






The idea of art as activism is some-
thing that has always plagued my 
mind. Where does one end and the 
other begin? Primarily people from 
creative spheres have at least at one 
point on their creative life span been 
wanting to exert some sort of last-
ing influence on the social sphere. 
Whether it is Woody Allen preach-
ing the impossibility of life or Suheir 
Hammad’s affirming it through her 
poems about memories of war and 
female identify. The notion of art 
and re-envisioning the social order 
has always been present. And South 
Africa is no different. Through the 
years we have been in varying de-
grees become accustomed to art 
that seems to articulate the present 
state of our society in both com-
forting and unsettling ways. In this 
vein I am thinking of writers like 
Ingrid Jonker, Gibson Kente  and 
Nobel Laureate Nadine Gordimer.

But we are moving beyond that now 
we are searching for new vessels to 
articulate our present state of mind. 
As Jim Morrison puts it, “Each gen-
eration wants new symbols. New 
people. New names. They want to di-
vorces themselves from their prede-
cessors” I fear that this notion has not 
been widely explored in our fledg-
ling democracy. As a society that is 
still very much trying to pin down its 
identity we seem to be all too willing 
to accept any fading trend and passing 
it off as “iconic.” This if nothing else 
is model that is not sustainable for 
the well being of our diverse culture.
 
As the year begins and many of us 
have shaked of the festive blues I 
am sure there is a heightened sense 
of everything. Primarily the social 
jargon will be filled with resolu-
tions and plans, from losing weight 
to saving more money. But all of 
these seem to converge at one main 
coordinate. The issue of identity or 
more specifically redefining ones 
identity. The new year for many of 
us marks a new beginning and a fresh 
path in making our way towards 
the creative endeavors we desire.

It is in response to this that we bring 
you the 5th issue of MindMap-SA, 
The identity edition. Here we have 
decided to do something both daring 
and somewhat indulgent. In this issue 
we have dedicated the entire maga-
zine towards profiling the ultimate 
creative persona. Someone we feel is 
amongst the few that accurately artic-
ulate the social thesis of our post race 
era. Namely Tumi Molekane better 
know as the front man for the hip-
hop/funk outfit Tumi and the Volume. 
Now admittedly it was a hard 
choice to pick who we would 
profile in this mega issue.

 But as the team sat down to discuss 
the possibilities, although we had dif-
ferent ideas the overriding principle 
was to pick someone with a multi di-
mensional character. And who better 
than a man who has the titles of mu-
sician, entrepreneur, activist, writer 
and family man under his name.
The MindMap-SA team has worked 
hard to bring you a 360 degree view 
of Tumi as a creative,  all his work 
and life. We spoke to him about 
growing up in Tanzania, why he 
thinks South Africa is such an un-
comfortable society and calling out 
local rappers in his song Usain Bolt. 
Resident contributor Khulekani 
Magubane critiques how Tumi’s po-
etry stands up when compared to his 
music. Contributing editor Russel 
Hlongwane pontificates on The Tao 
of Tumi being amongst the most fluid 
albums that Tumi has worked on yet 
and we consider the visual aesthetics 
of three of Mr Molekane’s videos. 

All this and much more in 
this groundbreaking issue of 
your favorite monthly zine.
As always we would love to hear 
from you about what you like and 
don’t like about this edition. You 
can find as on facebook or on twit-
ter @mindmapsa. We would love 
to hear what your plans are for the 
New Year and how you plan on 
redefining yourself over the next 
year and who knows you could be 
our next ultimate creative persona. 
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“  So believable consider goals 
achievable. And what you’re 
reaching for must never have 
a ceiling bro. take what your 
teacher know with a dash and 
pinch of salt. To your cerebral it 
might come with a lethal dose.    

“  
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Tumi Molekane is a worried man. Not about 
his wardrobe his look or even his reputation, 
but about the strife around him. The musician 
and leading man behind funk hybrid group 
Tumi and The Volume shares his thoughts 
on identity, music and ordinary stories.



Hip hop is cryptic 
art. A musical genre whose repetitive streaks 
and differing conventions have rendered it 
limp. It is a melodramatic art form that claims 
too much importance for its own good. Locally 
the genre over the past few years has grown to 
be nothing more than a placid sham disguis-
ing its self induced braggadocio and passing it 
off to unwitting consumers as music. Our local 
Hip-hop default has been reduced to shards of 
uncoordinated discographies worshiping at the 
altar of mediocrity. The music many of us grew 
up in awe of has now become a dismantled 
art form that is nothing more than the meager 
blend of rock star personas, disorderly librettos 
and pop infused pretentions. The sounds that 
bleed from the speakers of our airwaves are 
a spit in the face of crumpled calendar pages 
from yesteryears where expecting meaning in 
music was not only expected but encouraged. 

Tumi Molekane is not part of this default. 
As a wordsmith and lyricist Tumi is part of 
an anxious crowd of local rappers that is al-
most extinct now. His soundtrack is part of 
a multidimensional self fashioned melancho-
lia that is fast becoming an undeniable part 
of the helix of our post apartheid DNA. He 
with the likes of Proverb, Zubz, Mizchif, 
Thabs, H2O and Godessa, were ten years 
ago a fraction of an almost veracious wave of 
emcees that literally out of nowhere popped 
up into the local music scene and gave it the 
nudge into reality it so desperately needed.

The kind of music that tests people’s abil-
ity to think in large groups. These artists 
fuelled an internal riot amongst South Afri-
ca’s musical establishment that was by now 
hell bent on making as much money as they 

could from the ‘we are one’, spirit crush-
ing riffs that they were force feeding us.

These musicians with their rhythmatic melod-
ic notes formed a well articulated soundtrack 
for the mixed exuberance and partial disil-
lusionment of Mzansi’s youth. Break beats 
from Godessa’s Spillage, Mizchif’s raw-
ness on Fondle Em and Tumi’s own Tao of 
Tumi continue to be landmark projects not 
only for their production quality at the time 
but also for their social conscious. It was ide-
alist dreaming. The idea that music could 
spark social awareness or at least sustain it.

They were a contingent that redefined a musi-
cal culture that had a low reputation and made 
it into a double sided creative outlet. Both 
relevant and functional. Relevant in that the 
music that was being delivered was born from 
the placenta of social awareness. The likes 
of Tumi through their mixtapes were creat-
ing a creative chaos theory that was bending 
genres and refusing to be neatly packaged 
as part of the Mzansi-we are one-Brigade 
and the trim identities that came with it.

Debuting offerings with conviction were an 
element of a creative algorithm that helped 
strengthen the spine of local hip hop and 
made it stand up straight and claim its own 
space amongst other music genres. But it was 
also functional in that it was just damn good 
music. Thick with content and ideas but still 
easy enough to listen to whilst chilling with 
a black label on a street corner and bitch-
ing about how being a Pantsula was so 1994.

