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ABSTRACT

China-born and Taiwan-educated artist Daniel Lee has been based in New York
since the early 1990s. He became internationally well knowsn for his 1993 series
Marimals, which comprised hybridized forms of humans and the signs of the fwelve
animals in the Chinese Zodiac. Through ufilizing technology and compuiter programs,
Lee creates powerfil tmages and videos with a strong referernce to his cultural herit-
age and the symbols of modern life. Manimals resembles different personalities
through hybridized wnages of people and antimals, and this kind of artistic technigue
demonstrates the artist’s sense of nostalgia towards his homeland and the roots of
his culture, The concept of hybridity has been widely argued by Homi Bhabha, and
it can be visualized in the transformation of conflicting, yet powerfil, images by Lee,
In 2004, Lee created the series Harvest, through which he personified different farm
arimals as musicians, dancers and performers who seemed fo be having a party. Lee
manifests his diasporic identities and cultural heritage in his art, but it is only in
recent years that he has gradually begun to dilute the references to oriental aesthet-
ics in his work. With a theoretical consideration of hybridity and diasporic studies,
this article exploves the different themes throughout his career as an artist and also
examines selected series of his works.
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The concept of hybridity has been widely argued in Homi Bhabha's The
Location of Culfure (1994), and in recent years it has also been examined by
many other scholars in the field of cultural studies. In the area of conternpo-
rary visual art, many artists, curators and art critics have also adapted the term
for their own projects. China-born and Taiwan-educated artist Daniel Lee has
been based in New York since the early 1990s. He became internationally well
known for his 1993 series Manimals, which comprised hybridized forms of
humans and the signs of the twelve animals in the Chinese Zodiac. Through
utilizing technology and computer programs, Lee creates powerful images
and videos with a strong reference to his cultural heritage and the symbols of

Figure 1. Daniel Lee, Manimals, digital image, 1593,



modern life. By examining Lee’s work, this paper interrogates the concept of
hybridity in the spheres of culture and contemporary art practice.

Professor Nikos Papastergiadis asserted that ‘[h]ybridity has been a
much abused term. It has been both trapped in the stigmatic associations of
biological essentialism and elevated to promote a form of cultural nomadel-
ogy’ (Papastergiadis 2005: 39). However, hybridity was originally used as a
biclogical term, which includes twoe biclogical applications. The first category
is a cross between populations or cultivars of a single species, and the second
category is the offspring of two different species, or of two different genera.
Roger Clarke has provided a very clear explanation on these two biological
applications of the term hybridity. He states that:

[iln many cases, the first category is indistinguishable from natural
processes. Many of the applications of the notion of ‘race within species’
have pejorative overtones, such as “crossbreeds,” *half-breeds,” ‘mongrel’
{particularly in relation to dogs), and ‘mulatto’ (for negroid with white/
Caucascid crosses, derived, misleadingly, from the Spanish for mule)
(2005: 30).

Clarke further gives examples of the second category, which include the “logan-
berry (raspberryxblackberry), the London Plane (Oriental PlanexAmerican
Sycamore), the mule (male donkey x female horse) and the liger and tygon
(lion x tiger, and tiger x lion)” (2005: 30). Hybridity has also been generalized
to refer to a mixture of hetercgeneous cultures, especially by the experiences
of diasporic and indigenous artists. Consequently, hybridity is strongly assod-
ated with the ideas of identity, belonging and in-betweenness.

In describing hybridity, David Goldberg asserts that ‘[h]ybridity itself is
taken as conceptually catching the in-between, as the product if not the very
expression of mixture, of the antipure, of Becoming in the face of Being's
stasis” (2004: 72). Hybridity moves between different cultural boundaries,
and it ultimately intends to establish a sense of belonging and settlement.
Hybridity is a contemporary global cultural phenomenon that has been used
as a theme through which curators look to critique current cosmopolitan
culture. The directors of Ars Electronica 2005 in Austria, Gerfried Stocker
and Christine Schopf, selected the theme hybridity as their essential cura-
torial consideration for the exhibiticn, which was entitled ‘Hybrid: Living in
Paradox’ (2005). In the exhibition catalogue, Stocker and Schépf asserted that
‘identity is the signature of our age, emblematic of the casualness with which
we have established ourselves in real, physical habitats as well as in digital,
virtual domains, of the way that dealing with and reconfiguring cultural differ-
ences’ (2005: 10). Indeed, our world today is facing layers of multiple reali-
ties, all of which keep shifting between different cultural, sodal, political and
economic boundaries.

