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We carry our letters, our stories
in our bodies
Our stories speak, they move
They make our bodies move
A dream speaks falsely
It is a thing that deceives
The presentiment, the !gwe
speaks the truth
The tapping of the !gwe
takes me beyond
the world of words
We feel in this manner
We feel a sensation
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A city journalist reluctantly follows ‘The Call’ of a Bushman Rainmaker
… their story started 200 years ago. The Keeper of the Kumm is a
historic and modern quest, interwoven in a story that crosses the
flimsy boundaries between worlds, in search of healing.

THE KEEPER OF THE KUMM

A Cross Platform Innovation

A 19th Century Bushman Comes Calling

In 1870 //Kabbo, a pipe smoking revolutionary Bushman hunter driven by his need to safeguard his
fragile culture, goes on a Quest to find city people whom he has heard can preserve his stories in
books. The result is an archive recorded over a thousand days and nights. More than a century later
the archive is entered into UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register and //Kabbo reaches out to a
writer, one of his descendants, to go on a vision quest of her own.
The Keeper of the Kumm is the story of a 19th Century
Rain Maker who searches for someone to record the
stories of his people. Along the way he finds Victorian
researcher, Lucy Lloyd and linguist Wilhelm Bleek. But
even further down the line he engages modern day writer
and filmmaker Sylvia Vollenhoven.
Sylvia undertakes a Quest of her own to find //Kabbo,
behind the cold, clinical academic record and in turn to
find herself in the unfolding drama of modern day South
Africa.
A Sangoma convinces her that she will find healing from
the serious illness that has forced her to stop working by
obeying ‘The Call’ to engage with //Kabbo’s story. Her
journey through the places where traces of //Kabbo is to
be found begins. Through the rock art sites of Southern
Africa, via the dynamic revivals of ancient dance forms, into
the rituals of the Kalahari Bushmen and on to the scientific
archives where //Kabbo’s stories and poetry abound.
It is a bold narrative that interweaves different time
periods, combining historical research with personal
intuitive experience. We depart from just about everything
that has ever been written about //Kabbo by putting him

firmly in charge of events. He is no longer a submissive
informant, captive in the drawing room of Victorian experts,
but a Visionary with the power to float his stories anywhere
anytime. A vital element of the story is the combination of
scientific research and esoteric experiences. We
emphasise that African traditional beliefs have a place in
the modern world and are essential to the healing of
communities.
The Keeper of the Kumm is a cross platform
Initiative that comprises (each element has the same name)
the following:
• The Novel written by Vollenhoven that will be
launched by Tafelberg to coincide with the bicentenary of //
Kabbo’s birth. Tafelberg is one of South Africa’s largest
publishing houses
• The Musical Theatre Adaptation - a joint initiative
between VIA, Suite Basil Productions, the Baxter Theatre
and the SA National Arts Festival
• A Feature Length Documentary Film that is being
supported by the National Film & Video Foundation (NFVF)
• Multimedia Extensions e.g website, exhibition,
educational material and a traveling show

People broke for me the string
The place became like this for me
Because the string was that
which broke for me
The place does not feel to me
as the place used to feel to me
The place feels empty before me
Because the string has broken for me
A lament on the death of a friend

The Bushmen believed that the
‘thinking strings’ were in the
throat and that it holds the heart.
When we die the string is broken
and our hearts sink.
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The Keeper of the Kumm!
A"19th"Century"Bushman"comes"calling"

!
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!
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PREMISE
!

A"story"is"like"the"wind"
It":loats"from"a"distance""
Comes"to"us"from"afar"
In"the"story"wind":loating"along"
"I"journey"down"the"road""
Catching"the"stories"
That"come"like"the"wind"
"From"other"places!

A hard-nosed 21st Century journalist, disconnected from her identity, is forced to tackle the world of
her ancient ancestors.

!
BACKGROUND
!

It is given to a few to be the guardians of the story, to protect the treasures that touch the hearts of
people. These guardians are The Keepers of the Kumm who roam the astral plains at will. //Kabbo
is one such Keeper. A timeless visionary weaving delicate story threads, powerful enough to hold
the world in place.

!

