
102

Lionel Davis final art work.indd   102 2017/09/19   6:53 PM



103

Visualising and narrating the everyday: 
observation, commentary, realism and 
the art of Lionel Davis

In an interview on “curing” racism in South Africa, Lionel Davis talks about 
every facet of life in South Africa having been determined by apartheid and 
the ‘mindset’ of segregation.1 Davis challenges listeners to think outside of 
racist classifications that perpetuate practices of exclusion. This is no small 
challenge as it entails the painful task of identifying and shedding internalised 
racist frames of reference. South Africans are not alone in having internalised 
imaginary relationships to the world, but the attendant challenge is how to 
heal from the dehumanising injuries that resulted from these habits of thought. 
Davis used creative work as a means of healing from his own traumatic 
experiences following years of imprisonment on Robben Island.2 After a lifetime 
of being subject to human rights violations exercised by the minority white 
South African state, Davis, in his twenties, chose the route of armed resistance. 
In 1963 he was arrested. Davis was released from prison in 1971 and then placed 
under house arrest until 1976, a pivotal year in the history of popular resistance 
against apartheid. 

Trauma damages not only the individual psyche but also one’s sense of 
community. In 1977, when Davis arrived at the art workshops, which formed 
the nucleus of the Community Arts Project (CAP),3 he had recently emerged 
from isolation and the loss of the political community experienced in prison. In 
an interview with Robyn Denny (1997) Davis, remembered his working years at 
CAP as follows: “I’ve learned a hell of a lot from CAP – it was at a time when 
I had just gone through a very traumatic banning order. Through creativity, 
through CAP which offered me the opportunity to do art, this caused me to 
work through my own traumas.”4 Instead of embalming his losses in daily 
routine, Davis pursued creative outlets to explore personal and collective loss. 
On the Island, Davis had learned to work with prisoners from various resistance 
movements, a practice he continued in his working career.5 At CAP, Davis was 
able to contradict his experience of disconnection and to regain confidence 
in social and cultural structures. Simultaneously, he became immersed in a 
community of artists united in their opposition to apartheid and in their belief 
in the liberating effects of art. From attending art workshops, Davis went on 
to work for CAP in the roles of organiser, coordinator and teacher. Over time 
at CAP, Davis fought for the organisation to assume a non-aligned position, 
working with a range of anti-apartheid and liberation groups in the manner in 
which political prisoners on Robben Island had cooperated across party lines.6 
The body of work Davis produced, starting from the time of the pivotal protest 
movements of 1976, maps an era of resistance, negotiations, elections and 
post-apartheid reflection. As such, his works are valuable historical accounts 
of political and aesthetic formations in South Africa as well as evidence of 
personal struggle and testimony. 

In a documentary interview associated with an exhibition entitled A Labour of 
Love at the Weltekuren Museum, Sam Nhlengethwa, looking at one of his works 
from the 80s, says, “I was not myself... I was so angry at the time...”7 Nhlengethwa 
might well be speaking for a generation who ‘survived’ apartheid despite 
the loss of identity that the system was designed to impose. Intense personal 
anger was compounded with each injustice played out in complex ways, 
against self, family, friends as well as perpetrators of the inhumane system of 
“separate development”. Speaking in 1988, Davis said, “To me there are basically 
two categories, black and white. I come from a black area. I know there is 
discrimination. I cannot see the artist’s role outside the struggle.”8 At the time, 

CHAPTER 6

Jacqueline Nolte

1 “Lionel Davis, Cure Racism South Africa,” 
YouTube video, 10:40. Posted by Cure Rac-
ism South Africa, 15 December 2014. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=MLuDJxhxV6I.

2 Davis was a member of the Yu Chi Chan 
Club, which then disbanded and under the 
leadership of Neville Alexander became 
the National Liberation Front (NLF) in 1962. 
As an NLF operative, Davis was responsi-
ble for recruitment. In 1963 he was arrested, 
along with Neville Alexander and others and 
charged with “conspiracy to commit acts 
of sabotage.” Davis was sentenced to im-
prisonment on Robben Island. The NLF was 
formed on the basis of their experience with 
the Trotskyist Non-European Unity Move-
ment (NEUM) and the African Peoples Dem-
ocratic Union of Southern Africa (APDUSA), 
which had formed in 1960. APDUSA hoped to 
launch a mass political organisation called 
the African People’s Democratic Union 
(APDU). According to Neville Alexander, 
writing under the pseudonym of No Sizwe, 
the aims of APDUSA were to “struggle for 
the liquidation of the National Oppression 
of the oppressed people in Southern Africa, 
that is, the removal of the disabilities and 
restrictions based on grounds of race and 
colour and the acquisition by the Whole 
Nation of those democratic rights at pres-
ent enjoyed by only a small section of the 
population, namely, the White people” and 
to “achieve the greatest ideological and or-
ganisational unity amongst the oppressed 
people – between the workers in the urban 
and the peasants and workers in the rural 
areas.” [One Azania, One Nation: The Nation-
al Question in South Africa (London: Zed Pub-
lishers, 1979), 185.] Alexander was imprisoned 
for ten years and then placed under house 
arrest for five.

3 The art workshops were part of a liberal re-
sponse to grassroots protests and a student 
boycott in 1976-1977. In August 1977, these 
workshops were advertised under the aus-
pices of the Centre for Extra-Mural Studies 
at the University of Cape Town in coopera-
tion with the Community Arts Project at 17 
Main Rd, Mowbray.

4 Jacqueline Nolte, “‘Ownership’ of the Com-
munity Arts Project (CAP), 1976-1997,” ASAI 
– Africa South Art Initiative, 18 February 2011, 
accessed 12 June 2016. http://asai.co.za/
ownership-of-the-community-arts-proj-
ect-cap-1976-1997/

Economy Pack (detail), 1979
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Davis was echoing an alliance to Black Consciousness (BC) expressed by fellow 
National Liberation Front (NLF) member Neville Alexander in a keynote address 
at the Azanian Peoples Organisation (AZAPO) conference of 1983.9 Alexander 
had identified BC as a unifying tool against oppression and exploitation 
in South Africa.10 Decades later, released at least from the immediacy of 
repressive apartheid machineries and the plethora of associated laws, South 
Africans are more able to recognise ways in which all have been interpellated 
by discourses of race.11 However, to get to the place that Davis desires, where 
we are no longer complicit in our own domination, or to the place that 
Nhlengethwa imagines, to our real selves, freed of traumas wrought by history, 
we need to be cognisant of historical signification and the wake of loss, grief, 
anger and even derangement that formed the everyday reality and canvas of 
artists in South Africa who were designated as “non-white” in South Africa and 
stripped of their human rights. 

Davis’ production occurred within symbolic networks imbued with particular 
historical reference. When, at times, he tried to work outside of explicit 
references to the delimiting everyday political realities, a barrage of 
predetermined political discourse surfaced. Arguments revolved around 
whether or not it was acceptable to abandon figuration with clear references 
to material conditions of an oppressed black working class in South Africa. 
Davis’ early work, created in the style of his peers and tutors, depicted 
everyday life and struggles of ‘ordinary’ people, in realist or semi-realist 
figurative form, in a range of traditional media from pencil to paint or print 
media. However, as early as 1986, he pushed against these symbolic orders, 
as if attempting to reach an ‘excess’ beyond the easily discernible references 
to apartheid segregation and recognisable narratives of resistance. His more 
abstract works might be viewed in terms of him testing the limits of narrative 
as an effective means of addressing trauma. When, at times, he abandoned 
verisimilitude during the years of the anti-apartheid struggle, his work became 
caught up in historical debates about the political implications of such choices. 
Davis’s body of work can be viewed within the framework of escalating 
debates at CAP about the interface of art and the politics of representation, 
debates that were echoed within the country and amongst liberation 
movements and artists in exile. It was as if an exploration of imagination could 
not be permitted when the ‘unimaginable’ occurred on a daily basis. It became 
imperative for politically concerned artists to give voice to ‘unspeakable’ 
events that were denied not just in the mainstream South African media but 
in the consciousness of many, including those who benefitted from the system 
and those simply intent on survival. Proclamations that artists should unveil 
truth for others bore an overbearing resemblance to past cultural arguments 
that had arisen amongst some Marxist critics in support of attempts to 
consolidate a proletariat government in Russia in the 1920s, then in the context 
of a united front against fascism in Europe in the 1930s12 and also in the context 
of the anti-colonial movement in Africa in the 1960s. It was not surprising that 
debates about the role of art in the South African resistance movement echoed 
debates about cultural enterprise in related working class, anti-fascist and 
anti-colonial struggles. Such debates formed the context of Davis’ development 
as artist, teacher and cultural worker. 

Davis’ artistic development began when he arrived at CAP shortly after its 
establishment as a direct result of the 1976 student boycotts and resistance 
against “Bantu Education.”13 CAP was established with the aim of providing 
disenfranchised communities space and skills for creative activity denied 
under apartheid legislation. At the time, streams of youths fled South Africa 
to escape the backlash of arrests and detentions, a number settling in exile in 
Gaborone, Botswana. These youths took with them strong allegiances to the 
Black Consciousness Movement (BCM) and, if they were not already affiliated, 
they quickly formed affiliations with exiled liberation movements such as 
the African National Congress (ANC) or Pan African Congress (PAC). Debates 

5 “Regardless of our irreconcilable political po-
sitions, we learnt to work together, share our 
food, play together and educate ourselves 
with the help of fellow political inmates. 
We learnt to act in concert in our fight to 
retain our dignity which prison authorities 
tried to undermine. We thus learnt to live 
in harmony. This was crucial for our sanity.” 
(“Cape Town’s infamous Robben Island pris-
on tours,” AWOL Tours, 19 July 2010, accessed 
12 June 2016. https://www.awoltours.co.za/
blog/2010/07/19/cape-towns-infamous-
robben-island-prison-tours/

6 Davis himself had an arm’s length associ-
ation with the ANC due to his association 
with the NLF, its scepticism regarding no-
tions of “multiracialism”, the internalised 
colonialism thesis and the ANC’s theory of 
a two-stage revolution.

