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CHAPTER 4

Elizabeth Rankin
and Philippa Hobbs

Formative training:
the artist as student at
CAP and Rorke’s Drift

When asked about how his interest in art began, Lionel Davis recounts that
he started drawing as a child, when his drawing board was “the street, the
pavement, the walls and even pencil drawings in my school books.”1 Around the
time he entered high school, where there was no art tuition, he was making
what he calls “copy drawing,” imitating the characters that he knew from comic
books and films. While he recalls that a family friend, Willie Willscot, took him
to an art group that met at St Philip’s School in Chapel Street when he was 14 or
15, he was not attracted by formal classes, preferring to draw with chalk on the
road. But making pictures was not something that he considered as an adult,
however. After he had left school, Davis’ spare time was taken up with night
classes, and increasingly with political activities, when he joined the African
People’s Democratic Union of Southern Africa, or APDUSA, and then the National
Liberation Front.2
There was certainly no thought of art during his subsequent incarceration
on Robben Island from 1964 to 1971, where there was “so much to learn from
others,” as well as the opportunity to complete his school-leaving certificate
by correspondence. But the experience of drawing had a way of reasserting
itself under stressful circumstances; he remembers doodling to help pass the
time during the trial after his arrest in 1963 (when the prosecutor thought his
innocuous scribbling suspicious!), and again after his release from Robben
Island during his five long and isolated years under house arrest, which he found
traumatic. Davis has mentioned on a number of occasions that he found artmaking therapeutic.
1

Reminiscences and quotations in
this essay are drawn from Elizabeth
Rankin’s interview with Lionel Davis
in Cape Town on 15 December 2015
and follow-up emails, and are also
informed by earlier interviews which
we conducted with him in June and
November 1996 (for Printmaking in a
Transforming South Africa, 1997) and
in May 2002 (for Rorke’s Drift: Empowering Prints, 2003), as well as Philippa
Hobbs’ interview with him together
with Peter Clarke in July 2007 (for
Listening to Distant Thunder: The art
of Peter Clarke, 2011). Interviews with
past teachers and students at CAP
and Rorke’s Drift were also valuable
for this essay.

2

For information about these organisations, and Davis’ role as a member,
see Jacqueline Nolte (Chapter 6).

3

Keri Swift, The Argus, December 1977.
(UCT Libraries Special Collections
BC1195.M1)

