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The expressive content of 
Lionel Davis’ abstract works

Lionel Davis’ oeuvre comprises a diverse body of artworks that includes posters, 
prints, drawings, paintings, sculptures and mixed media. Owing to the social 
content and utility of many of his artworks in political activism of the 1980s, 
such works tend to be placed under the historical and yet polemical categories 
of ‘protest art’ and ‘resistance art’, and their contingent concept ‘culture as a 
weapon of the struggle’. Another body of works includes chronicles dealing with 
cultural and historical aspects of District Six and Robben Island. Many of these 
works veer towards the personal although they engage themes pertaining to 
collective identity, memory, place and histories of dispossession, forced removals 
and captivity. Some of the works are concerned with everyday rituals and 
objects, even engaging residual vestiges in the sense that Njabulo Ndebele 
theorises the “rediscovery of the ordinary,” the unearthing of complexity in 
everyday and anonymous subjects.1 There are also abstract works, concerned 
with matters of introspection and creative approaches, representational 
strategies and materiality of the artistic medium. 

Although these various bodies of artworks are distinguishable from each other, 
they reveal overlaps and intersections in their subject themes, genres, techniques, 
artistic processes and usage of materials. Connections are also evident in their 
assortment of pictorial graphics, social realism, figuration and abstraction.2 
Very prevalent in them, however, is a discernible sense of desperate realism, 
more so one dominated by socio-political representations that seem to never 
lose sight of figurative depiction.3 Remarkable too, is observing how in all of 
these artworks Davis wrestles with the subject matter and visual properties, 
content and form. It is as if he is exploring and testing novel ways of visualising, 
especially when we take cognisance of the apparent experimental, if not 
sketchy sense of his aesthetic. Some of his artworks come across as works-in-
progress, suggestive of Davis’ creative search and explorative mission to discover 
the unknown, other worlds.4 I make this observation in particular with regards 
to the abstract works produced at, or as the result of Davis’ participation in 
the Triangle network workshops in New York, South Africa (Thupelo), Botswana 
(Thapong), and Zimbabwe (Pachipamwe).

Davis’ modes of creative inquiry and artistic language are intriguing. They 
are a facility with which he renders abstract artworks expressive content, by 
which I refer to the visual convergence of pictorial method and subject or 
theme. The phrase, expressive content, implies the consequential visual effect 
when content and form are collapsed in ways they become a two-in-one or 
a multi-dimensional constituent. I also use expressive content to underscore 
the creative mode through which an artist actualises  a commendable 
interaction and persuasive operation of the various elements that make 
up the sum of an artwork, so as to articulate an idea, express a feeling or 
establish a mood. 

In Davis’ abstract works, ideas, experiences and desires are materialised through 
a cognitive or perceptual rendition of materials and mediums, especially the 
manipulation of colour, line, texture and tone in both customary and unfamiliar 
ways that create curious effects. Such manipulation of visual properties propels 
these artworks to invite our attention, grab our curiosity and stimulate our 
intellectual and emotional responses. With subtle efficacy, Davis’ non-figurative 
art deliberates on visual forms that in and for their material status become 
content, whilst defying the known or knowable visual world or objective 
representation dominated by social realism whose tropes are human figures and 
the everyday conditions of the working and poor classes.

1 Njabulo Ndebele, Rediscovery of the 
Ordinary: Essays on South African lit-
erature and culture (Scottsville: Uni-
versity of KwaZulu-Natal, 2006).

2 For an instructive compilation of works 
by and readings on Lionel Davis see 
http://asai.co.za/artist/lionel-davis.

3 Of course, the human figure is a ma-
jor, stable subject in most (South) Af-
rican artists’ work. Thus it is always 
a challenge if not a quandary to 
displace or erase it particularly in a 
country not only marked by a dense 
variety of human population but also 
charged with an unremitting violent 
history on human beings, especially 
recalling that not so long ago South 
Africa was an apartheid polity con-
demned by the United Nation as a 
crime against humanity.

