


JOHFRA: A TRIBUTE 

“Exploring the inner psychic world encourages us to become naturalists of the image or portraitists of angels and 
animals, discriminating the complexes, their features and behaviors, discerning among the little people.  But we 
are not charting the heavens or mapping the wilds for later colonizing, since the differentiations that stand out 

sharply one day may recede into the underbrush or behind a cloud the next.  The extraordinary fact of the imagi-
nation is just that it is truly extraordinary; no matter how known, it is always able to surprise, shock, horrify, or 

break into ravishing beauty.”  James Hillman

     Perhaps no other artist in history has made such a 
thorough exploration of the psyche as the Dutch born 
painter Johfra.  Known in this country only for his se-
ries of zodiac paintings, Johfra produced a much greater 
body of work that has long deserved attention.  Born Jo-
hannes Franciscus Gijsbertus van den Berg in Rotterdam 
on Dec. 15, 1919, he showed from an early age signs of 
an amazing talent in drawing. Also from his youth he had 
strong spiritual inclinations and at fourteen was intro-
duced by an uncle to the ideas of Emanuel Swedenborg.

     Johfra received encouragement from his upper-middle 
class family and at the age of fourteen entered the Royal 
Academy of Arts in the Hague.  He was a student there 
from 1934 to 1942.  The artist Paul Citroen was one of 
his drawing instructors.  Johfra was strongly influenced 
by the works of Leonardo de Vinci and Michelangelo.  
At the encouragement of one of his teachers, he learned 
about old master painting techniques from Max Doern-
er’s book, The Materials of the Artist.   His first discov-
ery of the surrealists came during World War II by way 
of a Nazi propaganda pamphlet showing works by Dali, 
Magritte, Ernst, and Tanguy.  These were cited as ex-
amples of “improper art.”  He was especially inspired by 
Dali’s work, and later met the artist in 1959.   
        
     Johfra began his first surrealist paintings in 1941.  In 
1943 he had his first exhibition, signing his work as Jo-
hfra, an acrostic derived from his first two birth names.  
On occasion, later on, he sometimes added the name 
Bosschart, which was his mother’s maiden name.  His 
early work which included bizarre self-portraits, strange 
organic forms and alien landscapes gave a preview of his 
work to follow.  To avoid German arrest or being con-
scripted for the war effort, he was hidden by his family 
in the latter part of the war.  On March 3, 1945 a British 
bombing raid took place over the Hague, destroying his 
family home.  Unfortunately his entire artistic produc-
tion, over 400 paintings and thousands of drawings, was 
destroyed.

 Johfra stated that in the rubble he found fantastic forma-
tions of molten metal and glass that inspired him to begin 
his work anew. 

     Two women played the role of muse for Johfra.  In 
1946 he met Angele Therese Blomjous, whom he ini-
tially felt to be “dangerous.”  Yet there was an attraction 
between them and they became intimate, finally marry-
ing in 1952.  Angele changed her name several times be-
fore settling on Diana Vandenberg.  Like Johfra, she was 
idealistic and artistically talented, and they soon made 
adventurous trips to France and Italy.  Both also became 
involved in Rosicrucian studies in the Hague, receiving 
an introduction to various esoteric traditions, including 
Gnosticism, Hermeticism, Neo-Platonism, and alchemy.  
        
     Their marriage ended in 1962 after an attraction de-
veloped between Johfra and Ellen Lorien.  Ellen, another 
Rosicrucian student, had spent time in Paris, studying 
painting.  In order to learn the old master technique she 
became a student of Diana.  When Ellen was without a 
place to stay, she was invited to stay with them tempo-
rarily.  This ultimately led to a painful breakup between 
Johfra and Diana.  He followed Ellen to Amsterdam.  In 
1964 they moved to Aspremont, France, a mountainous 
area near Nice where they built a small cabin.  Although 
their conditions were cramped it was a happy and pro-
ductive time for them. 
        
     In 1973, at the urging of journalist Hein Steehouwer, 
Johfra, Ellen, Diana, and four others formed the Meta-
Realist group.  The other group members were Johan 
Hermsen, Victor Linford, Frans Erkelens, and Han Kon-
ing.  By this time Johfra was producing powerful works 
of visionary art, and the art of his contemporaries was 
also visionary or surreal.  In 1974 they had their first 
show in Apeldoorn.  Considering the unpopularity of 
figurative art at that time, the exhibit was amazingly suc-
cessful and it received a lot of media attention.   It sub-
sequently traveled to Delft, Bergen, Haarlem, Groningen



(MahaKali)



Boxtel, and Antwerp. 
  