CAP front door, c. 1980.
Photograph by Pam Warne

His latent interest in drawing would turn into a sustained pursuit under
unexpected and unplanned circumstances. Sometime after his house arrest was
lifted, Davis remembers, he had noticed a banner about “art and community”
at the entrance to a lane near his bus stop in Mowbray. Then one day in late
1977 he saw a young woman in a smock carrying a board nearby and walked
after her on impulse, curious about the possibility that she was an artist. When
she disappeared into the lane, he followed, arriving at the door of 17 Main Road.
It was the entrance to CAP, the Community Arts Project. As Davis has written
in the margin of an article about CAP, “I plucked up the courage to enter this
building in Mowbray and it changed my world.”
It is hard to exaggerate the impact this visit had on him, as it would be the
start not just of an art career, but of his socialisation within a network of
creative individuals. Davis recalls his surprise at being welcomed in by Randolph
Hartzenberg, who was teaching a class, and the exciting impression his firstever encounter with CAP’s painted murals made on him. His mundane job as
a timekeeper with the City Council had come to an end, so he took on casual
work at CAP, sweeping floors, doing odd jobs and running messages – and, most
importantly, learning about art. He was eager to participate and says that such
was his enthusiasm that he would, in time, be considered the ‘face’ of CAP.
The project had opened earlier that year, seeking to provide stimulation and
training for all the community, adults and children, black and white, with a
membership fee of only R1 per year and a wide range of free classes and
workshops.3 It was a centre that attracted much interest with many taking part
or dropping in, such as the Peninsula artist, Peter Clarke, whose encouragement
Davis remembers. Michaelis School of Fine Art staff was active in the visual art
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projects at CAP from the outset, with lecturers such as Gavin Younge, Peggy
Delport and Patricia Atkinson also recruiting students to teach children on
Saturday mornings. Grants were also offered for resident artists, who taught
some classes in return.
Lionel Davis was intensively involved at CAP for the next two years, progressing
from volunteering to salaried part-time employment, and participating in many
classes; later he would teach there himself and even take on the position of
project coordinator during 1988. When first at CAP in 1978 he resumed drawing,
and recalls discovering his facility in drawing a likeness; he also sketched in
District Six, recording what remained of this well-remembered community of his
youth, which he had not been allowed to visit while under house arrest. Davis
tried his hand at painting classes, where poster paint was chiefly used, and was
introduced to printmaking in a class run by Peggy Delport and Mpathi Gocini,
the first resident artist at CAP in 1978. When Rorke’s Drift graduate Gocini first
arrived “in a big coat,” Davis took him for someone looking for work and tried to
send him away, explaining that nothing was available! Gocini and Bongani Peter
Shange, another Rorke’s Drift graduate who was resident artist at CAP in 1979,
were to be a significant influence on Davis, both on the art he made at CAP and,
as we shall see, in his subsequent career choices.
We know of only three linocuts by Davis from this period; this may be because
he did not print full editions or exhibit these works, believing that his relief prints
were “not good enough.” Yet these works are courageously uncompromising
statements for a first engagement with printmaking. They also show a
pronounced relationship to prints by the two Rorke’s Drift graduates in their
representational style, particularly to those of Gocini, whose distinctive political
metaphors were no doubt also of interest to Davis. Davis’ works offer a more
straightforward social commentary, based on the observation of life around him,
but nonetheless carry a stark message about poverty in apartheid South Africa.
This is clear in two linocuts that show the homeless rifling through rubbish bins
in desperation, something Davis had observed in District Six and Manenberg.
Although his figures seem stalwart survivors in their stocky proportions, he
comments that many could not afford to buy food, even from street hawkers like
the one seen in the distance in Economy Pack (1979), and were on the hunt for
damaged fruit and vegetables which the hawkers might have discarded.
Davis’ early linocuts often employ broad areas of solid black ink against the
white paper, such as the form of the receding road in Economy Pack. A sparing
use of white lines are cut into the block to delineate forms, like the drum
filled with rubbish on the left, which is played off against the one next to it,
depicted in reverse as a white area with black linear detailing. Davis also uses
various types of cutting into the lino block to produce different textural areas,
such as the stippling that represents gravel in Fat of the Land (1979), as well
as the gouged perpendicular lines that suggest a wooden partition or rusted
corrugated iron sheeting on the left and the narrower vertical lines describing
the fabric of the ragged trousers worn by the man on the right. In both works
Davis also exploits the patterns created by unplastered brickwork; in Economy
Pack the brick wall is drawn roughly parallel to the picture plane although
it runs along a receding pavement, testament to Davis’ memory of how he
initially struggled with conventions like perspective. Yet his bold composition
challenged the conventions of picturesque street scenes by earlier Cape artists,
and used perspective in a strategic way, the converging lines exaggerating the
distance between those who are economically empowered and those who are
utterly dispossessed.
Despite the sobering social critique of these two linocuts, Davis’ wry sense of
humour is apparent in their ironic titles; we find it again in the double speak of
the title of a third linocut from 1979, Rest in Peace, where it is the gravediggers
– who, Davis observes, paradoxically make a living from the dead – that are
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Economy Pack, 1979. Linocut on paper, 27 x 39.9 cm
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Fat of the Land, 1979. Linocut on paper, 24 x 33 cm
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Rest in Peace, c. 1979. Linocut on paper, 37 x 44.5 cm
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resting. But there is an edge to this amusing commentary, as the deceased
commemorated here is not an individual, but the Domestic Workers’ Union,
whose activities had been moved to CAP after the Christian Institute, where
the Union had held classes, was banned around 1978 because of its antiapartheid stance.
CAP itself was “in the doldrums” at the end of the 1970s, with funds drying up,
and contention about whether support should be accepted from the Urban
Foundation, whose programme of African upliftment was under suspicion for
promoting a black middle-class ‘buffer’, rather than unreservedly improving
the lives of all black people. Disillusionment with CAP set in, and a number of
participants, including Davis, “walked away.” It was a happy coincidence that a
new opportunity presented itself.
Davis had been finding it difficult to progress with his art while also working
part time, and had, through Barry Streek, approached the Scandanaviansupported South African Prisoners Education Trust, which had assisted him
with his studies while on Robben Island. He asked them for financial help to
further his art studies at Rorke’s Drift, and they agreed to provide his fees and
a stipend. He had developed great admiration for the Fine Arts School at the
Evangelical Lutheran Church Art and Craft Centre there, inspired by Gocini
and his stories about it. He had also seen an exhibition of Rorke’s Drift work
at CAP, arranged by Jules van der Vijver soon after the latter had taken up
a post at Michaelis, following a stint of teaching at Rorke’s Drift. Davis had
been impressed by this work, which he recalls provided him with many ideas
for his early art making. So he welcomed the opportunity to go to study at
the centre himself.
But the reality of Rorke’s Drift did not altogether live up to his expectations.
Resources had by now grown scanty with the withdrawal of Swedish funding,
living conditions were poor, and his teachers, Keith van Winkel, who was in
charge when Davis arrived in 1980, and Jay Johnson, who came the following
year, did not seem very experienced. Although Davis thought the quality of
teaching could have been better, he talks of this period as a “spurt of growth,”
and still counts himself extremely fortunate to have studied there. Very important
was meeting and working alongside other artists: Tony Nkotsi who first enrolled
at Rorke’s Drift at the same time as he did; second-year students Muzi Donga,
Shadrack Hlalele, Phillip Malumise, Cyril Manganye, Kay Hassan (all but the last
also staying on for a third year in 1981); as well as the new intake in 1981: Thami
Jali, Vusi Kubheka, Avhashoni Mainganye, Silas Monyepao, Zweni Pakati, and
Velile Soha. Davis also speaks of the location of Rorke’s Drift and “learning to
live with rural communities and Zulu-speaking people” as an entirely new and
enlightening experience.
Davis recounts that he lied about his age when applying to Rorke’s Drift,
passing himself off as ten years younger, for fear of being turned down as
too old for a student. In fact his seniority and life experience were to colour
his time there, not only for himself, but for others as well. When interviewed in
August 2002, Keith van Winkel, Davis’ first teacher at Rorke’s Drift, remembered
him as the most vociferously politicised of the students, and Davis too recounts
that there were clashes between them. For example, Van Winkel had proposed
that his young wife teach art history, although she had only recently been
at art school herself; Davis led the others in rejecting this, not only because
of her inexperience but because she was planning to begin with Ancient
Greece and Rome in the traditional western style of the discipline, which
seemed inappropriate for a class in Africa. Davis also led a boycott against
participation in the planned centenary celebrations honouring the discovery of
the Natal coalfields in the early 1880s and the founding of the nearby town of
Dundee, which he felt was an ‘all white’ affair. There were other skirmishes too,
about food and accommodation.
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View of Rorke’s Drift, 1981. Watercolour on paper, 37.7 x 29.4 cm
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But Davis’ interventions could be seen in a more positive light, as recounted by
his second teacher at Rorke’s Drift, Jay Johnson:
Lionel was I believe, 42 at the time and a catalyst for openness. For some
he was an interfacing of ideas. He was a combination of older brother/
father/ critic/ cheerleader and colleague. Lionel brought a taste of reality
mixed into their dull diet. He was a voice that several of those young
men were discovering for the first time. He was my senior by a dozen
years and for me, Lionel was a splash of cold water in the morning. He
enlivened me. He was there and each day was richer because he was.4

