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The Long Gaze, c. 1993. Acrylic paint and mixed media on paper, 100 x 76 cm
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CHAPTER 7

Barbara Voss

Lionel Davis and drawing:
a journey of self-discovery

His earliest memory of drawing takes him back to Canterbury Street, District 
Six, where he lived and where children were always playing in the street as the 
small flats and rooms they called home did not allow for having your friends 
over. Lionel enjoyed drawing on the pavement, on the street or on walls using 
chalk or chalky stones. Cowboys and crooks as remembered from movies and 
comic books were his favoured subject matter. Bud Abbot and Lou Costello, 
Laurel and Hardy, George Formby, Superman, Batman and Robin, Masked Marvel 
and space travel with Brick Bradford were furnishing his imagination and 
providing inspiration and imagery. 

At the age of about 10, Lionel worked helping pack items for a junk shop in his 
vicinity. One day, he came across drawings of women which impressed him 
greatly for the skill of their execution — at least in as much as his untutored eye 
could judge this. 

At home, one room shared with his mother and two sisters, there was a framed 
reproduction of a print showing an English country lane with a couple in a horse-
drawn carriage. A neighbour, Willie Willscott, who studied art at night school 
came to Lionel’s home and did a watercolour copy of this Constable-like picture. 
This was when Lionel was about 14. Lionel remembers once going with Will to 
his art class which was part of the art school at St. Philip’s Church in Chapel 
Street, Woodstock. Later, when the class had moved to Zonnebloem Primary 
School, Lionel remembers one time modelling for them. 

At primary school, there was no art instruction, but one teacher encouraged 
drawing. His illustration of the “Old Lady who Lives in a Shoe” was praised. At 
high school, he saw illustrations of Greek and Roman sculptures some of which 
he copied. There was also a government-sponsored magazine, The Sun, which 
focussed on coloured identity, for example by showcasing the work of coloured 
artists and poets. In it, he came across the name of a coloured artist from Ocean 
View, Peter Clarke.

Mr. Voigt, a war veteran (Coloured Cape Corps) and an educated person who 
was in contact with journalists, lived in Lionel’s block. One day, as Lionel was 
going up the steps, he saw Mr. Voigt standing with a dapperly dressed man in a 
suit and hat. Mr. Voigt called to Lionel and introduced him to this man who had 
just completed a painting of Mr. Voigt’s daughter, Doris. This was the first time 
Lionel saw a painting done by a live artist. He later thought the artist could only 
have been Gerard Sekoto.

During his teens, Lionel’s interest in drawing and in art in general waned. 
Having left school after Standard 7, he needed to earn a living and took on 
a variety of menial jobs. Later, he became involved in politics leading to his 
arrest in 1963 and incarceration for seven years (1964-1971) on Robben Island 
for conspiracy to commit acts of sabotage against the apartheid government, 
followed by five years of house arrest (1971-1976), a most traumatic experience 
according to Lionel.

Lionel’s early exposure to art, although minimal, was significant in developing 
an appreciation that art could be a serious occupation, that there were 
professionals and experts, that it had an economic aspect to it and allowed 
some people to earn money from it. But during the 1960s and most of the 70s, his 
desire for drawing was dormant and buried under other concerns and priorities. 
Discovering the Community Arts Project (CAP), then located in Mowbray, in 1977, 
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Elaboration of Class Exercise, 1978. Mixed media on 
paper, 60.5 x 42.5 cm

was the true start of Lionel’s involvement with art. It provided an escape 
from the tedium and isolation post house arrest. It created a focus to his 
restlessness, and it was a new beginning. He was 41 years old.

Intuitively, Lionel was drawn to creative activities to heal the trauma of 
prison and house arrest. His intention was to further his skills in visual 
art, but he soon became involved in many other art disciplines such as 
drama and creative writing. He was driven by an almost unquenchable 
thirst for new experience and meaningful human contact. He happened 
to be unemployed and drawing unemployment benefits when he started 
at CAP (which at the time only offered part-time classes) allowing him 
to spend all his waking hours at CAP and joining as many activities 
offered as possible. He even volunteered to act as cleaner, and he was 
usually the last person to leave the place. His constant presence as 
well as his natural ebullience and gregarious nature, not to mention his 
infectious laugh, soon made him the unofficial ‘face of CAP’. 