It’s easy these days to think of Mr Molekane 
and his compatriots in nostalgic terms. But it 
is also an unavoidable reality that Tumi seems 
to be the only artists that survived that era. As 
both a solo MC and leading man of Supergroup 
Tumi and The Volume, he has earned himself 
a dignified reputation as one the strongest art-
ists not only in hip hop but in local music as a 
whole. More so because he is part of a thread 
that continues to pluck away at the default of 
local communal complacency. In fact to de-
scribe him as a rapper as many local publica
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tions tend to do, is itself a limiting of his creative clout. 
An artist with spitfire rhymes and well thought out 
wordplay, Mr. Molekane is without doubt one of the 
most envied performing artists in the local terrestrial.

Tumi is a gluttonous consumer of musical identities which he so 
often spits out and channels as part of his own musical alchemy.

He if nothing else has not allowed himself to fall into the pit 
of self loathing and lack of ambition that is part of our national 
identity. He is an artist with a concoction of desires, a vessel 
that dares to engage with the possibility of imaginative con-
sistency. Tumi is not only a person that wants to be influenced, 
he relishes the mere thought of it. This is evidently showcased 
in his collaborative efforts. He is unswervingly a mastermind 
with a local understanding but an almost unrivalled inter-
national outlook. Having shared stages with the likes of Saul 
Williams, Mutabaruka and even Black Thought of The Roots. 
He is a regular feature at international live music lounges. 
And the fact that his vocal range is wide enough for the likes 
of the Montreal jazz fest to invite him certainly doesn’t hurt.

Tumi’s only real indulgence is being a shoe collector. He 
loves sneakers (more specifically he loves Jordans) His fet-
ish for the designer jumps is something that adds a hint of 
coolness to his quite strut. Regardless of how talented you 

Tumi’s music whether it is solo or with his band, has two primary poinst of departure. To inspire and inform. He is 
a lyricists that takes time in putting his work together and is attent on making some sort of a tangible contribution 
with his music.

are you need a little bit of coolness to attract the kind of 
mixed crowds he along with his band attract on the regular. 

When I first meet him at a live show it was completely by mis-
take. It was well into the early hours of the morning and he 
had  finished his set about an hour earlier. The band had packed 
up and the screaming youths had left the building. He pulled 
up right next to me, armed with what seemed like a weak or-
ange juice. He immediately sat down and extended his hand 
and said, “Hi, my name is Tumi.” As if he had no expectation 
of me knowing who he was regardless of the fact that he was 
the main act that night. That is the thing that perhaps makes 
him stand out amongst his peers. He takes nothing for grant-
ed and that is the reason why he takes himself so seriously.

But it his upbringing that has made him an artist that is so 
comfortable with diasporic ideas. He was born in Tanzania 
to South African parents who had taken up exile in the non 
front line state. A time that he says played a central role in 
informing his politics and reaffirming his identity. He is also 
quick to point out that growing up in exile is not as per-
fect as the South African imagination would let us believe.

“I was in Morogoro my parents were terrorists you see. So that’s 
where they had all the babies and the kids were born.” He recalls.
“And maybe twice a week you’re given a house. 
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Molekane is well regarded in the music industry for his persona. Many have often labelled 
him as shy, but it is more fitting to describe him as quietly confident. He is an artist that is 
comfortable in his own skin because he has such strict creative control over his output.  

They tell you where the house is. We all go to the house. They 
throw clothes in the yard. And you and your mom start pick-
ing them out. That’s how we got clothes, he says. “A lot of 
people would just pick as many clothes as they can and then 
sell them and then you can have some money. I am not saying 
we were living in shacks but definitely there was a system.”

Despite being born and raised in a foreign country Tumi reinforces 
his character as strictly South African even though this has been 
met with some frowns locally. Particularly his accent which is a lib-
eral mixture of East African brashness and SeSotho annunciation.

It should however be a matter of international outrage that 
throughout his career one of the primary debates about Tumi has 
not been around the validity of his lyrics, the quality of his music 
or even the man’s personal dealings. Rather it has been about the 
way he articulates the tongue. He says this is something that he 
over the years has learnt to brush off.  Owing his carelessness 
of the criticism towards a stern warning he got from his mother.

“I come back to some strange reactions you know. Cousins who 
love me like yo this is blood you know and are calling me strange 
names because I cannot speak the tongue. Because I don’t have 
the same sensibilities. So it was rough,” he notes. “And you 
know when you start to meet a lot of other people who came 
back from exile; you start to realize that a lot of them had it 
rough. There wasn’t a course; there wasn’t a comeback home 
program. I think some of the negativity that comes with it people 

think that this guy is not proud of who he is and my thing is I am 
not and I am never apologetic. My mom said I will disown you 
if you ever have to prove that you are South African to anyone.”
But what Tumi lacks in linguistic technicolor for our own re-

sponsiveness, he more than makes up for in prudence. Tumi 
is a prolific musician. A witchdoctor who exorcises creative 
demons by pressing the buttons of social pressure points. 
Tackling gratification by looking for new collaborators and 
re-cooking subject matter and adding his own perspective.

Sometimes the   results are austere (as was the case with Bambezela 
featuring Bricks) but often they are breathtaking and verify that 
inventiveness is not an impossible virtue in local musical craft.

Notwithstanding the metamorphosis 
and slight shift in his ethos Tumi is still a 
very different MC to engage with. Par-
ticularly because the issue of identity 
is so deeply rooted in his work it often 
threatens to overshadow anything else.
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You need only listen to his vibrato when he works with Danyel 
Waro or his all most jazz poetry nuance when he is coupled with 
Pebbles or Fifi to know that Tumi is a musician who takes heart 
in making awesome shit. Why? Because more than ten years into 
his career in the music business he still wants to change the world.

However regardless of his quiet desperation that something is 
gonna happen he is also keenly aware of the meaning of music 
not only as art but as medium.  “I feel like, with music, that 
when a person first uttered something that was musical, there 
was a point,” he says. “This person was either trying to soothe 
somebody, or exorcise something, it was some kind of cathartic 
thing. And for me, the point is more important than the form.”

As a student of the art form 
Tumi after years as a musi-
cian and touring like a demon 
seems to have come to two 
firm realizations. Firstly that 
the people he played to ten 
years ago at the Bassline have 
changed. They are now most 
likely part of a supposedly 
burgeoning Mzansi middle 
class. And secondly and per-
haps most importantly he real-
ised that he as musician need-
ed to change with them not for 
them. He had to reach them in 
a way that was more immedi-
ate and not have to literally ex-
plain everything in his sound.

The results are clinically dis-
played in his last two offer-
ings. His solo album Whole 
Worlds which was released 
in 2009 and the third offering 
with his band entitled Pick a 
dream. They are both mas-
terclasses in synthesis. Tumi 
showcases his reach not only 
in performance but also con-
tent. Both projects are lyrically 
flawless and are carried off by 
a contingent of musicians that 
could easily compile an eclec-
tic Great Diaspora songbook.

