding: Syntax of 1989, 1991, oil on canvas, triptych, each 100 x 80 cm. Image courtesy
the artist and Boers-Li Gallery.
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Zhang Peili, from an Asian Cultural Council application statement, 1995. From Francesca Dal Lago, ‘The
Art of Not Looking Different’, in Zhang Peili: Certain Pleasures, ed. Robin Peckham and Venus Lau (Hong
Kong: Blue Kingdfisher, 2011), 9.

On the genesis of the '85 New Space exhibition, see Katherine Grube’s essay in this volume (p. 40). On
the loose relationship between these groups, exhibitions and ideas, see Paul Gladston, ‘Avant-Garde’ Art
Groups in China, 1979-1989 (Bristol: Intellect, 2013), 126-39.

On Zhang’s Jazz series, see Dal Lago, ‘The Art of Not Looking Different’, 9.

It seems that Zhang may have reworked some shadows to heighten this effect. See, for example, what
appear to be different iterations of Please Enjoy Some Jazz (1985), if one compares the image in Meishu
[Fine arts], no. 2, (1986): 44; and that reproduced in Huang Zhuan and Wang Jing, eds., Zhang Peili: Yishu
gongzuo shouce [Artistic Working Manual of Zhang Peili] (Guangzhou: Lingnan Meishu Chubanshe, 2008),
31.

Interview with Liu Libin in October 2005, in Huang and Wang, 451.

See Jane DeBevoise, ‘The Debate over Luo Zhongli’s “Father™, in Between State and Market: Chinese
Contemporary Art in the Post-Mao Era (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 47-69. Compare Luo’s earlier work People of
Daba Mountain (1979), on p. 49, which includes a full-length portrait of a ‘peasant’ with a very similar face
and headdress to Father, yet with a load of truck tyres on his back. The young man crouched beside him
is dressed in more modern clothes and has a pack of industrial goods —all of which locates these peasants
in a modernising China, at the advent of economic reform, rather than as archetypal nongmin.

See, for example, Zhang’s early statement, on behalf of the Pond Society, against technical virtuosity:
Shi Jiu [Zhang Peili], ‘On New Space and the Pond Society (1987)’, trans. Kela Shang, in Contemporary
Chinese Art: Primary Documents, ed. Wu Hung and Peggy Wang (New York: Museum of Modern Art,
2010), 83-89.

See Huang and Wang, Artistic Working Manual, 44. For an example, compare the works (both titled X?) on
p. 45, 47.

Zhang Peili, ‘Language ltself Is a Form of Political Position’, in Geti jingyan: 1989-2000 nian Zhongguo
dangdai yishu shixiande duihua yu xushu [Individual Experience: Conversations and Narratives of
Contemporary Art Practice in China from 1989 to 2000], ed. Liu Ding, Carol Yinghua Lu and Su Wei
(Guangzhou: Lingnan Meishu Chubanshe, 2013), 182.

Zhang, 182.

E. J. Czerwinski, “Towards a Poor Theater by Jerzy Grotowski (review)’, Modern Drama 13, no. 1 (Spring
1970): 106.

See John Clark, ‘Official Reactions to Modern Art in China since the Beijing Massacre’, Pacific Affairs 65,
no. 3 (Autumn 1992): 334-52.

My interview with Zhang Peili, 31 July 2017, Hangzhou.

See the December 2011 interview with Zhang titled ‘Zijue de gongzuo’ [Working towards self-awareness]’,
in Individual Experience, ed. Liu Ding, Carol Yinghua Lu, and Su Wei, 78. Also confirmed in my interview
with Zhang, 31 July 2017.

Zhang, ‘Working towards self-awareness’, 79.

Zhang and Geng were brought in for questioning by police in September but were released later the same
day. Zhang, interview with the author, 31 July 2017. For snapshots of the installed banners, see Jochen
Noth, Wolfger P6himann and Kai Reschke, eds., China Avant-Garde: Counter-Currents in Art and Culture
(Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1994), 36. See also Hans Van Dijk, ‘Painting in China after the
Cultural Revolution: Style Developments and Theoretical Debates—Part 2: 1985-1991°, China Information
6, no. 4 (Spring 1992): 15. He dated the action to 7 June.

