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Ernst
de Jong

I t  s e e m s  t h e  p e r f e c t  c o m b t r - r a t i o n  o f

p a r r r t i n g  a r r d  l r r s o n a l i t y .  T h e  p a i n t i r 1 g s

a r e  b r i g h t ,  f  a s h i o n a b l e  a n d  g a y .  s i n g -
i n g  t o  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  g o l c l  a n d  s i l v e r
f o i l .  T h e  p e r s o n a l i t y  o f  t h e  p a i n t e r

s e e m s  t o  m a t c h :  e a s y a o i n g ,  t h r o w a w a y ,

c a s r . r a l ,  t h e  v e r y  o p p o s i t e  o f  a n y  
' s e e k e r

a f t e r  t r u t h ' .
T h i s  i s  t h e  p u b l r c  f  r o n t  t h a t  E r r r s t  d e

J o n g  a r r d  h i s  p a i n t i r r g s  p r e s e n t  t o  t h e

w o r l d .
I t  i s  a  f  a c a d e  t h a t  s a t i s f  i e s  m a n y  - -

p r o b a b l y  m o s t  -  o f  t h e  n u m e r o u s  p e o p l e

w h o  h a v e  b o u g h t  h i s  p a i n t i n g s  s i n c e  h e

f  i r s t  b e g a n  e x h i b i t i n g  s e r i o u s l y  i n  1 9 5 8 .

A n d  i t  i s  o n e  w h i c h  c e r t a i n l y  s q u a r e s
w i t h  t h e  v i e w  h r s  h u n d r e d s  o f  a d m i r e r s

t h r o l r g h o u t  t h e  c o u n t r y  h o l d ,  t h e  a d m i r e r s

w h o  f  l o c k  t o  t h e  o p e n i n g  o f  h i s  o n e -

nrans which have becorne synonymous

w i t h  g a y ,  s w i n g i n g  a f f a i r s  w i t h  w a y - o u t

f a s h  i o r r s  a n d  w i t h - i t  c o r r v e r s a t i o t r .
B u t  i t  r e m a i n s  a  f  a c a d e .
B e l o w .  r r n d e r  t h e  s u r f  a c e .  b o t h  o f  t h e
n r a n  a n d  h i s  p a i n t  i r r g s .  i s  s o m e t h i n g
q t r r t e  d i f f e r e n t ,  a n o t h e r  c L l r r e n t  a l t o -
g e t h e r .
To r . rnderstancl  the d ichotomy of  de Jong,

t h e  a r t i s t  o n  w h o n r  f o r t u n e  s m i l e s ,  w h o

seems to create wi thout  ef for t  anc l
p l u c k  h i s  g l i t t e r i n g  c r e a t i o n s  o u t  o f  t h e

a i r ,  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  k n o w  t h e  f a c t s

o f  h i s  l i f e .
D e  J o n g  a t  3 3  i s  o n e o f t h e  c o u n t r y ' s
n r o s t  s u c c e s s f r . r l  i n d r . r s t r i a l  d e s i g n e r s .
H e  o w n s  h i s  o w n  s t u d i o s  i n  P r e t o r i a
( w h e r e  h e  l i v e s )  a n d J o h a n n e s b u r g ,  h i s

r ruork is  sought  af ter .  i t  has set  a s tandard

r e c o g r r i z e d  t h r o u g h o u t  S o u t h  A f r i c a ,  a n d

a b r o a d  ( e x a m p l e s  h a v e  b e e n  p u b l i s h e c l

i n  Q 7 6 p h i s ,  t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  j o r ' r r n a l  o f
g r a p h i c  a n d  a p p l i e d  a r t ) .  H e  i s  a n

O l y n r p i c s  d i v e r .  i s  m a r r i e d  t o  a  v i v a c t o t t s

A n r e r i c a n  w i f e .  l i v e s  i n  a  h o u s e  o f  u n -

r u s u a l  a n d  e l e g a n t  d e s i g n  a n d  i s  t h e  w e l l -

l o r e d  f a t h e r  o f  t w o  s m a l l c h i l d r e n .
S o ,  w i t h  a l l  t h e s e  a p p r , r r t e n a n c e s  o f

s u c c e s s .  w h a t  i s  d e  J o n g ' s  d a r k  o b -

v  e r s e  2

I t  i s  s i m p l y  s t a t e d .  H e  b e l i e v e s  i n  h i s

a r t .
L i s t e n  t o  h i m  i r r  a c t i o r r  p u t t i n g  L r p  t h e

s c r e e n  h e  p r e s e n t s  t o  t h e  w o r l d .  H e

w i l l  m e r r t i o r r  c a s t t a l l y  t h a t  f o r  h i s  l a s t

o n e - r n a f r  h e  e x e c t r t e d  a l l t h e  p a i n t l n g s

the weekerrd before the show ol rned.