In both albums you get the sense of a man that is now more than 
ever morphing into himself. He is carving out a niche sound 
that somehow politely demands attention. “Before, if you listen 
to those old records there’s stuff in there. But it’s thick shit. It’s 
thick, gon’ take me some time to get this one. You know what 
I mean? With this album (Pick a Dream), I don’t think I rhyme 
better than Live At The Baseline but I do think I listen bet-
ter. I know how to say something easier. I can get to the point 
quicker than before. Before it was like, I need to impress you. 
Now I know that you motherfuckers don’t have 3 minutes to 
waste and still tryna figure shit out, he says. “. I definitely know 
you don’t have time to figure out what I mean about Malcolm 
X and blah blah blah. So when you just play it’s got to be nice, 
whether you engaging or not. I still put it in there but it’s clear.”

Notwithstanding the metamorphosis and slight shift in his 

ethos Tumi is still a very different MC to engage with. Par-
ticularly because the issue of identity is so deeply rooted in 
his work it often threatens to overshadow anything else. 
If you listen to all his albums you cannot help but concede 
to the fact that the issue of family and communal displace-
ment is very present and at times even invasive in his music.

Molekane is not shy to nvoice out his own family struggles, 
circumstances and questions of belonging. But he carries 
it from beginning to end with poise and grace. He does not 
spew it out like bile coming from a bitter young soul beg-
ging for public consideration. He knows the limits of artist-
ry and does not exaggerate as many wordsmiths tend to do.

He does not make a meal out 
of growing up with a sin-
gle mom nor does he come 
across as feeling ill at heart 
because of the outsider sta-
tus he has gained because of 
his accent. He is seemingly 
ok with the idea of identity 
as something much like hap-
piness that you can in many 
respects only pursuit. And 
that is also a potent metaphor 
of where we find ourselves 
as a nation. In a grey area 
where we are disillusioned 
with the Post-Apartheid 
dream but are still searching.

He alludes to this in La 
tete Savante where he says, 
“They celebrated their lib-
eration with so much liba-
tion that when the morning 
came they had lost their 
heads.” Tumi personally 
has also in many ways been 
liberated from the confines 
of just being a rapper. He 
is now making the music 
he wants to make and is 
making it more often. It is 
also highly unlikely that as 
a result of this liberation 
Tumi will lose his head like 
the character on the front 

cover of Pick a dream. After all he is an MC that is al-
ways keenly aware of libation and all that comes with it.

As the music transforms so too are the circumstances un-
der which it is made. I remember after downloading Yvonne 
on my phone from mcommunity years ago a friend of 
mine pointed out that music like this doesn’t last. That it 
was too conceited and was a fading trend. In his view art-
ists like Tumi were trying too hard. They should con-
form and stop trying to be so damn creative. I paid this no 
mind at the time but now this notion is as resonant as ever.

When Tumi recorded Yvonne it was almost a forecast for 
a trend that was emerging locally. He expressed his con-
cern about rape in an intricate and unsettling manner on 
the track. And true to form Mzansi did not disappoint. We 
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Being a D-urbanite, it is becoming increas-
ingly frustrating to wander into town on 
any  kind of errand. Not only has the taxi-
kombi business become larger, thronging 
the very  veins of the city, it has brought 
with it an increased amount of traffic and 
a cacophony  of mindless noise.  The blar-
ing vibrations of sound-systems from the 
Chinese shops  promoting their brands 
of neo-colonial productions by using lo-
cal music and the well  known but still 
ear splitting taxi ready ‘music’ are part 
of what pollutes the city. But  then again, 
one mans pollution is another mans 
job, so whom am I to knock the hustle?  

Feature

-currently have one of the highest rape rates in the world. Since 
that recording a lot of other things have happened that as both 
an artist and citizen Tumi has taken 
in and analysed if they sit well with 
him. He is a voice that in many ways 
found it’s roots in the Mbeki era but 
is now extending itself in this new pe-
riod. This is not to say because he is 
critical he has adopted a sense of be-
ing morose about everything. Rather 
he is actively protesting his outrage. 

He is frequently using hip-hop as 
his tool to articulate working class 
grievances from hunger to gender-
links. And in so doing Mr. Molekane 
has himself become a working class 
hero of sorts. On tracks like Let it 
Burn and Villages and Malls he is 
nothing but anarchy. An unbound mike burner who threatens 
to shred the state apart at the mere spit of a verse. But he also 
appreciates that even criticism has its limits. That South Af-

rica is a nation that thrives on antithesis and readily identifi-
able enemies. He does not preach killing. In fact he has been 

quite vocal about creative per-
sonalities whom he feels have 
stretched their creative li-
cence to unwarranted lengths. 

He called out a lot of MC’s 
on his song entitled Usain 
Bolt featuring Zubz. And he 
seems to not be fearful of 
speaking out. Not the least of 
which is against that famous 
South African cartoonist-
Zapiro. Commenting on the 
“Rape Cartoon” Tumi ac-
knowledges that it is impor-
tant for creatives to exercise 
their right to express them-

selves but also notes that there is a fine line between expres-
sion and insolence. “I respect and would in principle protect 
anybody’s freedom of effrontery, none less than the artist.

“I think it’s a 
different ball 

game. You feel 
like a professional 

musician when 
you are 

outside of the country,” 
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That cultural creature tyrannized by his duty to 
any kind of truth. I have always been a great fan of 
Zapiro’s work. But I was deeply unsettled by his 
portrayals of South Africa’s leadership,” he says. 
“It unsettled me not in a Marx or Bobby Seale kin-
da way, but in a Mantan in blackface way. Some 
of these portrayals make me question the purpose 
or role of media in protecting our rights as humans 
and building a nation intent on true freedom.”

Beyond the politics and regardless of what he 
might tell you, lately there is a lot more pressure 
on Tumi’s shoulders. Not because he has to com-
pete with other local acts to be offered a spot in the 
Oppikoppi line up, but because he doesn’t. Tumi 
and The Volume are now a global outfit. A few 
years ago after playing at a festival they were on 
the spot signed to Sakifo records by Jerome Gala-
bert and as Andy Davis so eloquently put it they, 
“suddenly graduated to a global stage and in so 
doing, kind of left us behind.” In his own words 
Tumi sums up his disenchantment with the local 
music scene, citing that there is more respect for

artists overseas. “I’ve experienced this and have had conversations with 
other great South African musicians who are well regarded outside of the 
country more than they are in the country. Of course you wanna be big in 
Europe of course you want to try and make it in Japan or whatever, but 
than to come home and than be doing a gig and the sound guy is disrespect-
ful. At home I am this guy. I think it’s a different ball game. You feel like 
a professional musician when you are outside of the country,” He says.

