
RETURN of the MOON: Versions from the /Xam

STEPHEN WATSON

The origin of these poems is an extensive ethnographic record known as the Bleek and 
Lloyd collection, a testimony of folklore, songs and stories that formed part of the /Xam 
oral tradition (the /Xam being one linguistic group of the Bushman people who lived in 
Southern Africa in the nineteenth century). The testimony was narrated by three men, 
//Kabbo, /Han≠kasso and Dia!kwain, and transcribed by Dr W H Bleek and Lucy Lloyd in 
the 1870s. Watson ‘re-cast’ excerpts from this testimony into poetry, a complex process he
recounts in his original publication, Return of the Moon: versions from the /Xam.

These poems are reproduced with kind permission from the literary executors of Stephen 
Watson's estate, Tanya Wilson and Hugh Corder. 

SONG OF THE BROKEN STRING

Because
of a people,
because of others,
other people
who came
breaking
the string for me,
the earth 
is not earth,
this place is
a place now
changed for me.

Because
the string is that which
has broken for me,
this earth
is no longer
the earth to me,
this place
seems no longer
a place to me.

Because
the string is broken,
the country feels
as if it lay
empty before me,
our country seems
as if it lay
both empty before me,
and dead before me.



Because
of this string,
because of a people
breaking the string,
this earth,
my place
is the place 
of something -
a thing broken - 
that does not
stop sounding,
breaking within me.

Note: There must have come and actual point in time when certain members of the /Xam were forced to realise 
something almost inconceivable: namely, that their own culture was coming to an end: that for them there was no 
future. A realisation of this order is implicit in the lament composed by Xaa-ttin in memory of the sorcerer !Huin T Kui-
ten. It makes for what is probably the the most powerful single record of /Xam life losing its coherence under the 
impact of other encroaching cultures. The “people” referred to here are, presumably, the European settler population.

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU DIE

The wind when we die, our own wind blows.
For we, the /Xam people, each of us owns a wind;
each one has a cloud that comes out when we die.
Therefore the wine when we die, the wind blows dusts
covering the tracks, the footprints we made
when walking about living, with nothing the matter,
when we still knew nothing of sickness and death.

If not for this wind, our spoor would still show,
our spoor would still show us, as if we still lived.
Therefore our wind has one purpose, erasing our tracks. 
Therefore, when we die, our gall sits high above,
our gall sits, when we're dead, green in the sky.

Therefore our mother liked to teach, liked to say
when the moon goes to lie down, stands hollow:
“The moon which you see carries people just died.
You can see for yourselves how it goes to lie down,
can see it lies emptied, horns curved, hollowed out - 
it is killing itself because carrying the dead.

“This is why, when hollow, the moon brings bad omens.
You can always expect to hear something, an omen,
when the moon, as you see it, goes to lie down.
You can expect to hear that someone has died,



that a person has just died and the moon grows hollow
to carry him now in the catching-place of its horns.”

Note: The /Xam believed that each person had a “wind” associated with him or her, and that when they died this “wind”
would blow, removing their footprints from the earth. It was also believed that the cavity in any new moon was the 
“catching-place” for people who had recently died.