        In 1974 Johfra and Ellen moved below a castle 
near the village of Plazac in Dordogne province, a part 
of Aquitaine.  This beautiful and ancient land has known 
prehistoric cave painters, Gauls, Romans, Franks, bar-
barian incursions, Cathars, Templars, inquisitions, and 
Nazi invaders.  Legend has it that Mary Magdalene once 
lived in the area.  Today it has become home for many 
new age enthusiasts and Tibetan Buddhist monasteries.  
The immediate area, rich in vegetation and strong in tel-
luric energies, is considered to be an epicenter or earth 
chakra.

     Johfra and Ellen converted an 18th century mill for 
their home, “Moulin de Peuch.”  It formerly served the 
nearby castle. A 19th century building next to their house, 
formerly a stable, became Johfra’s studio, and later the 
Galerie la Licorne where original art as well as posters 
and cards of their work were sold.  The studio, located 
upstairs, housed various works in progress, a human 
skeleton, a library of old books, 19th century sculpture, 
crystals, a horse skull, and marvelously shaped roots 
and pieces of driftwood.  My impression upon visiting 
it for the first time in 1989 was that it had an atmosphere 
both ancient and timeless.  It seemed a suitable departure 
point for entering Johfra’s mysterious world of fantastic 
imagination.

Like Leonardo, Johfra was an avid student of the exterior 
world, becoming a lover of both its natural history and 
its artistic forms.  Yet his travels and studies in this area 
mainly seem to have stimulated his adventure into the 
inner worlds of the psyche.  Exploring these labrynthian 
realms, he brought out many secrets from their depths.  
His richly detailed paintings, became revelations of the 
unexpected; of strange flora and fauna, organic mergings 
of landscape and architecture, mutant blendings of the 
anthropomorphic and zoomorphic.  There are strange 
marriages of the grotesque and the beautiful; the sacred 
and the profane.   Some paintings could be childishly 
playful, and others are immersed in a brooding melan-
cholia pointing to the depths of human isolation or suf-
fering.  These haunting pictures can sometimes take one 
to very uncomfortable places, but others provide strange 
humor, or glimpses of sublime mystical bliss.  Taken as 
a whole, his work could perhaps be best said to represent 
a geography of the human soul, recording an epic jour-
ney into the myriad dimensions of the Western collective 
unconscious.

     Canadian artist and writer Laurence Caruana wrote 
several detailed and insightful articles on Johfra, all 
published in the Spring 2003 issue of Paris based online 
magazine Visionary Revue.  In one of these he divides 
Johfra’s work into four main phases.  These are (1) his 
Hague period from 1945-1962, (2) the Alpes Maritimes 
(Aspremont) period from 1962-1973, (3) the Perigord 
Noir (Dordogne) period from 1973-1983, and (4) his 
mature period from 1983-1998 (still in the Dordogne).  
During the initial period Johfra mainly painted surreal 
landscapes with strange rock formations and organic 
growths that were amalgamations of vegetation, human 
body parts, etc.  

        However his Rosicrucian studies eventually in-
spired him to incorporate metaphysical elements in his 
work.  Among the most important of these Rosicrucian 
or Gnostic paintings are “De Strijd Tussen Goed en 
Kwaad” (1961) in which the good and evil parts of an 
individual are locked in mortal combat.  Another impor-
tant work is “De Apocalyptische Vrouw en het Beest” 
(1961).  This shows an angel standing on the moon, a 
snake crushed under her feet, with a seven headed beast 
underneath, trying to assault her.  With her arms lifted 
and eyes upraised, she is receiving an infant from a 
shrouded heavenly figure above.  On each side are time-
less archetypal figures, a female with hourglass on the 
left, and on the right, a male holding a metal ring with 
snake curled around it.  There is a strong Manichean du-
alism in these works that Johfra later rejected. 

     After he left the Hague, his metaphysical investiga-
tions continued, and over time he gained deeper under-
standings of neo-Platonism, Alchemy, Cabbala, astrol-
ogy, Theosophy, Jungian ideas, and mythology.   This 
led to an increasingly masterful use of symbols in his 
work, reaching a high point in his hermetic works of the 
early to mid-1970s.  This includes his “The Vision of 
Hermes Trismigestus” (1972), “Unio Mystica” (1973), 
and his Zodiac series of paintings completed in 1974-
5.  The former works suggest supreme moments of total 
mystical illumination.  The latter series was begun in 
1973 after Johfra received a commission from Verkerke 
Productions.  Each of these beautiful paintings focuses 
on a different astrological sign, incorporating various 
symbolic elements, traditionally associated with that 
sign, into a harmonious synthesis.