The pressure however for Tumi now more than ever stretches beyond just 
dealing with local soundmen. He has to strike the balance between his 
solo career and being the ring leader of the most widely authentic band 
to come out of South Africa in a long time. Tumi also has to reconcile 
the fact that as desirable as it might be, having an international audience 
has its drawbacks. Especially if that audience comes whilst in your own 
country you are still not as heralded as you should be. The result is often 
a slim shift in perspective. TATV’s latest offering was released in France 
seven months before it hit South Africa. The band is also spending much 
more of their time touring Europe and festivals around the world than 
they are at home. This clearly doesn’t sit well with those of us at home 
that feel some sort of entitlement towards the band and their music.

But for Tumi it’s not even that deep, it’s all a matter of practicality. He 
says that the talent is all there but audiences locally need to stop sleep-
ing on it. “I think the songs are waiting for us to discover them,” he 
notes. “And I think the reason that there’s still even a music industry 
is because people ain’t getting it. It’s just; it’s like the self-help books. 
There’s always a new one. If they worked they wouldn’t need to keep 
publishing them. There’s always a new one because people change.”
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As a musician Tumi is going to have to be a gardener. Who 
deals with the trouble of planting the seeds and then having to 
rake and plough and fine tune and fine tune some more until the 
product comes to fruition in a desired manner. In Tumi’s rhymes 
we are faced with a litter of cultural references. From utterings 
about misinterpretations of black power and consciousness, to 
jabs at the local pop induced hip-hop culture. Tumi regularly 
showcases that he is well rounded in both his learnings and 
observations. He mines his content and delivers it in bit size 
chunks for both fans and newcomers to his work to plug into.

This is also balanced out by a sense of being organic that it una-
voidable in his music. Tumi has  an unusual talent of making 
other talented individuals gather around him. From Paolo, Kyla, 
Tiago and Bergman for The Volume, to artists from further afield 
such as Soweto Kinch, French maestro Tiaro and even the ec-
lectic outfit Milk, Coffe and Sugar. Through all of this he man-
ages to consistently hold his own whilst learning from his peers.

But even he admits that his greatest musical learning experience 
is still very much a work in progress. Being mentored by Danyel 
Waro he says has been the ultimate creative alteration he has 
undergone in his career. The subtle shift in vocal variations is 
something that Tumi has incorporated more in his music. This 
is perhaps most obvious on the hidden track titled “Tine Blues.”  
On Pick a dream. The song showcases how transitional Tumi’s 
sound currently is. His voice is an apparent contrast to that of 
his Reunionian compatriot. It’s less well rounded but it holds 
off agreeably. The linguistic parallels make for mesmerising lis-
tening.  Clearly Tumi is star struck and who wouldn’t be whilst 
working with a man that has almost single handily revived the 
importance of Kriol as a language both in music and generally.

Speaking about his friendship with Waro, Molekane says, 
“Knowing Danyel Waro changed my life. Danyel told me, 
‘you go to a funeral and everyone’s singing’. I used to think 
of singing as Whitney Houston and Freddie Mercury. This is 
some high level, don’t fuck with this shit., he says. “Danyel 
Waro was like, ‘this is functional art. It doesn’t matter where it 
is, at a funeral, at a wedding, when you’re happy, when you’re 
sad. It’s your voice. So just sing man. Express yourself’.”  

  Away from Waro, Tumi has a lot of other influencers. It is not im-
mediately audible in his own music, but Tumi does not shy away 
from his love of American nineties gangsta rap. All you have to 
do is read his list of favourite albums and see just how influential 
they have been on him. Ready to die by Biggie, Ice Cube’s Death 
certificate and Dre’s The Chronic are all items on his playlist. 
Tumi has also been known to regularly tweet about Jay-z. He 
still however insists that Illimatic is his all time favourite re-
cord. Saying that the album’s visual storytelling is its best sell-
ing point.” This is the perfect album for me. Nas changed every-
thing with this one. The production was flawless, the mcing was 
godly, the rhythm of the album was audial velvet, he says. “This 

teenager outrapped everyone without trying to, you got the sense 
that all Nas was trying to do here was tell his peoples stories.”

And that visual sense in music is something that Tumi has incorpo-
rated into many of his own records. If you think of tracks like Bus 
Stop Confessions, Through my sunroof, La tete savante, and even 
Yvonne it’s not just two or three verses bound together by a cho
rus. Its progressive storytelling. It invites you to keep listening so 
you will know how the story ends. And perhaps even a little later 
analyse what it means. It’s not just a mash of familiar words and 
clichés, its intricate and even at times confrontational listening.

While Molekane is fast becoming a notorious nomad who trav-
els the road in search of musical fountains to drink from, he 
seems to have carved out a decent functional personal life for 
himself. A kind of living that is admirable and blends well into 
his quite distilled lifestyle. A father to a four year son and a 
married man, most of us know nothing of Tumi beyond his 
music. And that is a good thing. It is refreshing to find a celeb-
rity (and I use the term loosely here) that is worth celebrating. 
There are many people that are famous for, well being famous. 
Tumi is known for his words and not for his philandering in 
public. He is non controversial figure who leaves it all on the 
stage and burns down venues with the power of his voice.

But being a family man has also meant that over the last few 
years he has also had to re-examine his own personal con-
stitution and reassess that meaning of things that he thought 
he had already figured out. Particularly the question of what 
is an ordinary life in the contemporary socio political con-
text. “It’s always interesting to me. I might be on a podium, I 
might be on the box but you know my grandma’s story is just 
as important as Kanye West’s story of coming from nowhere. 
The story of a suburban African housewife when all expecta-
tions are what African women are supposed to look like and 
she’s like well she watches reality TV the whole day. And she 
has Britney Spears’ aspirations and these are the realities,” 
says Tumi. “What people call ‘ordinary people’. Their lives 
I would love to hear that on radio, I’d love to see that on TV.

Now admittedly up until a few years ago I still thought of Tumi 
in no other paradigms other than that of being the big talented 
man who was holding it down for black dudes. But Tumi is 
much more than that. He is not a token to be yielded in the 
pursuit of hip-hop elitism. He is not the kind of man that will 
always be waving fists in the air, wearing a beret and quot-
ing Steve Biko on the daily. He understands that, that whole 
thing is for people who still got something to prove. The quite 
confidence of the man who sat with his weak orange juice and 
introduced himself to me is all Tumi needs to assert his prow-
ess. The length and breadth of his personality and talent are 
more than enough to ensure that he affirms his place as be-
ing amongst the key figures of this current musical generation.

‘‘This is functional art.   
at a funeral, at a wedding’’   It doesn’t matter where it is, 
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‘‘This is functional art.   
at a funeral, at a wedding’’   It doesn’t matter where it is, 
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“  How can you ask me to sing 
about the handsomest spring 
when have the planet is sick 
and battling tragedy still?

“  





Turn 
The Volume Up  

 It’s been ten years since Tumi and The Volume has been trail blazing stage all across 
the globe. We look at the DNA of the band and how they consistently make music 
with such extended shelf life.

