LEICESTER ROAD PRIMARY SCHOOL 

Mrs Badenhorst had a formula.  We all did the same picture. The whole class and every class in the school.

She had a few recipes in her book, not many: a landscape with sunset sky, purple mountains and Red Hot Pokers was one. A second was abstract: Mexican blankets, it was called. A third was a variation of the first, the pastel landscape with rabbits cut out of white paper glued over the red hot pokers. 

Were there others? I don’t now remember. 

We worked in unison. 

The class monitors handed out the oblongs of black paper, the pastels and the rulers and we were ready to begin.

We drew a border with white chalk, the width of the ruler. A frame. Should one get a wider than usual ruler, the picture was smaller, or if the paper happened to be smaller one week, the picture diminished. The border was unchangeable.

Next, we folded the paper in half making a gentle crease for the ruled horizon.

The sky was shaded from blue to orange.

We drew the mountains in a series of overlapping half ovals, each a fraction smaller. Perspective. The outlines were filled with a mixture of blue and purple. Bigger mountains always began on the left.

Below, light green to darker and then a cross-cross of another green with triangles of red bleeding to orange points for the flowers.

Occasionally, anyone finishing early was put onto cutting out rabbits – first traced in pencil from others in the biscuit tin. A tracing of a tracing of a tracing meant that rabbits became ever more abstract until almost unrecognisable.

In another lesson you were issued with rabbits from the tin, a mixture of bigger and smaller ones, to stick on yet another pastel landscape. I remember once asking if I could change a rabbit, a blob with a savage gash for a mouth for another that might have looked more like an animal. Although such rebellion was not encouraged, I was allowed to dip into the tin for another. 

The Mexican blanket pictures had no border. Because they were abstract? 

A  wandering scribble of lines was drawn on the left half, the paper folded and a mirror image transferred to the right by rubbing on the back. No one ever asked what a Mexican blanket was. We were to use the brightest colours to fill in the shapes. 

On the wall was a picture by Raphael, the Madonna del Granduca we were told, but nothing more. Our ignorance continued because our fear of asking questions was matched by Mrs Badenhorst’s control over information – she told us only what she thought we needed and that was very little. 

When she took time off – a year, maybe two -  to do a course in Cape Town – “I’m going back to varsity” she said  -  we were given Miss Curtis who was from England. Still life and people and drawings in pencil were added to our lean diet. She made us take part in the Eisteddfod. My picture of two children washing a dog in a tin bath was on the exhibition at the City Hall. My mother said, “it’s not one of your best.” She was right. It was overworked, all woolly lines and smudged shading. Its virtue, though, was that it was that the figures were my own. Miss Curtis valued originality. She must have thought I had talent. Only a few of us were chosen for extra lessons after school.

It’s difficult to know how I was ever thought to be interested in art in this atmosphere where initiative was discouraged. I suspect it was an idea planted by my mother on the first day at school. I didn’t want to stay. I wasn’t a good mixer. “Give him some paper and paint,” she said to Miss Smilie, “and he’ll be happy.” She did and I was. 