4 These particular works, too, reveal 
a concerted effort and hard work 
of an artist who has made learning 
and teaching both a cultural practice 
and life pursuit. Davis’ biography, spe-
cifically the long road of formal and 
non-formal education and training, 
qualifications and achievements, at-
test to his love of education.

CHAPTER 10

Thembinkosi Goniwe

Patches of colour (detail), c. 2008
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Consider the artist’s screenprints Jikala (1994) and Jika (1994), both evident of 
(not just the influences of western art forms but) referencing the modernist 
tendencies of South African artists such as Cecil Skotnes and Lucky Sibiya. 
These visual attributes indicate Davis’ search for a creative expression 
which, although its signature might distinctively be his, bears traces of his 
predecessors and various heritages within and beyond South Africa. Visually, 
Jikala and Jika are wonderful prints, whose pulsing hard and sharp lines, 
geometric shapes and formations, as well as the limited but nonetheless 
intense colour palette (in the range of yellows, oranges, browns, black 
and white) and rhythmic lines have lyrical effects, somewhat musical and 
somehow poetic. Decipherable in these artworks is an impressive effect of 
composure, sheer lucidity, incisive precision, musing atmosphere, rhythmical 
movement and stable harmony. Such is the quality of their expressive content, 
which renders them impressively hard surfaces, at once discharging a sense 
of structure whilst also appearing as topographic patterns or cartographic 
configurations. The latter visual attributes, although circuitously, have visual 
resemblances of the geometric motifs signifying mountains, hills, and streams 
notable in J.H. Pierneef’s landscape paintings whose architectonic features also 
bear references to post-impressionists like Paul Cezanne’s analytical approach 
to landscape paintings. 

The sensibility of Davis’ prints is of a particular orientation we might refer to 
as African modernism. It is a hybrid if not creole modernism, constituted of 
influences from western modern art movements such as cubism and abstract 
expressionism as well as African artistic forms such as mask configurations, 
sculptural shapes, design motifs and decorative patterns found in body 
adornments, palace doors, royal chairs, craft baskets and vessels or shrines 
and architectural edifices. Reflected in Davis’ works are a variety of cultural 
sensibilities and traditions that are fused in a manner suggestive of African 
rhythmic flows or lyrical impressions. Such abstract impressions became 
established in the 1960s, partly emanating from the Polly Street art centre 
although also variably explored and exploited by non-Polly Street artists. 

These impressions also speak to modern and contemporary sensibilities evident 
in Pan African art movements such as Negritude, the Khartoum School, the 
Zaria Art Society and Nsukka Group.5 Steeped in a search for and advancement 
of African orientated aesthetics, these movements were instrumental in the 
resistance against colonialism, reflective of both the struggles for independence 
and decolonisation of many African countries, especially during the 1950s and 
1960s. Around this period in South Africa, when apartheid was intensifying, there 
emerged the Polly Street art centre and the Evangelical Lutheran Church Art 
and Craft Centre at Rorke’s Drift.6 These centres were training and empowering 
sanctuaries for black artists who were denied formal art education. Similar art 
ventures such as the Federated Union of Black Artists (FUBA), Community Arts 
Project (CAP) and Thupelo workshops followed in the 1970s and 1980s. These 
art projects, which gave rise to particular artistic forms and aesthetic enquiries, 
were parallel to and thus part of the wider modern and contemporary artistic 
developments taking place across Africa and in the diaspora. 

It is also fitting to consider these art developments within the broader context 
of what Chika Okeke-Agulu calls “postcolonial modernism,”7 one in which 
Davis’ artistic trajectory deserves to be located and studied. For Davis has 
participated in practices related to the Pan African art movements if we recall 
his involvement at CAP as a part-time student in the late 1970s. In the early 
1980s, he was a full-time student at Rorke’s Drift and subsequently returned to 
CAP as an activist-artist-teacher. From the mid-1980s onwards he partook in 
the Thupelo workshops. With this logic, Davis’ abstract impressions, especially 
when taking cognisance of their identifiably shared stylistic traits,8 are not only 
in dialogue with but also an inextricable measure of the contemporaneous Pan 
African art movements. 

