Our Culture Our Strength, 1987. Screen print on paper, 63.5 x 45.5 cm
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CHAPTER 5

Patricia de Villiers

Culture is a weapon of the struggle:
Lionel Davis and the CAP Poster Workshop1
When Lionel Davis first stumbled across the Community Arts Project (CAP) in 1977,
he had no idea it was to become his artistic and spiritual home for the next two
decades of his life. After seven years in a single cell on Robben Island, and five
years of enforced solitude under a banning order, Lionel was finally free to walk
the streets of Cape Town. But he was badly in need of a nurturing environment
through which to find his way back into the ordinary world. CAP provided this
opportunity, and the chance to engage creatively for the first time since childhood.
Importantly for Lionel, it also enabled people of all races to mix freely and on an
equal footing across the apartheid divide. As he puts it, “I lived, breathed and ate
CAP,” and very soon he became its genial and welcoming presiding spirit.
There came a low period when a faction within CAP initiated links with the Urban
Foundation2 without outcome, but incurring the disgust of liberation activists and
a boycott of the organisation’s resources. Lionel too stayed away, but over time,
together with Ishmail Moss, concluded that there was little of consequence to
be gained by a continued boycott. The two became instrumental in regrouping
progressive cultural workers around the1982 Culture and Resistence Festival and
conference in Gaborone and, despite some continuing reservations, CAP was
reinstated as an organisational base and meeting point.
The Festival served to crystallise the attitudes of its South African delegates and
to mobilise intense activity around an understanding of art as social action,
impossible to divorce from the realities of everyday life. As one speaker, Dikobe
waMogale Martins put it:

1

2

3

The Poster Workshop was also
known as the Silkscreen Workshop. It
took on the name Media Workshop
with the move from Chapel Street to
Community House in 1987, and segued into the CAP Media Project (later Media Works). The name Poster
Workshop is used throughout this essay as the focus is on the years that
Davis was most active in this project,
although he (and the author) continued to work together at the Media
Project till 1989 (with gaps).
Established in 1977 by Anglo-American in the wake of the Soweto youth
uprising, the Urban Foundation was
a privately funded neo-liberal thinktank and housing developer. They
were widely regarded by activists as
shoring up apartheid through palliative measures, including funding to
potentially open-ended organisations
such as CAP.
Quoted in “Thamsanqa Culture is a
Weapon of Struggle”, South African
History Online, 2011. http://www.
sahistory.org.za/thamsanqa-culture-weapon-struggle

Our culture under apartheid is a contested culture. A culture afflicted
by oppression and exploitation. A culture of people dying daily of
malnutrition and starvation in reserves... A culture of black children being
shot by policemen and of adults dying of unknown “natural causes” in
detention. Artists will have to face up to and challenge the prevailing
power structure, by raising the levels of consciousness, by expanding the
boundaries of visual and conceptual experience. This is one function of
the creative imagination, amongst others, and in this lies a unique power:
– The power to pose alternatives, and to induce people to think.
– The power to combat the specific form that cultural apartheid takes
within the sphere of artistic production and in cultural apartheid in general.
– To look at the dominant ideology of the ruling class critically and expose
its real function; that of exploitation, discrimination, and oppression, and
thereby to assist the people’s struggle.3
In short, the message that came home to Cape Town was that culture must
become a weapon of the struggle.
The unifying energies created at the Festival allowed for the revitalisation and
realisation of a number of deferred ideas and projects. Among these was
one especially close to Lionel’s heart – the desire to create a resource for the
production of simply produced posters in support of the many community-based
organisations that were mushrooming during that time. Such organisations badly
needed to make a public assertion of their existence and identity, but were
effectively politically barred from almost all commercial printing works, and
certainly lacked the funds to pay them.
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Together with Jon Berndt, Clive Helfet, Emile Maurice and others, Lionel set about
scratching for the basic equipment to set up a silkscreen workshop. An old bath,
a disused reprographic camera, discarded (and filthy) silkscreens, unwanted
(often dried up) ink - gradually the workshop took shape. The silkscreen
technology at CAP was rudimentary to say the least - but it was fit for purpose.
Slowly, and with much important encouragement from Lionel and friends, a
trickle of civics, youth groups and women’s and church organisations set aside
their suspicions of CAP and began to take advantage of the resources provided
by the workshop. With the launch of the United Democratic Front (UDF) in
October 1983, the trickle became a flood. The Poster Workshop became a sevendays-a-week activity, operating night and day. This was made feasible by the
funds that began to come in from the many overseas funding agencies keen to
associate themselves with the mass democratic movement. With more funds
the workshop was able to expand into T-shirt printing as well and bannerpainting was the inevitable adjunct.
Lionel Davis and the Poster Workshop were inseparable from each other in
many people’s minds. In his leather-bound beret and ink-encrusted apron he
was an ever-present force: guiding, gathering, instructing, demonstrating and
shouting encouragement, and, of course, laughing the trademark Davis laugh.
Lionel and I worked side-by-side for some five years. They were invigorating,
exciting, exhausting, and sometimes frightening times. For us, much of it was
spent cleaning and preparing screens in a fog of carcinogenic and intoxicating
chemicals. This was in preparation for the mass onslaught of excited activists
who would arrive in the evening to print the posters that were due for
distribution on the streets before sunrise. At times their impatience was such
that, despite our best efforts to hold them back, the posters were often bundled
together while the ink was still wet, glueing themselves to one another in a
useless mass!
As well as attracting the attention of funders, the project brought the
unwelcome attention of the security police although, in general, they did not
openly interfere with the workshop itself (unlike equivalent centres elsewhere in
the country which were violently vandalised). When they did raid, they applied
themselves to determined and bizarre efforts to find incriminating evidence,
usually unsuccessfully. However the younger CAP students, including children,
had become increasingly militant, and Lionel recounts how during one raid he
was concerned that they might have left something illegal on the premises that
the police might find and trace to one of these young people. To avoid this he
decided to act as decoy by taking the police to his house and handing over
copies of a banned edition of the calendar produced by Vakalisa.4

