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I look hard with my eyes widely open,
but everything is blurry.
The wall between London and | is like the windows.

| can see some things through the windows,

but | cannot see them clearly.
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Preface 1

David Cross

Whether positioned as art, journalism or poetic social commentary, this collection of images by
Zhou Lan offers the viewer a portrait of life in London that contains multiple layers of subject,
form and concept.As such, the work may be aligned with a field of cultural production that devel-
ops along practical and theoretical lines and critically engages with contemporary culture from

both an aesthetic and conceptual standpoint.

The artist and writer Victor Burgin has traced the cultural origins of the camera viewfinder to the
picture frame, which he linked in turn to the post and lintel construction of the door and window.
in so doing he related photography to both painting and architecture, and connected lens-based
imagery to the emergence of certain conventions in pictorial representation and the construc-
tion of space. In‘Public Fantasy’ (1991) artist and writer Judith Barry examined how the develop-
ment of plate glass windows affected our experience of the urban environment. Barry observed
how, besides allowing light in to and out of buildings, and making the boundary between public
and private space visually permeable, plate glass windows superimpose reflections of our own
faces and bodies onto the sight of commodities, producing subtle illusions and complex psycho-

logical effects of fragmentation, lack and desire.

To move through any city is to gaze upon, and to be exposed to the gaze of countless strangers
in an exchange that, although rarely equal and never neutral, can at least be taken as recipro-
cal. In an age when cities around the world are saturated with media imagery, the politics of
the gaze have intensified, as people are constantly challenged to face and compare themselves

with representations of identity under consumerism. By increasing the supply and demand for



A1

B AT I

TEEMAZAR. LXFERARIBNHLVICHNARELE, ARNXFEEEREHT
NEATRBEFNRR, TESTEEINEIE. ERENE. XEBMESRGR T
EIRXATEAHLRSERASES, BUXFEENMNSER LHRR, MHR K
HITRRAMRZ.

ZRRMEREHF - §R (Victor Burgin) IEERABYIRBASRELBMEIEE, M
BEEX T AMERMN TEMEEALL. Ait, MTEEERNLEZREBAZRBEER
AR, NNBEEEHE—MEBEERNEI, hE—MTENEE. &1 99 1FEHENE
1 CARHLAIR B, ZRRMERKM - BEF (Judith Barry ) i1 7 RER RN
BEI RN BEHHRBERERIX— . BRICRE, XLEIHETHARRY MRS
H, EHREERABAZEMAXZEBANIDLT. BRIONERREN S HESWRHE
BEE L, SEFETERUNENES, XEEE —MHBERNLOS, BREETATNALC
NRZERENER)Z B ERMREN OERER.

MIEERA—METEEE, BLEUBTTBWEMINEEAN, HLPIXLFEEAN
B IMESWENXRRIRTEXNSNHIMN, EELR—FHRNEAHXER. ERIIX
PR, BAEHNREEERAREHRERED, £EEHETENABERNERAES
0 “BEIAR" SHBXAEELRN ‘55" MULR, BESHENXRRETENR



lens-based images, digital technology has produced a casual attitude to the production and
circulation of photographs that, in London, amounts to a deficit of attention. For London is a
city that has pushed furthest in the use of imaging technology — not only as an instrument of
communication and persuasion, but of control. Subjected to more surveillance than the people
of any other city in the world, Londoners have become inured to such scrutiny, and respond with

studied nonchalance or blank indifference.

In the eighteenth century, London coffee houses enabled the widest range of people to mix
freely and engage in the political dissent and financial speculation that contributed to one of
the most enterprising and diverse phases in the development of capitalism. Today, many of
London’s independent cafés and restaurants, known for their individual character and variable
quality, have been displaced by the standardized branded environments of retail chains. From
the predictable comfort of such surroundings, it has become commonplace to observe that late
capitalism has penetrated into every sphere of daily life, from the construction and use of public
and private space to the commodification of the body and the natural environment; from the
micro-regulation of time into work and leisure, to the commercial narratives by which we are

encouraged to interpret and live our lives.