7 “Artist Sam Nhlengethwa about the exhibi-
tion A LABOUR OF LOVE”, YouTube video, 
1:01. Posted by Weltkulturen Museum, 28 April 
2016, accessed 12 June 2016. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=hAY4HRdfAUE

8 Ralf G. Will, Role of Art in Society: 24 Interviews 
from South Africa (Indiana: Xlibris, 2012).

9 See “The National Situation” in Neville Alexan-
der, Sow the Wind: Contemporary Speeches 
(Johannesburg: Skotaville Press, 1985). In One 
Azania, One Nation, Alexander wrote, “Black 
Consciousness is an inevitable and historically 
progressive by-product of the anti-colonial-
ist and anti-imperialist struggles of the 20th 
century. It is the revenge of the slave on the 
master and, for the present, it wants to negate 
whatever is associated with the master... The 
demonstrative, exuberant exhibitionism that 
so often goes with it will vanish in due course 
as just a vestige of the inferiority complex 
that is being excised from among formerly 
colonised peoples.” (No Sizwe, 198-199)

10 This strategic recognition of the need for 
unity was not to be confused with the NLF’s 
goal of non-racialism and its vision of a 
classless socialist society. (No Sizwe, One 
Azania, One Nation, 136, 196, 197).

11 This use of Althusser’s concept of interpella-
tion is not without a recognition of the histori-
cal reality of resistance against such identities 
and mobilisation around new identities.

12 Organisations such as the International 
Workers Association and the South African 
Communist Party were immersed in social-
ist and Marxist debate in the early twenties 
and the ANC developed formal links with 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union as 
early as 1927. When European fascism took 
root in the ideologies of the architects of 
the Nationalist Party in the 1930s, South Af-
rican political organisations opposed to the 
Hertzog Bills sought even stronger alliances 
with anti-fascist organisations in Europe.

13 The Bantu Education Act of 1953 laid the 
grounds for the 1958 establishment of a 
separate education department with sep-
arate funding, administration, education 
and syllabus, designed in accordance with 
its architect Hendrick Verwoerd’s assertion 
that Africans had no need of training be-
yond that which permitted them to work as 
labourers in a European economy. 
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Davis Confined, 1982. Etching on paper, 19.5 x 14.5 cm
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about the link between culture and resistance grew within and outside of the 
country, often formulated by the same members who managed to negotiate 
crossing borders without the detection of the South African security force. Davis’ 
allegiances and cultural work were directly affected by these developments. 
One of the more effectively organised cultural resistance groups was Medu, 
formed by exiled ANC members Wally and Pethu Serote, Keorapetse William 
Kgositsile, Raymond Mokoena and Tim Williams. Notably, four years later, in 1980, 
Davis was to assume a central task in strategic alliance with Medu, namely the 
organisation of the Cape contingent of the Culture and Resistance Festival. Medu 
had an above ground and an underground operation and, as an ANC operative, 
it was directly informed by policies that had developed in relation to histories of 
Marxist and Communist aesthetic debate. From within Medu, strong criticisms 
emerged regarding stylistic choices that distracted from the importance of an 
“immediacy of communication with the community, the natural makers and 
consumers of art.”14 Medu cultural worker, Thami Mnyele, addressed the dangers 
of distorting form to the point of obscuring the political message.15

It is not surprising that the ANC, with its ties to the South African Communist 
Party (SACP) and to Russia since the 1920s, inherited the tendency to prefer the 
work of figurative artists whose work was assumed to demonstrate the most 
direct means of communicating with the populace at large. Marxist cultural 
criticism was characterised by debate about the relative dependence or 
independence of art from its material conditions and the relative dependence 
or independence of artistic form from concern with the ‘truth’ of relations of 
power.16 Russian ‘Formalists’ had been named as such due to their interests 
in formal signification and internal relations of artworks, supposedly at the 
expense of attention to political challenges.17 During a decade of struggle for 
establishing proletariat culture and rule in Russia (c.1917-27) some artists and 
theorists were accused of attending exclusively to formal experimentation 
and many political critics of such experimentation assumed that these works 
would not be popular due to the unfamiliarity of their forms. Similar arguments 
were perpetuated by some Marxist intellectuals and critics within South Africa 
between circa 1978 and 1989. While in Russia, many Formalists defended 
their stylistic choices on the grounds of social significance and a rational 
interpretation of the ‘real’ social and economic contradictions, so too in South 
Africa, a minority of artists allied to the struggle against apartheid found 
themselves having to defend a more abstract or experimental use of media.18 
In Russia, by the mid thirties, the state was perpetuating the idea of two ends 
of a cultural spectrum with autonomous cultural production situated at one 
end and political allegiance (in the form of figurative production) at the other. 
Qualities of ‘popularity’ and ‘progressiveness’ (meaning revelation of true social 
conditions in one’s time) were highly valued as one and the same. It might 
be argued that at times in South Africa, the worst forms of the polemic were 
repeated – namely, that figuration and abstraction are oppositional in the 
sense that ‘the real’ can only be accessed through the former, therefore having 
claim to being able to direct the viewer to a need to improve the material 
conditions of oppressed classes. What also informed much of this history of 
competing interests was the shift from the idea of individual production to that 
of collective endeavour. Such debates intensified over the years at CAP, and in 
anti-apartheid cultural organisations and curatorial endeavours.19

While learning basic art techniques for the first two years of his association 
with CAP, Davis also worked as assistant organiser. To understand how 
Davis reconciled his own creative expression with his past NLF activities and 
his evolving political affiliations is not a simple task.20 Like all art forms, his 
evolved within historical contexts, replete with shifting references, values and 
reception. At this stage of his career, Davis was becoming familiar with media 
rather than deconstructing artistic formal language. Throughout this early 
period he used established art practices in viewing the world around him; the 
everyday world he had not been allowed to take part in for 12 years – and 

14 See “Medu and the Culture of Liberation,” 
South African History Online, 19 January 
2016. Accessed 19 June 2016. http://www.
sahistory.org.za/article/medu-and-cul-
ture-liberation#sthash.mTxDzMxg.dpuf

15 Prior to 1976, a broad range of expression 
and stylistic experimentation in South Africa 
was evident in works of artists such as Mpho 
Cyprian Shilakoe, Ezrom Kgobokanyo Legae, 
Leonard Tshehla Matsoso and Louis Khela 
Maqhubela. All of these artists’ works exposed 
the living conditions under apartheid and ref-
erenced political restriction, psychic trauma 
and/or attempts to transcend these. These 
works were not bound by ideas of figurative 
realism having a closer claim to the ‘truth’ of 
social and political conditions. This experimen-
tation with form was distinct from some of the 
more naturalistic or semi-realist styles works 
produced at the time by artists such as Durant 
Sihlali and Ephraim Mojalefa Ngatane, but sty-
listic choice was without the fiercely contested 
ideas about the political correctness of form 
that characterised the late 70s and 80s. 

16 Defences of realism were built on an ap-
preciation of nineteenth century represen-
tations of social conditions in works such 
as Courbet, Daumier and Millet. Such realist 
works were seen as distinct from naturalism 
in that the intent was to reflect ‘true’ social 
conditions in the form of an understandable 
and structured whole. However, in Russia, 
debates about the meaning and purpose of 
realism were informed by political develop-
ments at the time and by attempts to sup-
port and build a proletarian culture in sup-
port of the project of the Russian Revolution. 
To this end, Marxist theorists such as Georgi 
Plekhanov, Anatoly Lunacharsky, Lev Trotsky 
and Vladimir Lenin played a fundamental 
role in shaping ideas about art and art edu-
cation, ideas that were to inform later calls 
to consciously develop proletarian culture or 
people’s culture in South Africa.

17 Bertolt Brecht, refugee from the fascist Third 
Reich and critical of the Stalinist influence in 
the German Democratic Republic countered 
this accusation by arguing that it was actu-
ally a conservative Marxist criticism that was 
responsible for perpetuating a static formal-
ism. According to Brecht such critics were un-
able to see the need for constant new tech-
niques to disrupt habitual representation and 
entrenched relations of capitalist power. 

Lionel Davis final art work.indd   106 2017/09/19   6:53 PM



107

Interrogation, 1982. Linocut on paper, 23.5 x 37 cm
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simple acts of mimesis became a means to work through traumatic events and 
reintegrate into community. It was through the use of narrative devices that he 
bore witness to trauma and as he traced these events with care and control, so he 
affirmed his sense of belonging in the everyday. His active creation also ensured a 
means of overcoming trauma within the moment, not allowing the past to impede 
the present or present challenges to solidify over unresolved emotions.

