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South African Kelly John
Gough has been painting since
he could walk, experimenting
with art for the first time as a
young child, under the masterful
eye of his fine art trained
father. After studying graphic
design and working in the
publishing and production
industry for 12 years, Kelly took
the plunge and embraced his
first love full-time in 2001. Since
then, Kelly has enjoyed
exhibitions at a number of
prestigious galleries, hotels and
boutiques across South Africa.

UP CLOSE

‘Artists of the Italian Renaissance,
during the 15th and early 16th
centuries, usually painted on thick
panels of poplar wood composed of
several boards that were glued
together. Wooden dowels were
sometimes used to reinforce the joins,
and then the panel was planed smooth by
specialist carpenters or woodcarvers.’
‘Chiaroscuro, yet another
Renaissance technique appears, the art
of using strong tonal contrasts
between light and dark to model threedimensional forms, often to dramatic
effect.’
While these techniques enforce the very
classical aspect in Gough’s work, his
birch or pine wood panels in fact wear
their sophistication and history lightly
and carry the rather edgy, post modern
realism well.
Dramatic, at times large scale
portraits or nudes in oil demand a
focused attention yet exude silence,
calmness and create a contemplative
state in the viewer.
Autobiographical references – to the
artist’s family and the artist himself
appear and disappear as he creates close
contact with people known or
unknown.
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His ability to capture qualities of form,
light and atmosphere, and its material
presence establish a sense of intimacy,
and make his work direct and personal.
In Kelly Gough’s work painterly and
cultural elements – both sacred and
profane, personal and public – come
together to play on ideas of beauty while
carrying messages about modern
aesthetics, privacy and voyeurism.

2014
• solo exhibition: YSWARA, Johannesburg
• CAAM Collective, Cape Town
• ‘Equus’ at Equus Gallery, Cavalli
• Luvey ’n Rose, Cape Town
Art Fairs and Festivals
• Johannesburg Fringe, Art Week
• De Waterkant Fringe, Art Fair

2015
• solo exhibition: Youngblood Gallery,
Cape Town
• Le Dame Art Gallery, London
• Irma Stern Museum, Cape Town
• ‘Aphrodisiac’ at Equus Gallery, Cavalli
• Elton Faber Fine Art, Johannesburg
• Graham’s Fine Art Gallery, Johannesburg
• G2Art, Cape Town
• S|Art, Hout Bay, Cape Town
Art Fairs, Festivals and Awards
• Johannesburg, Fringe 2015
• Portrait 100, Sanlam Portrait Award
• Turbine Art Fair, Johannesburg

selected exhibitions | 2014 | 2015

2016
• solo exhibition: Youngblood Gallery,
Cape Town
• JMC Gallery, New York
• Hazard Gallery, Johannesburg
• Graham’s Fine Art Gallery,
Johannesburg
• G2Art, Cape Town
Art Fairs, Festivals and Awards
• THAT Art Fair, Cape Town

2017
• Daniel Kok Gallery, Cape Town,
Hemel en Aarde
• Daniel Kok Gallery, Cape Town, Noir
• YoungBlood Gallery, Cape Town

selected exhibitions | 2016 | 2017

in conversation with
Kelly John Gough, I

You mention that your first art teacher was
your fine art trained father, would you talk
about this a little more?

My father, William Gough studied fine
arts in Johannesburg but abandoned his
artistic ambition in order to support his
family. I have shown a keen interest in
art since a very young age and was lucky
to receive guidance and support in my
first trials. It was and is truly wonderful
to have my dad’s input. I really do enjoy
seeing him study every detail of my piece.
He often has very original comments
with a fantastic sense of humour.
You have an extensive background and
experience in graphic design, how does that
influence your fine art practice?

I think my graphic design background
has helped me most when it comes to
composition. It seems I place my subjects
on the canvas differently to how I would
have, had I not studied and worked at it.
There is a distinct reference to Renaissance
techniques, is there a special connection?