4

Vakalisa was a collective of writers
and visual artists in the Western Cape.
Established in 1982, the group included Peter Clarke, Mario Sickle, Patrick
Holo, Sydney Holo, Michael Barry,
Rashid Lombard, Jimi Matthews, Keith
Adams, Lisa Combrinck, Lionel Davis,
Garth Erasmus, Tyrone Appollis and
Hamilton Budaza, among others. One
of their activities was the production
of an annual calendar, repeatedly
banned by the state.

A key element of Lionel’s role in the project was his determined opposition
to sectarianism. As a one–time member of the African People’s Democratic
Union of South Africa (APDUSA), and despite his ongoing affiliation to the Black
Consciousness Movement (BCM), his time in prison on Robben Island had taught
him the dangers of turning ideological differences into personal animosities
and vendettas. He acknowledges the wisdom of senior leaders from both the
Pan-Africanist Congress of Azania (PAC) and African National Congress (ANC)
on the Island at the time. They recognised that divisiveness could only serve the
interests of the state and, without losing sight of their ideological differences,
nonetheless took steps to unify the prisoners to protect both organisations from
disintegration.
While the large majority of organisations who made use of the Poster Workshop
(and indeed had a tendency to regard it as ‘their’ resource) were United
Democratic Front (UDF) or Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU)
affiliates, Lionel did his utmost to ensure that organisations outside of these
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Sharpeville, n.d.. Screen print on paper, 63.5 x 45.5 cm
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groupings understood that they were more than welcome. Outreach activities,
such as broad-based rallies around, for example, International Children’s Day,
played an important role in this process of publicising the non-sectarian persona
of the workshop.
Over time this principle became harder to maintain. As the ANC gained
ascendancy in the late 1980s, the Community Arts Project, and especially the
Poster Workshop, came under increasing pressure (sometimes accompanied by
threats) to declare its affiliation to the ANC alliance. Lionel remained unruffled;
he simply redoubled his efforts to persuade Black Consciousness affiliated
groupings to come onto the premises and make use of the resources.
The consequences were often instructive. It was not unusual for two groups of
youth, for example, to begin a day’s work in the workshop huddled into opposite
corners, eyeing each other in open hostility. As the hours went by, however,
both groups became involved in the messy creativity of poster-making, joking
and laughing at their own efforts. And as they did so, they began to ‘see’ each
other, to communicate with each other. Where the competing tendencies had
thought of each other with enmity, so they began to realise that the others were
simply young people like themselves. It was experiences such as these that gave
substance to the idea of art as a liberating force, of culture as a subtle and
complex weapon of the struggle.
Lionel’s persona as an activist makes it easy to overlook the committed artist
in him. While at CAP he took every opportunity to attend the classes available
on the premises, to join workshops such as those offered by Thupelo, and to
participate in groups such as Vakalisa.
He would seize on the rare quiet moments in the Poster Workshop to experiment
with the many possibilities of the silkscreen print, making posters for poetry
readings, open days, plays. Some of my most vivid memories of Lionel are as he
leant over the high workbench that ran down the centre of the room, immersed
in creative effort. He was, enviably, able to lodge half a dozen pencils and
brushes in his hair at one time (two in front, two in the back and one over each
ear) and as he drew and painted this usually loud and loquacious man talked
quietly to himself, emitting occasional satisfied grunts and sighs - ‘daar’s hy nou,
kind, nou’s hy reg’… (There it is, child, now it’s right…)
I think it can be said that the prevailing aesthetic among the artists who
engaged with the Poster Workshop was inspired by the long international
tradition of political poster-making, traceable to the futurists and constructivists
in the early Soviet Union, through May ’68, Cuba, Mozambique and Angola. As
a result a large number, if not most, of the posters produced were essentially