5 For studies of these movements see 
Elizabeth Harney, In Senghor’s Shadow 
(Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 2004); Simon Ottenberg, New 
Traditions from Nigeria (Washington 
and London: Smithsonian Institution 
Press, 1997); Clementine Deliss, ed, 
Seven Stories about Modern Art in Af-
rica (Paris and New York: Flammarion, 
1995); and Sidney L. Kasfir, Contempo-
rary African Art (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1999).

6 See Elza Miles, Polly Street (London: 
The Ampersand Foundation, 2004); 
and Philippa Hobbs and Elizabeth 
Rankin, Rorke’s Drift (Cape Town: Dou-
ble Storey, 2003).

7 Chika Okeke-Agulu, Postcolonial Mod-
ernism: Art and Decolonization in Twen-
tieth-Century Nigeria (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2015). 

8 A careful, detailed close study of Da-
vis’ oeuvre should show visual rela-
tions and affinities between his vari-
ous artworks and those of artists from 
different African countries.
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Jikala, 1994. Screen print on paper, 60 x 29 cm
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It is however curious to note that Davis produced these particular stylised 
abstract works, Jikala and Jika, in the early 1990s which would appear to 
be a retreat back in time and in dialogue with signature works of the South 
African modernists Skotnes9 and Sibiya. Abstract works of these modernists are 
indicative of a particular, locally flavoured yet internationally orientated (South) 
African modernism, one shared by artists collectively known as the Amadlozi 
Group (Skotnes, Sydney Kumalo, Cecily Sash, Guiseppe Cattaneo and Eduardo 
Villa). Other notable proponents of abstract art in South Africa include Walter 
Battis, Ernest Mancoba, Erik Laubscher, Christo Coetzee, Lionel Abrams, Nel 
Erasmus, Louis Maqhubela, Ephraim Ngatane, Kevin Atkinson, Bill Ainslie and 
David Koloane. 

Ainslie and Koloane are important to single out here, particularly with respect 
to establishing the Thupelo workshops in South Africa in 1985, workshops 
which contributed to another important phase of non-figurative abstract art10 
and experimental shifts11 in the history of South African modernism. It is from 
these workshops that Davis benefitted immensely for his abstract (and other) 
artworks. Thupelo offered artists from different cultures and geographies an 
opportunity to work in a shared space so they could learn through informal 
interactions and exchanges, and search for and test novel ways of making art. 
The premise or ethos of this initiative is captured in the meaning of Thupelo, a 
seSotho word meaning “to teach by example.” Artists found the workshops a 
rare and yet enabling opportunity to explore and discover creative techniques 
and conceptual approaches necessary to expand beyond conventional modes 
of representation, artistic mediums and art materials, more so for black 
artists to rupture the stable dose of “iconic imagery or direct social content”12 
and “formulaic depictions of township life.”13 To work against and away from 
perceived exhausted14 subject matters and artistic approaches, artists were 
encouraged to pursue unpredictable outcomes through experimentation and 
improvisation, chance and accidents. Free play or creative liberty became 
imperative in the intimate, intense process of art making fostered by the 
Thupelo workshops. 

