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VIA
Vision in Africa

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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The Keeper of the Kumm
Story of a Bushman Visionary

CONTEXT

In 1870 //Kabbo, a pipe smoking, revolutionary Bushman 
hunter driven by his need to safeguard his fragile cul-
ture, travels hundreds of miles to find city people whom 
he has heard can write down stories and preserve them 
in books. The result of this vision quest is an archive re-
corded over a thousand days and nights.  More than a 
century later the archive is entered into UNESCO’s Mem-
ory of the World Register.

The Bleek/Lloyd archive housed in the University of Cape 
Town contains over one hundred notebooks and more 
than 12,000 handwritten pages. It is the painstaking 
work of Victorian philologist Wilhelm Bleek, his sister-
in-law researcher/teacher Lucy Lloyd and their inform-
ants. //Kabbo (his name means Visionary or Dreamer) 
|uhi-ddoro Jantje Tooren is the main informant. He spent 
almost three years helping them record the details of a 
disappearing way of life. His contribution to the archive 
is defined by his epic storytelling abilities. One tale 
called “Mantis & Moon” lasted more than four months, 
as //Kabbo lovingly educated his audience. Until now this 
archive has been beneficial mainly to academics and an 
elite group of artists. //Kabbo’s descendants have not 
derived much benefit from its riches.

In modern day South Africa, Sylvia Vollenhoven, a jour-
nalist who is seriously ill begins to smell 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 many 
strange happenings that lead to her healing and to the 
revelation that //Kabbo has journeyed through time and 
space to continue his vision quest. Is his aim this time 
to repair the “broken string” in the communities of his 
descendants?
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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 core outputs comprise:

• A novel, The Keeper of the Kumm, inspired by the 

 Bleek-Lloyd archive but that engages with //Kabbo directly. 

 It draws on contributions from modern communities and 

 mystical traditions

• Theatre production and national tour. Exploring a rich cultural   

 tradition so that people can realise the economic viability 

 (e.g. job creation) inherent in their half forgotten practices 

 and stories. A play that uses poetry, music and dance to weave   

 the mystical and the material into one seamless whole. 

 //Kabbo is the central character who occupies spaces in a 21st   

 Century world as well as in the Victorian Cape Colony 

 with equal ease

• A feature film adaptation of the novel

• A documentary that records the project

• A travelling exhibition and outreach that draws whole 

 communities into the play and film screenings 

• Interactive website & multimedia content

• Educational extensions

In Southern Africa //Kabbo’s 
descendants, the region’s First 
People called the San or  
Bushmen, are among the 
poorest. 

The Keeper of the Kumm project 
seeks to  address this imbalance 
with bold, innovative creative 
expression that includes 
audiovisual  storytelling and 
performance art. 

Kumm is the word for story, 
history, myth, news or anything 
recounted in the now extinct 
!Xam (Bushman) language. 

THE PROJECT

The Keeper of the Kumm1.indd   5 30/11/2011   11:44



//Kabbo is the central character 
of the overarching narrative. We 
explore his global relevance and 
role in modernity of the culture 
and tradition he represents.

The Keeper of the Kumm is an offshoot of 
the Human Bondage Project launched by 
Harry Belafonte in 2008 at INPUT, the annu-
al screening conference of the International 
Public Television organisation. The South 
African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), 
UNESCO and other key organisations sup-
ported this initiative.

The films and musical play will be produced 
by a registered company with an excellent 
track record, VIA – Vision In Africa, in col-
laboration with broadcasters, a South Afri-
can theatre and appropriate commercial en-
tities. Each storytelling medium will have a 
separate, professional marketing and distri-
bution strategy. The primary audience for the 
theatre play is in South Africa’s rural areas 
with the secondary and tertiary audiences 
being urban and international respectively.

This is a project with strong community in-
volvement but driven by professionals. The 
business model ensures commercial sus-
tainability and an income for participating 
rural communities.

A RARE COLLABORATION
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THE CALLING
At the heart of the project is a 19th Century San visionary called //Kabbo 
who is an Ancestral spirit for journalist Sylvia Vollenhoven. She has made 
a powerful realisation because of a series of synergistic happenings. Only 
after many “coincidences”, becoming seriously ill and consulting traditional 
healers did she understand that //Kabbo wants her to tell his story. He has 
awakened her senses via a tradition we know as The Calling. Since she be-
gan working on this project her health has improved dramatically.

Academics, researchers and artistic endeavours have focused on the work 
of 19th Century German linguist Wilhelm Bleek and his British collaborator, 
the teacher/researcher Lucy Lloyd. But nobody has captured the essence 
of //Kabbo, the informant responsible for the bulk of the archive that these 
colonials compiled.

Using a rare combination of artistic innovation, science, research and  
African mysticism The Keeper of the Kumm transmedia project will delve into  
//Kabbo’s life and character. We will explore his world and reveal that he 
was not a passive informant but proactively seeking out Lloyd and Bleek 
when he journeyed to the Cape.

In the mid 1800’s when he realised how devastating the colonial intrusion 
would be, he formed a group of armed revolutionaries in an attempt to  
safeguard his people. But he abandoned insurrection in favour of an  
artistic collaboration. This is a story finally told from //Kabbo’s perspective.

The Keeper of the Kumm1.indd   8 30/11/2011   11:44



THEMES
The understanding, protection and respect 
of the cultural heritage of indigenous people 
have become global concerns. But in Southern 
Africa the descendants of the region’s First 
People, the San or Bushmen, are among the 
poorest and most marginalised communities. 