Weaving Away, 1981.

Portrait of an artist, 1981. Linocut on paper,
35 x 25 cm

4

Email 2 September 2002.

Although Davis remembers the teaching as “skimpy” at Rorke’s Drift, there was
still much to be learned, and he says that spending uninterrupted time making
art in a context that was redolent with a sense of previous art production was
remarkable. There were opportunities to work in new media too. He had done
little painting previously and, although the classes were fairly rudimentary, they did
do some work in acrylic at Rorke’s Drift, and it was there that Davis developed a
love of watercolour. He recalled humorously, though, that, when they went out on
Van Winkel’s watercolour painting expeditions, he would look for the shade first
and the view second. He also mentions how challenging he found watercolour
because it does not allow for correcting mistakes. Nonetheless, View of Rorke’s
Drift (1981), painted near the pottery studios, shows a fine grasp of the medium
with a fluid treatment of the landscape elements in their delicate tints, receding
into the distance behind the centre’s blue-painted showroom in the foreground.
Davis also continued drawing, working in pen-and-ink as well as pencil. He
still owns quick pencil sketches of Tony Nkotsi, and a fuller ink study of Phillip
Malumise (1981). The students clearly provided models for each other, as the
many portraits in the pages of the centre’s Jabula Journal reveal. Davis’ drawing
of Malumise shows him seated in the Rorke’s Drift showroom, surrounded by
the display of pots and rugs made at the centre: the composition demonstrates
that Davis was entirely comfortable with handling perspective by this stage,
the receding shelves and floor boards creating an intimate space for a selfabsorbed Malumise’s concentration on his own drawing. There is also a delicate
pen-and-ink drawing (1981) by Davis of a weaver at her loom. Although he
cannot remember the weaver’s name, he had closely observed her at work,
and faithfully recorded the architecture of the loom, with a new skein of wool
hanging at the ready next to the row of fine wire heddles that support the
warp. Davis says the art students had little to do with the weaving and textile
workshops while he was at Rorke’s Drift: his observation poignantly reflects the
growing rift between the unsustainable Fine Arts school and the more lucrative
workshops, a social and administrative separation whose formal division would
contribute to the eventual closure of the school.
In printmaking classes there was the chance to work with a number of
processes, although Davis remembers how such possibilities were limited by
scant resources in these last years of the school. He continued working with
linocut, and made another image of Tony Nkotsi (1981), a work acquired by
the South African National Gallery. He was intrigued with Nkotsi’s dreadlocks
and rendered them by reverse cutting so that the individual wiry strands are
outlined in white. Davis says it was not a very good likeness; it was primarily an
experiment, building on the bold contrasts of black and white that he had been
using at CAP, to explore the effect of raking artificial light falling at an angle on
the face, throwing the right side into shadow. The proximity of the bulb and the
stark light falling on the cranial area suggest the intensity of the subject’s ‘dream
of tomorrow,’ referred to in the evocative title. In another linocut, Playtime in
Shiyane (1981), showing children from the school on mission grounds, Davis tried
out caustic soda to etch the foliage on the trees into the lino, producing a more
muted tonal effect than the stronger contrasts of black and white created with
the spoon-gouge tools that he used to create linear and textural elements.
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Phillip Drawing, 1981. Pen on paper, 40.5 x 25 cm
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Davis also made his first screenprints at Rorke’s Drift, a process that was to be
very important for his later work at CAP where he would teach screenprinting,
and when the process was extensively used at the CAP Media Project to
produce posters, banners and t-shirts. Davis’ earliest screenprint, Hanging On
(1980), depicted a jacket and hat hanging on the back of the dormitory door.
In its simple blocked forms and vigorous linearity it was reminiscent of the
approach he used in his linocuts, although in this case he was using stencils to
screenprint in three colours – yellow, blue and black, with the overprinting of
blue on yellow creating green details. There may also have been a reciprocal
influence on his linocuts, as he was now experimenting with colour in them too.
For his linocut of a potter at work in Ceramic Beauty in 1981, he used four colours
– yellow, red, brown and black – again creating a flat yellow ground, but here
overlaying it with assertive red brick-patterning reminiscent of the black-andwhite motifs of earlier CAP linocuts . Davis was increasingly able to transfer his
knowledge and experience across different printmaking media.