Hybridity (together with in-betweenness and ambivalence) was
initially proposed by Homi Bhabha and the term has been regularly used to
describe cultures that have been influenced by previous and current colo-
nial powers. The term hybridity is used by Bhabha to describe an ambiva-
lent presence between the authentic and the authoritative, and by other
scholars toindicate the elaborate and, to some extent, contradictory cultural
realities. It can also be used to contextualize the transformation of these
conflicting images created by Lee. Lee’s Origin (1999-2003) was selected
as the logo image for Ars Flectronica 2005, and is a series of manipulated
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Figure 2: Daniel Lee, Self Portraits, digital image, 1557,

photographic images and animation, presenting his imagining of human
evolution, ranging from the form of a Coelacanth, to a reptile, to a monkey
and then to a human. The fascinating and evocative images of Origin mani-
fested Lee’s perception that humans and animals share similar biological
origins, and thus he has created a series of bizarre yet intriguing images
of half-humans and half-animals. Lee has indicated that his motivation
for creating Origin came from the upcoming millennium, which suggested
to him the grand beginning of everything (2005: 27). Lee further stated, ‘I
supposed that all mamrmals, reptiles and even fishes were all related to us
originally” (2005: 27). This artistic concept followed the motivation for his
other work, Self Portraits, created in 1997.

Before creating Origin, Lee produced the series of images Self Portraits,
which were published in the New York Times on 28 Septemnber 1997 (Lee
2013a). To introduce this piece, he noted that ‘[blecause technology changes
the way we live and the way we create, it also changes the way we look. My
image, therefore, is an evolutionary self-portrait — a look at the distant past
and into the far-off future” (Lee 2013a). Self Portraits consists of four black
and white images, which depict the process of Lee’s manipulated photo-
graphs changing from a monkey to a human, and finally to an unrecognizable

Figure 3: Daniel Lee, Origin, animation, 1895-2003.



man who is a hybrid of Lee himself and someone from science fiction. He has
further asserted that:

My eyes shrink as electricity eradicates the need to see in the dark.
My brain and forehead enlarge as information expands my mind.
And my features blend as communication brings cultures closer and
closer together — Asia, Caucasians and so on. Only the ears remain the
same size, because we'll never stop needing to listen.

(Lee 2013a)

Lee’s Self Portraits touch on the concepts of post-humanism, which has
been widely addressed since the 1980s. Although definitive meanings of
post-humanism are complicated and problematic, they can describe the
conflicting values and hetercgeneous identities of people in today’s techmology-
led society, especially in Taiwarn. Because of Taiwan’s layered colonial history
since the seventeenth century, the essential nature of Taiwanese presence is
hybridized, multi-layered and polysemous. Since technology has now greatly
transformed Taiwanese people’s lives, complex and inter-disciplinary identities
are generated that constantly shift between the old and new, the authentic and
the hybridized. Having lived longer in New York than in his birthplace, China,
and where he spent his childhood, Taiwan, Lee is undoubtedly ideally placed to
explore the intersectional issues of diasporic identities in the field of visual art.
FPost-humanism also has a strong connection with technology and the phenom-
enon of the cyborg, both of which can be seen in Lee’s work. The fourth image
of Self Portraits looks like a mutant, something that is often portrayed in science
fiction, and what Lee describes as someone from “the far-off future’.

Lee’s Manimals is a visualization of the imaginary hybridity of humans and
animals, and the concept of creating this piece is similar to that of Hox Zodiac,
Taipei, aeated by Victoria Vesna and Siddharth Ramakrishnan in 20132
According to the artists” statements, Hox Zodiac, Taipet is a project inspired by
the homeobox genes, which are shared by humans and animals alike (Vesna
and Ramakrishnan 2013: 13). Bio-scientists have proved that humans share
genes with animals, and this echoes Lee’s motivation for creating his work,
despite the fact that he has never acknowledged the scientific discovery of this
biclogical reality.