When Davis arrived at CAP he did what most beginner artists do when 
learning to paint and to draw, namely render the visible with attention to 
accuracy or likeness. At the time, Mpathi Gocini was the first artist in residence 
at CAP. Gocini had just returned from Rorke’s Drift, bringing with him a strong 
narrative printmaking tradition passed on through artists such as Azaria 
Mbatha and Ndevasia Muafangejo. Davis chose to focus on picturing everyday 
subject matter and adopted printmaking techniques modelled by Gocini.21 
His early works bear a strong resemblance to the patterned harmonies of 
positive and negative shapes in Gocini’s prints and attest to their close working 
relationship.22 Works such as Muir Street Mosque (1984) continue the pictorial 
and naturalistic traditions seen in the early work of artists like Durant Sihlali. 
Davis’ works from these years can be described as popular and accessible 
descriptions of common living conditions but without any obvious claim to 
communicating ‘true’ and reliable evaluations or solutions to oppression. When 
he pictured the everyday in Rest in Peace (1979), he combined a poignant 
apartheid narrative with wry humour. Dated just three years after June 
1976,23 the image resonates with references to increasingly common political 
bannings, deaths and the everyday phenomenon of funerals as places for 
publically grieving the offences of apartheid.24 Picturing the centrality of the 
church as profferer of solace, this small linocut resonates with questions about 
the complex role of Christian churches during apartheid – their sometimes 
complicity, their perpetuation of colonial control and also their oppositional 
positioning.25 As in Rest in Peace, in Economy Pack (1979), the moment portrayed 
is of a recognisable everyday phenomenon, here a struggle to satisfy basic 
nutritional needs. The scavenging occurs in the setting of multi-story block 
of flats serviced by a Muslim hawker accompanied by an iconic item of 
windblown washing; -all these suggesting a designated area for working and 
unemployed classes on the Cape Flats. Viewed alongside Muir Street Mosque, 
we can see this work as part of Davis’ surveying of places to which entire 
communities had been moved, away from the convenient and scenically 
situated District Six. The Group Areas Act had been in effect since the 1950s 
but while Davis was imprisoned, in 1966, the beginning of removals from his 
residential District Six took effect. Communities were forcibly removed and 
buildings demolished, apart from churches and mosques. Davis’ mother was 
amongst those relocated to Manenberg on the Flats. Muir Street Mosque 
shows Davis both honouring this once central community gathering place 
and remembering his own place in the community of District Six, prior to the 
forced removals. He based his compositions at the time on his on-site drawings 
as well as photographs and newspaper cuttings that he collected.26 At the 
same time Davis was exposed to the rise of black and white documentary 
photography as a means of recording the everyday.27

While Davis was observing and recording events around him, he began to 
be drawn into intensifying debates about the purpose and place of cultural 
production in South Africa. By 1979, radical debate was surfacing across a 
broad range of cultural circles in Cape Town, from student and teachers’ 
organisations, workers’ organisations, amongst members of recently banned 
organisations and in liberal and Marxist circles. That year, an academic 
conference was held at the University of Cape Town, entitled The State of Art 
in South Africa Conference. A resolution was passed that “it is the responsibility 
of each artist to work as diligently as possible to effect change towards a post 
apartheid society. It urges artists to refuse participation in State sponsored 
exhibitions until such time as moves are made to implement the above-

18 Leading up to the 1917 Russian revolution, and 
in the ten years thereafter, artists committed 
to revolutionary changes included figurative 
and non-figurative artists. The common un-
derstanding of realism by these artists was that 
there existed a reliable evaluation of events in 
life and that a work that is realistic in the sense 
of being immediately recognisable might still 
fall short of being realistic with regard to the 
‘reliability’ of its evaluation of events in life. At 
the same time, Russian art discourse saw the 
beginnings of polemical exchanges between 
artists who engaged in formal experimentation 
and those who adopted figuration; defendants 
of the latter argued that recognisable forms al-
lowed working class audiences to understand 
art and to therefore translate this conscious-
ness into cultural and political empowerment. 
In actuality, many formalist leftist and realist 
figurative artists shared intentions, thereby 
making evident the false construction of sup-
posedly oppositional categories of anti realist 
abstractionists and realist figurative artists. Fur-
thermore, a number of figurative artists during 
these same decades could be identified as anti 
realist in that they did not represent the idea of 
a world ‘out there,’ separate from diverse, am-
biguous and subjective interpretations.

19 This emphasis on the collective process is 
echoed in Thami Mnyele’s words, “The act of 
creating art is not different from building a 
bridge – it is the work of many hands.” See 
“Medu and the Culture of Liberation,” 2016. 

20 In 1979, CAP experienced a funding crisis and 
debated the merits of accepting funds from 
the Urban Foundation. Political debate was 
intense, with an unexpected convergence 
of conservative voices and African National 
Congress directions from Botswana to ac-
cept support from all who were prepared to 
help the struggle. Davis temporarily left CAP 
in protest. Davis and others did not want CAP 
to be co-opted by corporations complicit with 
apartheid South Africa. Having been a mem-
ber of the NLF, Davis was already critical of 
the ANC’s theory of a two stage revolution and 
this capitulation to corporate funding was to 
affirm his criticism of ANC liberation strategies.

Rest in Peace, c. 1979

Muir Street Mosque, District 6, 1984
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Muir Street Mosque, 1984. Pencil on paper, 37 x 54 cm
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21 Some of the first workshops offered to CAP 
students were printmaking. CAP provided as-
sistance for Mpathi Gocini to study at Rorke’s 
Drift from 1976-77 and then helped Davis to 
study there from 1980-81 [See Philippa Hobbs 
and Elizabeth Rankin, Printmaking in a trans-
forming South Africa (Cape Town and Johan-
nesburg: David Philip, 1997, 1919)]. In correspon-
dence with Nolte (June 2016), Davis writes, “At 
both CAP and R.D., everyday life and activities 
were encouraged as suitable subject matter. 
R.D. also emphasised watercolour landscapes. 
I did also have a natural inclination to be at-
tracted to this theme. My interest was further 
reinforced by fellow students at CAP.” 

22 Davis cites Mpathi Gocini, Bongani Shange 
and Cecil Skotnes as major artistic influences 
at this time in his career. (Davis in correspon-
dence with Nolte, May 2016).

23 In 1974, the South African government intro-
duced Afrikaans as a medium of instruction in 
all black schools. Opposition to this took effect 
across South Africa including the hundreds of 
thousands who protested in Soweto on June 
16, 1976. Despite the peaceful nature of these 
protests, police killed hundreds of youth and 
injured thousands.

24 Following 1976, a number of youths fled into 
exile to join either the ANC or PAC. Anti apart-
heid military operations inside the country 
subsequently increased and several ANC and 
BC activists were killed in detention.

25 Christian institutions aligned either with or 
against the apartheid government with or-
ganisations such as the Christian Institute (CI) 
declaring apartheid incompatible with the 
evangelical message. The CI publicly support-
ed banned black political movements and 
was in turn banned in 1977. It is interesting to 
note that the CI had used the same premises 
as CAP in Mowbray. 

26 Davis in correspondence with Nolte, June 2016.

27 In 1979, Images, a book of photographs of 
the work of George Hallett, was published 
by BLAC publishing house, run by Cape Town 
based poet and activist James Matthews. It 
was under house arrest that Davis read works 
by Peter Abrahams, Alex La Guma and the 
writing of James Matthews (Davis in corre-
spondence with Nolte, May 2016). Davis knew 
Matthews as well as his son, documentary 
photographer, Jimi Matthews. He was also 
familiar with the documentary photographs 
of Jenny Gordon and Pam Warne. It is not sur-
prising that Davis was comfortable with these 
narrative forms of picturing the everyday. 

28 This conference was part of a National Union 
of South African Students (NUSAS) initiative 
organised in the aftermath of the Soweto 
Uprising, the rise of the Black Consciousness 
Movement and South African Students Or-
ganisation (SASO) and the death in detention 
of SASO’s first president, Steve Biko [Steven 
Sack, The Neglected Tradition (Johannesburg: 
Johannesburg Art Gallery / City Council of 
Johannesburg, 1991), 24].

29 Skotnes taught Davis at CAP (c. 1979-1980) 
when working as a part-time drawing 
teacher. In correspondence with Nolte (May 
2016) Davis affirmed the influence of Skotnes 
on his work.

mentioned change.” The former referred to the urgent need for all colleges 
and schools of art to be opened to all people in South Africa with attendant 
bursaries to facilitate attendance.28 Many young students wishing to attain an 
art education and unable to gain entry to segregated formal art education 
institutions had found their way to CAP workshops and it is notable that two of 
the signatories of the aforementioned resolution were to become teachers of 
Davis at CAP (Cecil Skotnes) and through the Thupelo Foundation (Bill Ainslie).29 
A number of artists who were critical of the privileged position of academics 
at the conference voiced their skepticism in Staffrider30 but Davis paid close 
attention to the substance of the conference papers and referenced these 
over ensuing years.31 That same year in Staffrider, Mzwakhe Nhlabatse argued 
strongly that fine arts education be made available for black artists and “that 
every effort be made to encompass histories of black art.”32

Intent on pursuing formal art education, Davis left CAP for one of the few 
organisations that provided arts training to artists who faced discrimination in 
apartheid institutions, namely the Evangelical Lutheran Art and Craft Centre at 
Rorke’s Drift, KwaZulu-Natal.33 Rorke’s Drift had also served as training ground 
for Gocini and Bongani Shange.34 Davis departed for Rorke’s Drift in 1980 but in 
1981 he left the Centre, prior to completion of the year.35 At Rorke’s Drift, Davis 
found himself in attendance with a post-1976 highly politicised student body. 
What he encountered there was not the sort of education that he and other 
politically informed students such as Mzwakhe Nhlabatse had hoped for. When 
Davis arrived, he would have been introduced to the figurative images drawn 
from folklore or Biblical texts that constituted the themes of many weavings 
and prints developed by Azaria and Elizabeth Mbatha. He would have 
become aware of Africanised Christian imagery, the influence of liberation 
theology and the commentary of young theological students who attended 
the neighbouring seminary. He would have seen the personal and social 
commentaries of Ndevasia John Muafangejo, such influence arguably present 
in much later prints such as his 1994 work Vanaand gat die Poppe Dans, and 
he would have also become familiar with the highly expressive and symbolist 
explorations of artists such as Cyprian Shilakoe, Dan Rakgoathe and Vuminkosi 
Zulu. But the syllabus he inherited from his teachers was based on 14 years of 
work by instructors from Europe who had introduced precise craft disciplines 
in a ‘non interventionist’ way to successive cohorts of black students from 
both local and distant regions.36 Students saw instructors to be so immersed in 
their western art training that they were inevitably ignorant of both historical 
and contemporary currents of African art. The lack of active engagement 
in debate about the politics of art production and their non-interventionist 
approach to teaching caused frustration amongst the urban students in 
particular. This discontent had first emerged in the attitudes of the prior two 
cohorts of students, beginning with the 1976 cohort. This art training was a 
far cry from the African sensibility called for by the likes of fellow student 
Nhlabatse, writing for Staffrider. The focus of instruction was on technique and 
all emotional expression and conceptual exploration came from the students 
themselves, many of whom had arrived with already developed approaches 
to art-making.37 Davis’ immediate contemporaries were far more interested 
in narratives of political resistance and producing images of contemporary 
heroes such as Steve Biko than the subjective and psychic explorations of 
the pre-1976 students who preceded them. Davis’ contemporaries went on 
to publish their works in issues of Staffrider, a vehicle for the fast growing 
renaissance of resistance art; these artists included Gocini and Nhlabatse in 
1978, and later, Bongi Dhlomo and Gamakhulu Diniso.