‘Working towards self-awareness’, 78. It is interesting to consider Zhang’s work alongside Hamilton’s
iconic collage Just What Is It That Makes Today’s Homes So Different, So Appealing? (1956).

This is not merely metaphorical. According to Wang, Zhang Peili gave him a book of baotou Zziliao (lit.

‘newspaper masthead materials’; standardised illustrations of subjects including Mao Zedong, workers,
soldiers, farmers, militias, agricultural work, etc., which artists and amateurs used as source books during
the Cultural Revolution) which was the origin of Wang’s Great Criticism series. See ‘Wang Guangyi:
Wohuoer de danchun bi fuza geng weida [Wang Guangyi: Warhol’s simplicity is greater than complexity]’,
Xin jing bao [Beijing News], 9 October 2013, http://www.bjnews.com.cn/feature/2013/10/09/286413.html.
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Li Xianting, for example, lauded Chinese Bodybuilding: Elegance of 1989 (1989) and 1989 Standard
Pronunciation (1989) for finding the ‘national face’ of China. See Li Xianting, ‘Apathy and Deconstruction in
Post-"89 Art: Analyzing the Trends of “Cynical Realism” and “Political Pop” (1992)’, in Wu Hung and Penny
Wang, Contemporary Chinese Art, 165.

My interview with Zhang, 31 July 2017, Hangzhou.

Jing Wang, High Culture Fever: Politics, Aesthetics, and Ideology in Deng’s China (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1996).

A bikini-clad bodybuilder also features in an earlier artwork by another Zhejiang graduate, Zhao Jianren:
Huozhe ju shang [Late starters get on top] (1988). See Van Dijk, ‘Painting in China’, 10.

Susan E. Brownell, ‘Sports’, in Handbook of Chinese Popular Culture, ed. Wu Dingbo and Patrick D.
Murphy (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1994), 127-28.

See ‘China’s Fear of the Bikini’, Time, 15 December 1986, 48. | have also referred to a clip of the Shenzhen
Television Station broadcast from 1986: www.youtube.com/watch?v=Atx33YcgX24. On the emergence of
commercial opportunities for artists domestically, see DeBevoise, Between State and Market.

Zhang Peili, quoted in Huang Zhan, ‘Lun Zhang Peili: yi ge guangnianzhuyi de fanti: [An Antithesis to
the Conceptual: On Zhang Peili]’, in Peckham and Lau, Certain Pleasures, 25-26. | have used my own
translation, but another translation of Huang’s article was published as ‘An Antithesis to Conceptualism:
On Zhang Peil’, Yishu 10, no. 6 (November-December 2011): 8-22.

Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1991), 67. Zhang’s earlier interest in the saxophone and jazz for his early series also seemed to
relate, in part, to the improvised, layered nature of jazz music.

Buck-Morss, 222.

Wu Hung, ‘Once More, Painting from Photos’, preface to Chen Danging: Painting after Tiananmen, by
Ackbar Abbas (Hong Kong: University of Hong Kong, 1995), 10-13.

All quoted in Wu Hung, ‘Once More, Painting from Photos’, 11. Anecdotally, the now Australian-based
painter of the well-known socialist realist work Standing Guard for the Motherland (1976), Shen Jiawei,
showed me his sketchbook for this painting during a studio visit in 2011; | recall it included a number of
posed black-and-white photos he took of men dressed like military guards, as studies for his final painting.
Pang Laikwan, The Art of Cloning: Creative Production During China’s Cultural Revolution (London:
Verso, 2017), 146. There is also Ai Weiwei and Britta Erickson, eds., The Richness of Life: The Personal
Photographs of Contemporary Chinese Artist Liu Xiaodong (Beijing: Timezone 8, 2007). | thank Katherine
Grube for both references. See also Wu Hung, ‘The “Old Photo Craze” and Contemporary Chinese Art’,
in Zooming In: Histories of Photography in China (London: Reaktion, 2016).