The mode of abstract works produced during the workshops in the 1980s was a 
breath of fresh air and all the more contributed a significant shift to most South 
African black artists whose representational modes were dominantly figurative 
and steeped in social realism. Davis is one of this generation of black artists for 
whom the impact of Thupelo in shifting their creative techniques and conceptual 
approaches cannot be underestimated. He benefitted immensely from the 
historic intervention of Thupelo, especially if one recalls the predicament of black 
artists in the 1980s. On one hand, black artists, were summoned to (toying with) 
political demands to utilise their art as a cultural tool of, and commitment to, the 
liberation struggle. This was a moment of “the politicisation of art”, notable for 
strangling aesthetic pursuit.15 On the other hand, they endured criticisms16 calling 
and subjecting them to produce artworks that demonstrated expectations of 
avant-gardism by way of innovative imaginations17 and experimental shifts. Mind 
you, these demands and expectations were uttered at the height of a violent 
context and politically charged period.18 

Thupelo emerged during a period of organised mass protests and unrest, led by 
the United Democratic Front (UDF) and Congress of South African Trade Unions 
(COSATU), together with various grassroots, workers and political organisations. 
The African National Congress, Pan African Congress and Azanian People’s 
Organisation were operating underground and in exile thanks to their banning 
orders by the apartheid regime. Tactical resistance programs to render South 
Africa ‘ungovernable’, destabilising the supposed smooth and fabricated viable 
running of the apartheid Republic were implemented, adding to advancing the 
political call of the Freedom Charter that “the people shall govern.” Two states 
of emergency were declared, scores of activists were arrested and detained 
without trial, and many (predominantly black) people were unjustly murdered by 

9 The work might have also been influ-
enced by Cecil Skotnes’ relief print-
making classes in which Lionel Davis 
participated during his studies at the 
Michaelis School of Fine Art, University 
of Cape Town, in the early 1990s.

10 For a short history of abstract art and 
the Triangle and Thupelo workshops 
particularly for black artists in South 
Africa see John Peffer, Art and the End 
of Apartheid (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2005), 129-171.

11 For insightful discussions on experi-
mental works around this period see 
Hayden Proud, “Experiments Under 
Constraint: ‘Random Collisions of En-
ergy’ in South African Art of the 1970s 
and 1980s,” in Visual Century: South Af-
rican Art in Context, Volume Three 1973-
1992, ed. Mario Pissarra (Johannesburg: 
Wits University Press, 2011), 128-155; as 
well as Kathryn Smith, “Experimental 
Turn in Visual Arts” in Visual Century: 
South African Art in Context, Volume 
Four 1990-2007, eds. Thembinkosi Go-
niwe, Mario Pissarra and Mandisi Ma-
javu (Johannesburg: Wits University 
Press, 2011), 118-151.

12 John Peffer, Art and the End of Apart-
heid, 143.

13 John Peffer, Art and the End of Apart-
heid, 148-149.

14 This word is used here with caution 
given that neither all subject matters 
tackled nor artistic approaches utilised 
by (black) artists were obsolete and ir-
relevant. It rather indicates a sense of 
stableness and durability, if not a pro-
longed dose. 

15 Andries Oliphant, “Imagined Futures: 
Some New Trends in South African Art” 
in Visual Century: South African Art in 
Context, Volume Four 1990-2007, 181. 

16 For the racial tension between whites 
criticising black artists producing ab-
stract art (informed by the case of 
Thupelo) and black responses to such 
white criticism see Marilyn Martin, 
“Abstract Art in South Africa: Then 
and Now” in Practices of Abstract Art: 
Between Anarchism and Appropria-
tion, eds. Isabel Wünsche and Wieb-
ke Gronemeyer (United Kingdom: 
Cambridge Publishing Scholars, 2016), 
233-234.

17 Consider the biting criticisms and 
theoretical propositions posed by 
Njabulo Ndebele, Rediscovery of the 
Ordinary, 31-71.
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Jika, 1994. Screen print on paper, 29.5 x 21 cm
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the apartheid regime. All of these and many related events and incidences of the 
time demonstrated the incapability of the brutal white minority rulers, thanks to 
the strength of collective but uneven resistance and transgression in which Davis 
participated as an activist, artist and educator. 