Given Davis’ political frustration at Rorke’s Drift, it is interesting that some of the 
works that he produced there focused on the beauty of the rural landscape 
and folk quietly at work in the craft and arts workshops. This was a world far 
removed from the fiery political urban debates he was familiar with and, on 
the face of it, this allowed Davis to experience a peaceful lifestyle conducive to 
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Rorke’s Drift Fine Art School, 1981. Front: Lionel Davis, Thami Jali, Avhashoni Mainganye, Phillip Malumise. Back: Silas Monyepao, Cyril Chabane 
Manganye, Zweni Pakati, Jay Johnson (principal). Photograph courtesy of Lionel Davis
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recovery. It is curious that Davis’ Rorke’s Drift linocut, Playtime in Shiyane (1981), 
was produced in the context of this growing belief that art should engage 
“in a challenging and critical way with social and political realities of its time 
and place” and that it ought to do more than simply “reflect the society which 
gives rise to it; it expresses a social or political message.”38 In this work, Davis 
communicates a chronological sense of order with no indication of actions 
aimed at purposeful change, no indication of the burning questions at play 
across the country, simply an intimate and peaceful moment of human play 
against a setting sun. As in earlier works laid out in accordance with clear 
perspectival principles, here Davis delineates an explicit foreground, middle 
ground and background but the composition is busier, more linear and textural 
and with less attention to the broad contrasting shapes of his earlier works. 
Davis speaks of having first been introduced to the works of Gerard Sekoto and 
Mnyaluza George Pemba at Rorke’s Drift and this work bears some resemblance 
to the quieter everyday scenes of Pemba and Sekoto.39 Considered in the 
context of works by fellow artists such as Shadrak Hlalele whose work was 
published in Staffrider magazine that same year, the work is almost defiant 
in its insistence on the picturesque. Such scenes were certainly a sojourn from 
picturing deprivation in his urban milieu. When asked about rendering beauty in 
an interview with Ralph Will years later, Davis had the following to say: “In the 
same way that there is a time for pain, there is a time for going to the sea or 
into the mountains... I cannot say for one moment that I have stopped looking for 
beauty in nature.”40 

When Davis returned to Cape Town in 1982, he continued to produce a number 
of sensitive and naturalistically rendered drawings. In Labour in Woodstock 
(1982) Davis was still interested in accurate perspectival interpretations of form. 
Here he established a contrast between the size of the labouring figures and 
the surrounding structures within which they worked. The effect attests to the 
incessant activity and quiet dignity of individual and collective work. Similarly, 
Eckard Street - back view of crescent next to the Avalon bioscope and Shepherd 
Street D6 (1982) points to Davis travelling through central Cape Town, remembering 
old haunts and documenting the devastation of the Group Areas Act. Upon release 
from house arrest in 1976, he was first able to witness the destruction of what 
had once been his community. In 1982, when Davis chose to quietly seat himself 
amidst the ruins of District Six to trace the scene in front of him, more than 60 000 
people had been relocated to townships on the Flats. To make way for white 
communities, ‘non-whites’ were relocated far from the convenience of the central 
district and subject to long commutes into town; this subject was to occupy much 
of Davis’ attention in a series of sketches. His drawing Eckard Street, 1982, sets up a 
strong contrast between the dense and uninterrupted natural growth on the slopes 
of Devil’s Peak and the washed out facades of a desolate Eckard Street. The eerily 
empty buildings reference an area once characterised by boisterous street life and 
communal relaxation. The Avalon, the glory of popular entertainment in the district, 
is presented here from the back view, vacant and derelict. 

By the early 1980s, the calls for committed art in Staffrider had gained in 
intensity. It was about this time that Davis first directly encountered the journal 
when visiting Johannesburg.41 Dikobe WaMogale Martins advocated in the 
strongest of terms for art that was not politically neutral.42 Martins’ criticism 
of “‘art for arts sake’” and his linking of this with art “driven by commodity 
fetishism” was a sharper version of the argument that had been levelled against 
administrators at Rorke’s Drift. When Martins wrote, “... we have to struggle 
in all ways so that the artist creates for the people and so that the people in 
turn raise their cultural level and draw nearer to the artist” he might well have 
been paving the way for artists such as Davis to become fulltime cultural 
workers.43 By 1982, Davis’ ‘everyday’ images referenced increasing commitment 
to portraying the severity of political oppression in South Africa and the need 
to resist this. His prints, For Whom the Bell Tolls (1982), Interrogation (1982) and 
Davis Confined (1982), were not imaginary conjectures about oppression or 

30 Staffrider magazine was first published by 
Ravan Press in 1978. The first edition was 
banned by the government but it went on 
to become an important vehicle for artists 
committed to change and featured writing, 
graphics and photography from numerous 
largely unpublished artists. 

31 Davis in correspondence with Nolte, May 2016.

32 Staffrider (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, April/
May 1979), 54-55.

33 The Evangelical Lutheran Church (ELC) Art 
and Craft Centre had been established to 
“nurture the unique artistic heritage of Afri-
ca,” “to extend this heritage with new influ-
ences” and to “ensure that it develops with 
changing society and that its arts and crafts 
will find increasingly profitable outlets” (Sack, 
The Neglected Tradition, 20). The emphasis on 
craft education over fine art education was 
based on assumptions of trying to i) reinvigo-
rate a lost craftsmanship that had previously 
informed the production of cultural artefacts 
in an earlier time in African society and ii) en-
sure a means of economic survival through 
such craft training. For an account of Davis’ 
tenure at Rorke’s Drift, see Elizabeth Rankin 
and Philippa Hobbs (Chapter 4).

34 Bongani Shange taught at CAP 1979-1980, 
working alongside Cecil Skotnes.

35 The first staff members who’d been em-
ployed to launch the Centre in 1962 were 
Peder and Ulla Gowenius, graduates of the 
prestigious Kunstfackskolan in Stockholm 
[Philippa Hobbs and Elizabeth Rankin, Rorke’s 
Drift: Empowering Prints (Cape Town: Double 
Storey, 2003)]. These young Swedish fine 
arts graduates were committed at the out-
set to teaching ‘useful’ crafts, with drawing 
forming the foundation for various forms of 
relief and intaglio print production. They en-
couraged figurative depictions that would 
sell well in weavings and that presumably 
resulted in the early biblical narratives by 
Azaria Mbatha and figurative depictions of 
African myth by some fellow printmakers.

36 The ELC Art and Craft Centre had always dis-
tanced itself from the official native craft policy 
that perpetuated only indigenous craft (Hobbs 
and Rankin, Rorke’s Drift, 20) but their strong 
emphasis on craft for economic output com-
bined with attention to form over content was 
perceived by the post-1976 generation as an 
extension of colonial oppression. For a critique 
of the use of craft as colonial strategy see Olu 
Oguibe, “Reverse Appropriation as Nationalism 
in Modern Art” in The Third Text Reader on Art, 
Culture and Theory, eds. Rasheed Araeen, Sean 
Cubitt, and Ziauddin Sardar (London and New 
York: Continuum, 2002), 41. 

Playtime in Shiyane, 1981. 
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Labour in Woodstock, 1982. Pencil on paper, 31.5 x 50 cm

Eckard Street - back view of crescent next to the Avalon Bioscope, 1982. Pencil on paper, 41 x 59 cm
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resistance. They pictured Davis’ ‘everyday’ experience of being dehumanised 
by apartheid legislation, imprisoned, subject to interrogation and witness to 
comrades awaiting either freedom or death. In some regard these are among 
the bleakest of Davis’ works. In 1982, the United Nations had launched sanctions 
against South Africa, military operations by underground units within the country 
had intensified and so too had offensives by the South African Defence Force 
(SADF) outside of the borders of South Africa. Interrogation pictures interrogators 
waiting for their next victim. The empty chair, centre composition, appears 
as if to signal occupation by any viewer, thereby intensifying the message of 
the ubiquity of political oppression and torture. The catharsis that Davis often 
describes in relation to creative production is played out in these images in their 
thoroughly striated and incised surfaces. The psychic violence of waiting for 
release is rendered in For Whom the Bel Tolls through the inclusion of a large and 
ominous bell that occupies a full half of the composition.44 The year that Davis 
produced this etching, the South African Medical and Dental Council was still 
being pressurised to seek a further enquiry into Bantu Steve Biko’s death.45 Davis 
Confined is one of the most direct references to the trauma of confinement, a 
self-portrait as if viewed from the perspective of the jailor, peering through an 
observation hole into the narrow confines of his cell. In positioning the viewer as 
if complicit with the jailor, Davis raises questions about empathy and political 
responsibility. Images of historical trauma are most often unable to parallel the 
intensity of emotions sometimes buried too deeply to allow into the public space 
for fear of further traumatisation. However, when Davis chose to use narrative 
as a tool to bear witness to political trauma, such images became testimony to 
historical violence for present and future generations.