Daniel Lee has been based in New York since the early 1970s, and he became
internationally recognized for his 1993 series Marmmals, which presented hybrid-
ized forms of humans and the twelve animals featured in the Chinese Zodiac.
Through utilizing techneology and computer programs, Lee creates powerful
images and videos with strong references to his cultural heritage and the symbols
of modern life. Masmimals represents different personalities through the manipu-
lated images of people and animals, and this kind of artistic techrique can be
interpreted as a demonstration of the artist’s sense of nostalgia for his homeland
and the rocts of his culture. During an interview with Krzysztof Pietrasik in 2002,
Lee spoke of the background to the creation of Maminals, stating that:

I lived in New York during the 1980s which allowed me to see many
exhibitions within the Soho area. At the time, I was a professional
photographer and the exposure to the different fine art media stimu-
lated my sense of creativity [...] In the early 1990s digital technelogy
was just starting to take root. The first thing that came to my mind was
the Chinese Zediac — something relating to my culture. I thought that

1 Hox Zodiac, Tafpefwas

created by Victoria

vesna and siddharth

Ramakrishnan
specifically far the
exhibition ‘Post-
humanist Desire’,
curated by Ming
Turner and held
at the Museum

of Contempaorary
ArtTaipei from

23 November 2013-12

January 2014

205



206

it would be interesting if I could create a series of 12 portraits which
represent the 12 different Zodiac signs from the Chinese calendar.
(Pietrasik 2002)

After gaining his B.A. inFine Artin Taiwan, Lee was awarded a Master's degree
in Audiovisual Art from Philadelphia College of Art in the United States. He
began his career as an art director in New York, and later became a profes-
sional commercial photographer in the late 1970s (Andreini 2006: 5-10). In an
interview with Nadia Andreini, Lee explained that he could only express his
creations as a fine artist after he started to use a Quadra 950 with Photoshop
in 1992 (Andreini 2006: 5-10). When viewing Lee’s earlier works from the
period 1986-1992, it is surprising to see that there is no clear connotation of
Chineseness; rather, they seem to have a standard westernized art style. In
his earlier works, he juxtaposed different images, either as photographs or via
dye-transfer print, presenting surrealist settings and drearmny landscapes. The
images that he used regularly included sunflowers, fish, rusty medals, beetles,
empty glass bottles and young women’s bodies. Despite the fact that his
earlier works do not connect to Chinese cultural symbols, the style of collage
does contribute to his later well-known artistic language, integrating different
images and narratives.

Lee believes that people’s personalities and physical characteristics can
be linked to the animals of the Chinese Zodiac, including the rat, ox, tiger,
rabbit, dragon, snake, horse, sheep, monkey, cock, dog and boar. Chinese
proverbs describe people who are immoral or who have bad personalities as
beasts, and this kind of linguistic use of Chinese culture became Lee’s moti-
vation for creating Aanimals (Lee 2013b). In order to produce Manimals and
his subsequent series of stunning images, he purchased his first computer, a
Macintosh Quadra 950, in 1992, and he adopted the computer program Adobe
Photoshop to create his art (Pietrasik 2002). The utilization of Photoshop and
other digital technology has enabled Lee to present the hybridized and trans-
formed faces of modern people. After having created Adanimals, Lee further
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Figure 4 Daniel Lee, Tudgment, digital image, 1554



Figure 5: Daniel Lee, 108 Windows, Whitstable Biennale, UK, 2004,

employed the ancient legends of the Chinese Zodiac in his next projects,
Judgment (1994) and 108 Windows (1996), both of which were created with
strong references to the Chinese mythological philosophy of life and death.