Among the extant drawings from that period (1978), is a charcoal A 
Portrait of Maggie1 which, he says, was his first portrait produced within 
a formal art lesson. His teacher, whose name he cannot recall, was 
amazed at the quality of the drawing. And indeed, it does not look 
like the work of a true beginner. Not only are the proportions correct, 
but he has captured the individuality of the sitter, Maggie Oewies. 
While Lionel did not want to fall into the trap of over-specialising in 
portraiture, he has in fact produced a large body of portraits, including 
many self-portraits throughout the years. Some of the portraits are 
worked in printing mediums, with a strong graphic quality. One of these, 
titled Umfazi weAfrika, a monoprint of 1988, is bold and assertive in the 
spontaneity of the marks and the strong tonal contrast.

Another work from the time (1978), Elaboration of Class Exercise, both 
more ambitious and more adventurous, is a mixed media colour drawing 
showing a mask-like face hovering above smaller figures of women and 
children. The soles of a pair of feet jut towards the viewer in this strange 
composition. Lionel remembers drawing this at home after an art class, 
using the sleeping figures of his partner’s children as models. 

Drawing teachers changed frequently at CAP in the late 70’s and were 
mostly second and third year fine arts students from the University of 
Cape Town (UCT) who volunteered their services. Drawing exercises 
concentrated on observational drawing, imparting basic skills in 
rendering space, depth and form. Lionel remembers drawing cylinders 
and boxes and struggling with perspective. Life drawing took place 
from time to time. His drawing programme ran parallel with classes in 
print making (lino printing and drypoint) which demanded the ability 
to simplify and draw from the imagination. Lino prints produced in 1979 
included Fat of the Land and Economy Pack as well as No Vacancy. 
These are Lionel’s first attempts at making socio-political statements. 
Of course, he was politicised by the time he arrived at CAP, but this 
was not simply an art school: CAP had arisen out of the political crises 
of 1976, and although it was not politically aligned with any particular 
grouping, a strong awareness of political issues and an uncompromising 
anti-racist, anti-apartheid ethos pervaded the decision-making and the 
operation of the organisation from the beginning. Lionel says it was at 
CAP that he first experienced people of all race groups being treated 
equally and interacting freely.

At CAP, he had the additional advantage of meeting fellow artists, 
exchanging ideas and sharing skills. He remembers being particularly 
impressed by Mpathi Gocini who was resident artist at CAP in 1978 and 

1 Maggie Oewies was a member of the 
Domestic Workers Association.
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A Portrait of Maggie, 1978. Pencil on paper, 30 x 28 cm

BARBARA VOSS    LIONEL DAVIS AND DRAWING
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whose excellence in lino cutting inspired him. Billy Mandindi and Solomon Siko, 
whose strong figurative graphic element made an impression on Lionel, were 
two artists active at CAP in the 1980s. Cecil Skotnes was a drawing teacher at 
CAP in the mid-1980s. Later, at UCT, Skotnes was again Lionel’s teacher and his 
use of semi-abstract African inspired figures also had an influence on Lionel’s 
work, especially lino cuts produced in the 1990s while studying at Michaelis. 

However, while expressing his political views through art was liberating, his 
main quest was to become a better artist. He became increasingly frustrated 
by the conflicting demands of being the CAP ‘go-to-man’ and his need to 
fully concentrate on his own development as an artist. Therefore, when the 
opportunity arose in 1980, to enrol at the two-year, full-time programme in fine 
art at the Evangelical Lutheran Church Arts and Crafts Centre (Rorke’s Drift) in 
KwaZulu Natal, he grabbed it without hesitation. Drawing instruction there was 
at a foundation level similar to the CAP classes. There was, however, for him, a 
new emphasis on landscape, something that he took up again in Cape Town in 
1982 when he often executed in situ drawings on his walks through Woodstock 
and the bleak scar of land that was left behind following the demolition of 
District Six.

He also used pen and ink extensively for the first time at Rorke’s Drift. Drawings 
from the Rorke’s Drift period tend to be highly detailed and executed in fine 
scratchy and scribbly lines resulting in densely textured images. His concern 
with figure drawing is evident in a small pen-and-ink sketch of 1981 showing the 
model (fellow artist Tony Nkotsi) sitting in a wicker armchair. Lionel is struggling 
with the position of the raised leg and the hand clasping it. Here, Lionel uses 
loose, scribbly marks and lines to describe the figure and objects surrounding it. 
The technique of adding watercolour washes as in this drawing is a technique 
he has often employed since the Rorke’s Drift days. The Crafts division at Rorke’s 
Drift which included potters and weavers also provided opportunities to draw 
figures at work. Another 1981 pen and ink drawing, Weaving Away, shows a 
systematic handling of hatching and cross hatching. The figure of the weaver is 
dominated by the strong verticals and horizontals of the structure of the loom 
and the geometric patterns of the tapestries in the background. Every detail 
is faithfully captured, including the window catches. The loom also provided 
a challenge for him to get to grips with perspective drawing, something that 
he had not mastered to his satisfaction. At Rorke’s Drift, Lionel had the luxury 
of spending extended time periods on a drawing, making it possible for him 
to work on technical problems such as proportion and perspective as well as 
allowing for more elaborate techniques. Art books and magazines were also 
available at the Rorke’s Drift art library, and the artists that made an impression 
on him were Kathe Kollwitz and Dumile Feni for their ability to express pain and 
anguish with simple graphic techniques. 

