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Figure 2: Daniel Kojo Schrade, Synapse Vi1l (1999).

For marginalized artists the question of abstraction arose not only in relation to the
development of the aesthetic material during modernism, but also in relation to the
racialized regimes of the gaze in modernity. Abstraction promised liberation from
the burden of signification, a “freedom from being read” (Morrison 2006: 138) that
encompassed both the painting subject and the painted object. Since the modern
racialization of the Black body is also indebted to a Cartesian or logocentric-binary
conception of space and the subject, abstract painting’s promise of freedom should
not only be defined in negative terms as refusal or unreadability. What appealed to
marginalized artists was rather that formal experimentation with aesthetic form en-
abled the exploration of new forms of subjectivity and being-in-the-world. On the
abstract African American painter Norman Lewis, Jeffrey C. Stewart writes:

“Abstract expressionism was a radical salvation for Lewis, despite its social limitations. It
was a break with the tamiliar terrain of Eurocentric art, trom the Italian Renaissance to cu-
bism. Abandoning the social, and especially the tigurative, abstract expressionism created a

rupture in traditional Western ways of thinking and acting ... {The] Western subject [...] was

overtuned by abstract expressionism, which promoted a radical, desubjectivizing vision of

the world. Abstract expressionism thus had the possibility of etfecting a revolution not only in

aesthetics, but also in the Western perception of subject-based exploitation of the natural
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world as the agenda of humanity {...] building a new way of being an artist outside the mi-
metic strategies of representation and aesthetic colonialism that had defined an African-raided

European modemism.” (2015: 171)

Nevertheless, the discourse on minoritarian aesthetic formations is still dominated
by sociological approaches and institutional critique, which tend to make the auton-
omy of aesthetic objects invisible. Only rarely are the works of diasporic artists en-
nobled with the “dignity of objecthood,” as Mercer (2005: 53) has persuasively ar-
gued.

TEXTURES AND TECTONICS

Schrade was born in 1967 into an artistic family: his mother is a painter, and both
his stepfather and brother work as gallerists. For several years, the family lived in a
castle his parents had renovated and tumed into a studio and gallery space. His bo-
hemian South-German family environment included painters affiliated with the
Munich artists’” group SPUR, which for a short time formed the German section of
the Situationist International (SI), or left-wing intellectuals with connections to
Klaus Croissant, the Stuttgart-based lawyer of the Red Army Faction (RAF).

In the late 1980s, Schrade studied fine arts in Munich and Cuenca, Spain, where
he met painter Antonio Saura and came under the spell of abstraction. Among his
early influences are American abstract expressionists such as Robert Motherwell,
and artists associated with the art informel, a distinctly European branch of abstract
expressionism that emerged in the 1950s, as represented by artists such as Asger
Jorn, Antonio Tapiés or Serge Poliakoff. In the 1990s, Schrade immersed himself in
Munich’s bohemian scene and continued his studies at the Munich Academy of
Fine Arts, where he also began to teach. Since 2008, he has been teaching painting
as an Associate Professor of Art at Hampshire College. Reflecting on his time in
Munich and the problems Black artists face in Germany, Schrade later recalled in
an interview: “It was signaled to me that [ could belong to the art scene — as long as
I didn’t play up the color of my skin,” adding that the general reaction to the word
Africa was something akin to panic (Fischer 2009).

Schrade’s engagement with the formal questions informing abstract expression-
ism and art informel permeates his entire ceuvre. This is already evident in some of
his works from the late 1990s such as Untitled or Synapse VI, which share certain
qualities with works by informel artist Poliakoff (for example Composition Ab-
straite, 1960, or Composition gris et rouge, 1964), above all a virtuosity and lumi-
nosity of color, amplified by their concentration on a limited spectrum of color. In
the case of Polikoff this is gray and orange, in Untitled or Synapse V111 (1999) black
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