Davis gained further impetus to express his political commitment in 1982 when, 
as described in an interview with Robyn Denny, “with the Botswana Festival 
there was a strong directive coming from Botswana. Organised by ANC 
exiles, the directive was that people who have skills should come back into 
South Africa and start working with their community organisations and CAP 
was singled out as one of the organisations where we could actually make 
an input.”46 It was Davis who had proposed CAP as a base to organise the 
Cape contingent of the 1982 Culture and Resistance Festival in Gaborone.47 He 
also co-organised the associated fine arts component of the festival, namely 
Art Toward Social Development An Exhibition of South African Art, held at the 
National Museum and Art Gallery, Gaborone. The festival was one of the 
highlights of cultural organisers in exile who, with strong communication with 
people and organisations inside of South Africa, including Ravan Press, CAP, 
Federated Union of Black Artists (FUBA) and the Open School, ensured the 
organisation of different aspects of the arts. Medu Art Ensemble hosted this 
conference that brought in excess of 200 cultural workers from South Africa.48 
The conference was a massive show of cultural resistance, a celebration of 
cultural activity against apartheid and an opportunity to strengthen and refine 
positions in the cultural struggle. Keynote speaker Barbara Masekela urged 
those present to recognise that cultural workers, “should of necessity move 
at the pace of our people. The work of an artist is mirrored in the popular 
responses of the masses and the latter would gain a lasting confidence in their 
own strength and in the inevitability of final victory.”49 Gavin Jantjes delivered 
a more nuanced account of the stylistic choices and complex role of the artist 
as part of a broad cultural fabric and changing constellation of traditions 
and contemporary interactions. Jantjes made a case for art that is part of a 
national identity, not stymied by stereotypical notions of African traditional 
expression but open to stylistic innovation. It was to take some years for artists 
to heed his words.50 

On return into the country, Davis, motivated by more direct calls for politically 
instrumental art production, became a full time ‘cultural worker’ helping to 
establish the silkscreen project that subsequently became the CAP Media 
Project.51 Members of CAP began to define ‘community’ in the Community 

37 Davis in correspondence with Nolte, June 2016.

38 See Joyce Ozynski and Andrew Mason, “Com-
mitted Art” in Staffrider vol. 4, no. 2 (Johannes-
burg: Ravan Press, 1981). The authors announced 
the cancellation of an exhibition due to the 
poor quality of submissions and spoke to the 
need for art that was neither “empty formal-
ism” nor simple “sloganising”. Three works were 
published as a result of submissions, including 
a work by Shadrack Hlalele who was a fellow 
student of Davis at Rorke’s Drift in 1980 and 1981. 

39 Davis in correspondence with Nolte, May 2016.

40 See interviews conducted in 1988 by Ralf G. 
Will, Role of Art in Society.

41 Davis in correspondence with Nolte, May 2016.

42 Martins quoted author and critic Bertolt Brecht 
from his 1935 essay “Writing the Truth: Five 
Difficulties”, wherein Brecht argued that artists 
ought to communicate the truth where truth 
is everywhere opposed, that they should have 
the keenness to recognise truth, the skill to 
manipulate it as a weapon, the judgement to 
select in whose hands it will be effective and 
the cunning to spread the truth among such 
persons. See Staffrider vol. 4 no. 2 (Johannes-
burg: Ravan Press, 1981), 30.

43 Many sacrificed their careers as professional 
artists to become full time cultural workers, 
Davis being a foremost example. The call to 
put one’s creative spirit at the service of the 
struggle “to have a just society free of ex-
ploitation and oppression of man by fellow 
man” was heeded by a number of politically 
concerned artists (Martins, Staffrider, 31).

44 According to Davis, “In 1982 I was doing short 
semester courses at Ruth Prowse and decid-
ed to do this etching based on the fact many 
people were being jailed and others being 
hounded by the security police” (Davis in cor-
respondence with Nolte, May 2016).

45 An inquest into the death of Bantu Steve Biko 
ruled inconclusive evidence against the East-
ern Cape Security Branch of the South African 
Police. In 1999 during the Truth and Reconcilia-
tion Commission, four police officers admitted 
to their role in his killing.

46 See Denny as quoted in Nolte, “Ownership’ of 
the Community Arts Project.”

47 Davis worked alongside Peter Clarke in help-
ing to organise the Cape Town contingent 
that went to Botswana. He recalled that, “In 
1982 we went to the Botswana Festival; I went 
with the CAP mime unit. At that time, CAP had 
gone through a bad patch. Emile Maurice and 
Manfred Zylla were asked to do Cape Town 
for Medu; Is(hmael) Moss and I organised the 
bus to go to the Medu festival. The call at the 
festival was for sharing arts training with the 
community.” (“Thamsanqa Culture is a Weap-
on of the Struggle,” South African History On-
line, 23 August 2011, accessed 19 June 2016).

48 From Botswana, Thami Mnyele organised 
events and from within South Africa, Dikobe 
WaMogale Martins took the lead. 

49 Barbara Masekela, unpublished manuscript 
(Gaborone: Culture and Resistance Sympo-
sium, 1982).
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For Whom the Bell Tolls or They Toll For Me, 1982. Etching on paper, 20 x 10.5 cm
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Arts Project more deliberately as a politicised community of cultural 
workers. In response to the school boycotts of 1980, and in opposition to 
the establishment of the tricameral parliament, organisations such as the 
Congress of South African Students (COSAS) grew in strength, as did other 
anti-apartheid youth and women’s organisations and local civics. Davis 
and fellow media workers worked with organisations from across the anti-
apartheid spectrum. CAP worked with COSAS, which had formed in May 
1979 with a strong alliance to the ANC, but also with Black Consciousness 
and Africanist groupings such as AZAPO, formed in 1978, and later the 
South African National Students Congress (SANSCO), formed in 1986 out of 
AZASO but with a more arms length relationship to its Black Consciousness 
Movement origins.52 CAP provided sorely needed premises for the smaller 
community groups that had limited resources and ability to access 
commercial printers. When the United Democratic Front (UDF) was formed in 
1983,53 the CAP silkscreen workshop began to be used around the clock. An 
example of work done for these grassroots organisations is Davis’ 1986 sketch 
for a poster for the Student Action Committee in Macassar, neighbouring 
Mitchells Plain. Preceding networking through social media, such posters 
served to advertise mass action; this poster advertises cultural events and 
silk-screening demonstrations as a means to empower youth to political 
action. In this preparatory sketch, we see Davis’ precise draughtsmanship 
applied to a new interest and purpose in graphic design. The sketch 
captures the heady celebration of culture that characterised the Culture and 
Resistance Festival, with long nights of Abdullah Ibrahim inspiring all manner 
of artists temporarily freed from the constraints of apartheid. 

That same year, Davis became involved in the launch of Vakalisa Art 
Associates, a network of cultural workers alongside founder members such as 
James Matthews, Peter Clarke and Mario Sickle. This Western Cape collective 
produced an annual calendar that was akin to the Johannesburg based 
Staffrider in that it included poetry, photography and graphics dedicated to 
addressing oppression and inspiring resistance. However, unlike Staffrider, 
the calendar was produced by an exclusively black editorial team. Davis’ 
contribution to the 1986 Vakalisa calendar is amongst his most defiant and 
graphic of images of resistance, featuring a fist rising from an informal 
settlement, grappling with armed insurgents.Through the worst years of 
oppression under two successive States of Emergency in South Africa, Davis 
demonstrated an unyielding commitment to CAP maintaining a non-aligned 
political profile in its anti-apartheid cultural production. He welcomed and 
supported all people and organisations that required assistance with their 
oppositional work and thereby facilitated the broadest possible political 
alliance and effect of creative education. Davis’s generous and positive 
attitude was informed by his years of self discipline and the mutual education 
shared by the political prisoners on the island; it was this deep humanism that 
he modeled for all at CAP.54 This humanism is evident in his figure studies of 
this period, illustrating the kind of empathy he exhibited to all with whom he 
worked. As a commuter, he witnessed on a daily basis the fatigue of workers 
due to extensive hours of commuting to far flung ‘group areas’. In a number 
of dignified studies, he documented the exhaustion of individuals after long 
days of poorly paid work. Many of these studies are of women, resilient and 
solidly built, rooted as if to constitute the very backbone of their communities 
despite their continual endurance of everyday hardships.55 But, Davis’ images 
of women as signifiers of oppressed communities are not attempts to elicit 
greater sympathy due to women being more subject to poverty and abuse. 
These images of women are as stalwarts, intent on their own survival 
and that of others. With spontaneous and summary lines or strokes, Davis 
communicates individual and communal survival under centuries of racist 
legislation. Drawings such as these raise questions about the degree of agency 
permitted or possible when subject to a world in which every detail of life 
has been circumscribed by apartheid legislation. His drawings are sensitive, 

Artwork for Macassar Cultural Day 
Poster, c. 1986. Pencil and pen on paper

Untitled from a Vakalisa Calendar, 1986. 

50 “The early European evaluation of our sty-
listic innovations has been so interiorised 
that it remains for many African artists 
the subject of their creative endeavour. 
African art is expected to look like... it is 
expected to fit a certain mould. If an artist 
today dares to extend his creative expres-
sion to a field outside of this mould, he ap-
parently runs the risk of being compared 
to western European models.” [Gavin 
Jantjes, unpublished manuscript, (Gabo-
rone: Culture and Resistance Symposium, 
1982), 6].

