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INTRODUCTION 

The following investigation intends to make a small contribution to the study of the |Xam 
traditions which Wilhelm Bleek and his sister-in-law Lucy Lloyd documented between 
1870-1884. The two researchers, primarily Lucy Lloyd, took down nearly 13 000 pages 
of |Xam texts. They were dictated to them by Bushman prisoners and their family mem-
bers who lived with them in their home in Cape Town. After many vain attempts Lucy 
Lloyd succeeded in finding a publisher for a volume of these texts with literal translations 
and notes, Specimens of Bushman Folklore (1911), while her niece Dorothea Bleek pub-
lished a popular collection of trickster tales, The Mantis and his Friends (1923), and a 
series of reports on |Xam folk belief in Bantu Studies 5-10 (1931-1936). The published 
texts remained in the hands of a few specialists, the manuscript collection unnoticed in 
the Jagger Library of the University of Cape Town. In the 1970s and 1980s, mainly 
through the work of Roger Hewitt and David Lewis-Williams, the collection came to the 
attention of researchers of various disciplines. Special conferences in Cape Town in 1991, 
1997 and 2011, devoted solely to the Bleek/Lloyd collection, encouraged studies and 
stressed its importance. These endeavours were rewarded when the complete collection 
was digitized and, in 1997, was entered into the UNESCO Memory of the World Register 
for Documentary Heritage.  

During the last decades a number of fundamental works, mainly based on a meticu-
lous study of the unpublished manuscripts, appeared:  
Roger Hewitt’s general analysis with an emphasis on the trickster figure |Kaggen paved 
the way (1976 MS version, 1986a print).  
David Lewis-Williams opened our eyes for the symbolic dimension of the tales, traced 
connections with trance experiences of healers and edited a substantial number of un-
known texts (1980; 1981; 1983; 1996; 1997; 2000; 2004; 2013a; 2013b).  
Janette Deacon portrayed the narrators and studied traces of their lives in their home area 
in the Northern Cape (1986; 1994; 1996a; 1996b; 1996c; 2002). 
Mathias Guenther compared and edited Nharo and |Xam folktales and trickster trad-
itions (1989; 1994; 1996a; 1996b; 1999; 2002). 
Helize van Vuuren studied the interrelationship with Afrikaans language and literature 
(1994; 1995; 2003; 2008; 2013). 
Alan James gave |Xam texts poetical form and carefully annotated them (2001). 
Andrew Bank reconstructed in detail the context how the tales were taken down at the 
home of the Bleek family (2006).  
Pippa Skotnes, the Director of the Lucy Lloyd Archive, Research, and Exhibition Centre 
at the University of Cape Town, organized the special exhibition Miscast and the volu-
minous accompanying catalogue (1996), created the impressive Claim to the Country 
(2007) and has to be thanked for the digitizing of the complete notebooks. 
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Michael Wessels addressed the manuscripts from a literary point of view (2007; 2010; 
2011). 
Jeremy Hollmann published an extensively annotated reprint of D. Bleek’s articles in 
Bantu Studies 1931-1936 and studied the |Xam astrological mythology (2005; 2007). 
José Manuel de Prada-Samper worked on the editing of the original notebook texts, de-
voted a special study to the complex representation of lions in |Xam lore, and collected 
tales among the |Xam descendants (2009; 2011).  

The Bleek/Lloyd collection has been regarded as standing apart from general Khoisan 
folklore, “... the beliefs centring in the Mantis among the Cape Bushmen have no parallel 
further north” (Schapera 1930, 398-399). It has been accepted that the tales deviated 
from African traditions as to plots, characters, structures and understanding of genres. In 
my paper for the 1991 conference I pointed out that at closer inspection many of the tales 
had, however, related variants in further Khoisan folklore. The present investigation con-
tinues this approach. I intend to compare a selection of types, characters and representa-
tions of genres in the Bleek/Lloyd collection with further Khoisan tales. By discussing 
individual tales and using different approaches I hope to show in which way they are 
linked to further Khoisan lore, and in which way they differ. The aim is to offer a broad 
basis of comparative material for further Khoisan research and to study in some more 
detail the character of the |Xam tales. I would like to trace more precisely what makes 
them so distinctive. Special attention will be given to the magic tales because until now 
they have been rather neglected and often misunderstood. This book is intended to be a 
bridge between anthropology and folkloristics. 

The idea for this study arose during the revision of my Catalogue of the Khoisan Folktales 
of Southern Africa (2013); this catalogue will serve as one of the tools for the analysis 
which follows. Furthermore, I will bring in my experience of extended fieldwork among 
Nama and Damara between 1960 and 1997, when I listened to, and documented, a great 
number of narrators. I will refer to this frequently.