H e  w i l l  s a y : ' l ' n t  J U s t  a n  i n t e r m e c l t a t e

i r r  a r t ,  I  p o i n t  o u t  t h e  w a y  f o r  o t h e r s  t o

go;  I  s tand midway be tween Tre tch iko f f
and Por tway ' .  Or ,  po in t ing  to  h is  pa in t -
i n g s : ' V e r y  e l e g a n t ,  o f  c o u r s e .  B u t  a l l
t h e y  d o  i s  f  i l l  u p  t h e  w a l l ' .
Bu t  th is  i s  the  pub l ic  face  o f  de  Jong.
I t  i s  h is  de fence aga ins t  the  thought -
less  and the  i l l - in ten t ioned who are
r e a d y  t o  d i s m i s s  h i m  s i m p l y  a s  a
ta len ted  indus t r ia l  des igner  who has
s t rayed in to 'pure '  a r t .  Underneath  is
a very real craftsman who - even though
he wou ld  never  admi t  i t  -  takes  grea t
t r o u b l e  a n d  o a i n s  w i t h  h i s  m a t e r i a l s
and methods, who constantly experi-
n€nts to f ind new ways of expressing
h imse l f ,  who met icu lous ly  records  the
progress of each paint ing and who cares
deep ly  -  a l though aga in  he  wou ld  admi t
i t  on ly  re luc tan t ly  -  vvhat  happens to

thenr ard whether they continue to give
sat is fac t ion  and o leasure  to  the i r
owners.
And there is more. There is in de Jong
a deep concern  about  the  pa in te r ' s
purpose, an obsession about what art
i s  rea l l y  fo r .  l t  i s  on ly  a f te r  one has
known h im fo r  a  long t ime tha t  the  p lay-
boy  mask  is  d ropped and he  w i l l  admi t
to  h is  conv ic t ion  tha t  there  is  more  to
ar t ,  h is  a r t .  than the  e legant ly  decora '
t  rve .
I t  i s  on ly  w i th  these th ings  a t  the  back
o f  o n e ' s  m i n d  t h a t  h i s  p a i n t i n g s  b e g i n
to  show the i r  o ther  s ide .  S imp ly  s ta ted :
they  seek  to  change the  wor ld .  Th is  may
seem a  boas t f  u l  c la im to  make fo r  these
p a i n t i n g s w i t h  t h e i r  g r o u p i n g s  o f  g o l d
and s i  l ver .  the i r  we l  l -p ropor t ioned
pat te rn ings ,  the i r  r i ch ,  ch ic  co lours .
IVlost of the buyers of his work would
probably doubt i t ,  And de Jong, certain-
ly  pub l i c ly ,  wou ld  rear  up  and deny  i t .
Ye t  there  is  no  doubt  a t  a l l  fo r  the
thought fu l  v iewer  tha t  th is  i s  the  pa in t -
ings '  rea l  reason fo r  be ing ,
Th is  purpose,  to  see the  wor ld  anew
and to  persuade i t  by  one 's  v is ion  in to
a  n e w  d i r e c t i o n  o f  l i g h t  a n d  i n t e l l e c t ,
to  g ive  i t  a  new mean ing  and to  g ive  the
v iewer  a  new d imens ion  o f  see ing  and
so,  fu r rdamenta l l y ,  to  change h is  l i fe .
i s  in  fac t  what  pa in t i r rg  i s  f  o r .
That  Erns t  de  Jong is  capab le  o f  fac ing
and wres t l ing  w i th  th is  cent ra l  p rob lem
in  a l l  a r t ,  makes  h im the  in te res t ing
and reward ing  pa in te r  he  is .  There  is
m o r e  t o  h i s  g o l d  t h a n  m e r e l y  g l i t t e r .
DAG

Opposite page: Top - 'Carnival, '  t966;
gelow _ unti t led, 1966 (both l tolynter
tenDera) .  Above -  'C i rcu la r  Abs t rac t , '
1966 (gold leaf )

PORTRAIT OF THE ARTIST _ 6

r  -  A R I L O O K  A p r i l  1 9 6 7  1 5