That Davis’ initiation into abstract art took place within the afore-noted intense 
political context requires a sensible reflection. For he neither defied nor betrayed 
the resistance politics which demanded artists to produce a patently compliant 
if instrumental art serving the liberation movement. I make this argument 
with reference not just to Davis’ seven years (1964-1971) on Robben Island as a 
political prisoner and upon release being subjected to restriction under banning 
orders and house arrest (1971-1976). But also his activism, in the 1980s, producing 
silkscreen posters, banners and t-shirts used by grassroots organisations, cultural 
workers and trade unionists in various campaigns that were part of the broader 
though fragmented political struggle directed by liberation movements. He also 
taught visual arts to children and facilitated workshops for youth and adults, all 
these acts contributing to the cause of addressing the unacceptable plight of 
black subjects during apartheid. 

To venture in the direction of abstract art, Davis participated in an important 
discursive practice which expanded and complicated the range of creative 
strategies and aesthetic sensibilities that were available to black artists. This 
discursive practice was enabling for black artists in their artistic maneuvers to 
tackle a variety of subjects that included personal, emotional and psychological 
concerns instead of being limited to socio-political representations dominated 
by socio-political issues. The popularity of these socio-political representations 
made art of black artists obvious and thus predictable. Subversively, the 
knowledge, skill and experience Davis gained from the abstract art venture 
informed and shaped his creative attitude, which by extension contributed to his 
activism and educational commitments. 

I make the foregoing comments recalling Pitika Ntuli’s argument regarding the 
potency of David Koloane’s “abstract-expressionist” style, which was “a search 
for anonymity in an ocularcentric situation” when “[t]he apartheid gaze never 
blinks” in its “omnipresent cameras, invaded privacy…” Ntuli further explains that 
“Koloane seeks to abstract in order to remain meaningful to himself; he extends 
the same safety to others. He argues that it is by abstracting one’s identity that 
one retains it.”19 The same could be argued about Davis’ art of abstraction, which 
provided novel forms of expressions and refreshing aesthetic attributes that 
revealed an attention to a visual language and an interiority of self instead of 
the customary art which mainly sprung from and dealt with what Ndebele in the 
1980s criticised as the exteriority or surface forms of social life.20 Such a turn to 
(non-figurative) abstract art through Thupelo in the 1980s was another moment 
of South African modernism,21 of course a belated black (African) modernism22 
influenced by and following after modernist abstraction already prevalent in the 
west, some African countries and elsewhere internationally. 

Arguably, to produce abstract art at the intense political juncture of the 1980s 
was a political act in itself. It was an act of political defiance on three levels. 
One, it was against restrictive orders imposed by apartheid to assemble artists 
from different cultural, ethnic and racial backgrounds through Thupelo.23 Two, 
it was a transgression of “cultural apartheid and the erosion of the freedom of 
expression” imposed by white South African artists and critics who objected to 
black artists working with abstract expressionist modes.24 Three, it subverted the 
“pathology” of township art which was obsessed with black poverty, suffering 
and agony all treated as “obscene social exhibitionism” and the “spectacle 
of absurdity.”25 Thus a turn to abstract art was significant in opening up other 
creative avenues necessary to extend subject contents, artistic quests and visual 
language of black artists26 that were rarely encouraged and promoted during 
this period by political, commercial and private art agencies. 

18 Note also the imposed, systematic, 
disadvantaging predicament of black 
artists. These artists were not only de-
prived of the necessary infrastructure 
and resources such as formal art edu-
cation and training, exposure and ac-
cess to empowering sites of art, culture, 
literature and knowledge. They were 
also denied, among various human 
rights, citizenship and amenities for 
livelihood. Deprived of such infrastruc-
ture and resources by the apartheid re-
gime, black artists were subjected to a 
disenabling predicament at the same 
time tasked with overwhelming de-
mands and expectations of producing 
imaginative artworks identifiable with 
the avant-garde.

19 Pitika Ntuli, “Fragments from Under a 
Telescope: A Response to Albie Sachs,” 
Third Text 7, no. 23 (1993):75.

20 Njabulo Ndebele, Rediscovery of the 
Ordinary, 33.

21 Earlier moments might include Ernest 
Mancoba, John Mohl, Gerard Sekoto, 
George Pemba, Gladys Mgudlandlu 
and ‘schools’ like Polly Street, Rorke’s 
Drift and Amadlozi.