One of my favourite artists is
Caravaggio. I love his use of contrast
in order to create drama. Out of respect
I wouldn’t dare however to compare
myself to any renaissance artist.
You are also involved in the world of design.
What is your view when it comes to the
relationship / interplay between fine art and
design presently?
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I believe that design and art have and
always will go hand in hand. Almost
everything that has ever been created
started life as a sketch, but it also goes
deeper than that, “art makes statements.
designs work. Artists think design is
decoration. Which is why the world of
art and the world of design collide”.
Don Norman

in conversation with
Kelly John Gough, II

Is it your “canvas” that lends itself to figurative
and portrait work, or is there a deeper
motivation for the choice of genre?

Since I can remember I have been
fascinated by the human machine. It’s
really all I’ve ever wanted to portray in
my artworks. The use of the wooden
panels came about by happy accident, but
one can not help but see how the one
complements the other.
You mentioned that you enjoy the prolonged
drying time of oil?

I tend to work quite large and have tried
other mediums but they always seem to
dry literally while I’m painting which just
doest work for me. I need time to blend.
You avoid colour completely, it only appears
in the woods that you use as your preferred
surface?

I do prefer working monochromatically
yet again I do experiment with colour but
am yet to show these paintings.
I am very intrigued by the Zorn pallet at
the moment.
Do you work from photographs, life models,
please describe your your creative process?
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Another skill that my father taught me
was photography, I’ve been
photographing and developing my own
black and white films since I was a boy.
I prefer portraying people I know well or
my loved ones as I will spend hours and
days and weeks in a silent analysis of
their physique. Knowing my subject also
helps me showing who they are - details
that make them stand out. What’s very
important to me is light and contrast I use so called Rembrandt lighting...
Life drawings, sketches often happen
naturally - but for the painting I spend a
lot of time preparing the photograph.

in conversation with
Kelly John Gough, III

“Beautiful & Sad” - what comes to mind?

I once had the privilege of showing
Rossana Orlandi my portfolio, she
started paging through it, got about
half way, looked up at me and said,
“very beautiful, very sad”.
Many of your female nudes seem to fly or
float in space, can you give us some more
background on this recurring theme in your
work?

For the longest time I painted my subjects
grounded - often in distress. I guess in
the end my pieces are like pages of my
diary, people I’ve met and various
interactions. With my own personal
journey - I have become a lot more
positive and I have followed different
inspiration patterns... I suddenly offered
my models a chance of entering the
fantasy realms, leaving behind
everything that ties us to the ground such as self doubt, depression, anxiety.
Flying also represents the desire for
independence from social norms and
other boundaries.
Would you consider yourself an African
contemporary artist or a contemporary artist?

Creating an artwork is a process of
continuously making mistakes and then
solving those mistakes, I would
therefore call myself a problem solver.
Very curious about your upcoming solo at
ODA Gallery in Franschhoek?
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I’m very proud and excited to have been
offered the opportunity to exhibit at the ODA
Gallery in Franschhoek. The show is titled
‘Against The Grain’ which pertains to the
relationship between the paint and the
surface of my wooden canvases. I like to think
of this relationship as a symbiotic one, the
paint and the wood transforming one another
into something different entirely to what they
were to start with.

“
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I believe art has a
similar function to the role
it has played for thousands
of years: it is a mirror we
hold up to ourselves and
to society, by which we can
offer insight, criticism and
commentary on who we are
and what we need to change.
It also adds a layer of much
needed beauty to the world
– something that I believe is
vital for all of us, and for
our happiness.

‘Breath’, Oil on Wood , 200 x 360cm

opposite page:
‘The Apple Does Not Fall Far
From The Tree’
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‘Unequal Bliss’
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‘Anecdote’
Oil on Wood
88 x 72cm

‘Bewitching Allure’
Oil on Wood
88 x 72cm

‘Amour Propre’
Oil on Wood
120 x 120cm

‘The Calm Before The Storm’, Oil on Wood, 120 x 240cm

‘Freedom’, Oil on Wood, 120 x 200cm

‘Irreproachable’
Oil on Wood
60 x 80cm