Zhang has confirmed that the bodybuilder image for China Bodybuilding: Elegance of 1989 (1989) was
from a ‘sports magazine’; it may have been Jian yu mei [Health and beauty], launched in 1980, at that time
one of the leading magazines to feature bodybuilding. My interview with Zhang, 31 July 2017, Hangzhou.
My interview with Zhang, 31 July 2017, Hangzhou.

Wu Hung has written on the place of television in Chinese contemporary art, in which Zhang’s work is
discussed in detail. Wu perceptively argues that while Chinese artists have reflected on television they
have not really intervened in its system, which remains the purview of the state. Zhang’s work Water:
Standard Version from the Cihai Dictionary (1991) arguably comes closest to a détournement of part of this
state system. Wu Hung, ‘Television in Contemporary Chinese Art’, October 125 (Summer 2008): 65-90.
Zhang Peili: Chine, exhibition at Galerie du Rond-Point, Paris, 8 January-7 March 1993.

My interview with Zhang, 31 July 2017, Hangzhou. Note, Assignment No. 1 is commonly dated 1992, but
Zhang says he went to Beijing in 1990 to undertake the post-production on the footage. It was through a
connection in the post-production company that he was able to arrange for Xing Zhibin to be filmed for the
video Water: Standard Version from the Cihai Dictionary (1991).

Incidentally, 30 x 30 (1988) was also shown on three monitors, though from a single video. For a detailed
list of each work, including its dimensions and components, see ‘Zhang Peil’, in Zhongguo xiandai yishu
de neibu jiaoliu ziliao / Hei pi shu [China modern art materials for internal circulation / Black cover book],
ed. Zeng Xiaojun, Ai Weiwei and Xu Bing (1994), 72-75. Also, my interview with Zhang, 31 July 2017,
Hangzhou.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Atx33YcgX24.
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Of these materials, Zhang brought the coal slack (the residue from making bricks of coal), calcimine
(used for whitewashing walls) and lime from China. See Huang and Wang, Artistic Working Manual, 172—
73, which includes an installation view. | discussed this work in my interview with Zhang, 31 July 2017,
Hangzhou.

Zhang Peili, exhibition at Galerie Crousel-Robelen [now Galerie Chantal Crousel], Paris, 29 May-17 July
1993. See Huang and Wang, 174-75. Zhang completed a related installation in Spoleto, Italy, also in 1993,
without plaster but instead with sheets of wax cast directly on the floor. Neither wax works were completed
according to Zhang’s plans, compromised by lack of time and materials. My interview with Zhang, 31 July
2017, Hangzhou.

Pauline Yao, ‘The Distance Formula: Viewer Interaction in the Art of Zhang Peili’, in Peckham and Lau,
Certain Pleasures, 35.

Zhang took ‘many years’ to complete Flying Machine and its companion pieces, and it may have been
precipitated by the necessity to move the work from the studio he was using in the school where he taught.
Zhang said he originally set out to paint the helicopter in detail, and only eventually came to this layered
resolution. He also suggested that the colours may have changed along the way, so the painting pictured
in the Artistic Working Manual (p. 185) may have been an earlier iteration, though | cannot make out any
significant differences, besides the intensity of colour. My interview with Zhang, 31 July 2017, Hangzhou.
Zhang had painted a mimeograph machine in profile in 1987, as a symbol of media, since before the 1990s,
unofficial ‘publications’ were printed with this machine—including the Pond Society group statement, as
well as Zhang’s text work Art Plan No. 2 (1987). See Huang and Wang, Artistic Working Manual, 78-79.
Incidentally, above the mimeograph is a print of a smiling wedding couple from the Cultural Revolution era;
Zhang took this image to his residency at Art Omi, in the United States, the following year, where it featured
in his painting Red Wedding (1992).

Though | have not asked Zhang, this may also be a source of military imagery at that time, and in turn a
way to indirectly refer to the military action in Beijing in 1989. From 1990, Xu Tan, who had been painting
the Guangzhou meat markets, began to paint tanks, allegedly referring to the Gulf War, in works such as
The Nineties: Untitled No. 2 (1990-91). See Noth, P6lhmann and Reschke, China Avant-Garde, 279.
Personal correspondence with Lois Conner, 31 January 2019.