22 It should be seen as a phase or an 
extension of a Black South African 
Modernism whose historiography is 
marked by fragments indicative of 
continuities and discontinuities. Per-
ceived this way, we might also trace 
or connect it to the African Modernity 
whose historical origin and evolution 
in modern South Africa is mapped out 
by Ntongela Masilela, An Outline of the 
New African Movement in Africa (New 
Jersey: Africa World Press, 2013).
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Kwaai Lappies II (detail), c. 2009
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It is in light of the foregoing commentary, to reiterate, that the Thupelo 
workshops were crucial for Davis, particularly subjecting him to an experimental 
inquiry by working with familiar and unfamiliar material and mediums. 
Outcomes of this experimental inquiry are novel artistic expressions in the 
abstract sense conceived in African Sunset (1986) and Kwaai Lappies I (c. 
2009).27 Observable in the constitutive content and form of African Sunset 
are expressive forms resembling organic and geometric shapes, rendered as 
metaphoric references to visual signs characteristic of indigenous sensibilities. 
I am referring to the oval-like forms or egg shapes, rendered with pronounced 
white lines along which are broad, black, stream-like forms. These lines are 
treated as contours of a landscape as if they are organic patterns suggestive 
of an African decorative design sensibility. It is the oval shape with blotches of 
white, red and yellow occupying most of the pictorial plane that speaks to the 
title of this work, an African sunset which is neither objectively represented nor 
bearing resemblance to an actual sunset but rather abstractly reconfigured and 
imaginatively expressed. 

What Davis has created with African Sunset is a work of expressive 
imagination, by extracting and reconfiguring the forms and values of his 
subject (matter). The sunset is subordinate to the primary artistic inquest of 
abstraction, characterised by a courageous, creative exploration of forms. It is 
the abstract relations that seem to preoccupy Davis’s creativity here, and more 
so the appropriated elements of the sunset and its environmental surroundings 
with which he composes his work of art. Obvious in African Sunset is a visual 
relation between colour and line, boldly expressed through Davis’ plain brush 
strokes that render the painting’s surface depthless as if defying perspectival 
illusion. The painting appears simple, yet its complexity is invested in its sense 
of play and intuition, both features commonly associated with children’s 
virtue: this is to recognise Davis’ artwork as characteristic of novelty and 
liberal exploration of visual properties such as line and colour or perspective, 
without being restrained by their conventions. I make this reference to children, 
thinking of the importance of “the spirit of play” Ben Okri explains as follows: 
“Playfulness lightens all terrifying endeavours. It humanises them, and brings 
them within the realm of childhood. The playfulness becomes absorbing, 
engrossing, all-consuming, serious even... In short, out of the place where 
playfulness and inspiration meet, come ideas and possibilities more astonishing, 
more solid, and more sententious disposition.”28

In a creative approach informed by a combination of playfulness and 
seriousness, African Sunset is characteristic of Davis’ self-expression, an artistic 
mode of subjectivity that is also evident in some of his other works, even his 
figurative representations. Working with abstraction has been liberating for 
Davis: “In colleges you learn about perspective, form and anatomical drawing, 
but the problem is that once you’ve learned these technical things, you become 
a slave to them. The Thupelo workshop broke that for me. It allowed me to do 
what I was doing, so this was another of those transformative experiences.”29 
It is as if he had discovered a space wherein making art is rebellious to 
disciplinary conscriptions and stylistic limitations. Evincing this liberty is Kwaai 
Lappies I, characteristic of Davis’ exploratory search for and accomplishment 
of something daring and adventurous. This is verifiable in his treatment of 
unconventional art materials in a manner through which discarded objects or 
found materials are recycled and transformed into a meaningful composition 
and visual patterns that exude a serial rhythm of verticals. There is freshness 
and liveliness in this work. It emanates a wonderful testimony of the fertility that 
results from a combination of technique and imagination of an artist in search 
of lightness or grace, subtlety or agility in ordinary materials. Davis seems to 
have rediscovered both meaning and form in these ordinary materials, more 
so utilising them as visual tools and properties with and through which he 
aesthetically communicates his preoccupations in a manner characteristic of 
an inventive treatment, as Njabulo Ndebele would commend.30 In fact, it is this 