51 For a history of CAP’s poster production 
see Jon Berndt, From Weapon to Orna-
ment: The CAP Media Project Posters (1982 
to 1994) (Cape Town: Arts and Media Ac-
cess Centre, 2007). 

52 AZASO had been formed in 1979, two 
years after the banning of SASO, short-
ly after the murder of SASO leader 
Steve Biko.

53 The UDF was a non-racial united front of 
about 400 national, regional and local 
organisations launched at Mitchell’s Plain, 
Cape Town to fight the planned Tricamer-
al parliament and the Koornhof Bills.
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Three Women on a Train, c. 1982 – 1986. Pencil and pen on paper, 21 x 29.7 cm
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moving and evocative of a deep sense of personal containment. This is also 
particularly evident in an intimate and gentle drawing of a woman and child 
(1984), in which the woman creates an enfolded maternal space almost despite 
herself, as she gazes beyond. The comforting bulk of this figure is similar to 
the maternal presence of women in later works that celebrate intimate and 
regular human encounters, as in Chosen Fruit (1986). 

Davis’ figures are all the more moving when viewed within the context of 
the total onslaught of the state against individual dignity and community 
organisation. By the mid-1980s, South Africa was in turmoil with violent 
resistance, escalating insurgence in rural and urban areas and ever increasing 
cross border raids by the South African Defence Force (SADF). In June 1985 the 
SADF crossed the border into Gaborone killing twelve people, including Medu 
members Thami Mnyele and Mike Hamlyn. The first State of Emergency was 
declared in July and within the first six months, over 200 people had been killed 
by the police and thousands detained without disclosure or trial. Davis and 
fellow CAP members redefined the purpose of cultural activity at CAP as one of 
being “an instrument of consciousness.” A document from the time noted that 
CAP “firmly commits itself to a cultural policy that is rooted in the struggle for a 
unified South Africa, democratically governed and free of all forms of oppression 
and exploitation.”56 With the formation of the Congress of South African Trade 
Unions (COSATU) in 1985, CAP made its services available whenever needed. 
The Media Project sharpened its focus to work with organisations allied against 
apartheid, spearheaded by civics and trade unions under the banner of the 
UDF. Davis’ 1985 artwork for the Free Oscar Mpetha campaign was part of a 
national and international campaign to free the 76 year old ex-president of 
the Cape wing of the ANC, founder member of the South African Congress of 
Trade Unions (SACTU) and national organiser of the Food and Canning Workers 
Union.57 Davis’ sketch of Mpetha shows a fine command of his medium and an 
empathetic rendering of an elder who had devoted his entire life to the freedom 
struggle. This image is notable precisely because, although produced at the 
height of calls for culture as a weapon of the struggle, it is not a formulaic social 
realist image of a triumphant hero but a man whose age, labour and humility is 
quite palpable. Davis, having survived seven years on Robben Island, would have 
known precisely what Mpetha had experienced in prison; his empathy evident in 
this drawing of an all too human individual.

Davis would have been acutely sensitive to the continued practice of treason trials 
when, in 1985, the government launched the three-year long Delmas treason trial 
in an attempt to destroy the leadership of the UDF.58 Yet, the work Davis produced 
in 1986 provides a glimpse into an artist who was not only producing explicit works 
of protest. Linocuts of humble everyday life and penetrating self-portraits sit 
alongside posters that exhort youth to build their individual and collective strength. 
In 1986, the first partial State of Emergency was replaced by a nation-wide State 
of Emergency, one that was even more draconian.59 The press was completely 
restricted from covering political unrest, political funerals were restricted, curfews 
imposed, numerous indoor gatherings banned and approximately a quarter million 
people detained in that first year. This second State of Emergency was to last a 
full four years. Not all survived but how South Africans lived through this onslaught 
is difficult to comprehend. Daily routines were reshaped by living around the terror 
and restrictions, anger and resistance grew, anti-apartheid cultural production 
intensified, underground units swelled and life went on each hour of the day more 
intensely than ever. CAP redrafted its mission to that of training cultural workers 
and supporting grassroots cultural activities, thereby shifting emphasis away 
from training individual artists to that of cultural workers aligned to organisations. 
Although CAP’s attempt to help organise the Towards a People’s Culture Festival 
was met by the banning of the event, shortly before it was scheduled to open, 
CAP did manage to celebrate its own 10th anniversary; ten years that had seen 
Davis contribute as student and central staff member, his humour and humanity 
paramount throughout.

54 From 1983 to 1987 Davis also worked for Molo 
Songololo, established in 1979 to act against 
the impact of Apartheid policies and State 
actions against children and to promote the 
rights and protection of children. This included 
bringing together children from forced remov-
al and migration settlements in Cape Town 
(such as District Six, Elsies River and Cross-
roads) to interact and learn about the rights of 
the child. See “Our history,” Molo Songololo, 
accessed online, 12 June 2016. http://www.
molosongololo.com/our-history-2

55 In 1984 the Second Carnegie Enquiry into Pov-
erty in South Africa revealed devastating and 
extensive poverty in South Africa. The report 
addressed hunger, water, fuel, privacy, human 
dignity, illiteracy and income. Recommen-
dations related to the need for public works 
and employment schemes, land reform, abo-
lition of influx control and other fundamental 
economic reforms. See, “The second Carnegie 
Report on poverty in South Africa is released,” 
South African History Online, accessed online, 
13 June 2016. http://www.sahistory.org.za/
dated-event/second-carnegie-report-pover-
ty-south-africa-released 

56 Community Arts Project, “Working Draft”, 
1985. See Nolte, “Ownership’ of the Commu-
nity Arts Project.”

57 Oscar Mpetha was arrested in 1980 after tak-
ing part in protests in Nyanga, Cape Town, in 
which two people were killed. After a long trial 
he was sentenced to five years imprisonment 
and eventually released in 1989, soon after his 
80th birthday.

58 For a history of the proceedings and argu-
ments made by the state see The Histori-
cal Papers Research Archive, University of 
Witwatersrand, AK2117 Delmas Treason tri-
al 1985-1989. Accessed online, 16 June 2016. 
http://www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za/?-
inventory/U/collections&c=AK2117/R/8206

Mother and Child, 1984. 
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Artwork for the Free Oscar Mpheta poster, c. 1985. Ink on paper, 29.5 x 21 cm
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Despite Davis’ commitment to the use of culture as a weapon of the struggle 
he always made space for personal explorations of individual character as 
core to community resistance and survival. We see attention to these personal 
qualities in two small works produced that year, Chosen Fruit, and Self Portrait 
(1986). Self Portrait is uncompromising in the observation of his own everyday 
life. Davis fills the frame frontally with little space for escaping his corporeal 
presence. The fullness of facial detail imparts his accumulated experience as 
well as the passing of time through mapping each singular and coalescing 
part, patterned and repeated. In Chosen Fruit an ample woman stands back as 
a child reaches out to choose a large ripe waterlemoen. The subject here is a 
child’s anticipation of a rare treat and an adult carer’s desire to indulge it. The 
theme has poignancy in the context of poor living conditions and low wages 
endured by the majority of black women. The heroes of Davis’ narratives are 
ordinary folk; in this work the ‘mother’ and child are situated in a setting in 
which a third of the frame is given over to a crumbling facade as backdrop 
to the street vending. This everyday scene alludes to stratifications of class 
and race as well as gender, the triple burden of black working women. Davis 
imparts many such quiet moments in works almost iconic in their solid form and 
arrangement, pictures of defiance by virtue of their celebration of life despite 
abhorrent political and economic circumstances. 

Davis’ interest in exploring varied forms of personal expression was evident 
when he attended his first Thupelo workshop in 1986.60 It was here that he 
produced his now well-known abstract work, African Sunset.61 At Thupelo, 
Davis networked with colleagues from across the country and experimented 
with creative vocabularies. Interestingly, this coincided with the beginning 
of an era of intense cultural isolation marked by specific strategies of 
resistance. Debates surfaced amongst leftist critics, exiled artists and 
politicised youth on the ground, mostly skeptical of the influence of Euro-
American abstraction and the ways in which abstraction had been used by 
US political interests to symbolise its opposition to communism at the height 
of the Cold War. Unfortunately, early Russian and Soviet commitments to 
cultural experimentation had long been overshadowed by official policies 
of figurative Socialist Realism and the anti-apartheid cultural ties to the 
Soviet Union referenced earlier did result in a repetition of the worst forms of 
polemic about abstraction versus figuration. Davis and artists in attendance 
at the Thupelo workshop insisted on their rights to experiment beyond 
prescriptions of what was regarded as sufficiently ‘African’ or ‘political’ 
in their choice of form. At times, work from Thupelo workshops was seen 
as excessively individualistic but over time assumptions about realism 
being the most politically appropriate way to communicate to a popular 
audience were to erode as curators and artists aligned with the struggle 
began to ease out of an era of cultural isolation. This was facilitated in part 
by a revision to the cultural boycott that had been in effect since 1976 and 
emphatically reinforced at the Culture and Resistance Festival in 1982.62 In 
1987, at the Culture in Another South Africa (CASA) conference in Amsterdam, 
debate ensued on the effectiveness of the cultural boycott to isolate the 
apartheid regime and bring about change. Artists debated whether art 
should serve the struggle directly or formulate its own objectives, with artists 
free to express their support in other ways.63 The inseparability of arts and 
politics was agreed on, as was the importance of working collectively but 
in the words of Pallo Jordan, “The ANC does not ask you to become political 
pamphleteers... or political sloganeers.”64 While these debates regarding the 
jurisdiction of culture were occurring, politicised artists on the ground like 
Davis were asserting their right to experiment freely. This same year, Davis 
and fellow Thupelo artists chose to exhibit experimental, largely abstract, 
work at the National Museum and Art Gallery in Gaborone, the same 
venue that had housed the 1982 Culture and Resistance exhibition, which 
had launched the era of cultural workers devoted to accessible and more 
instrumental commentaries on the political reality in South Africa.

