
Jan van der Merwe was born in 1958 in Virginia, Free State and grew up in Ladysmith, KwaZulu-Natal, 

where he matriculated in 1975. He lives and works in Pretoria as a senior lecturer in Fine Art in the 

Department of Fine and Applied Art, Tshwane University of Technology (TUT). He obtained a Masters 

degree in Fine Art at the Pretoria Technikon (now TUT) in 1999. His work is represented in a number 

of museums, public and corporate collections and has also won several awards. These include the 

prestigious Helgaard Steyn Award for sculpture in 2005 with the artwork Vertoonkas, which forms part 

of Oliewenhuis Art Museum's Permanent Collection. Since 1976 he has taken part in numerous group 

exhibitions and has also had several solo shows. Van der Merwe's works were also selected as part of a 

group exhibition at the Olympic Museum in Lausanne, Switzerland, which then moved to Athens for 

display at the Olympic Games in August 2004. He also worked together with the organisation 'Onze 

Nieuwe Toekomst' on an installation entitled Wereldreizigers in the “Kleurlaboratorium” of the SMAK 

Museum in Ghent, Belgium in 2007. He has worked abroad on invitation on several occasions – the 

most recent being in New York for a two month residency as the recipient of the Ampersand Award, 

administrated by the Ampersand Foundation.  
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Inside Leaf: 
Installation: Rusted metal, paper and charcoal
4200 x 1400 mm, 2009

Ondergang / Downfall Front Cover: 
Installation: Paper, charcoal, wood and found objects
2900 x 1400 mm, 2009

Ontwortel / Uprooted

Van der Merwe is listed as a recommended artist in the most recent Visual Arts Curriculum 

for high school learners and his work  forms part of the Grade 12 examination paper for 

visual art. The textbook on Visual Art for Grade 12, to be published later in 2013, includes a 

chapter on his art. His work can be viewed at www.art.co.za/janvandermerwe.

Oliewenhuis Art Museum is a satellite of the National Museum, Bloemfontein, 

an agency of the Department of Arts and Culture.

‘Oliewenhuis Art Museum’



Working primarily in rusted metal, Jan van der Merwe has developed a language that speaks subtly yet 

eloquently of the South African psyche.  His inspiration is often drawn from highly personal sources to 

develop themes that can be universally appreciated but more intensely so by viewers familiar with the 

peculiarities of South Africa – its art, society and history.  Van der Merwe often refers to his work as 

'monuments'.  As with conventional monuments, some of the installations impose on a significant 

amount of space and the viewer is enticed to step up towards the installation for closer examination. 

These 'monuments' are anonymous or broadly universal; they refer to the memory of the unknown by 

many. In other works, intimate and private spaces are suggested. The installations seem like film sets 

without actors. 

Jan van der Merwe is known for his installations in which he incorporates found objects with rusted tins.  

Many artists work in the field of objét trouvet – the 'found object'. They 'rescue' items from being 

dumped or, ironically, from being properly used, only to re-assign such objects as works of art.  In Van 

der Merwe's case, it is not the object, but spoilt rusted matter littering the countryside that is found and 

redefined. Through time, oxidation and deterioration, they became discarded by everyone as 

unusable and undesirable. Through deftness and patience befitting an accomplished weaver he 

reformulates these unlikely materials into desirable 'textiles' and surfaces, finally to stitch and sew them 

into garments and objects of deeper significance.  

Van der Merwe's working process is also significant. He collects tins from everybody. He describes 

himself as a compulsive collector who takes all objects discarded by others to his studio where these 

could be transformed into part of his installations. The tins that he collects are sometimes already 

rusted, but if new and shiny, he transforms them by initiating the rust process with a mixture of salt, 

water and vinegar. He covers large solid objects such as furniture with the rusted tins by nailing these 

with small nails. Clothing is created in a process similar to sewing where he attaches each piece of tin to 

the next with thin wire and the final finish is created by adding bitumen – a black sticky substance used as 

part of tar – and sand to create smooth transitions from one part to the next. This technique allows the 

artist to “shift time”, rendering the objects into “archaeological finds”.

“At present I work with artefacts of our time and attempt 

to transform them into archaeological remnants... 

The tin cans are ordinarily used for preservation. 

The fragile rusted tins in these works become metaphors 

for waste, loss and consumerism.  

Their use may be seen as an attempt to “preserve” 

something transient and vulnerable.” 

– Jan van der Merwe.

The End / Die Einde 

Installation: Rusted metal and found objects 

25000 x 13000 mm, 2006 

Cleaning instructions

Installation: Found objects, TV monitor and 

1050 x 1050 x 1070 mm, 2003

 

DVD player 

Diagnosis / Diagnose 

Installation: Rusted metal and found material

1000 x 1000 x 900 mm, 2013

It's Cold Outside

Installation: Rusted metal, found objects,   

3000 x 1550 x 2050 mm, 2004

TV monitor and DVD player