//Kabbo Uhi-ddorro Jantjie Tooren and his people belonged to the land, indivisible entities. But in
the 19th Century he is driven from his Ancestral Place, a well called Bitterputs by the intruders. At
first he forms a band of resistors, the Tooren Gang, to fend off the invasion. But the armed
Commandos keep coming and //Kabbo whose name means Visionary has a dream. He is
powerless to stop the massacres or to rescue his people from slavery on the white owned farms. In
his dream he sees a woman in the city who can fix his story on paper. So he embarks on a Quest to
safeguard their most precious possession of all… the stories and poems that are time capsules of a
way of life under threat.

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

KUMM is the word for story or anything told and retold in the now extinct /Xam language that adorns our coat of arms.
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As it always is with an epic story, the forces that combine in response to //Kabbo’s powerful vision
spans continents and centuries: In Germany Dr Wilhelm Bleek, a passionate academic given to
bouts of illness, is drawn to Africa to study dying languages. In Britain the family of Lucy Lloyd, a
governess, follows in the wake of the 1820 Settlers and sets sail for Durban. Escaping from the
clutches of an abusive father Lucy and her sister Jemima meet up with linguist Dr Bleek. It is not
long before Jemima and Wilhelm are married in Cape Town. It is then that the ailing but determined
Dr Bleek begins the linguistic work that defines the last stages of his life with the help of his sister-inlaw Lucy. In the 21st Century a writer falls ill and responds to an Ancestral Calling.
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In the shade of the Strandberge near Kenhardt, //Kabbo and his people are battling to survive the
encroaching Settlers. At around this time a law is passed that moves the boundary of the Cape
Province from the Sak to the Orange River, taking away even more of the traditional hunting grounds
of the /Xam people. When he attempts to feed his family, //Kabbo is arrested for stock theft and
taken to the Breakwater Prison in Cape Town. Things are falling in place just as it did in his dream
where he saw city people who could preserve his cultural legacy.

!
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In the spring of 1870 Dr Wilhelm Bleek and Lucy Lloyd are in the Breakwater Prison looking for
people who can help them compile a dictionary of the dying /Xam language. At first they take
Akunta, one of the younger members of the Tooren Gang, to live with them in their house called The
Hill in Mowbray. But after a few months of patiently teaching his language and telling his stories to
the Bleek-Lloyd team Akunta says they need the skills of //Kabbo, a master story teller. And so it is
that the first part of //Kabbo’s Vision Quest becomes reality. His poetic accounts are encapsulated
repositories of an ancient culture and taps into universal myths.
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The result of this Vision Quest is an archive recorded over a thousand days and nights. More than a
century later it is entered into UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register. But outside of academia
and a select group of artists, few South Africans even know about this rich legacy.
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In modern day South Africa, a journalist, discovers the archive when she writes about a book by
Professor Pippa Skotnes, Sound from the Thinking Strings. In 1991 only 50 copies of this rare book
was available in select archives and Sylvia spends many hours reading it from cover to cover. It is an
entrancing introduction to //Kabbo’s stories and poetry in the Bleek-Lloyd archive. Here on these
pages for the first time the voices of her Ancestors speak to her directly, without too much mitigation
by interlocutors.

!

Many years later and when her fascination with //Kabbo has all but died down, Sylvia Vollenhoven is
working on a lucrative contract in West Africa when she becomes seriously ill. She is forced to cut
short the contract and goes home to South Africa in search of healing. She consults an array of
doctors and healers (mainstream and traditional). After many tests, an operation and bottles of pills
and medicine the diagnosis is always the same: “Chronic fatigue, where’s nothing much we can do”.
She retires to a remote seaside cottage where she unpacks the many books she left in storage in
South Africa. Almost immediately she picks up again on the books and poems about //Kabbo that
she has collected for many years.
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One day she is having breakfast in the city with a friend and colleague, Bea. Trips to Cape
Town are rare because the drive is exhausting for her. Beattie’s psychic perceptions are finely
attuned. She goes straight to the cause of Sylvia’s illness... it is without a doubt an Ancestral
Calling. Bea describes in great detail and without having any access to this information the
place where Sylvia is living. She sketches vivid word pictures of the books on the coffee table in
the seaside cottage; especially Claim to the Country by Professor Pippa Skotnes.

!

