THEME NEOCOLONIALISM: ART

Visual artist Daniela Yohannes:

DA N I E L A
YO H A N N E S

To represent Man as black is a conscious political act, but no provocation.
Meet visual artist Daniela Yohannes and her art. Read about her childhood
in London, her path to the arts and to herself.

Text: Karin Sunvisson

Photo by Keith Jarret, photo collage by Daniela Yohannes
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”Our mere existence is political”
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How we read images is decided by cultural
conditioning. We carry within us a vocabulary
of image symbols which is more or less vast and
more or less nuanced, just like the language
that we speak and write. Some of these image
symbols are deeply rooted in our consciousness.
Such a symbol is the one that represents Man.
That symbol is almost always, with very few exceptions, a white man. Through the expansion
of western culture, notably trough colonialism,
that symbol of Man as a white man has now
spread and firmly rooted itself in other parts
of the world. We see this symbol in our daily
lives without reflecting any further upon it. An
image depicting a woman is an image depicting
a woman, and an image depicting a black man is
an image depicting a black man, and will not be
understood as anything else. To represent Man,
in the symbolic sense of the word, as mankind,
is a privilege reserved for white men. This is a
fact that all proficient visual artists are aware of,
and it affects the way images are being made.
When Daniela Yohannes gives form to her
figures, it is in search of a new representation
of Man and the human condition. The figures
are naked, hairless, stripped of all the symbols
that could help the viewer to place them in a
social context.
– It is to enhance the revelation of the raw
human spirit, the very being, says the artist. To
represent Man as black is a consciously political
act, but no provocation.
Daniela continues her reasoning:
– My figures are black like carbon; black to
elevate blackness, black as purity, black like the
night sky, black like the universe itself.
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Daniela’s affirmative use of the word black is
worlds away from Makode Linde's speculative
blackfaces, which sparked a debate that was racist in its very nature since no one, neither those
arguing for his art nor those arguing against it,
were able to see past the artist's own skin colour.
The fact that Makode Linde has the possibility
to – with a great deal of media attention – reproduce racist and colonial symbols in the public
space must also be understood from a class and
power perspective.
When Daniela Yohannes' art is here presented
for the first time in Swedish media it is with the
hope that it will be allowed to bring new and
relevant perspectives to the Swedish art debate.

Cover image: Daniela
Yohannes made this issue's
cover image, titled No poor
among us.

Daniela Yohannes' mother is from Eritrea
and her father from Ethiopia. As a nine-year-old
she moved with her mother and two siblings
to London. Terrified of the unfamiliar city and
victim of her new classmates' name-calling
she took refuge in her bedroom. There she
developed her own authentic world of images.
– I have always known where my strength lie.
Visual arts became the primary source of artistic
expression when I was in my teens. But the
artist I most appreciated was my older brother
who was a poet.
Today Daniela resides in Paris, having finally settled down after many years of nomadic
living. She has moved around the world, and
it was on the other side of the globe that her
artistic voyage took its real start. During a stay
in Thailand she started experimenting with
the mixed media technique of painting and

Image to the left:
Self-portrait in collage technique by Daniela Yohannes.
The image is taken from the
artist's website:
danielayohannes.space
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” This is the danger of a single story: single stories destroyed the dignity
and truth of Africa, black people and myself. ”
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Image to the left:
In Eritrea no one can hear you
scream is a response to the
political climate in Eritrea, and
its lack of freedom of speech. –
This painting was an attempt
at trying to give a voice to the
voiceless, Daniela says.
Image below:
The agony
– I wanted to show the misery
created and orchestrated by
the colonial powers and their
legacy. The barren land, charity
from the west, infested by rats,
destruction all around, and the
figures ablaze in agony.
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collage that came to be a recognizable part of
her art. I ask Daniela about her collages; the
eyes to be more precise. They seem to be the
eyes of Caucasian people: why?
– When I began this painting practice I was in
Bangkok. I had no resources or money and used
whatever was at my disposal. I was staying with
a friend who had stacks of beauty magazines.
That was how I began: I painted over the images
of women in Vogue, Marie Claire, Glamour and
Elle – and since white women dominate these
magazines the eyes of my paintings are the eyes
of Caucasian women. Later I was able to buy
more materials and didn’t need the beauty magazines, but that became a part of my work, and
I found it difficult to work otherwise. Perhaps
on a subconscious level there was something
cathartic about painting over white face with
black paint. An opportunity to see more blackness, and create new worlds. Recently I find
myself not using these techniques, perhaps it
is out of my system and it no longer serves me.