The artistic concept of manipulating and transforming humans and animals
has been utilized by many other artists, a good example of which is Patricia
Piccinini, whose well-known mutants resemble both humans and beasts. The
fact that Lee employs Chinese cultural heritage has enriched the properties
of his work, and makes it distinctive. Piccinini’s work fundamentally explores
those bizarre and fantasized features that are related to mythology and genetic
science, rather than using the perspective of cultural heritage. Nevertheless, both
Lee's and Piccinini’s works are similarly powerful and provocative, although
Lee's cultural input in his images seems to provide a sense of exoticism for a
western audience, and this could be what “sells” his work to a western market.
It is evident that despite the strange and unusual elements of Lee’s images, the
utilization of Chinese cultural references has helped to make his name known
across the international art market. Undoubtedly, the interest in the Sinophone
since the 1980s in the West has contributed to this higher profile.

A well-known expert in the field of Sinophone scholarship, Shu-Mei Shih,
states that:

What it engenders and validates, ultimately, is the heteroglossia of what
I call the Sinophone: a network of places of cultural production outside
China and on the margins of China and Chineseness, where a historical
process of heterogenizing and localizing of continental Chinese culture
has been taking place for several centuries.

(2007: 4)

Although it is evident that utilizing one’s cultural heritage in art has been
widely seen in work created by diasporic artists, this article does not aim to
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offer explicit meanings of what constitutes diasporic Chineseness, since itisa
heterogeneous set of ideas that are impossible to define. Although the concept
of the Sinophone begins with the category of speaking Chinese, it has been
widely used in the disciplines of comparative literature and visual culture. The
ermnbodiment of Chinese cultural symbols in Lee’s work indicates his nostalgic
desire for his motherland, to which he is now gradually relocating.? During a
talk by Lee in Taiwan in January 2014, he explained the reasons why he used
strong and symbolic cultural references in his earlier works.? He indicated
that in being one of the first artists to utilize computer techniques to manipu-
late images, he needed to produce ‘serious” images in order to be perceived
as professional. ¥ibrant and connotative images contribute to a sense of the
cultural renaissance of China in Lee’s work.

Lee’s 108 Windows (1996) was exhibited at the “Venice Biennale 2003 to
repregent contemporary art from Taiwan, and at the “Whitstable Biennale
2004" in Kent in the United Kingdom. 108 Windows was first installed with
108 digital prints at Lees agent’s gallery, OK Harris Gallery in New York, in
1997. It was later shown as a video installation, comprising a fifteen-minute
video projection on a 2.2-metre diameter screen. Fourteen of 58-centimetre
diameter mats were placed on the floor* According to Lee's statement,
108 Windows was inspired by the Han-Sun Temple in Eastern China, which
was renowned for the far-reaching sound of its ancient bells.® The bells were
traditionally rung 108 times on special occasions, and the sound of the bells
was associated with the 108 entities in the circle of reincarnation in Chinese
Buddhism. According to Chinese Buddhism there are six levels of entities in
reincarnation, including Fairies, Humans, Guardians, Demons, the Damned
and Animals. Through reincarnation, hurnans acquire certain attributes from
their non-human counterparts, which are moulded into their nature.® Once
again, Lee utilizes ideas from Chinese legends in his work, revealing a strong
sense of tranquillity and solemnity.

Unlike his earlier work, which had been influenced by Chinese culture
and biological science, Lee’s project Nightlife (2001) is an impressive mural-
sized piece, inspired by modern urban life in New York. When describing
Nightlife, Lee explained that ‘[t]he setting sun often awakens a new landscape
of wild life activity, one that is carefully watched by the eyes of predator, scav-
enger and prey. My [late] work Nightlife is a contemporary portrayal of the
intrinsic animal interactions between people in today’s urban environment”.”
Shown as a large digital print (152 centimetres in height and 549 centimetres
wide), Nightlife depicts thirteen men and women sitting or standing in a pub
at night-time. The women in MNightlife are young and dressed in sexy clothes,

Figure & Daniel Lee, Nightlife, digital image, 2001.
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as if they are searching for a target (i.e. men) for a cne-night romance. Their
faces appear to have the traits of certain animals, including cats and foxes,
which have assodations with the stereotypical symbols of the night and sex
culture in the media (e.g. in American films and soap operas). Additionally,
the tattoos displayed on the women's bodies signify sexuality and dark femi-
ninity. Among the women there sit five men, cuddling, touching and gazing
at either the women or the audience (i.e. the viewers). In an interview with
Krzysztof Pietrasik, Lee made a connection between Nightlife and de Vinci's
The Last Supper, saying that:

[...] de Vind's ‘Last Supper’ popped in my mind at the same time. [
didn’t want to create a controversial subject matter, but liked the layout
of de Vinei's ‘Last Supper’ and the large group dining scene. So I made
my version of it, which has no religious implications.