“It is a brown cover and the image is something very old.”
And in case there was any doubt in the journalist’s mind about her friend’s intuitive descriptions,
Bea starts to describe a man who is with them. A spooked Sylvia listens to her friend talk about
//Kabbo and his characteristics. She says:

!

“I see him with you and you are channeling this man. He is very excited that I can see him. He
loves his pipe.”

!

Bea introduces her to a colleague who puts her in touch with a Botswana born Sangoma, Niall
Campbell. Sylvia has only once before in her life consulted a traditional healer. Now finally the
pieces begin to fall into place.

!
“You have the illness of the Calling of your Ancestors,” Niall the Sangoma tells her.
!

Cape Town is Sylvia’s birthplace but she has spent many decades living in other parts of the
world. Now she has to embark on a journey into her interior landscape... to discover how flimsy
the boundaries between the secular and the mystical can become.

Sylvia tells the Sangoma about smelling the fragrance of an old-fashioned pipe tobacco in
empty rooms. She ‘hears’ //Kabbo talk with her as easily as listening to a telephone
conversation. These are just some of the many strange happenings that help her realise
that //Kabbo, the main informant in the Bleek-Lloyd archive, has journeyed through time
and space to continue his Quest. Is his aim this time to contribute to the healing of the
fractured communities of his descendants?

!

This is a story about loss and redemption. About dispossession and reclamation. Whole
tribes were massacred, their languages wiped out and their land grabbed by interlopers.
The void is seen in the eyes of their descendants, felt in the hearts of the people to this day.
But the essence of the people we tried to eradicate is still in the earth that gives us
sustenance. And those those who stop to listen hear their stories (as //Kabbo says) coming
to us “on the wind”. Stripped of her African identity and culture the journalist finds that
healing happens when we reconnect with our past and with the world of our Ancestors. It
happens when we Re-story our lives.

!

The Keeper of the Kumm is a story born in a place where the material and non- physical
realms meet and dance for a while. It is a parallel story of //Kabbo’s journey in the 19th
Century and a no-nonsense modern storyteller’s Ancestral Calling.

!

A metaphorical meeting point for our characters who cross time and space, is //Kabbo’s Ancestral
Well, a place the 19th Century colonial settlers called Bitterputs but the /Xam people called Gubbo.
The well is now a water hole for cattle on the farm Arbeidsvreugd in the Northern Cape. After his
family had been driven apart and his land had been taken away, //Kabbo nostalgically recalled the
time when it had been handed down from father to son. He told 19th Century Researcher, Lucy
Lloyd:

!

Their Place It is Not

!

Our father took over
the honey hole of our grandfather
He closed in the honey
with a large stone
He shut in the honey
that the !khow should not eat it
That the honey badger would not find it
That the honey might become fat
That he might cutting,
put the honey in the sack
That he might carrying,
lay the sack on his back

!
He will lay the honey’s sack
in the shade of the house
Then they will eat the fat of the liquid
of the honey hole of our grandfather

!
Their place it is not
Their place it is not
Their place it is not
for //Kabbo’s father’s father’s place it was

The well is the repository of //Kabbo’s rich legacy and a place where countless academics have
sought sustenance. But his descendants are largely unaware of their heritage. They do not know
that if it were not for //Kabbo Jantjie Tooren the Visionary and his small group of resisters, The
Tooren Gang, this rich aspect of our common culture, the /Xam language and stories, would
have been lost forever. He was given the name Tooren (it means sorcery in both Dutch and
Afrikaans) because of his powers as a Rain Maker and Shaman.

!

The main characters in the Transmedia stories are //Kabbo, Sylvia the journalist/narrator, her
psychically gifted Grandmother Sophia, Dr Wilhelm Bleek the linguist and Lucy Lloyd, the
researcher. The supporting characters are //Kabbo’s son-in-law Klein Jantjie who was arrested
with him as part of the Tooren Gang, his wife Kwabba-An who appears to him in his dreams all
the time, his niece Betjie as well as the modern day characters: The Sangoma, Sylvia’s family,
friends and colleagues. During a past life regression with a Hypnotherapist Sylvia discovers that
she was //Kabbo’s niece Betjie in a former life.
The Girl of the Early Race
My mother is the one who told me!
The girl arose!
The girl of the Early Race !
!Xwe-|na-ssho-!ke !
She put her hands into the wood ash!
Threw it up into the sky!
She said to the wood ash!
"You must become the Milky Way!
You must white lie along in the sky”!
The Milky Way is the Milky Way!
While it used to be wood ash
My mother is the one who told me