Hanging On, 1980. Screen print on paper,
35 x 24.5 cm

In 1982 Davis returned to Rorke’s Drift in the expectation of a third year to
develop his screenprinting with Swedish teacher Malin Lundbohm, who had
been invited back to the centre. But when he arrived he found that she was not
yet there. This disappointment was compounded by the fact that Vusi Kubheka
had not returned either. Kubheka had been suspended because of an incident
involving drugs while the students were organising an exhibition at the University
of Zululand in 1981, although Johnson had promised that he would be allowed to
study again the following year. However, drugging was considered a very serious
misdemeanour and the decision was made that Kubheka should not return.
Davis remembers his deep disillusionment. After a few days, he begged a lift
from one of the priests and left Rorke’s Drift for good. He recalls discussing the
situation as they drove to town: Davis’s view was that if the resources were not
available for proper teaching, the centre should be closed down. Any funds could
be better spent on the local people, who were anyway quite alienated from the
students who came from the urban areas. Davis’ thoughts were to become a
reality when the Fine Arts School was closed at the end of 1982.
Back in Cape Town, Davis sought other opportunities to continue his studies. He
attended Barbara Pitt’s Foundation School of Art in Observatory, where he did
drawing, and undertook etching at the Ruth Prowse School of Art. He also felt
able to return to CAP, because it had not followed up on the Urban Foundation
link, and he proposed it as a base to organise the Cape contingent of the 1982
Culture and Resistance Festival in Gaborone. The Botswana festival, initiated
by the ANC in exile, was a catalyst in the development of art as a tool in the
struggle. After the festival, classes at CAP were resuscitated and the Poster
Workshop (later the CAP Media Project) was set up. As well as being involved in
CAP organisation, and running children’s classes, Davis continued to take classes
himself; he particularly remembers attending life drawing with Cecil Skotnes in
1984/5, when he made a dynamic, self-assured oil-pastel of the drawing class.
Another important opportunity was provided by an invitation to the Thupelo
workshop in 1986, when his participation was proposed by past graduates of
Rorke’s Drift. After Bill Ainslie’s death in 1989, Davis was one of those who, with
Ainslie’s niece, Jill Trappler, Garth Erasmus and Velile Soha, took the Thupelo
initiative to the Cape. In the next decade, Davis attended the Michaelis School
of Fine Arts and took a Fine Arts degree in 1994. But one might say that his most
significant art education had taken place much earlier. And he had long been
proactive in the art scene himself as an organiser and educator: learning about
art was fundamentally a two-way process for Davis.

78

Lionel Davis final art work.indd 78

2017/09/19 6:52 PM

ELIZABETH RANKIN AND PHILIPPA HOBBS

FORMATIVE TRAINING

Playtime in Shiyane, 1981. Linocut on paper, 27 x 40 cm
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Ceramic Beauty, 1981. Linocut on paper, 21 x 15 cm
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Drawing Class, 1985. Charcoal and oil pastel on newsprint, 61 x 45.5 cm
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Untitled drawings published in Jabula Journal: Rorkes Drift Student Journal, 1981.
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Untitled drawings published in Jabula Journal: Rorkes Drift Student Journal, 1981.
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