See Jane DeBevoise and Anthony Yung, ‘The 1992 Guangzhou Biennial Art Fair’, Post: Notes on Modern
& Contemporary Art around the Globe, 21 April 2015, www.post.at.moma.org/content_items/590-the-
1992-guangzhou-biennial-art-fair. For a broader discussion of the art market in China at the time, see
DeBevoise, ‘Big Business, 1990-93’, chap. 4 in Between State and Market.

Zhang has succinctly identified 1993 as a turning point for Chinese contemporary art, for these reasons;
see ‘Conversation between Zhang Peili and Zhu Jia’, in the exhibition brochure for Not Only Time: Zhang
Peili and Zhu Jia, REDCAT, Los Angeles, 17 September-21 November 2010, www.redcat.org/sites/redcat.
org/files/gallery/linked-files/2011-06/NOT_BROCH_15A.pdf. For an art-historical overview of these issues,
see Peggy Wang, ‘New Audiences, New Energy: Producing and Exhibiting Contemporary Chinese Art
in 1993’, Post: Notes on Modern & Contemporary Art around the Globe, 19 August 2015, www.post.
at.moma.org/content_items/612-new-audiences-new-energy-producing-and-exhibiting-contemporary-
chinese-art-in-1993.

Dal Lago, ‘The Art of Not Looking Different’, 9.

47 The English text appeared under the title ‘In War with the West? [sic]’, in China: Aktuelles aus 15 ateliers

48

49

[China: Recent works from 15 studios] (Munich: Hahn Produktion, 1996), 133-35. Zhang apparently wrote
this when requested for a catalogue text by Hans van Dijk, curator of that exhibition.

The year 1996 was also when Shanghai artist Qian Weikang was leaving the art scene, apparently in
part out of frustration at its opportunism. He was critical of artists ‘too busy looking to London, New
York and the Biennales.... Yet they have never paid attention to the world in front of their noses. When
artists call themselves ‘avant-garde’ | jokingly tell them: in China there are two kinds of people who call
themselves avant-garde, one is the Communist Party, who refer to themselves in the Party constitution as
the vanguard of the people; the other kind are artists.” See Biljana Ciric’s interview with Qian in Shanghai
tan 1979-2009: Shanghai yishujia gean [History in the Making: Shanghai 1979-2009: Artists Interviews and
Work Archives] (Shanghai: Shanghai People’s Fine Arts Publishing House, 2010), 274.

See the discussion by Orianna Cacchione in ‘Related Rhythms: Situating Zhang Peili and Contemporary
Chinese Video Art in the Globalizing Art World’, Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art 5, no. 1 (2018): 32-33.
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https://post.at.moma.org/content_items/590-the-1992-guangzhou-biennial-art-fair.
https://post.at.moma.org/content_items/590-the-1992-guangzhou-biennial-art-fair.
https://www.redcat.org/sites/redcat.org/files/gallery/linked-files/2011-06/NOT_BROCH_15A.pdf.
https://www.redcat.org/sites/redcat.org/files/gallery/linked-files/2011-06/NOT_BROCH_15A.pdf.
https://post.at.moma.org/content_items/612-new-audiences-new-energy-producing-and-exhibiting-contemporary-chinese-art-in-1993.
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https://post.at.moma.org/content_items/612-new-audiences-new-energy-producing-and-exhibiting-contemporary-chinese-art-in-1993.

Zhang Peili, Flying Machine, 1994, oil on canvas, 148.5 x 107 cm. Image courtesy
Lois Conner.
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A, AR RN MR IR TR RE T A E DX E X BMERIENE
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Fzko #

Procedure of “Ask First, Shoot later”: About “X?”, 1987, pen on paper, 14 handwritten A4 pages
(Detail). Image courtesy the artist and Boers-Li Gallery.

EEREW WEF—XT (X ), BRE, 14KFEAMUR () |, 19875, EARKRETMEEEL.
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