agitprop in nature, sharply defined edges, flat blocks of colour and dominated by
the familiar symbols: clenched fists, blindfolds and gags, chains being broken and
heroic figures enduring poverty and confronting military might. By contrast Lionel
was not readily given to symbols, his best posters were poetic and naturalistic,
they were, in many respects, more painting than poster. His poster work was
unique in that it was rooted in the everyday experience of the Cape Flats; he
drew first and foremost on the real people he knew and saw everyday ‘on the
train’. Hence his poster for the CAP play Wathint’ abafazi, Wathint’ imbokodo
(you strike the women, you strike a rock), while it features three staunch women
gazing at a hovering helicopter, one of them shaking a fist, remains essentially
unheroic. The women are heroes, but they are nonetheless ordinary women
facing an everyday reality in the townships at the time.
As the struggle intensified there was a growing impetus within the leadership,
and hence among activists, to embrace culture as a ‘tool’ of the struggle and
to redefine ‘artists’ as ‘cultural workers’. It may appear nit-picking to dispute
the use of the term ‘tool’ as opposed to ‘weapon’, or indeed ‘instrument’
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AZASO Vukani Isibani, 1984. Screen print on paper, 63 x 43.5 cm
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but the nuances were very real and the definitions were hotly debated and
contested. The impact of these political shifts was that the making of posters
was increasingly regarded by the Congress Movement as purely functional, as
no more than a means to an end. What was consequently lost to the Poster
Workshop was the step by step involvement in poster design and production
by large groups of (usually young) people and the potential for individual and
collective empowerment experienced by these groups through being exposed to
artistic production and expression, often for the first time. This had always been
a critical factor in the life of the workshop, and, as someone who very much
enjoys the personal stimulation and freedoms afforded by the creative process,
Lionel took great pleasure in the amazement and delight of the comrades
as they realised that the mainstream media was simply a product, not a
mystifying inevitability, and that they themselves had the power in their hands to
communicate with the world.

5

For a critical perspective on this shift
see Jon Berndt, From Weapon to Ornament: The CAP Media Project Posters (1982 to 1994) (Cape Town: Arts and
Media Access Centre, 2007).

With the unbanning of the ANC the trend hardened – and much has been
written about the collapse of the UDF structures, of the branches and civics,
and the absorption of local leadership into centralised government structures.
For the Poster Workshop, it meant increasing irrelevency in the face of access
to computer graphics and commercial printing;5 for CAP as a whole it meant
an only partially-successful struggle to bridge the transition under the new
dispensation. For Lionel, it meant the opportunity to become part of the Heritage
sector, to return to the Island as a free citizen and a guide to visitors.
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You Strike the Women, You Strike the Rock, c. 1989. Screen print on paper, 61 x 43 cm
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Woodstock Advice Office, c. 1989. Screen print on paper, 45 x 63.6 cm
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ILRIG Working Class Solidarity, c. 2000. Poster, 59 x 42 cm
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JOEA Promotions Gospel Music Festival, c. 1986. Screen print on paper, 59 x 42 cm
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Grassroots 10th Anniversary, 1990. Screen print on paper, 63 x 43.5 cm
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CAP Open Day, 1990. Screen print on paper, 63 x 43.5 cm
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Macassar Cultural Day, c. 1985. Screen print on paper, 63 x 43.5 cm
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AZASO Cultural Festival, c. 1986. Screen print on paper, 61 x 43 cm
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CAP Theatre Group: The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, c. 1985. Screen print on paper, 59 x 42 cm
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