59 1985, Rev. Allan Boesak had led a march in 
the Western Cape from Athlone Stadium to 
Pollsmoor Prison, focusing on non-violent re-
sistance to repression and detention. Police 
killed approximately 30 people that day. The 
ensuing violence resulted in closures of hun-
dreds of ‘coloured’ schools in the area and 
calls for strikes spread nationwide.  Regional 
UDF structures worked effectively through 
grassroots media campaigns such as those 
facilitated by CAP and in accord with na-
tional UDF strategies. The declaration of the 
national State of Emergency was designed 
to destroy the UDF permitting thousands of 
leaders to be detained while others were 
killed or forced into exile. 

60 Thupelo workshops took place under aus-
pices of the Johannesburg Art Foundation, 
FUBA, the Alexandra Art Centre and USSA-
LEP (Sack, The Neglected Tradition, 25). Sack 
goes on to describe how these workshops 
“provided insights into problems of painting, 
color and expressive communication” and 
provided “opportunities for experimentation 
with new materials.” For a thorough discus-
sion of controversies related to the Thupelo 
workshops see John Peffer, Art and the End 
of Apartheid (Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, Minneapolis), 158-162.

61 Initially reproduced in Matsemela Mana-
ka, Echoes of African Art, Skotaville, 1987, this 
painting was subsequently published with the 
title Face of Africa in Steven Sack, The Neglect-
ed Tradition. This painting is discussed in the 
essay by Thembinkosi Goniwe (Chapter 10).

62 See “From Amsterdam with euphoria,” South 
African History Online, accessed 15 June 2016. 
http://www.sahistory.org.za/archive/am-
sterdam-euphoria#sthash.FSxy76GQ.dpuf

63 Ibid. CASA recognised the need for cultural 
workers to enter and exit South Africa in con-
sultation with the mass democratic move-
ment and the national liberation movement. 
What this did was to loosen the parameters of 
the boycott so as to allow ‘progressive’ cultural 
workers in and out while restricting “reaction-
ary artists, intellectuals and sportspeople.”

64 Ibid.

65 “Preamble to CASA Conference with Resolu-
tions,” unpublished paper (Department of Arts 
and Culture, ANC, 1987), 11. Organisations such 
as the Cultural Workers Congress formed in 
Cape Town shortly after this call. While sup-
portive of his comrades in the CWC, Davis’ 
allegiances were more aligned with organi-
sations that had grown out of the BCM.

66 Davis in correspondence with Nolte, June 
2016. A CAP 1988 newsletter states, “CAP 
trains cultural workers by participating in and 
building the growing cultural workers move-
ment and developing and supporting grass-
roots cultural activities.” It goes on to state 
that, “CAP (is) like many other centres and or-
ganisations which are at a stage now where 
they are undergoing an intense re-evaluation 
period. While the struggle has intensified and 
repression worsened, we have seen the need 
to re-evaluate our strengths.” Nolte, Owner-
ship’ of the Community Arts Project.
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Chosen Fruit, 1986. Linocut on paper, 31 x 21.5 cm

JACQUELINE NOLTE    VISUALISING AND NARRATING THE EVERYDAY

Lionel Davis final art work.indd   121 2017/09/19   6:53 PM



122

For Davis there was no contradiction in adopting parallel streams of expression 
or use of media. Although a number of artists already regarded themselves 
as cultural workers in support of the Mass Democratic Movement (MDM), 
and were organised to this effect, at the CASA conference such organisation 
was given further impetus. CASA called for cultural workers to organise into 
a national democratic organisation to “represent the interests of all cultural 
workers” through “local, regional and national structures.” Attendees resolved to 
encourage graphic arts and called for cultural workers to “commit themselves 
to the sharing of skills and resources in the form of workshops and other 
progressive educational programmes in the community.”65 Davis was already 
working at CAP as coordinator and was facilitating the production of grassroots 
activists and aspirant artists. At no time did he see a contradiction between the 
humanist pursuits of the individual artist and the pursuit of collective identity 
at the national or international level.66 Davis continued to work with Vakalisa 
producing figurative imagery of onerous working conditions endured by workers 
at the same time that he experimented with abstraction at Thupelo. A graphic 
published in the Vakalisa 1989 calendar is an example of one such tribute to 
working class women in Cape Town. Davis’s work as trainer of cultural workers 
intensified when CAP’s Media Project moved to Community House. Community 
House had been purchased and renovated in 1987 by NGO’s, COSATU and the 
Western Province Council of Churches (WPCC). Although the premises were 
bombed shortly after its opening, Community House went on to become home 
to a range of anti-apartheid organisations including CAP’s Media Project. Here 
Davis and colleagues worked alongside union workers and activists resolved 
in opposition against the apartheid state. From this time, we see in Davis’ work 
simultaneous expressions of defiance and expectation.67 His posters, such as the 
one designed for the Cape Youth Congress (CAYCO) for the anniversary of June 
16 and that for a theatre production You strike the women you strike the rock 
(1989),68 show iconography typical of this era: unfurled protest flags, raised fists 
of defiance, a backdrop of informal shacks and hovering SADF helicopters. Apart 
from these posters made for organisations through CAP, Davis rarely depicted 
central heroes or protagonists as explicit agents for change. In this sense, these 
posters and studies for posters wherein the figurative bodies were rendered 
primarily as collective subjects are exceptions. 

At the CAP Media project Davis was caught up in fast shifting definitions of 
culture as that which was less about political alliance and more about the 
inherent political power of culture. At CAP, the new director, Mike Van Graan, 
along with drama instructor, Patty Henderson facilitated a conference entitled 
Toward a National Culture. Davis’ ex-prison comrade, Dr. Neville Alexander, 
delivered a paper entitled “Building a National Culture and the Arts.” Alexander 
warned against prescribing content to artists: “I believe the fundamental function 
of art, is to make us see reality afresh. To throw up new perspectives on reality, 
to open up consciousness.”69 Alexander also spoke strongly of the importance of 
a unity of a national culture derived from the diversity of the people, a position 
that had been expressed at the CASA conference. Davis’ own definition of his 
role as cultural worker as one of using art to “uplift and help others grow”70 and 
his commitment to affirming individual and collective identity was coincident 
with such calls for unity that were built upon diversity and the importance of an 
expanded consciousness. 

On the 2nd February 1990, President F. W. de Klerk announced the lifting of a 
30-year ban on the ANC, the PAC and the South African Communist Party.71 
That same week, The Weekly Mail published an extract from a speech Albie 
Sachs had delivered to the ANC entitled “From solidarity to artistic freedom,” 
in which he stated, “[o]ur members should be banned from saying that 
culture is a weapon of the struggle for a period of five years.” Sachs argued 
against “solidarity criticism”, the absence of ambiguity and the absence of 
contradiction, stating that “the power of art lies precisely in its capacity to 
expose contradictions and reveal hidden tensions.”72 His encouragement of 

67 In the midst of increased resistance and a re-
instatement of the State of Emergency, there 
were small signals of cracks in government 
strategy. Govan Mbeki had been released in 
1987 and expectations grew regarding the 
release of Nelson Mandela.

68 This play directed by Phyllis Klotz was work-
shopped with the Vusisiswe Players and based 
on the 1956 rallying cry of women marching 
against the apartheid regime’s pass laws.

69 Neville Alexander, “Building a National Cul-
ture and the Arts” in Toward a National Cul-
ture, ed. Patti Henderson (Cape Town: Com-
munity Arts Project, 1989), 7.

70 Davis in correspondence with Nolte, June 2016.

71 People serving prison sentences based 
simply on their membership to any of these 
organisations were to be released and all 
media emergency regulations were lifted. 
Restrictions in terms of emergency regu-
lations on 33 organisations were rescind-
ed, including the National Education Crisis 
Committee, SANSCO, UDF and COSATU. 
Detainees also acquired the right to legal 
representation of their choosing.

72 Weekly Mail, 2-9 February, 1990. 

73 According to Davis, he met Clarke at CAP but 
he already knew who he was due to having 
seen some of his work at an early age. Davis 
describes Clarke as one of his mentors, writ-
ing, “[b]y the time of his death we were close 
friends. I organised his memorial service at 
SANG with the help of friends.” (Correspon-
dence with Nolte, June 2016).

74 At CAP in Chapel Street, employees be-
gan to talk about the importance of ‘self 
expression’ and holistic relationships with 
the community, contingent on the creative 
expression and resourcefulness of the indi-
vidual. See Community Arts Project Annual 
Report 1996/7, p. 9 cited in Nolte, “Owner-
ship’ of the Community Arts Project.”

75 In 1988 Pachipamwe workshops were organ-
ised under the Triangle arts model, also used 
for the Thupelo workshops, bringing together 
emerging and more established artists.

CAYCO poster design, 
c 1989. Pen and marker 
on paper, 21 x 14.8 cm

Artwork for You Strike 
the Women, You Strike 
the Rock, c. 1989. 
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Self Portrait, 1993. Etching on paper, 17 x 12.5 cm
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artists to shed the gravity of their anguish was paralleled in the celebratory 
quality of Davis’ graphics of that year. As in his earlier linocut Chosen Fruit 
(1986), Fruit of our Labour (1990) explored the theme of street vending and basic 
subsistence but we see a subtle shift from the suspense and anticipation in 
the earlier black and white print to the relaxed forms and full blown plenitude 
in the brightly coloured composition of 1990. Both the title and composition 
reflect the optimism of this new era of momentous political change. Notably, 
both works show a treatment of form akin to Peter Clarke’s images of flower 
sellers and washerwomen, characterised by their simplification of form, volume 
and flattened picture planes.73 

The ensuing Groote Schuur talks of 1990, the lifting of the State of Emergency 
and the return of exiles into the country all signalled the beginning of an 
era of intense negotiations. These changes occurred within the context of 
violent covert operations that attempted to derail negotiated talks toward 
democratic elections. With the advent of announcements regarding the repeal 
of key apartheid legislation such as the Land Acts of 1913 and 1936, the Group 
Areas Act of 1966 and the Population Registration Act of 1950, the pressure on 
cultural workers to devote all of their efforts to direct political resistance was 
undoubtedly alleviated. At CAP, conversations turned toward how to integrate 
the non-formal education at NGOs with formal credentials.74 The tone of posters 
produced at the Media Project shifted and Davis made the choice to at last 
pursue formal accreditation by enrolling in the Bachelor of Fine Arts programme 
at the Michaelis School of Arts, UCT. 