Back in Cape Town in 1982, Lionel returned to CAP, working there part-time 
initially and joining art classes wherever possible. For the next decade, Lionel 
was deeply involved in cultural activism. The arts and culture festival in 
Botswana in 1982 had affirmed the need for politically engaged art, and art 
was seen as an effective weapon in the struggle against the apartheid regime. 
Lionel, like many other committed, politicised artists, called himself a ‘cultural 
worker’ from this point. This new identity required involvement in organised 
action. Numerous anti-apartheid organizations depended on CAP for the posters, 
banners and t-shirts used to raise awareness and for protest events such as 
marches, rallies and funerals of slain comrades. The need for these printed items 
resulted in the establishment of the CAP printmaking project. Lionel was one of 
a group which included Jon Berndt, Clive Helfet, and Trish de Villiers that was 
instrumental in setting up the studio with whatever equipment could be found 
cheaply or with donations. The purpose of the print-making section at CAP was 
not just to design and print posters and t-shirts but also to impart skills to others 
working within liberation structures. Many of the posters and t-shirts produced 

Tony Nkotsi, 1981. Pen and ink with 
watercolour on paper, 29.5 x 21 cm
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Weaving Away, 1981. Pen on paper, 29 x 27 cm
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at the time are designed and often printed by Lionel. His collection of rough 
sketches for such works shows many varied approaches to communicating 
the required message, but the human figure is the recurring motif in most of 
them. The lack of idealisation with which these working class people are shown 
reflects the artist’s intention to create images that would allow ordinary people 
from the impoverished communities of Cape Town to identify with. An example 
is the 1989 poster advertising the play You Strike the Women, You Strike the Rock, 
performed at UCT’s Arena theatre. The three sturdy women peering up at the 
police helicopter above them represent the thousands of women who had to 
raise children and grandchildren under appalling conditions and while being 
harassed by the apartheid security forces at the same time. The women are 
not shown in a flattering way. They look tattered and downtrodden, yet the one 
with the enormous belly is lifting her fist up against the bullying presence of 
the helicopter. A chicken close to the women indicates the semi-rural quality of 
township life while the shacks in the distance set the scene. 

Lionel had many requests from non-government organisations to produce 
illustrations for publications, logos or cartoons. Amongst these are a logo 
for the Domestic Worker’s Association which shows fists clenched around a 
broomstick and a cover design for a Writer’s Forum anthology of verse. The 
book cover is dominated by the figure of a large dishevelled woman leaning 
against a background of shacks while a man is casually trying to chat her up. 
Other, smaller figures are running between the larger ones. The design is in bold 
contrasting black and white shapes.

It is in his poster designs that we find the most overtly political statements 
in Lionel’s oeuvre. There are few drawings in his overall output that could be 
described as ‘struggle art’. The exception are drawings included in the Vakalisa 
calendars which were produced from 1984 to 1992 by a loose association 
of black artists and writers committed to using their art to protest against 
apartheid. One of Lionel’s submissions, a pen-and ink drawing from the 1986 
calendar shows a huge hand clutching soldiers and guns rising behind a row of 
shacks. Lionel has explained his apparent reluctance to make resistance art or to 
limit it to specific purposes by saying that he felt he was more than his political 
persona, and that he wanted to claim the freedom to use his art to express and 
explore any aspect of himself and his life. 

Between 1982 and 1986, Lionel also volunteered a regular contribution to the 
monthly children’s magazine, Molo Songololo, published by the organisation of 
the same name. His Sloppy Sam cartoon graced the back page of the magazine 
which was intended for distribution among primary school aged children of the 
least advantaged communities to encourage reading, to empower children by 
informing them of their rights and to give age-appropriate entertainment. At 
the time, most children’s literature available in South Africa was aimed at white 
middle class children, much of it produced overseas with references to snow, 
autumn colours and people who eat their tea! The Sloppy Sam of the cartoon is 
ungainly but big-hearted, and Lionel places him in situations that poor children 
living in the townships would usually encounter. The stories revolve around 
problems children would probably have to deal with. They are told with a warm 
humorous touch and always present a possible solution or at least empathy with 
the commonly experienced hardships. The illustrations that make up the frames 
of the cartoon depict township scenes: taxis and fruit vendors, tiny homes with 
drunks loitering around street corners, children playing in the streets, washing 
lines flapping in the wind and many, many people of all shapes and sizes. Lionel 
did not specify obvious racial characteristics in the way he represents the 
figures. Rather, they are simplified to allow for the reader’s self-projection. 