        In his book “Astrology,” published by V.O.C.-Angel 
books, 1981, Johfra expounded on his thoughts about 
symbolism: “The deepest truths can only be approached



through myths and symbols.  They cannot even be con-
veyed through exegesis or philosophical treatise.  The 
Truth can only be hinted at and, even then, can only be 
recognized by those who already know it.  Yet this rec-
ognition lies dormant within us all.  The mysteries raise 
this unconscious knowledge of truth to consciousness.  
This is not done with intellectual explanations but with 
symbols and games of mystery in which the truths are 
depicted in a dramatized form.

(Witches Sabbath - 1972)

        In fact, all religions, all schools of mysticism and 
esoteric societies used and still use symbols in their 
instruction, simply because what they are concerned 
with cannot be put over or expressed in any other way.  
A symbolic approach works totally different from an 
intellectual.  The latter appeals only to the intellect, 
leaving the rest of the individual untouched; it remains 
a thought construction.  A truly universal archetypal 
symbol works deep down; it touches the unconscious 

essence of the individual who thereby recognizes it 
from inside.  It moves him totally.  It strengthens him, 
changes him.”  

        Johfra then adds: “A symbol is never absolute and 
objective.  It is open to various interpretations.  It takes 
on different shades of meaning according to the indi-
vidual.  It is subjective and adapts itself to a particular 
situation.  It is like a mirror that, while remaining itself, 
constantly displays different images, depending on the 
person who looks in it.  The more symbols are linked 
together, the ever deeper and richer their sphere of 

 of operation will become.  Together, they define and 
clarify each other.

     In brief: a symbol, to those who meditate upon it and 
who can lose themselves in it, is like a door that opens 
out on to a fresh vista of consciousness.  Symbolism is 
not exact and transferable like mathematics.  It is not a 
science; it is more creative of atmosphere, and enlight-
ening, like poetry.



(The Passage)



A symbolist is above all a poet, just as all poets are free 
symbolists because they too work with hints and indica-
tions.”

        In 1973 Johfra began symbolic works of a darker 
nature, these going into what Carl Jung might call the 
“shadow.”  While the term has very sinister connota-
tions, it ultimately refers to whatever is unconscious, 
instinctive, and repressed by the conscious ego.  A small 
number of his “Maldorer” paintings were done between 
1973 and 1982.  One painting in this series, “Mahaka-
li,” broke from his pattern of European themes, and 
explored the symbolism of the Indian goddess who is 
simultaneously considered both mother and destroyer.  
This frightening and hideous depiction suggests the raw 
instinctive power of Mother Nature, indiscriminately 
giving birth while at the same time greedily devouring 
her children.

Johfra’s investigation of shadowy subject matter ex-
panded into a study of pantheism, witches, and elemen-
tals.  The resultant paintings explored the imagery of 
pagan nature worship, which had been strongly sup-
pressed by the Christian church.  This resulted in some 
of his finest works, two “Witches Sabbath” paintings, 
1977 and 1997, and the monumental triptych, “The Ad-
oration of the God Pan” (1979).  All of these paintings 
teem with imaginatively depicted spirits, elementals, 
witches, etc., all full of life and passionately interacting 
with each other.  These works are an amazing testament 
to Johfra’s visionary power and technical virtuosity.
        
Commenting on Johfra’s two tryptichs in his Visionary 
Revue article, Laurence Caruana suggests that “Unio 
Mystica” represents the greatest of Johfra’s hermetic 
paintings and “The Adoration of the God Pan” is the 
greatest of the pantheisic works.  He writes: “While the 
Pantheist triptych expresses the adoration of ‘the All,’ 
the Hermetic triptych expresses, by contrast, the ado-
ration of ‘the One.’  This reflects a spiritual dilemma 
which seems to have obsessed Johfra at the time: is 
the Sacred to be found above in the One, or here be-
low, as the All?”  However in studying “Unio Mystica” 
I see something a little different.  The energies don’t 
converge above, but rather in the archetypal man at the 
center, suspended in between the celestial world above 
and the infernal one below.  The left panel suggests a 
Dionysian underworld while the right suggests an Apol-
lonian world of the gods.  This picture is about a union 
of many opposites, all being a part of “the One,” and all 
embodied within each of us.

