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Lionel Murcott

ART
LOCAL

A lovely tribute to the artist Lionel Murcott, who was born on 14 December 1947 in Lemanan in the 
Northern Transvaal and passed away in June 2021. He studied at Natal University and the Johannesburg 
Art Foundation and was influenced by the energetic mark making of Bill Ainslie. He was a practicing 
artist who has taught art most of his adult life. His poems have been published in various magazines 

and books, notably the poetry CD Purple Light Mirror in the Mud, 5 Poetry, and A Private Part.

Text by Tyrone Selmon and Nonhlanhla Mahlangu / Photography: Supplied

PAYING TRIBUTE 
TO THE ARTIST

His grey hair frames his head, like a static connection 
to an alternate universe. He moves slowly, 
deliberately, and with a calm gentleness.

He is not a man of many words, in fact, he stares and 
nods, listening like an old owl who understands things 
you have yet to learn. This is the Lionel Murcott I met and 
who captivated my heart, my soul, my eyes, and my ears. 
This is the man whose art I came to represent. This is the 
man who became a friend and a mentor to so many.

This year, on 23 June, we lost a great artist. I would like 
to say a South African artist, but I have to simply say ‘A 
great artist’ as though we got to claim the artwork of this 
exceptional man as our own. Even though he captured the 
people, energy, and stories of our country by his unique 
and honest hand, he told stories of human emotions 
and energies, making him an artist of the world. He will 
remain a huge part of the artistic journey of this country.

Murcott spent his life painting and creating artwork 
through decades of revolution, of unjust and political 
turmoil. His work stands as a reflection of humanity and 
the human experience, as it exists in closeness with the 
ways in which we see ourselves.

So much of our being is concentrated in the face  – 
we stare, striving to read the person, striving to make 
meaningful connections with each other because we 
want to understand one another. Lionel was a man and 
artist who always shared his life, poetry, and artworks 
with the people closest to him. His work sometimes 
explored his own personal journey but it was often also 
about understanding the human psyche. His works are 
beautiful, bold linear strokes and he never wavered on 
his technique, which explored line form and colour. Lionel 
would bring new work to the gallery every Friday and the 
artworks he brought in told a story of a man who had a 



PREMIER COMPLIMENTARY MAGAZINE FOR THE DISCERNING TRAVELLER44 45

strong sense of identity; an artist who refused to be told 
who he should be and what he should paint. His works 
are pure and honest, showing integrity. He never worked 
using preliminary drawings. The paintings were created 
spontaneously, looking at shape, angle, and colour but 
Murcott always knew when the artwork was finished and 
he never second-guessed himself.

His abstract works were deeply important to the 
fundamental teachings at the Art Foundation. He 
noted works by De  Kooning, Picasso, and Pollack as 
the key references, established through The New York 
School of Painting. Ainslie emphasised the importance 
of the ‘rhythm of painting’. His teaching style negated 
traditional artwork construction. This is more evident 
through his collage, impasto, and the treatment of his 
more unconventional works. Lionel was drawn again and 
again to human figures and faces. To their substance, 
their flaws, their vulnerabilities, to the energy that plays 
between the sitter he was capturing and him. He would 
sometime restrict his palette on purpose and use three 
colours to work with. The paintings depict colours that 
relate to one another and echo or challenge one another. 
His works revealed a paint handling generally broadly 
muscular to generate the speed needed to capture a 
moving target; his paintings captured uncanny likeness. 
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His was dedicated to his work and committed himself to 
making a small drawing every night before sleeping.

The art industry has lost a gentle and creative soul. 
During one of his visits to the gallery, Lionel said that one 
of his favourite things to do is to look at a person or an 
object and “take a line for a walk”. By this, he meant he 
would let the pencil and his hands dictate the outcome 
of the form. He completed many of his works by barely 
lifting the pencil or the brush from the canvas, his hand 
and eyes moving together in unison. Lionel’s gentle soul 
will be missed however, we will continue to share his story 
and celebrate his life, work, and poetry with the world.

We will continue to love and honour Lionel  – a man 

with integrity who was honest, respectable, and a person 
who listened with his heart. He had a brilliant resilient 
mind that never allowed him to stop being true to who 
he was. Through his works, he taught us how to rise 
above our own pain and to keep going even when things 
get tough. His works exude a strength that teaches you 
how to deal with pain, illness, fears, and anxieties and 
for that we will forever be grateful for meeting him and 
knowing him through his art. We are thankful for the 
time and respect he gave us.

The work of Lionel Murcott can be viewed at Art 
Eye Gallery in Fourways. For more information, call 
+27 71 386 2198 or email info@arteye.co.za.
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