The Keeper of the Kumm will help to raise 
the profile of communities that have become 
almost invisible. The Bushmen and their  
descendants exist on the fringes of society,  
elbowed out by culturally dominant groups in 
the scramble for resources. 

Using modern artistic 
expression, fused with 

ancient traditions, 
so that communities can 

regain their wholeness.
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While the primary theme is raising the profile of indigenous communities, the 
secondary theme is helping people to harness the economic potential of their 
intangible heritage, ancient and modern. A by product of the storytelling is 
reflecting to people everywhere their links to the First People.

Profits made from the film, documentary and stage productions will be ploughed 
back into Bushman communities, most likely by creating an education trust.

Using cultural expression to reclaim our pride of place. 
With this powerful gaze we can achieve the following main outcomes:

• Bringing this vast and complex First People’s narrative into 
 the mainstream of world culture 
• Contributing to the healing of marginalised indigenous people 
• Facilitating unprecedented access to the archive for 
 //Kabbo’s heirs who can take pride in his heritage 

the 
divine 

and the 
secular

tradition 
and 

modernity

spiritualism 
and 

materialism

us 
and 

them

Breaking down the barriers between…
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A KUMM FOR ALL AGES
The Bushmen were subjected to brutal oppression under both colonialism and 
apartheid – to the point where academics and historians have deemed them extinct! 
Only in 1996 were they accorded first-nation status by the UN. But they are still 
vilified and subjected to ridicule… an exploited tourist attraction, dancing in skins 
with no place in modernity. This project is located within the process of the 
reclamation of history and will pay tribute to the universal contribution of Bushman 
cosmology and indigenous knowledge systems. 

There has been a recent resurgance of ancient 
Bushman dance forms, songs and storytelling. 
The initiative will mainstream these cultural trends 
and show the world the dynamic connections 
between the modern revivals and ancient, universal 
traditions.

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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//Kabbo’s biggest challenge in 19th Century Cape Town was to draw Lloyd 
and Bleek into his worldview. In modern times his descendants battle to be 
heard above the din of cultural hegemony. The Victorian bourgeoisie had 
no context for his understanding of eternal, immortal oneness and for his 
seamless relationship with the material and spiritual worlds. Now he has 
returned so that we can make the wealth of his cultural legacy available to 
his heirs and to ordinary people everywhere. 

A story is like 
the wind. 

It floats from 
a distance, 

comes to us 
from afar.

 Important stories are entrusted to guardians who make sure they 
maintain their place in the delicate web of creation, make sure they are 
‘heard’. These guardians are our writers, artists, musicians and visionaries. 
Every now and so often very special guardians walk among us. 
These, //Kabbo says, are The Keepers of the Kumm. They return again and 
again to tell us the stories until we take it to heart, benefit from it.  
//Kabbo is one such Keeper.
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Bringing the conversation and teachings of //Kabbo into the present can 
dent the theories that this is somehow an ‘extinct’ people whose 
language and culture have been ‘lost’. Nothing is ever lost and people do 
not become extinct. This project will be guided by professionals but 
executed in part by people who are //Kabbo’s descendants and by 
modern San communities. It will go a long way towards restoring the 
dignity of embattled indigenous peoples.

Understanding //Kabbo means rejecting academia’s notion of who he is 
and dealing with him directly. Our scientific research and mystical 
exploration shows us that unmediated by the historians of the past and 
the San trendies of the present, //Kabbo emerges as a powerful, 
timeless and visionary teacher

ROLLOUT
Since the launch in 2008 we have completed Phase I of the 
Research & Development. In 2012 we will complete the first draft of 
the overarching narrative that will drive the multimedia story. 
Consultations with potential participating communities have begun. 
By mid 2012 we will complete the second draft of the narrative as 
well as treatments that will inform the plays for stage and screen.

Currently we are putting in place the resources that will enable us to 
sustain the project. We have already raised a reasonable amount of 
funding and interest both at home and abroad. 

In the latter half of 2012, the scriptwriting process will begin. Both 
the screen and stage plays will go through a series of drafts. Once 
final drafts are in place we will seek production funding. The entire 
process will be the subject of a documentary film. 
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ACT 1

ACT 2

ACT 3

THE M
ANTIS

//K
AGGEN MYSTICAL REALISM

A journey 
with Lloyd & Bleek

//Kabbo
goes home

to die

A 19th Century Vision

THE ETERNAL JOURNEY

A CIRCULAR NARRATIVE

21st Century 19th Century The Source Segues

The Well

//Kabbo’s 
birthplace
Bitterputs
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Calling a Storyteller 
across space & time
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THE ETERNAL JOURNEY
A CIRCULAR NARRATIVE
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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.
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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.
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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
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THE CREATIVE TEAM
The Keeper of the Kumm© is an original, concept facilitated by writer and 
award winning journalist Sylvia Vollenhoven and VIA CC. The core creatives 
include acclaimed Theatre Director Basil Appollis, renowned Filmmaker 
Bev Mitchell and multi talented Graphic Artist Yunus Vally. The Team will 
comprise leading African cultural icons in collaboration with San projects 
and communities across Southern Africa. Detailed information is available 
on request.

Contact:  Sylvia Vollenhoven - Director
  VIA – Vision In Africa  
  34 Sunset Ave
  Llandudno  7806
  Cape Town   South Africa
  www.viavision.co.za 
  sylvia@viavision.co.za
  Tel:  + 27 21 790-9792
  Mobile: + 27 74 700-1144
  Skype: sylviavollenhoven
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