Lionel’s concern with and involvement in art education is a continuous thread 
running through his multi-faceted career. Besides teaching children’s art 
classes on Saturday mornings at CAP (1982-1983), he was also a member of the 
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Artwork for You Strike the Women, You Strike the Rock, c. 1989. Ink and wash on paper, 59.5 x 42 cm

BARBARA VOSS    LIONEL DAVIS AND DRAWING
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mobile art education organisation Sakhile which visited various townships in 
Cape Town to run art classes in different venues. Lionel also helped organise 
and participated in holiday art workshops held at Boschendal wine estate 
for the estate workers’ children from 1984 to 1987. While being coordinator of 
CAP during 1988, he oversaw and coordinated children’s art classes. In 1994, 
having completed his fine art degree at Michaelis (UCT), he enrolled at the 
Johannesburg-based Curriculum Development Project headed by Charlotte 
Schaer. This intensive course was aimed at training trainers in child art 
education. Later, during the 1990s he was involved with training art educators 
in workshops run by the South African National Gallery. While living on Robben 
Island from 1998 to 2007, the Robben Island Museum held annual Spring Schools 
for high school students where Lionel frequently presented the visual arts 
component. 

While cultural activism and art education took up much of Lionel’s time and 
energy during the 1980s, he continued his personal quest to develop as an artist 
by taking every opportunity to further his own ability as an artist. Thus, in 1982, 
he enrolled in part-time print-making classes at the Ruth Prowse School of Art 
where he did some etching and screen-printing. At the Foundation School of Art 
under Barbara Pitt, he took drawing classes in 1984. Here he was first introduced 
to nude life drawing and to drawing in colour using oil pastel. The vibrant pinks, 
blues and oranges used for some of these figure studies show a new freedom 
to break away from strict naturalism and to “doen jou kop se ding”2 something 
that has been a central motto of Lionel’s approach to art-making. The format of 
these drawings is generally bigger (A2 or larger) than that of earlier drawings, 
allowing for sweeping, bold marks and tending towards more economical 
means of representation. Facial features are often blurred and simplified while 
the pose is captured with few lines and colour rather than tonal contrast. Lionel 
further reinforced his drawing skills at CAP under Cecil Skotnes. Drawing Class 
(1985), an example from that time shows confidence in the handling of the 
drawing medium and in the execution of the figure. The drawing is complex with 
the addition of the trestle table and the background figures yet it lacks the fussy, 
over-busy detail of some of the Rorke’s Drift drawings. 

Life drawing was to become a practice that Lionel has continued and enjoyed 
throughout the years. His preference has been for the female nude, especially 
the more voluptuous female form. Examples of nudes from different time 
periods vary in medium and style, ranging from moody charcoal drawings to 
stylised mixed media works. Since 2007, he has been part of a life drawing 
group meeting weekly at the Community Centre in Kalk Bay. This has resulted 
in hundreds of nude studies, often multiple figures superimposed on one page, 
resulting in a sense of movement and depth. Many of these drawings are 
produced in short two or five minute poses and use a fluid intuitive line. Some 
of the sketches have been reworked or worked over or combined with mono-
printing techniques into more finished art pieces. 

While he finds drawing the nude enjoyable and good practice, he feels that 
drawing clothed models (which he regards as character studies) allows him to 
represent people from his everyday life, especially the poor, the downtrodden 
and the frail. These figures have played a central role in his art making, whether 
as figures in lino prints dealing with life in District Six or lithographs of a Kalk 
Bay fisherman dreaming of his catch. One rich source for similar subject matter 
has been his life-long experience of travelling on the suburban train. Never 
having owned a car, Lionel has been dependent on public transport all his life. 
He usually enjoys his train journeys; he always chooses to travel third class 
which allows him to observe and, for a period during the 1980s, draw his fellow 
passengers and the small human dramas that surround them. Using a particular 
late afternoon train after the main rush hour, Lionel had about an hour’s journey 
between Cape Town and Kalk Bay where he lived at the time. He got to know 
some of the travellers quite well and they did not object when he produced 