Using modern artistic
expression, fused with
ancient traditions,
so that communities can
regain their wholeness.
THEMES

•
•
•

Breaking down the barriers between…

A KUMM FOR ALL AGES

My grandfather taught me
To listen to the stars
The stars are wont to call. “Tsau! Tsau!”
They curse for us the springbok’s eyes

!
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A bold narrative that engages with //Kabbo by journeying through the
modern landscape on a variety of storytelling platforms. We explore his
global relevance and the opportunity he represents to Re-story South
Africa.

The action of the novel, ﬁlm and theatre play crosses time and space with
ease, weaving the threads of our connections with each other into a solid
tapestry of creative writing, ﬁlmmaking, performance, music and dance.
Readers and Audiences will be inspired by a modern exploration of our
common ancestry and a deeper understanding of the legacy of our First
Nations.

A story is like
the wind.
It floats from
a distance,
comes to us
from afar.
Central to the art forms for different platforms is the Ancestral Well where //Kabbo was
born and that now lies forgotten on a farm called Arbeidsvreugd in the Northern Cape. The
Well and water are powerful metaphors on stage, on the page and in the ﬁlms.
Stylish use of video takes the theatre and ﬁlm audiences into the endless expanses and
red dunes of the Kalahari. In the theatre images are deﬁnitively linked (using abstract and
iconic symbols) to become an extension of stage design, drawing the audience into both
the exterior and interior landscapes. Footage shot for the ﬁlm and for the theatre is
manipulated to blend in with the production styling.

Earth Palette
The overall design plays with earth tones and a red palette inspired by the semi
desert interior. The design is sparse and modern. The performance and often
the voice over as well as creative writing happen in a space of memory. The
powdery, red dust of the Kalahari covers the performance space and is used
for added texture on stage and in the graphic elements (for ﬁlm & imaging).
Bold, painterly lighting enhances the deep interior nature of the story, the stark
landscapes and the characters’ journeys.

Dancers
We are working with choreographer Alfred Hinkel because of his stellar talents
and his passion for this story. He is able to draw on the experience from his
award winning pieces inspired by the Bleek-Loyd archive called The Sun, the
Moon and the Knife and Rain In A Dead Man’s Footprints. These were Magnet
and Jazzart co production collaborations between Mark Fleischman and
Alfred Hinkel and his parter John Linden. These theatrical journeys into /Xam
culture invited the audience to “contemplate what was lost and has been
found”.
The Theatre Dance Group will feature prominently in the documentary film as
well.

Music
This is a foray into aspects of African mysticism we are embracing boldly. The original
music will reflect this marriage of ancient and modern. It is dominated by indigenous
instruments. Most of the song lyrics for the musical theatre adaptation will be drawn
from //Kabbo's poetic stories and mythis.
The singing chorus takes across time and into magical realms... a link between then
and now.
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THE ETERNAL JOURNEY
A CIRCULAR NARRATIVE
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Calling a Storyteller
across space & time

ACT 1

21st Century

The Keeper of the Kumm1.indd 14

19th Century

The Source

Segues

30/11/2011 11:44

THE ETERNAL JOURNEY
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I look into the mirror and a girl
with a gemsbok face stares
back at me. She knows when to
eat the springbok meat, she
follows the guidance of her
Ancestors and she understands
that science is suffused with
spirit.

The Keeper of the Kumm1.indd 16

30/11/2011 11:44

I don’t have to go in
search of myself in the
desert, mourning a lost
language or fanning
the embers of a trance
dance fire. I have to seek
all the barriers within
that keep me
disconnected from
who I really am.

The Mantis is one
who cheated the children
He cheated the children
by becoming a hartebeest

The girl arose
The girl of the Early Race
!Xwe-|na-ssho-!ke
She put her hands into the wood ash
Threw it up into the sky
She said to the wood ash
“You must become
the Milky Way
You must white lie
along in the sky”

I sit waiting for the moon to turn back for me
That I may return to my place
That I may listen to all the people
That I may listen to their stories
Listen to the stories of the Plains’ People

THE CREATIVE TEAM
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