Words by Nomfundo Mgabadeli    Images by  Mxo Mathe & Reinhardt Helmut Schwarzer



Turn 
The Volume Up  
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As angry dark clouds form on the 
horizon like soldiers on the front line, the atmosphere in the small rectangular portable room situated on the beach 
is less hostile. Sitting directly opposite me is Tumi Molekane and next to him The Volume, 1 member short. They 
are due to perform in 20 minutes at the COP17 climate change concert in New Beach. Tiago jokingly says, “I don’t 
think it’s our type of crowd out there” responding to the exuberant cheers mixed with the latest kwaito song filtering 
through the nearby opened window.  

Tiago, Riu, Paulo and Pedro make up the dynamic band 
that is 340ml, originally from Mozambique they ventured to 
South Africa for their own academic gaols but their hearts 
truly were in music. Sharing a home town and a passion for 
eclectic sounds, they decided to form a band. In the begin-
ning they had difficulty pin pointing how they wanted their 
music to sound but after various performances around the 
world, success of their albums and numerous videos it’s safe 
to say they now have it sorted. Tiago and Paulo are also a 
part of Tumi and the Volume. A “popular and innovative 
musical act” that originated in Melville, Johannesburg at 
the Bassline while Tiago and Paulo were moonlighting for 
other hip hop acts. Their music has been described by lead-
ing South African journalists as “an elaborate cocktail mix” 
and their making big waves on the world stage. They have 
opened for the Black Eyed Peas and played alongside acts 
such as Coldplay and The Roots. We sat down with Tiago 
and Paulo to pick their minds on life, music and family.

How would you describe your music?

Tiago: Wow, I think it’s obviously grounded in hip hop because of 
Tumi and the Volume. We as the Volume stretch what we play as 
far as anything we are able to play. When we want to play funk we 
play funk and if we want to play jazz we play jazz. We are not lim-
ited to any genre of music. So I think we are, I hate the word fusion 
but we are a welding of various things, we play whatever we like. 

Paulo: Hip Hop is a great art form for dabbling in different 
genres of music. It allows for the expression and Tumi is a very 
diverse MC. It allows us to approach it however we feel like.

So is there a genre of music you wouldn’t touch?

Tiago:  Oh yes, I wouldn’t touch 90s r’n’b .

Paulo: There is some music that we are just not capable because 
it’s difficult to produce it with the instruments that we play.

340ml came about first. Tell us a little bit about that. 
Tiago: We all came from the same place and we all moved 
to Johannesburg around the same time. We felt the need to 
do something else besides studying. And it was kind of a nat-

ural thing for all of us to come together. We spent a lot of 
time making songs, generally trying to avoid studying. 
Back then we were a very young band so there weren’t 
many platforms for bands like us. We started playing at 
The Bassline on Sundays and that’s where we met Tumi.

Paulo: We all met there. The Bassline was a draw 
not only for us to perform; it was also a place for 
us to see music. And that’s how we got our start.

And Tumi and the Volume?
 
Paulo: They ran a poetry event every second Sunday and what 
theywould do is bring a hip hop/spoken word MC or group of 
MC’s every week and they would bring them to us and we would 
sit with them every Saturday before the show and just make mu-
sic. And in one of the weeks it was Tumi. We really gelled dur-
ing practice and the performance so we were like let’s do this.

Tiago:It was a great time for us to discover ourselves. We 
all kind of knew music through listening to it, we knew 
our instruments but we weren’t certain of what to do with 
it. We all liked different genres of music within our band 
and we made connections with many musicians. But Tumi 
and the Volume was the strongest connection we made.
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How do you resolve your artistic differences when compiling a 
song? 

Paulo:

We understand each other very well. We have been together 
10 years and over that period we have learnt to be gentle in the 
way we approach each other when telling  each other when it’s 
not working. We have that connection as well, so if we didn’t 
have it we would have been broken up years ago or worse 
killed each other but we share a genuine friendship.

How is it touring?

Tiago:

On tour for 3 months we tend to learn a lot about what works 
for us and what doesn’t. Most people think us touring in Europe 
is not a job, they think what a great life we have and we rock 
stars. And it’s strange because we working constantly. Its sound 

checks, waiting for people, few hours’ sleep. We learn how 
to deal with people and each other. We have reached a stage 
where this is like family. It needs to be like that.

How do you cope being far away from home months at a time?

Paulo:

It’s not easy. It’s very difficult. But you deal I guess. We just 
put the energy into “our baby” for those months. We get a little 
home sick now and again but we very involved while we tour-
ing so thankfully we are so busy sometimes we don’t get time 
to sit around and mope. But I mean I have a family, we all have 
families, and we have lives so it does get difficult but you have 
to deal.

The Volume
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Where are your fa-
vourite places to tour?

Tiago: I love touring in Africa. Person-
ally I have become very bored of tour-
ing Europe, everything is the same and 
i feel like we doing the same thing. The 
personalities are very plain. But when-
ever we tour fantastic places like Sen-
egal and Morocco, you feel a lot more 
enriched artistically, just everything.

Paulo: If we could tour more 
in Africa it would be great.

Is there anywhere in the 
world you haven’t toured?

Tiago: We haven’t toured the US. 
We have been to Canada but nev-
er the States. We are too scared.

Paulo: He’s joking; no it’s a place we 
are trying to get to. It’s such a massive 
country and we not backed by a massive 
cooperation to fund a tour there. We are 
hoping to get there next year though.

Any defining moments 
in your career thus far?

Tiago: Every time we make an al-
bum and even though people these 
days don’t buy music, the energy that 
you put in collectively represents a 
snap shot of what you are or what 
you were in the last 3 years; it is a 
pinnacle for us, when you put every-
thing into something that is timeless.

Do you feel like your music has grown?

Tiago: Artists always seem to say 
that but we feel like our albums are 
all distinct and we proud of that, 
one is not better than the other. It’s 
not an up and down journey for us.

Paulo: Yeah the albums are all dynamic 
but we feel music as a whole is dy-
namic. It all has to do with what you 
feel like at that time or what you’re 
listening to. As a band we want to 
grow, we don’t want to be compla-
cent, we push for fresh ideas. We are 
not growing upwards we just growing. 
It’s not better or worse, it’s different.

Every time we 
make an album 
and even though 
people these days 
don’t buy music, 
the energy that 

you put in collec-
tively represents 

a snap shot of 
what you are or 

what you were in 
the last 3 years; it 
is a pinnacle for 
us, when you put 
everything into 

something that is 
timeless.

When can we expect your next album?

Tiago:

We are still toying with the idea. But 
maybe sometime next year but we’re 
still thinking about it.

With music that has been described 
as being fresher than early morning 
sea breeze and possessing sounds 
that linger over lines of new-school 
hip-hop, beat poetry and funked jazz. 
340ml and Tumi and the Volume seem 
to have the winning formulae to an 
award winning eclectic musical outfit.  
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More than a rapper     
What substance, one may ask, can a young African living in post-apartheid South Africa gain 
from profound ramblings such as “Congo is a disco ball” or “it don’t take a rocket scientist to 
get to the moon”?  Where is the common line between the spoken word and poetry?  In an age 
where treasuring knowledge, appreciating thought provoking debate and poetry, are placed 
second behind getting yours by any means, what place do words, spoken and written have in 
the generation that is or is to come?     

