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The exhibition Zhang Peili: From Painting to Video was held in the Australian
Centre on China in the World gallery, at The Australian National University,
from 27 August to 15 November 2016. Below is an annotated list of exhibited
works, approximately in their order of appearance in the space.
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ZHANG PEILI: FROM PAINTING TO VIDEO

Uncertain Pleasure ()

Six-channel video, twelve CRT monitors, 30 min., 1996

Uncertain Pleasure has been exhibited in a number of variations since it was created.
This twelve-monitor installation features the relentless motif of a body being scratched,
shown through a series of close-ups on the reddening skin of the neck, the arms, the
feet and the back. Through the repetitive movement of scratching, the subjective
response of pleasure and pain becomes ambiguous, embodying what Zhang has
termed an ‘indefinite border’. In Zhang Peili: From Painting to Video this work was
installed across the gallery entrance, with a few monitors outside (in the CIW foyer)
and the others spreading into the gallery.

THREIRIRE (1)
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Uncertain Pleasure (I) (1988). Installation view, Zhang Peili: From Painting to Video, Australian Centre on
China in the World Gallery, The Australian National University, Canberra, 2016.
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ZHANG PEILI: FROM PAINTING TO VIDEO

Flying Machine

QOil on canvas, 148 x 110 cm, 1994

Zhang Peili returned to painting in 1989, developing a few series of works in the next
few years, while working simultaneously on video and multimedia installations. Flying
Machine is one of a series of paintings, likely completed in late 1994, each featuring
the silhouette of a helicopter and given the same title. The helicopter invites notions
of movement, the military, surveillance and technology, but also of luxury or rescue.
However, like Zhang’s other paintings from the early 1990s the key motif derives from
the ready-made content of media imagery (in this case, from a newspaper), attempting
to deny or confuse the kind of authorial subjectivity by which modern painting is
typically defined. Zhang was also mindful of the growing impact of consumer culture
and mass media, and the forces driving these. As Machan comments in her essay in
this volume, this work is unlike Zhang’s earlier paintings, which tend to have a thin, flat
application of paint. Instead, Flying Machine features layers of brushed, splashed and
dripped paint, over which has been painted a final blue ‘mask’, creating the outline of
the helicopter. The effect is reminiscent of screen-printing—a technique Zhang first
incorporated into his painting around 1989, saying it was a way of avoiding the need
to decide what to paint.
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BECEE, 148 x 110cm, 19944
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ZHANG PEILI: FROM PAINTING TO VIDEO

Water - Standard Version from the Cihai Dictionary
Single-channel video, 9:35mins, 1991

Through the introduction of a friend, Zhang commissioned the newly established
Beijing Media Center (Beijing meidiya dianshi zhongxin It ¥ ## 2 w41+ ) to produce
this video, which features a professional news announcer reading the entry for ‘water’
from a standard dictionary. At the time, the announcer, Xing Zhibin, was one of the
most recognised voices and faces on Chinese television; her evening news segment
aired across the country, across diverse channels, becoming a collective experience.
It was her voice that most people had heard when the government reported on the
Beijing protests and crackdown in 1989, adding further poignancy to this work. Zhang
separates the form and content of a typical news programme, not simply depicting
but reproducing the form of official news, while replacing the content. Watched
without sound, viewers would have little reason to assume this was not a real news
announcement. Although seldom commented on, Zhang’s ability to partially intervene
in state media, through an acquaintance and an appropriate sum of money, also
demonstrates another aspect of the profound impact economic development would
have on both art and society in 1990s China.

K——FEBIER
BRI, 99351, 19914
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From left: Water - Standard Version from the Cihai Dictionary (1991), Standard Translation (2010). Installation
view, Zhang Peili: From Painting to Video, Australian Centre on China in the World Gallery, The Australian National
University, Canberra, 2016.
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ZHANG PEILI: FROM PAINTING TO VIDEO

Standard Translation
Custom-built LED high-definition monitor (300 x 25 x 12 cm), computer, 2010

Standard Translation continues Zhang’s intervention into the sense-making of
a medium, being a new development from a 2008 video work of the same title,
showing how Zhang has expanded certain ideas across different media and contexts.
The piece in this exhibition, commissioned by MAAP-Media Art Asia Pacific in 2010,
is a custom-built scrolling-text LED sign, evoking authoritative news headlines and
didactic stock-market information. The colourful sign flashes text from a Chinese
proverb that has been fed through the widely used online translation engine, Google
Translate, to produce its equivalent in a succession of different languages, including
French, Arabic, Chinese, Spanish, Japanese, Korean and Hindi. The original
Chinese proverb, hao han bu chi yan gian kui # X F"¢i&k% 7, refers to having the
wisdom to know when to retreat in the face of certain defeat, yet the automatic
English translation is ‘heroes do not eat the immediate loss’. The apparent authority
of the technology—both the LED medium and the Al software—quickly erodes
as the automatically generated content becomes increasingly nonsensical in
successive languages. Echoing this disorientation, the LED lights forming the text
and background switch between lurid hues and are intentionally irritating to the eye,
thus blurring both the content and the form. The work also registers Zhang’s critique
of the promise of technology, a narrative often aligned with ideas of globalisation as
a form of cultural translation and homogeneity of experience.
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ZHANG PEILI: FROM PAINTING TO VIDEO

