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reminiscent of monster-like bodily extensions or shapes of
dragons if it were not the case, today even more so, that an
organic abstraction maintains an upper hand. In the years
around 2015, Tschidpe was still experimenting, for examp-
le, with a soft, flowing, blood-red, tentacular formation
which, at some of its joints, was furnished with long, white
claws. This figure colored the water red, left behind an un-
canny, dark trace and possessed everything necessary for
filling anyone who encountered it with deep fear.

But as if these observations instead had a different pain-
terly impact, her paintings during the following years
show landscapes which, utterly free of monsters, are more
reminiscent of windblown vegetation, hills, grottos or la-
kes, and ‘which cause the underwater world to recede for
a while. What remains from the performances is a formal
concentration, a dense assembly of colors and landscape-
movements. What continues to vibrate from the underwa-
ter world is the impression of a flowing abundance. These
paintings are created in 2018 in such diversity that one is
justified in considering them to be the largest and most
important group of works in Janaina Tschédpe's oeuvre up
to now; this text will focus exclusively on them. A selec-
tion of these paintings was exhibited at the end of 2018 in
New York.? All these canvases — and this was confirmed by
the artist in a studio conversation which we conducted in
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A DAY’S COLOR AND OTHER THOUGHTS 1,2018
watercolor and watercolor pencil on paper
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Brooklyn — proceed from an intensive experience of color.
Most of them have titles that convey this profound encoun-
ter with color. For example, the title Tickleme Pink and Pine
Green (fig. 2). Curved, hill-like, bright pink surfaces define
the painting in contrast with dark-blue, spatially stacked
surfaces and with white border areas which could summon
up associations with something like piers or paths between
these colored surfaces. The pine green is shaped into forms
resembling flowing, climbing, proliferating tropical plants;
but what seems essential to me is that these forms are al-
ways further ramified into delicate, nerve-like tracery, as if
free signs had detached themselves from the organicity, as
if letters from ancient alphabets were the actual, the sec-
ret theme. Signs such as these wander through all these
paintings like a sort of a concealed subtext, like a melody
that has sounded through the ages. In Rose Madder (fig. 9),
these signs crisscross the colored surfaces, as if they were
warning the viewer not to lose himself too quickly in as-
sociations with landscapes, while in fact we see only an
abstract composition with intensively colored surfaces.
Comparisons arise with Kirkeby, Nolde or Helen Franken-
taler. Janaina Tschépe reacts to such resonances with some
reserve. If others pursue such associations, that doesn'’t ne-
cessarily have anything to do with her painting; but it is
also not the case that she is not interested in these sorts of
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ROSEMADDER, 2018
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connections made by the viewers. Perhaps she can learn so-
mething about her own manner of proceeding, perhaps so-
mething can become more clear. While painting, she gave
thought neither to the one nor to the other. She always
thought about colors. Because her memories, her dreams,
sometimes the yearning for distant places that sometimes
arises in her are intense experiences of color, are almost
visions. All sensations and notions in her inner world are
marked in their wealth of color. She endeavors to bring
these colors as faithfully as possible to the light of day: “My
painting doesn't come from pictures. It arises out of my ob-
servations, which can be observations of nature but just as
well observations from fantasy; the two always go together
for me. [ consider everything to have colors. Vowels, tones,
numbers, words: | see colors everywhere—that's always
been the case. | endeavor to transfer that into conscious,
creative thought, from which I seek to derive my pictures.
The difficulty lies in avoiding the intention of wanting too
much. That would destroy the free flow. The images from
my inner world are beginnings, that is certain; from there |
work further, reach backwards, reach forwards to my world
of forms.”

And the scribbled signs: where do they come from? Did she
once study ancient writings? “That comes more from my
need to stay a bit longer with my canvas when the major
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work has been done. I often have an urge to still fondle my
canvas for a while, for example with the pencil, to flit over
the colored skin like a caress: not only the big, quick ge-
stures with the brush but also the little, musing signs, the
hesitation, the proximity to the canvas with hand and even
nose. It's only later that I see what kind of signs they are,
much to my surprise. Some persons have mentioned as-
sociations with ancient languages — Hebrew, for example
— but unfortunately I never learned Hebrew. What is more
important to me is being physically close to my canvas be-
fore I let go of it, even if that can take some more time.”