Words by Khulekani Magubane
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For Tumi Molekane, words are not only a means of expres-
sion and communication, but each word is a treasure.  One 
needs only to look at his piece, All Words Are Sorcery to see 
that Tumi regards poetry and spoken word to be African her-
itage but African refuge in itself.  Now, more than ever be-
fore the line between overly-grandiose speakers and true poets 
needs to be defined by Molekane and the likes.  Tumi, while 
a great MC, is indeed a true poet.  But even as one listens to 
Tumi’s poetry, rhythms and musical references are made by 
him and found by his audience.  Tumi, whether alone or as 
the lead vocalist of Tumi And The Volume, is an interna-
tional act in every way that counts.  Tumi And The Volume’s 
self-titled debut album has a release history that spans three 
continents, all of which they have performed in live.  Not 
to many hip hop solo acts or bands from South Africa can 
boast having performed live at the Montreal Jazz Festival.

When touring though, they showed love to home first when in 
2002, their first year as a band, saw them touring South Africa 
and performing at more than one festival in the 2002-2003 pe-
riod.  These allowed the band and their music to travelthrough 
the continent and eventually beyond.  They have received love 
from Senegal, Johannesburg, Cape Town and Norway.  They 
have shared the stage with Coldplay, Talib Kweli, Black Thought, 
Bra Willie Kgositsile and Max Normal to name but a few.

Last year (2011) was the tenth year of Tumi Molekane’s book The 
Black Inside Out.  The contents are a critical look at a modern so-
ciety with no disillusion fantasies and vain promise of the future.  
Tumi’s words comfort, lament, chasten and mock, seemingly all 
at once.  Such pen-prowess can only be delivered and achieved by 
critical thinking writers.  Forget redundant assonance wasted on a 
foolish lover, masquerading as poetry, just barely flowing by ear.

 When last did poetry make you feel uncomfortable, just right there, 
in your seat?  The importance of a history to a people’s progress is 
something that is well understood by Tumi and his band.  Around 
2002, the Johannesburg poet and two Mozambique-born members 
of the acclaimed 340ml joined forces to form Tumi And The Volume. 
The supergroup has grown over the years to the point 
of being considered synonymous with musical excel-
lence.  Their music, fans and writers say, has a strong hip 
hop presence (as per Tumi’s vocals) with a styles that seg-
ues into poetry and flirts with samba, reggae and swing

As a poet, Tumi’s skill and savvy are just the same as in his lyri-
cism.  Having worked with Lebo Mashile, his poetry speaks di-
rectly to the experience of being young and black in South Africa 
just like his music, and perhaps, some may argue, one better.  The 

story of the union of a band that played back-ups at The Bassline 
and a poet who made his reputation at YFM is just as intriguing 
as the respect, collaborations, performances and acclaim that the 
band has enjoyed in the past decade alone.  That makes Tumi 
more than just a band and the list of albums, live concerts and 
collaborative efforts under them more than just a discography.

As a poet, Tumi Molekane has worked with prime talent in local 
poetry.  Tumi has had a history of amalgamating hip hop music 
with spoken word poetry by featuring poets on his studio albums.  
This combination of the two dimensions has served the multiple 
time SAMA nominees well.  One such example is the incompara-
ble Lebo Mashile on Tumi’s solo debut Music From My Good Eye, 
which ends off the hip hop album with a lounge listener’s dream.

His contributions to poetry also extends to participating in 
projects and festivals to promote poetry.  In 2004, the same 
year Tumi And The Volume became a household name in 
live music, Tumi Molekane attended and took part in the 
eighth annual Poetry Africa Festival, organized but the Uni-
versity of Kwa Zulu Natal’s Center For Creative Arts. 
His written poetry and spoken word received general, if not uni-
versal acclaimed with arts and poetry critics.The greats of the fu-
ture can learn much from Tumi about excellence, the power of 
words and persistence.  After all, was it not Tumi himself who 
said “I refuse to be skinned from the limbs that play me…” .

Pebbles is a long time collaborator with 
Tumi. She has appered on several of his hits 
including People of the light and 76 both 
from Live at the Bassline as well as more re-
cently on Tumi’s solo album Whole Worlds

Image courtesy of Pebbles
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“  With an office overlooking 
your misfortunes and they 
wanna call me soulless just 
because I’m focused

“  



WORDS: Manelis Ntsele   



A The cover art of an album can often become is synonymous and can often become as iconic as the music itself. In 
Pick a dream Tumi and The Volume have taken this to the next level. Their worked with French graphic artist Hip-
polyte. They have created a concert art work that matches the lyrics of La tete savante and its music video.

Cover Art 

All has
been covered    
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I am going to start by mentioning the first time I saw 
the cover art for the Tumi And Volume Pick A Dream 
album. It was for their first performance in Durban 
after the release of the project. I actually thought it 
was a flyer bold and animated beaming with a sense 
of the night of fun and adventure. Underpinned by 
the values of almost enjoying yourself towards a 
state of madness, senselessness , and ultimately head-
lessness. but then again ekse this is Tumi the very 
lyrical poet I thought to myself ow well lets have it. 
Needless to say that I had a great night watching him 
perform and it was only days later that  I discovered 
that this is the cover art for the band’s latest offering

When I finally got to hear the music I could still relate one 
or two emotions I felt instinctively when I saw that flyer. 

Especially the notion of fun, adventure and the ex-
ploration of musical influences. There is a sense of 
excitement bright light from the heavens. Things on 
the album seem to be making more sense. The head-
less character looks to have found his matching head. 
A metaphor perhaps for Tumi having found his voice. 

 yet the title still asks one to “Pick A Dream” as if to 
say choose your path I have found mine. The foot-
prints on the ground seem to suggest that he has 
been looking for his dream “everywhere” and if 
the headless character represents the band it could 
then mean that they have found their sonic dream. 

But the design does however leave a few questions. 
Do all the other “heads“ with no bodies represent 
dreams? I could not help but notice the indiscriminate 
presence of spiderman, pacman and the symbolic rob-
ber head shot eyes disguised. Surely a superhero of 

all people above great entertainers, politicians, presidents of 
all sorts is living his dreams, is it not so? Or maybe every 
one of them and us are secretly looking for more, another 
one, when we find the primary goal in this case a dream.

Then I started to conclude in my own way that the artist or art-
ists could be saying Pick A Dream amongst many and be sure 
to have your head screwed on tightly because you don’t want 
to loose it, be it your essence  and values or the dream itself. 
     

For the first time Tumi and The Volume have cre-
ated a cover art work that is neither realistic (Live 
at the Bassline) nor abstract (Tumi and The Vol-
ume) This news art work is more narrative driven .