2 Colloquial Afrikaans expression for 
expressing yourself.

Female Nude, c. 1984. Oil pastel 
on paper, 60.5 x 36 cm

Drawing Class, 1985
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Matisse Study, 1984. Oil pastel and mixed media on paper, 41 x 36 cm
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his sketch pad, pencil or fine-liner to do an impromptu figure study of them. A 
typical example from that series is Asleep on the Train (c. 1990) which expresses 
the tiredness and dejection of the man huddled into himself in a few scribbly 
lines. Lionel later added a colour wash to the drawing. The train drawings bear a 
thematic relationship to a series of screen-prints which Lionel created during his 
time as a Michaelis student and which were also inspired by the social criticism 
of Honoré Daumier whose painting Third Class Carriage of 1864, was interpreted 
by Lionel in one such screen-print. 

In 1991, Lionel once again felt the need to concentrate solely on his own art-
making and he took the drastic step of resigning from his full-time position 
at CAP to embark on a fine arts undergraduate degree programme at the 
Michaelis School of Fine Art, at the University of Cape Town (UCT). The rigorous 
requirements of his drawing classes resulted in bigger and more experimental 
drawings. He also produced sketchbooks with many working and preparatory 
drawings for projects in print-making (his major) and for sculptures. The years 
at Michaelis allowed Lionel to consider alternative approaches to drawing, to 
experiment with new media and to refine his skills. His figure studies from the 
time are often mixed media works, some using combinations of paint or bitumen 
and graphic media.

Besides the two years in Rorke’s Drift and the four years at Michaelis, Lionel 
has never made art his full-time occupation. The years after obtaining his 
degree were no different. When Lionel joined the Robben Island Museum as a 
prison guide in 1997, another chapter in his life unfolded, allowing him to share 
his experiences with people from all over the world. He continued making art 
and drawing in his spare time, especially during Thupelo workshops and in life 
drawing classes organised by Jill Trappler. At his present home in Muizenberg 
and being semi-retired, he enjoys joining art groups at the Kalk Bay Community 
Centre. Drawing has remained his most constant art practice and he sees 
drawing as an extension of his connection with people, a way of creating 
rapport between himself and the world. While drawing was very much a lifeline 
to the ex-political prisoner who had to bring meaning to his existence after years 
of house arrest, to the 80-year-old, the much-interviewed person of interest who 
has told his story to many thousands of tourists, drawing remains a source of joy, 
a sense of achievement and a way of giving free reign to his unique brand of 
eccentricity. Lionel often talks about plans for one art project or another. He will 
typically round off his talk with the words “that’s my madness!” 
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Christine, 1994. Acrylic paint and pastel on card, 83 x 59.9 cm
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Umfazi weAfrika, 1988. Lithograph, 51 x 35 cm
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Leaning Nude, 2008. Acrylic paint, felt pen and collage on card, 91.5 x 60.5 cm
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Female Nude Study, 2013. Pen and ink on paper, 42 x 59 cm
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Female Nude Study, 2014. Pen and ink on paper, 42 x 59 cm
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Asleep on the Train, c. 1990. Pen and watercolour on paper, 29.7 x 21 cm

Lionel Davis final art work.indd   146 2017/09/19   6:55 PM



147

Untitled, c. 1982 – 1986. Pencil on paper, 21 x 29.7 cm
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Journey Home, 1994. Screen print on paper, 57 x 43 cm
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Corner of Russell and Hanover Streets, Looking at Devil's Peak, 1984. Pencil on paper, 37.4 x 58 cm
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Untitled from Vakalisa 1986 Calendar. Pen and ink on paper, 25 x 21 cm
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Sketch for Musical Action for People’s Power (MAPP) greeting card, c. 1990. Ink on paper, 21 x 29.5 cm
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Cover design for Writers Forum Anthology, 1985. Pen and marker on paper, 29.5 x 21 cm
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Sloppy Sam cartoon from Molo Songololo children’s magazine, 1984

BARBARA VOSS    LIONEL DAVIS AND DRAWING

Lionel Davis final art work.indd   153 2017/09/19   6:55 PM



154

Artwork for Vakalisa exhibition invite, c. 1988. Pen and pencil on paper, 42 x 29.5 cm
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Sketch for design of Domestic Worker’s Association logo, c. 1979. Pen and marker on paper
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No Vacancy, 1979. Linocut on paper, 39 x 28.5 cm
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Dream Catch II, 2014. Lithograph on paper, 28.5 x 39.5 cm
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