23 See the citation of Robert Loder by 
John Peffer, Art and the End of Apart-
heid, 149.

24 See Marilyn Martin in Practices of Ab-
stract Art: Between Anarchism and Ap-
propriation, 234.

25 Njabulo Ndebele, Rediscovery of the 
Ordinary, 31-33.

26 A point made by David Koloane: “Our 
objective is to inspire artists to re-
search and experiment medium and 
technique so that they are able to ex-
pand their creative vocabulary.” Cited 
in John Peffer, Art and the End of Apart-
heid, 151.

27 The literal translation from Afrikaans 
is ‘angry cloths’, colloquially the term 
is used to appraise ‘cool clothing’, or 
more generally to denote ‘cool’ or 
awesome.

28 Ben Okri, A Way of Being Free (Lon-
don: Phoenix, 1997), 22-23.

29 Lionel Davis in Polly Savage, ed., Mak-
ing Art in Africa 1960-2010 (London: 
Lund Humphries, 2014), 228.

30 Njabulo Ndebele, Rediscovery of the 
Ordinary, 172.
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African Sunset, 1986. Acrylic on canvas, 167.5 x 131.5 cm
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rediscovery of ordinary materials and the imaginative manner they are treated 
by Davis’ expressive language through which meaning is produced, represented 
and communicated.

Kwaai Lappies I, in ways similar to African Sunset, Jikala and Jika, is a work 
in which Davis indulges in the realm of abstraction, that zone of imagination 
wherein ideas are materials and materials are ideas. These materials should be 
considered both literal and metaphorical conduits that evince the relation of the 
artwork to the world in which its creator lives and works, not by himself alone 
but with others. Such social relations are important in particular knowing that 
Davis’ works of art are a manifestation of his thoughts, experiences, desires and 
deeds—which as an artist, cultural activist and educator—he sincerely shares 
with many people. 

It is with these thoughts and comprehension that, in discussing Lionel Davis’ 
non-figurative abstract artworks, I have sought to engage with what seems 
to underpin his creative inquest and achievement in the resultant forms he 
unearths and subsequently advances for the visual experience we as viewers 
are meant to share and pleasure. More than pertinent biographical, contextual, 
iconographical or incidental details, in writing this essay I found myself 
irresistibly and increasingly drawn into the aesthetic sensibility of Davis’ work, 
the visual qualities whose rendition in the mode of expressive content provides 
the possibility of looking at, engaging with, and appreciating its impressive 
yet stirring beauty as both ideas and objects of art. I have sought to explore 
a reading of Davis’ artistic forms, seeking to discover the significance of his 
aesthetic inquiry and discovery, and achievement through his non-figurative 
abstract art.
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Composition 2, 1994. Screen print on paper, 76.5 x 53 cm
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Thupelo workshop at the South African National Gallery Annexe, c. 1990. Back: Billy Mandindi, Timothy Mafenuka, Garth Erasmus, Thembinkosi 
Ntsele, Keith Nunn, Wanini Hill, Jill Trappler, unidentified. Front: Shaun Somana, Lionel Davis. Photograph courtesy Lionel Davis

Lionel Davis at exhibition walkabout, ISANG, July 2017. Photograph by Paul Grendon
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Untitled (detail), n.d. Mixed media on board, 176 x 151.5 cm. Photograph by Scott Williams
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Patches of Colour, c. 2008. Mixed media on hessian, 38.5 x 121 cm
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