These dream worlds resonate in the vertical-format canvas,
measuring 3.5 by 3 meters, whose elements seem to have
been made out of the very substance of night. Two boulders
of shimmering anthracite lean upright against each other as
if they had something of the essence of menhirs; a narrow
band of vacillating light just barely surrounds them befo-
re disappearing. In the dark-blue gray, a shimmering mus-
sel-blue, there is a heap of rubble around which a stream
perhaps flows — nothing is certain. Alongside and bet-
ween other dark rocks, dark-green, algae-like grass sprouts,
only to be sucked into gloomy shadow. A peculiar bright
spot in this picture, which is called Shadow Lake (fig. 20),
is the luminous yellow which, like a will-o-the-wisp, is enc-
losed by a large boulder lying on the ground. The massive,
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moist, tropical darkness emanating from this painting loses
its heaviness in the face of the dancing flare of this little
will-'o-the-wisp, which has spread out some strange juggle-
ry before the background of the two rocks leaning against
each other, behind which there seems to be descending a
rain of feverishly applied signs. Sometimes, however, the
large colored surfaces — for example, in Forest Red (fig. 19)
—seem to be deceptive when, glowing outwardly from the
center, a dark red stands starkly against a moving black, as
if it were floating in a sea of thunderclouds. Regardless of
how vividly this contrast between the large, smoldering co-
lor-surfaces and the swelling, dark fumes captures the eye,
it nonetheless seems as if the painting had invented a set of
brakes in order to keep what is all too apparent from being
easily consumed, to maintain a firm refusal. Thrust into the
foreground like a distraction is another conspicuous ele-
ment, namely a brusquely emerging, slender white form, as
if a colored tear had unexpectedly begun to move and had
grown independent. It is uninteresting whether or not this
is a mistake, a painterly oversight, because the form is there
and has long asserted its position. Such imponderable as-
pects as these colored tears, the rain of nervously scribbled
signs, the erratic, unexpected flickers of light from within
a form, the letters of an old and strange alphabet, or the
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flowing currents of the colored surfaces themselves im-
bue these pictorial spaces with a dancing energy, as if the
painterly statements had run wild, as if everything were
leaping, cutting capers, flying. But the fascination of the
paintings by Janaina Tschépe, who cares little for aesthetic
rules and knows nothing of labels, lies in grasping hold of
this free, unaffiliated world of signs with a certain painterly
heaviness such as characterizes artists such as Nolde or Kir-
keby and is typical of the painting of the Hamburg School.
Each of her canvasses has the format of the landscape that
is to be painted; each landscape arises out of the compo-
sition of colors that is the point of departure. Repeatedly
and freshly, space itself is the adventure: not an imagined
or observed space, but the space which, more or less inevi-
tably, seems to arise out of the colors themselves, the space
which is to be touched, listened to, rendered in paint. Er-
rors and contradictions are important engines, functioning
as unsettling elements, little sources of disquiet, in order
to keep the balancing act of inquiry open and in motion.

Tschédpe proceeds like a child through her own exhibition,
as if she were inspecting familiar things that had mean-
while distanced themselves from her; she is happy that
what was difficult, what often seemed unattainable, may
now be seen on the wall here. No, this is not really a feeling
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of triumph, but simply a warm-hearted delight mixed with
adiscovery of new openings, new questions which she had
not seen previously.

Time and again, the New Yorker can smile in wonder at
how different were the worlds in which she grew up. “The
father who in the summer celebrated nearly every clear
night in the Brazilian mountains, who extinguished every
lamp in the house, even the tiniest light, and then retrea-
ted alone to the farthest corner of the garden where, deep
in silence, he observed the star-filled sky; and the mother
who, beneath that selfsame sky, turned on all the lights
in the house and, amid uproarious laughter, played cards
with her friends. It was my father who introduced me to
Kant and Hegel and their sensual grasp of the world of per-
ception. That sounds like a cliché—but that's how it was,"
she adds.

But her painting does not really spring from a classical ob-
servation of nature. Instead the point of departure for her
painting is “how you can perceive yourself in a particular
situation, an emotional state which just might have to do
again with the colors and movements of vegetation or the
underwater world.”

If she is interested in nature, then more on a universal le-
vel, with observations about how line-tracing movements
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are similar when the ocean rises and falls, or how sand
dunes shift, an icy surface bursts or a snail leaves its trail
upon a rock. Listening to her, one could think of Novalis
and his elucidations in The Novices of. Sais: “People travel
on many different paths. Whoever follows and compares
them will see wondrous figures arising: figures which seem
to belong to the grand sequence of ciphers that may be
seen everywhere: on wings, eggshells; in clouds, snow,
crystals and rock formations; on freezing water; inside and
outside mountains, plants, animals, people; in the lights
of the heavens; on touched panes of tar pitch and glass; in
iron shavings around a magnet; and espies strange cycles.
These give an intimation of the key to this magical writing,
to its grammar; but the vibrant surmise refuses to fit into
any fixed forms and seems not to desire to become a more
sublime key. An alkahest, a universal solvent seems to have
been poured over the senses of humankind. Only for an
instant do their wishes, their thoughts seem to solidify.
This gives rise to flashes of intuition, but soon everything
is blurred as before in front of their gazes.”

Tschdpe was not familiar with this natural philosophy of
Novalis and was eager to learn and read more about it.
Indeed, there seems to be an intense resonance with her
oeuvre, in whose movements a distant echo of the cosmic
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onary insight; indeed, it was able for more than one-and-
a-half centuries to veil the intellectual upheaval that was
latent in the actual coral diagram and to hold it back until.
the beginning of the present century.

Janaina Tschdpe is not familiar with the seminal investi-
gations of this specific research into art history and the
natural sciences; but in her painting, she seems long ago
to have penetrated this secret of a proliferating, anarchic
nature which exceeds all human imagination. As if it were
obvious to her that there are no lines between the stars,
that there are no correspondences of meaning, that every
moment brings new, renewed decisions about the course
of nature, her paintings open to this unpredictable ab-
undance, this actual craziness of a wild, uncontrollable
growth which knows neither rules nor principles that hu-
mans could recognize. This is evident in the painting en-
titled MorningGreen, which holds it to be self-evident that
times of day have their colors, even if most people have
forgotten this truth.

But also resonating in the title MorningGreen is the an-
cient refrain of the new beginning which is intrinsic to
every moment. Like a cascade, the landscape formations
pour across the canvas, sometimes resembling the energy
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of rearing-up horses, only to subside in the next moment
into a gentle flowing-around. Hills and rivers change into
plants and swathes of fog; all movements are held to-
gether as always by an almost-nothingness—by this breath
of scribbled, sketched, tossed-off writing which, like fine
meshwork, pursues a singing, spinning, ensnaring life of its
own in this proliferating, irrepressible world. Janaina Tsch-
dpe knows that her painting reaches all the way to a secret
which, borderless and constantly new, raises the ancient,
unfathomable questions.
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casein and watercolor pencil on canvas
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