The coloring of the album is one of its most at-
tractive qualities. the dark colors contrast well 
with the deep reds and tinted greys. This allws 
the eye to be drawn in without having to take too 
much notice of the color or be turned off by them.
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The word “swag” is invasive within hip-hop culture and all its various elements, rap-
pers and Mcees are known to stake their claim for being the coolest by wearing the 
latest branded clothes and labelles. For Tumi Molekane the ultimate symbol of cool is 
a well made Jordan sneaker   WORDS: Russel Hlongwane  

Tumi’s jump 
offs    

T from the V is a professional 
musician but he is also a leisure 
‘’baller’’, a basketball player that 
is, so it rings sense for the poet 
mc to have a ‘’thing’’ for kicks. 
Or maybe one should rather say 
Tumi has got a thing for J’s. And 
this also makes sense since Tumi is 
strongly influenced by old school 
and is a fundamentalist at heart. 
 
A huge collector friend of mine once 
said, ‘’I used to love rap cus rap was 
cool, now I don’t like rap cus rap is 
cool’’, it stuck. What I mean to say is 
that sneaker collecting is not a new 
passion and in South Africa many 
people are sudden collectors be-

cause sneakers are cool. Well no, not 
Tumi, he’s not part of the new wave 
of collectors. He’s been at it since 
Mike was dunking on them. And 
from the looks of things, he’s one 
who prefers the ‘’original article’’. 

For the uninformed, dude is an avid 
fan of the Jordan brand to a point 
that he could comfortably be deemed 
a Jordan collector. Personally, J’s sit 
well on big sized people and he at-
tests to this by saying ‘’the 1’s too 
thin for my big foot’’. I definitely see 
the man in 3’s and 2’s. He maintains 
that his covet of the Jordan series 
is the 2’s, he specifically mentions 
though that 1’s are a collector’s item 

Sneakers
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   which are my favourite due to the col-
our way, design and legendary status. 

He has mentioned the SpaceJams sev-
eral times which can only lead one to 
believe that he has a thing for them 
too. They seem to be the most com-
fortable pair in the series. The Space-
Jams are pretty clinical too in either a 
blue/ white or black/ white colour way 
and best described as a cross of train-
ers and ankle high basketball shoes.

Tumi also closely follows the ac-
tivities that the Jordan team get up 
to, he hasn’t approved of all their 
re-inventions but he offers credit 
where due and jabs them where nec-
essary. As an enthusiast he seems to 
be particular about detail such as the 
lace finish, the tongue and colour. 

Nike probably injects the most 
amount of loot into the re-inven-
tion and improving of the Jordan 
brand than any of their exclusive 
premium and supreme designs. 
Besides Jordans, Nike has manufac-
tured great sneaks such as Dunks, 
the Air Max series which are revo-
lutionary and the Air Max (in par-
ticular) being one of the bravest 
technological steps but our man 
Tumi does not make much men-
tion of it. We’re left to wonder why. 

My fondness about Tumi’s sneak 
game is the fact that he knows much 
about the material that touches his 
socks. Many rappers or mc’s living in 
Johannesburg feel the importance or 
need (if you may) to be ‘’collectors’’ 
and I tend to think that this then confis-
cates the aesthetic and fundamentals 
of collecting because we are now fed 
a bunch of pop figures that are seen as 
the reps of a sneaker culture of which 
they have no firm understanding of. 
So it is definitely a pleasure to enjoy 
the culture with the likes of Tumi and 
other avid collectors who look at more 
than just the name when they buy. 

In the snekaer collection culture there are various elements that decide the quality fo the collector and their collec-
tion. Cheif of which is the wider knowladge of the place that each sneaker has in the culture, colorways, and detail-
ing are a essential. Some collectors even go the extra mile of having their collections customised in order to put their 
personal stamp on it. 

Tumi’s Anniversary Collection 
guide:
JORDAN II: My favourite J, it 
looks like no other sneaker in the J 
collection or world

JORDAN III: Tinker’s first J de-
sign. beautiful and revolutionary, 
true blue color way still hotter

JORDAN IV: (I just can’t see any 
4s without the silver lace buckle, 
that’s the real white on white)

JORDAN VIII: (Dead ugly in any-
thing other than the African print 
color way)

37  M
indM

ap  







   The chief trouble with music and spe-
cifically hip-hop is that it is not seen as 
art. Whether we like to admit it or not, 
owing to the social jargon, the hyped up 
replays on radio and the 24 hour MTV 
phenomena-a lot of us have become de-
sensitized to music as performance art. 
It all seems much rather like background 
noise to stop us from thinking. Some-
thing that is just there like anything else.

  A mere outlet to aid the day as we shop 
for jeans and pay our bills. It has been in 
varying degrees become a foreign dialect 
spoke only in verbatim by those who are a 
few years younger than us. Those troops 
of teens who wup wup at the sound of 
the social thesis coming on the airwaves 
and they are projected to us as the most 
vastly unoriginal generation to come 
along since-well a very long time ago. 
 The creative strain of well considered vo-

cals, accurately timed rhythms and clini-
cal sound interpretations are just things 
that are not part of the creative discourse. 
It is this unease that makes it quite typical 
to take for granted the live performance 
of even the most free ranging of masters.

It was with some reservation that I made 
my way to what was Durban’s prime mu-
sic venue to watch Tumi and the Volume 
live at Unit11 as they unleash their clair-
voyant performance range and down the 
city. The reservation I must state came 
subtly form the fact that I had earlier in 
the day received the rather disconcert-
ing news that owing to debt incurred by 
the owners the social hall was closing 
down. It has in fact since closed down.

It is difficult when watching a band like 
Tumi and The Volume not to project onto 
them the desperation of a culture that has 

On their last visit 
to the  city Tumi 
and The Volume 

performed at  
Durban’s primier 
live music venue 

Unit11

TATV
LiVe AT UniT 11

 

WORDS: Sihle Mthembu  Images: Mxo Mathe  

Live  

40
M

indM
ap  



deep rooted self loathing. To see such inventiveness on stage 
is both depressing and affirming of the local music scene. De-
pressing in that you feel guilty that this band has never won a 
SAMA award or even been listed as being amongst the top out-
fits of the day. And affirming because you still feel that there is 
still some plausibility in this culture of music that we for some 
reason still stand so decisively behind. That the outstretched 
arms of hip-hop still reach further than just purple sneakers, 
multiple tattoos and de-contextualised lyrics and gimmicks.

From the start there is sense of urgency in the set. Tumi 
seems to be keenly aware that he is performing in front 
of a crowd with a well cultivated palette for acute live per-
formances. He kicks immediately with non conform-
ist renditions of the bands anthems. Form La tete Sa-
vante and Asinamali to Afrique and What’s it all about. 

The band seems to revive and tailor make each track for the night. 
The delivery is not placid but still timely. It has the immediate 
feel of spontaneousity coupled with the safety of being planned. 
The set is a cut back between projects. We are introduced to 
the lyrical hard delivery MC and more grungy, rough around 
the edges tracks that want to impress from Live at the baseline. 