30 x 30

Single-channel video, CRT monitor, 32:09 min., 1988

Filmed over 180 minutes (the full length of a videotape), 30 x 30 shows the artist
smashing a thirty-by-thirty-centimetre mirror, meticulously reassembling the glass
shards using glue, only to repeat the process again. Recognised as the first video
artwork to be made in China, Zhang’s experiment rejects the illusory qualities of the
medium and has been read as a pertinent critique of the rise of popular television
and mass entertainment in China. Zhang originally produced the work to present
‘something new’ at the conference on contemporary Chinese art production, held
during 22-24 November 1988, at Huangshan, in Anhui province. Even in this first foray
into the medium, Zhang shows an interest in ritual tedium (in the making and breaking
of meaning) and the visceral potential of time-based media.

30 x 30
BIFR, PRNEETTR 329091, 1988%F
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From left: Water - Standard Version from the Cihai Dictionary (1991), Standard Translation (2010), 30 x 30 (1988).
Installation view, Zhang Peili: From Painting to Video, Australian Centre on China in the World Gallery, The Australian
National University, Canberra, 2016.
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ZHANG PEILI: FROM PAINTING TO VIDEO

Document on Hygiene No. 3

Single-channel video, CRT monitor, 24:45 min., 1991

In Document on Hygiene No. 3 the artist proceeds to slowly wash a live chicken in
a basin with soap and water. At first the chicken is visibly flustered and uncertain,
but it soon settles and eventually appears to blink languidly, as though dozing off.
In this way, the measured, repetitive washing action subtly enacts ideas of control
and submission, through which apparently simple values such as the positive and
negative are blurred.

Zhang wears surgical gloves, which here enact a sanitising distance between subject
and object, which is nevertheless synthetic and impermanent. There is also a sardonic
element regarding state-led hygiene, public service campaigns and the experience of
television: the work was originally installed—in the first exhibition of a video artwork
in China—with a ‘crowd’ of bricks in front, lined up like rows of spectators (people
used to use bricks to mark their place at communal cinemas, for example). In the
mid-to late-1980s, Zhang made a number of works that used such gloves as a maotif,
including the oil painting series X? (1986-87), and the mixed-media work A Report on
the Hepatitis Infection in 1988 (1988), for which he filled surgical gloves with a viscous
mixture of plaster, resin and paint, then sandwiched these between glass, creating
a set of unique, quasi-organic ‘specimens’.

(B)F35
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From left: 30 x 30 (1988), Document on Hygiene No. 3 (1991). Installation view, Zhang Peili: From Painting to
Video, Australian Centre on China in the World Gallery, The Australian National University, Canberra, 2016.
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ZHANG PEILI: FROM PAINTING TO VIDEO

Q&A&Q

Two-channel video projection installation, 20:37 min., 2012

In Q & A & Q the artist documents the real-life police interrogations of two petty
criminals. The police and criminals are aware that the interview is being videorecorded
and so behave in a space between reality and performance. The systematic approach
to the interrogation and the compliance of the would-be criminal is repeated over and
over, gradually drawing attention to the format of the proceedings and distracting from
the harsh reality of the situation. Although the work documents a real-life drama, once
suspended in the video artifice the structured nature of the situation, the roles played
and the repetitive format quickly veer towards the existential, the performative and the
surreal. The ease with which the authenticating function of video is manipulated and
derailed is at once amusing and deeply disconcerting.

Q&A&Q
PR RGSEE, 209377, 20124

£ (Q & A&Q) #, ZRRKIERTMKHTERNWERILHET, EEMLAMLIAER
MERFEER, MWNORMENTELEREZE, FE—BESERGMENENIIAMENRERE
EFRMEREEANERARM, Z5EARN ZI—EFERRE, MO TN =5
HER N, HCR—PESNHEIIN, —BEfAFREEAKIIBERE, XI—HERNESSE
B, S5EMMENACNEXNESERSAESAFEEN,. REEMBISLE XA
B, FEERBFESSEMNIEE EX—ENMRRMMITMNESREES ARETE, HIX
REARR,



ANNOTATED LIST OF EXHIBITED WORKS

Q & A & Q (2012). Installation view, Zhang Peili: From Painting to Video, Australian Centre on China in the
World Gallery, The Australian National University, Canberra, 2016.
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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.