(Pietrasik 2002)

The setting in Nightlife looks like a theatre stage, where the people appear
to be performing a play, perhaps one relating to contemporary sex life in the
western urban environment.

In Nightlife, there is a man who looks like an cutsider sitting in the middle
of the group. In fact, swrrounded by twelve other people, the man locks like
Lee himself and he seems to be lost in this urban, sexual nightlife fantasy.
Despite the setting of Nightlife resembling that of The Last Supper, there are
no connotative references to the Bible. Lee was invited to participate in the
‘Shanghai Biennale 2006 and created the second piece for Nightlife espe-
cially for the show, and this work is entitled Xinfiandi, the Pinyin form of the
English words “The New World', in Chinese. In order to respond to the venue,
Lee specifically photographed pecple from Shanghai, collected fumiture and
utilized a background setting (a street café) also from Shanghai. Lee’s Nightlife
(created in both 2001 and 2006) demonstrates how he has gradually trans-
formed his artistic style, from predominantly hybridizing Chinese cultural
heritage and the Darwinian theory of evolution, to drawing on scurces from
his everyday life and the urban environment.

Clearly, Lee’s work visualizes the complex cultural hybridity of Chinese
culture and western aesthetics, which is different from the traditional aesthet-
ics of Chinese art. It is evident that Lee’s images do not completely follow
traditional Chinese aesthetics, nor do they relate to Literati (remwen) stvle,
mostly created by scholars. Inspired by Chinese cultural references, Lee began
to show his talent on the international art scene in the Origin series, but he
has gradually removed the influences of Chinese cultural symbols from his
work. Nevertheless, to some degree, his work still has connections with China
in terms of its cultural and political references.

Following his unique style of manipulating people and animals, Lee created
the series Harvest (2004), through which he personified different farm animals
as musicians, dancers and performers who seemed to be having a party on a
farm. Harvest was created based on Lee’s photographs of several farm animals,
which he then merged with the forms of humans to present the distinctive
characteristics of different people. Consequently, Harvest portrays a dancing
pig, a fox playing the violin, a deep-thinking goat and a dog walking on two
legs, all of which are presented in a swrreal and intangible setting. Nevertheless,
Lee's Harvest was created not simply to present a series of personalized animals
but to criticize the development of biotechnelogy and bic-medical science, and
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Figure 7 Daniel Lee, Harvest — Dancers, digital image, 2004,

how they affect people and their lives. Evidently, Lee’s Harpest can be seen as
a substantial change in the style of his worle The sense of weight and cultural
significance in his earlier work has been diluted by some lively and light-
hearted images of farm anirnals. Furthermore, the colour tones of his previous
work tend to be grey and sombre but these have now been replaced by bright
colours and entertaining physical gestures in his images.

In 2013, Lee held a solo show at Inart Gallery in Tainan in Taiwan, where
he exhibited the Circus series (2010-2012), which is a 210x600 centimetre
mural, depicting several performers on a stage. At this show, he also displayed
ten individual portraits of each of the performers from Cireus. In the middle
of Circus sits a Chinese baby gitl named Fu Kid, whose face is covered with
clown-like make-up. Furthermore, Fu Kid has a long ponytail, similar to the
style worn by Chinese men in the Qing Dynasty (1644-1912) in China. In the
artist’s talk at Inart Gallery, Lee described Fu Kid as the People’s Republic
of China, which, in his view, has the characteristics of an immature child,
restricted by traditions.? Although Lee did not directly employ Chinese cultural
elements in Circus, the work still touched on the issue of China, but with a
critical view of its political and economic development in global capitalism.