During the 1980s and 90s Johfra’s work became more 
playful and took many more imaginative turns.  He 
depicted myths from Greco-Roman mythology; myth-
ical animals, including a self-portrait as a faun; mis-
chievous fairies, sometimes showing his muse Ellen 
in their midst; and many more fantastic landscapes, 
some idealized and sacred, others melancholic and 
brooding.  His exploration of elementals and the un-
derworld continued, sometimes showing festive cel-
ebrations.  He also did some erotic paintings.  Among 
the best creations of this period was a beautiful series 
depicting Rome’s fantastic water fountains, He and 
Diana had first discovered them many years earlier.

        Johfra did many studies of clouds, waves, and 
landscapes.  He also had many sketchbooks filled with 
wondrous creatures from his imagination.  Some of 
this work was published in his Schetsboek van Johfra, 
published in 1978.  However the finest compilation 
of his work, which includes reproductions of many of 
his paintings, is Gerrit Luidinga’s Johfra: Hoogste Li-
chten en Diepste Schaduwen, published in 2001.  The 
text quotes extensively from his numerous notebooks.  
Luidinga is presently working on a complete compila-
tion of these.

     Johfra saw each of his creations as an inner por-
trait of himself at a specific moment of his life.  Very 
important perhaps, was the fact that he never became 
totally the symbolist or the surrealist, but instead al-
lowed himself the freedom to playfully follow his 
muse wherever she led him, exploring some very 
strange places; among them heights, depths, and in-
finite solitudes.  He must have followed her as a true 
lover, now going this way and now that, not trying 
to control, but opening fully to her, allowing her to 
reveal her most intimate secrets; in her own way, and 
at the time of her own choosing.  In 1989 Johfra was 
inducted into France’s Legion of Honor as a “Cheva-
lier de l’Ordre des Arts et Lettres.”  He passed away 
on August 6, 1998.

Perhaps no examination of Johfra would be complete 
without mentioning his contemporary, Austrian paint-
er Ernst Fuchs.  Fuchs, still alive today, is the only 
other artist of their generation who shared a similar 
level of technical excellence and visionary inspira-
tion.  In many respects the two men are/were worlds 
apart, Johfra, a recluse and introvert, was a lover of 
solitude.  



He had no children, and to my knowledge, no stu-
dents.  Fuchs, from accounts of his students, is very 
much the opposite.  An extrovert, he is a passionate 
worldly man who exists in a demanding chaos of lov-
ers, four ex-wives, seventeen children, many students, 
and many projects.  Luckily his talented students have 
contributed much to his creations.

Although so different, both men are/were mystics of a 
very high order who in their artistic efforts have been 
oddly complimentary.

Between them they have managed to revisit and ex-
plore much of the archetypal imagery of the Western 
psyche.  While Johfra focused on the suppressed im-
agery of paganism and the Western mystery traditions, 
Fuchs turned to the symbolism of Judeo-Christianity, 
giving it fantastic new forms of expression.

In symphonic terms one might see their complimentary 
efforts as a dazzling recapitulation of the visual themes 
of western spirituality and imagination.

Is the curtain about to drop?  Who is to say?  But 
visionary art is now moving from the concrete toward 
the volatile.  Artists like Alex Grey, A. Andrew Gon-
zalez, Ingo Swann and others have awakened us to the 
visual potentials of psychic phenomena, bioenergetics, 
and multiple dimensions.  Although including familiar 
symbols today, many paintings are alive with shimmer-
ing waves of pulsating life energies.  Where is this all 
going to lead?

(Hecate)
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Jim Harter

Jim Harter, who is about to have his                                                              
71st birthday, is a collage art-
ist, painter, writer and editor of                                                                                   
numerous engraving clip-art books.  
He lives in San Antonio,  Texas, but                                                           
for ten years was an illustrator in 
New York.  Jim first became fa-
miliar with Johfra’s work through 
an article in the Dutch publication, 
Bres Magazin, which he discovered 
during a stay at a Belgian commune 
in 1976.  

Later he had the good fortune to spend 
time in France with Belgian surrealist 
painter Jean Letschert, who was both a 
former student of Rene Magritte, and 
an accomplished yogi in India.  Dur-
ing a visit in 1989 he and Jean made a 
trip to visit Johfra and his wife Ellen 
Lorien at their beautiful home in the 
Dordogne countryside near the village 
of Plazac.  Jim made two subsequent 
visits, the last in 2000 after Johfra’s 
death.

Zeeparden