Daniela Yohannes' art deals with questions
of the subconscious but it is also consciously
political. In her images these two worlds meet
and cross-fertilize. What is her political purpose?
– My paintings are layered with meaning.
What the viewer draws from them is dependent on their capacity to see. I merely suggest
narratives and connect themes that are deeply
compelling to me. The hope would be that I
spark something in them; to mark them and
invite them to look and search deeper. I have
been trying to identify and belong my whole
life, and this is one of the key aspects of my
practice. I have circled concepts, ideas and beliefs on identity.
I grew up in a white culture, which impacted
on what I was exposed to and what I consumed.
I was trying to connect from that early age to
my white classroom friends and their community. During this time I faced many moments
that reminded me that I did not belong. There
were many incidents, but one that stuck on my
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”Being a black woman – and then holding a paintbrush and deciding
to create an image, all these things create layers of social relevance
which infuse my work with political meaning, whether I embrace it
or not. ”
Image to the left:
(No title). In this painting the
artist depicts a figure who truly
begins to see – she sees past
the illusions of the interior of her
bedroom and finds herself in the
fabric of the universe.
Image to the right:
(No title). From the series titled
Out of Kenya, painted during a
stay there.

mind for a long time was being the subject of
ridicule in the school playground. The famine
that affected northern Ethiopia became my
shame. Not because it was happening, but
because these children couldn’t see past this
story. I didn’t have the power, voice or ability
to transform their perceptions or sensibilities;
to show them what else Ethiopia was about.
It disturbed me later that I allowed these
children to make me feel that way when my
fellow countrymen, whom I felt enormous
compassion for, were suffering.
This is the danger of a single story; and I
grew up surrounded by them: single stories
that destroyed the dignity and truth of Africa,
black people and myself. The world is complex.
Africa certainly is, and I knew I was too. And
so I began to embrace a loner persona, which
allowed me to become authentic. Reevaluating
all that I had been taught in school and all that
I was exposed to, I went searching for evidence.
I looked into history, seeking truth. I searched
for myself in my father and found the link to
Ethiopia. I searched for myself in my mother
and found a link to a country girl. I searched
for myself in my grandparents and found leg-
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ends and legacies. This search helped me have
a deeper understanding of who I truly was and
how I came to be. This search gave me the tools
to liberate myself from constructs. A layer of
my work therefore inevitably speaks of this
decolonization and authenticity: it is my way
of reconciling my experience with the truth I
came to find. Yet I am in constant conflict in
regard to my relationship with politics. I continually ask myself what my purpose is; why I
create and what I stand for. Fundamentally my
art contains those things that are important to
me: it is my personal journey, thoughts, ideas
and experiences. But the personal is political;
just existing is. And being a black woman – and
then holding a paintbrush and deciding to
create an image, all these things create layers
of social relevance, which infuse my work with
political meaning, whether I embrace it or
not. So I feel that if this meaning can move
someone; can help another little black girl find
herself and her complexity, then I am happy
to claim this space.

Inspiration
Daniela Yohannes mentions
Octavia E. Butler (1947– 2006)
as a source of inspiration and
a role model. Octavia E. Butler
was an American writer of
Science Fiction and a pioneer in
the genre which allowed her to
inverse normative ideas about
gender and race. Her work is
associated with the Afrofuturism
genre, a combination of science
fiction and historical fiction
which criticise whiteness as
norm and envisons alternative
scenarios.

Read more about Daniela Yohannes on the next page!
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Work in progress
Daniela Yohannes is currently
working on a project with the
title The fall – A black woman’s
decent into the unconscious.
It is a statistical fact that black
women are more likely to get
chronic disease than white
women. When Daniela suddenly
began experiencing physical inflammations of which no doctors
could determine the cause, her
wish to explore the origin of her
malaise on a deeper level arose.
Keep a look-out for the project
on the artist's website!

Website:
www.danielayohannes.space

Daniela Yohannes
(born 1982) is an Eitrean-Ethiopian
visual artist. She grew up in London and currently lives in Paris. She
studied to become an illustrator
but works with free art with painting as her principal medium.
Listens to: Jazz!
Reads: Octavia E. Butler. And
anything by Clarice Lispector. Right
now she is rereading Bernard
Shaw's book The adventures of the
black girl in her search for God.
Working on: Daniela is preparing
an exhibition at Addis Fine Art in
London, a gallery with its focus
on modern and contemporary art
from the Horn of Africa and its
diaspora.

Instagram:
@painteroftheinvisible

Image to the left:
The Kingdom
This piece illustrates the
breaking point when the
world has made you feel so
alien that you need to seek
alternative worlds. These two
figures are leaving behind
that hostile place in search
for a new world, bond only
to one another.
Image to the right:
Dead fish in the water
is about the death and rebirth of self.

The writer
Karin Sunvisson works with
visual communication as an illustrator and graphic designer. She
is also AD of magazine FiB/K.
Read more about Karin at
www.karinsunvisson.com
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