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On Water, Landscape and Memory  
amongst the /Xam San and their descendants in the Karoo  



Water, Landscape and Memory 

Connections between these themes  

in times threat and opportunity 

Threat: fracking 

Opportunity: possibility of cultural tourism 

arising from SKA;  

National Khoisan Heritage Route 



Water, Landscape and Memory 

Themes also link the archaeology of the Karoo  

– incl engravings and places – with stories of  

the Bleek and Lloyd archive  

And with the current people of the Karoo  

descended from the /Xam San 

Who continue the tradition in Afrikaans 

And are most likely affected parties in  
developments (fracking; cultural  

revalidation of the past)  



“It is a great and spectacular history when 

compared to any other place in the 

world” (Garth Sampson, Karoo, 1985). 

The precolonial history of the Karoo is largely 

the history of the /Xam San.  



Loss of identity 

Karoo people experienced traumatic period of  

dispossession  

Genocide, cultural loss, identity loss  

Marginalized, poverty-related issues 

Without culture and tradition? 



“Claiming our future” 

The corollary for Karoo people is that they must 

Claim their Past 

“If an archaeological perspective has a practical 

contribution to make, it is that even the most distant 

future will be affected by what we do today, just as 

today's world has been shaped by what came before.”                       

                                                        -  Geoff Bailey 



Archaeological sites 

“The South African central plateau is unique in the world ... it supported large 
numbers of non-farming people who were also prolific makers of stone tools 

until very recent times. A brief comparison of surveys conducted elsewhere in 

the world reveals promptly and unambiguously that South Africa is richer in 
Stone Age remains than any other place on earth” (Sampson 1985:107). 



Rock Art  

There are probably millions of individual engraved images in the Karoo,  

and thousands of sites. 















Written Sources 

Traveler accounts, archival sources. Anthing’s 1863 report.  



Bleek and Lloyd 

The /Xam folklore in the Bleek and Lloyd records; and knowledge and stories 

passed down to the present. 



Living tradition 

Work of Van Vreede, Ansie Hoff, Janette Deacon 

Jose de Prada Samper’s recent Karoo experience  



Project: map and archive-based collecting of stories  

Recording 

Methodology – recognising performers as  

creators in their own right – not mere vehicles  

of abstract ‘tradition’ 

Use of libraries as local base (lack of museums) 

Kalahari Network – recording of stories – Youtube 

Irish model – 1930s 

Access – the need to develop resources in Afrikaans 

















Stories are enfolded in the landscape 

They constitute people and place 

Thinking through the themes of water, landscape  

and memory – the storied knowledge of people –  

connects the past with the present 

Opportunity, with tourism as driver, for active  

involvement in heritage conservation and management 

A way of addressing ‘unrootedness’ 



“Most people have just a shallow sense  

of their place in history and are rudderless in their 

encounter with the future”  

- Abdullah Ibrahim  

during a visit to Wonderwerk Cave recently 



“A greatly expanded time perspective 

encourages us to envisage a much 

longer future, one that will also be 

affected, perhaps irreversibly, by actions 

that we take today.”  

                                             - Geoff Bailey 