Whether her subjects are photographed alone or in company, drifting in reminiscence or day-
dreaming, Zhou shows Londoners in moments of disengagement, which could equally be in-
terpreted as resistance, acquiescence or collusion. Through a dialectical movement between
transparency and reflection, these evanescent images simultaneously capture and penetrate
while evading and obscuring. Yet such ambiguity should not be construed as neutrality: Zhou's
images are precisely positioned in relation to their subjects and their settings in ways that invite
us to identify with the people who are pictured, even as we recognize our own complicity in the

act of picturing.

David Cross is Reader in Art & Design at the University of the Arts, London. He is an artist, and since 1991 has worked in

collaboration with Matthew Cornford as Cornford & Cross.
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Preface II
Tan Ping

Going forward as a participant or backward as a spectator, either can be artist’s stance towards real-
ity. For an artist, shifting from one stance to another depends on whether he/she can persistently
explore and criticize social, cultural, ethical and existential issues from a cool position with enthusi-
asm.When an artist deliberately alienates himself/herself from the hustle and bustle of reality as an
indifferent spectator, his/her action per se becomes highly experimental. And when his/her artistic
sensitivity, curiosity and imagination are projected into the objects, the process of gazing upon the
objects has been transformed into the process of reflection, questioning and experimenting by the

interaction between subjectivity and objectivity.

From different perspectives and standpoints, people see different images of the world and life.This
collection of images by Zhou Lan presents the portraits of ordinary metropolitan people in mo-
ments of disengagement from a wholly new realistic perspective. By presenting the visual images
with multidimensional meanings as the means of reflection, Zhou Lan explores the ties between
the social change and individuals’ fate, shows the tranquil moments in the hustling life, and pen-
etrates into the very nature of the human soul and the life.In her work, the plate glass windows are
frequently used as the subtle intermediary between the outside and the inside, the public and the
private space.The reflections of the bustling street scenes and our own faces and bodies in the plate
glass windows create a world between illusion and reality, whereby Zhou Lan unveils the puzzie-
ment, desire and anxiety of modern men.By constructing a space between the visible and the invis-

ible, Zhou's work with heightened visual tension can be interpreted in many ways by the viewers.

The life in its nature is ambiguous. The ambiguities and uncertainties of life cause us examine and
speculate about our own life, making our prosaic life enigmatic and interesting. Combining trans-
parency and ambiguity, close observation and creative representation, Zhou visualizes her specula-
tions on life, society and culture in a unique visual language, showing her deep humanistic concerns

for environment and social order.

Tan Ping, the Vice President and professor of China Central Academy of Fine Arts.
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Foreword
Zhou Lan

What are my impressions of London? What is the nature of the relationship between the city and

her people?

| roamed the streets of London countless times, examining the ordinary in hopes of better un-
derstanding this great city. However, my time in London passed by too quickly, and by the time |
adjusted my aperture and exposure, it was time to return to Beijing. Excited by the magnificent
architecture and glorious culture of London, my walks through the city have been walks through
her history. Although | have studied here for some time, | cannot help feeling that | do not belong
here. | know | will soon board one of those roaring airplanes | see flying over me in the sky and
{eave this great city. | fook hard with my eyes widely open, but everything is blurry. It's as if | am

looking at London through windows.

Pubs and coffee shops are popular in London because they are places to socialize and to relax.
The tradition of the café as a social place can be traced back to the middie of the seventeenth
century when they were introduced into London. Men of letters, merchants, lawyers, doctors, and
those of different religions always gathered in their own cafés. Whenever | pass by these places,
| see people chatting, daydreaming or sleeping. | cannot hear what is going on inside the café
from the outside.The most interesting thing is, however, that sometimes the people inside seem
not to hear anything, either. It seems to me as if there are some people in these pubs lost in their
own worlds. No matter what they gaze at or in what direction their eyes are looking, | am not sure
whether they are lost in thought or fantasy, but | am sure that | could never see the world they
see. | live in London, but | feel as though | am an onlooker outside. Transparent glass not only

separates the world on both sides of the window but also stands like a transparent wall between
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