In Circus, the stage and the baby girl are monochrome, whilst all of the
performers are in colour. The setting is surreal, expressing a kind of bizarre
sense of joy and festivity. On the right of the stage, three young women wear-
ing sexy short dresses are dancing and on each of their hands stands a human-
faced green parrot. A clown is dancing on a sheep, which has a human’s face
and is looking seriously at the viewers. Another clown is actually a monkey
with a man’s face, riding a circus bicycle in the background, and he looks
cheerfully at the viewers. On the left side of the stage, a young wornan wear-
ing a long, elegant, sparkling dress is blowing a pink flower ball to Fu Kid,
while another wornan wearing a bee dress is swinging at the top of the stage.
Lee describes Circus as follows:



Humans have shared the earth with other animals since the dawn of
our existence. Over time we have become inter-dependent with many
of our fellow creatures sharing our lives, our labours, our play and our
travels. The wonderful strangeness of the Circus reveals this symbiotic
relationship at its most extreme, where animals perform like people;
people perform like animals and audiences retreat into children.®

The style of Lee’s Circus is similar to his 2004 Harvest series, but Circus hybrid-
izes people with animals, whereas Harvest does the opposite. According to
len Ang, ‘Hybridity — simply defined, the production of things composed of
elements of different or incongruous kind — instigates the emergence of new,
combinatory identities, not the mere assertion of old, given identities, as would
seem to be the case in ultimately essentialist formulations of identity politics’
(2001: 194). Here, I would argue that the use of hybridized figures in Lee’s
work demonstrates his own combinatory identities, which are composed of
different cultural influences in his life. Ultimately, with the greater frequency
of travel across political and geographical borders, people are embracing more
diverse and mixed identities — identities from the Orent, the Occident and
beyond.

CONCLUSION

Ne one today is purely ome thing. [...] Imperialism consolidated
the mixture of cultures and identities on a global scale. But its worst
and most paradoxical gift was to allow people to believe that they
were only, mainly, exclusively, white, or black, or Western, or Oriental.
Yet just as huwman beings make their own history, they also make
their cultures and ethnic identities. [...] Survival in fact is about the
connections between things.
(Said 1993: 407-08, emphasis added)

Said states it clearly and convincingly: Today, no one is purely one thing, nor
are we exclusively white, black or oriental. Global displacement and travel
across geographical borders contribute to diasporic experiences, and Lee’s
work visualizes this kind of complex hybridity in visual culture. Cultural
hybridity in visual art can be widely seen in works created by diasporic artists.
Diasporic artists such as Daniel Lee often explore their state of being away from
home, and as a consequence of their transnational experiences, the ideas of
their shifting identities have always been complex. According to Bill Ashcroft,
Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, “diaspora’ refers to ‘the voluntary or forcible
movement of pecples from their homelands into new regions’ (Ashaoft et al.
1998: 68). Lee's voluntary movement from his homelands (Taiwan and China)
has enabled him to create work connected to both his Chinese cultural herit-
age (i.e. symbols of Chineseness) and western aesthetics, through which he
has created a body of powerful work and has become one of the prominent
Chinese diasporic artists living in the West.

Through utilizing a hybridized cultural identity in his work, Lee presents
his ideas of home and belonging although he relocated to the United States.
The term hybridity plays a key role in diaspora studies, revealing the sense
of in-betweenness among different races (non-white and white) and
cultures (e.g. Confucianism and Christianity). Indeed, the hybridized features

g Introductory text of
Daniel Lee's solo show

atinartGallery in

Tainan in Talwan from
12 December 2013-25
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found in Lee's work can actually be seen in real life. In 1995, the creation
of the cloned sheep, Dolly, signalled that human beings could become the
subject of propagation via biotechnology. Through digital technology, rather
than bioscience, Lee hybridizes different animals and humans, through
which hybrid beings are created. These transformed bodies ably represent
what I refer to as the post-human in the earlier part of this article.

Lee manifests his diasporic identity and cultural heritage in his art,
but it is only in recent years that he has gradually reduced the references
to oriental aesthetics in his work. The change of his style perhaps suggests
that for diasporic artists, when they have become more settled in their host
countries, their imagined utopian worlds have fewer connections with their
homelands. Nevertheless, the images of hybridized and transformed beings
in Lee's work are good examples for visualizing global displacement and
diasporic reality.
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