All the while Davis continued to work with the Thupelo network and, in 1992, 
he traveled to the Pachipamwe workshop75 in Zimbabwe where debates 
ensued on the use of abstract expressionism as a means of moving beyond 
divisive vernacular experience and political positions.76 Davis’ continued use of 
realism to observe the world around him attests to his own view of this false 
opposition. Dancing in Botswana (1992), is an expressive pencil sketch modeled 
on photographs taken while he was at the Thapong workshop in Botswana, 
part of this same Southern African network of experimental workshops. The 
body of work that Davis produced at Michaelis also demonstrated a continued 
commitment to a full exploration of style and media, from re-workings of 
earlier figurative studies he had conducted on buses and trains to imaginative 
and subjective explorations of his own ancestry in figural and non-objective 
form. Sketches from the 80s were translated into sophisticated screen prints 
such as The Long Wait (1994), a title evocative not just of the everyday but 
reminiscent of greater swathes of historical time. In this brightly illuminated 
scene, intense hues are superimposed and layered over images of tired bodies, 
thus setting up a strong contrast of energies. Davis’ title references all manner 
of waiting, most notably, the date of the first democratic election.77 While at 
Michaelis, Davis created a series of figurative works that reflected back on the 
height of the struggle. It is interesting that it was from the hallowed university 
halls of learning that he produced some of his more explicitly political of 
images, a semi-realist series entitled Dark Days of the Eighties and images 
of his time on Robben Island (see Chapter 3), mediated as they were by a 
generalised treatment of form and emphasis on material means. This body of 
figurative work was produced at the height of the complex and challenging 
period of transition, with Davis refraining from generating one-dimensional 
visions of freedom. 

In pictorial spaces less bound by political reality, as in his subjective journeys into 
imagined ancestral pasts, it is as if Davis attained something akin to release. 
Compared to the graphic and political immediacy of Interrogation, Writing of 
the Ancients (1992), has an absence of both narrative convention and linear 
time that promises to unfold in a predictable sequence of events. In the latter, 
it is as if Davis attempts to undo time as well as ‘realist’ bounded form, so as 
to render visible forces that have been long repressed. He moves outside of 

76 See Elsbeth Court, “Pachipamwe II. The Avant 
garde in Africa?” Academia, accessed 10 June 
2016. http://www.academia.edu/14144483/
Pachipamwe_II_The_avant-garde_in_Africa

77 On the 18th November 1992, the National 
Working Committee of the ANC adopted a 
discussion document entitled “Negotiations: 
A Strategic Perspective.” It outlined five 
phases in the democratic transition begin-
ning with the establishment of a Transition-
al Executive Council, which aimed to secure 
agreement on elections for a Constituent 
Assembly and the formation of an interim 
government of national unity. See “Negoti-
ations: A Strategic Perspective,” South Afri-
can History Online, accessed 10 June 2016. 
http://www.sahistory.org.za/archive/nego-
tiations-a-strategic-perspective

78 Davis in correspondence with Nolte, June 
2016. The reference to Khoisan heritage is 
one that speaks to the marginalisation of 
indigenous linguistic and cultural minorities.

79 The title translates as “Woman of Africa”.

80 Davis’ references to finding signifiers of ‘an-
cient’ African sounds parallels Alexander’s 
life work of promoting a greater presence 
of African languages in the public sphere, 
thereby increasing visibility on a national 
level without using race as a referent. 

Fruit of Our Labour, 1990. 

Long Wait, 1994

Dark Day Eighties I, 1994. 

Lionel Davis final art work.indd   124 2017/09/19   6:54 PM



125

Dancing in Botswana, 1992. Charcoal on paper, 86 x 61 cm
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the strictures of critical observation as if asserting a different ‘real’, beyond the 
traumatic constraints of identity incurred by South African history. In Black Skin, 
White Masks, Frantz Fanon explains the process of decolonisation as one of 
self-definition, to negate over-determination from the outside. Davis’ journey, 
from identifiable images of everyday apartheid realities to these non-figurative 
expansive places of possibility, functions in just such a manner. Leaving behind 
narrow categorisations of the past, Davis seeks in this abstraction a means to 
continue to contradict the trauma evinced by imprisonment and house arrest. 
In the process, he asserts his agency to reclaim an identity; in this case, it is 
Khoisan lineage that he traces. As he layers endangered Khoisan words over 
a drip-painting executed in the style of Jackson Pollock, as practised in the 
Thupelo workshops, he raises questions about earlier divisions regarding discreet 
national and political purpose. 78 

The complementary relationship of figuration and abstraction continued 
throughout Davis’ career, with Davis attending Thupelo workshops on an almost 
annual basis and throughout his work as tour guide and Education Officer, back 
on Robben Island. In 2008, a year after leaving the Island, Davis held his first solo 
exhibition at the Gill Allderman Gallery. A comparison of a realist work of the 
1980s with a semi-realist work of 2008, makes evident Davis’ shift in figurative 
style. Umfazi weAfrika (1988), is a powerful portrait of an individual that by virtue 
of the realist observation, particularity and detailed treatment reads also as a 
typology of the strength of African women.79 In contrast, Daydreaming (2008), 
exhibits a looser hatching of form, as if trying to uncover an imagined ancestral 
maternal type, a kind of lament for a figure that emerges from faint characters 
or echoes of sound that mark the background. Here Davis uses figuration in an 
attempt to move behind or beyond it, looking for significations of difference 
beyond classifications of race, to the sounds of a distinct Khoisan dialect long 
ignored.80 The work reads as a kind of lament for a figure that cannot be caught 
within the limitations of the signifiers of sound that faintly mark the background. 
Davis has taken a more abstract starting point and summary form of realism 
and infused it with reference to the repressed genocide in colonial and apartheid 
South Africa; in so doing he raises important questions regarding diversity as the 
basis of national representation in the ‘new’ South Africa.81 

The dead-end opposition between formal experimentation and illusionistic 
stagings of the everyday in realist form had taken effect in South Africa in 
the most narrow of apartheid contexts, replete with histories and practices of 
racist bias, revolutionary resistance and predetermined cultural discourse. The 
opposition had always been argued less in terms of stylistic components and 
more in terms of the premise that everyday experiences of people oppressed 
by apartheid could be better conveyed through recognisable depictions of 
the everyday. These oppositions were not usually perpetuated by the artists 
themselves. Realist and semi-realist figuration had been valued by some 
institutions wishing not to ‘divert’ the intention of indigenous Africans toward 
international modernism. Such figuration was also preferred by cultural critics 
wary of the American Cold War associations with abstraction and wary of 
privileged presumptions that underlay refusals to engage with the politics of 
the everyday. Davis navigated these treacherous waters with acumen, steadfast 
in his obvious choice of drawing from his lived reality, at times ‘realistic’ at 
other times not. Sometimes, as in The Journey Home (2010), the attributes of 
realism were sundered, unity and coherence abandoned and the medium 
made consciously transparent in conjunction with the dis-ease of subject 
matter. At other times, as in Standing Room Only (2012), Davis articulated a 
poignant political narrative, pointing to a past of political hope and fervour, a 
present of unchanged conditions amongst commuting workers and impending 
questions about political representation.82 His sharply incised and delineated 
semi-realist forms cohere in a unified pattern that summarises Davis’ acute 
observation of continuing everyday struggles, in his own words, giving voice to 
the marginalised.83

81 The South African government has not rat-
ified C169 - Indigenous and Tribal Peoples 
Convention, 1989 (No. 169). In accordance with 
standards set out by the UN, Khoisan are 
not protected as distinct ethnicities with 
collective and human rights, not recognised 
as “peoples in independent countries who 
are regarded as indigenous on account of 
their descent from the populations which 
inhabited the country, or a geographical 
region to which the country belongs, at 
the time of conquest or colonisation or the 
establishment of present state boundaries 
and who, irrespective of their legal status, 
retain some or all of their own social, eco-
nomic, cultural and political institutions.” 

82 In 1979 Alexander cautioned that “In the 
South African context a ‘multi-national’, i.e. 
pluralist, position, however defined, is inex-
tricably linked with the proposition that the 
national struggle shall be led by the liberal 
bourgeoisie and the aspirant bourgeoisie, 
rather than by the working class.” And again 
(pp. 206-7), “The strategy of ‘unity for free-
dom’ raises questions about what the nation 
is, what the present groups are, in which 
direction they are developing, how they are 
to be organised and mobilised, what values 
are to be instilled into them, and so forth.” 
(No Sizwe, One Azania, One Nation).

83  Davis in correspondence with Nolte, June 2016.

Umfazi weAfrika, 1988. 

Standing Room Only or No 
More Seats, c. 2012. 
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The Journey Home, 2010. Mixed media collage on paper, 34.5 x 52.5 cm
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Writing of the Ancients, c. 1992-93. Acrylic on card, 119 x 72 cm
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Daydreaming, 2008. Ink and oil pastel on paper, 45 x 39 cm
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