The smoother and more refined jazzy sound waves of the 
groups self entitled album also glares its head. Particu-
larly impressive is the interpretation of Bus Stop confes-
sions. In his delivery Tumi seems faster but never at any 
moment does he take the track away from its primary point 
of entry. It is merely repackaged. It’s fast enough to get 
the body moving but still moves along at a decent enough 
pace for those of us who know the song to sign along.

Now the night has firmly made its way to the morning. The 
music has taken over. Kids are on the dance floor bouncing up 

and down in an attempt to leave it all on the concrete. Tumi is 
drenched and so is Paolo who now regularly stands up from 
his chair and strikes the drum with almost devilish fervor. Ti-
ago armed with a green…… looks ready to kill and a slight 
sweat breaks from his brow. And Bergman with instrument 
confidently in hand is at his most buoyant. Directing traffic
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eloquently from the side, through the power of his erratic base. 
The primary element that makes the outfit a pleasure to watch is 
the willingness to have the confidence to perform whilst retain-
ing their grace. Tumi is a bard that puts his audience above his 
own desires. There is a moment during the show where he asks 
for permission to go on a vocal tirade without being drowned 
out by the band. The audience wants to rock out, they don’t 
want the vocal manifestation of librettos that soothe the soul. 

Its way past 1am, everyone is in that party mood when mean-
ing is lost in the height of blurriness. The dude abides, smiles 
and rocks out to Tiago’s riffing quarto like guitar. Spitfire 
rhymes bleed out of the speakers. As if Tumi is saying, “If 
you want to rock out this is how it’s done.” All those festi-
vals and stadium performances are showing their worth

Even later when the set is over there are cries for “76”. The 
frontman seems a bit taken aback that this track still has such 
a strong foothold. After all it’s almost been a decade since live 
at the Baseline. He is not complaining, after all not many lo-
cal acts can have a track that has such an extended shelf life. 
Specially if at the core of that song lays a strong social ethos.
 Paolo wills Mr Molekane into the song. Bergman joins with a few 
understand cords and Tiago serenades the moment with an almost 
broken accompanying in the lyric. The room is in a trance. As one 
by one from the back we sing the song to the letter. It’s no longer a 
show or a concert. it’s a communal experience.  There is a lot to be 
said for an artist who can make a room full of half drunk, half asleep, 
twenty somethings feel exactly the same way all at the same time. 

Tumi leaves the mic before the cords of the song stretch be-
yond touching distant. We continue to gyrate and vibe in unison. 
Attempting to pluck away at the sinister habits of over com-
pensating. The mood and soundtrack seem to be converge and 
merge under the microscope of a musical master discovering 
the perfect artistic DNA. The faces are distorted. The faded 
purple and blue neon lights are dim, yet there is so much light. 
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In the 24 MTV/Channel O/Trace era it is often easy to take 
for granted the artistry that goes into music videos. These 
clips that so often go unnoticed as they are used as space 
fillers between programs on public television are indeed 
an art form. Ideally the music video has two primary func-
tions. One it is to display the narrative of the music visually. 
It’s sort of giving a readily identifiable face and storyline to 
what would otherwise be left to the imagining of the listener.

Unfortunately music video especially in hip-hop have a ten-
dency of being in poor taste. I cannot tell you how often I see 
music videos with content that has absolutely nothing to do 
with the song. Booty shaking anyone? The second function of 
the music video is to extend the song and stretch it out towards 
places that the lyric and the music itself cannot reach. Some-
times you might hear a record but seeing the actual video might 
add an entirely new dimension to the musical experience.

If there is one thing that is a cross section in Tumi’s videos 
it is the idea of Journey. The discovery of something new 
or at least seeking it. Bophelo Bame is the single from Tu-
mi’s first solo album entitled Music from my good eye. The 
song which features relatively unknown KG and produced 
by Kev Brown is mainly concerned with the issue of contri-
bution. The stake that the individual has in community and 
how each person can make something of their life. It’s about 
legacy. And the music video directed by Mark Hofmeyr does 
well to carry this theme through. It’s not terribly ambitious.

We see an almost desolate Tumi sitting on a bench outside a train 
platform. A tape falls onto him. This is the idea of legacy being 

displayed here. Tumi is cleary referencing that this music is sa-
cred and has been passed down to him and in turn his must treat 
it with some form of dignity. Dissect, listen and channel it until 
he can use it in some way to make something of his own life.

As he boards the train he listens to the tape and rhymes about 
choosing between politicking and making wise tangible long 
lasting decisions. His journey is intercut with that of a young boy 
who is also interestingly listening to a tape. My favourite thing 
about this video and why I think it is Tumi’s best is because he 
places emphasis on the best lines. For instance there is a subtle 
point where the boy is watching TV and then suddenly turns 
to face the camera and mimics the lines of the song which say, 
“one time for the writers dream. Two times for the music that 
inspires me.” I think this is just brilliant but not too intrusive.

Journeying Home    

Videos
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Journeying Home    
The shortfall however is that the video switches up at some 
point and there is an insert of one of Tumi’s other singles from 
Music from my good eye. I hate this, if feels rude an unneces-
sary. It was probably done as a creative compromise because 
Tumi knew he was not gonnna get another video for the album 
and wanted to showcase another track. But still that doesn’t 
make me hate those few seconds any less. By the end of the 
video Tumi has reached the end of the road. This is sort of a 
metaphor for the end/death/retirement. He takes the tape and 
puts it in an envelope and posts it. It supposedly going to some 
stranger who will make good use of it as he had. The issue of 
legacy once again comes back as Tumi is passing on the music 
that inspired him to someone one else in the next generation.

In his second video from his second album we see a different 
Tumi. The video for Family Plan featuring MXO is not as meta-
phorically powerful as that of Bophelo Bame. Rather it is more 
showcase driven. I say showcase because we are seeing the 
landscapes of the country through Tumi’s eyes as opposed to 
the more voyeuristic perspective we got from Bophelo Bame.

The video sees Tumi hitchhiking on South Africa’s back roads 
and travelling home. He gets lifts and is offered meals by stran-
gers. Even though he knows where he is going you also get 

the feeling that he is looking for something. He peeps out car 
windows and looks around when he walks as if searching for 
something whilst in the road. Maybe identity, maybe peace. 
What is interesting about this video is also how it ends. It’s not 
a very optimistic one. Tumi takes out a picture of what seems 
to be his daughter. He has finally arrived to his scheduled des-
tination and as he crosses to walk towards it he gets hit by a 
car. If indeed all along he had been searching for identify, Tumi 
seems to be of the opinion that this is not something you can 
reach. But the enriching experiences you get whilst moving 
towards it is the real joy. The last image is of his hand lay-
ing on the ground holding the picture of the girl. To me this 
just says this is it. This is what is left at the end. The goal that 
you journey towards is the most important thing that you have.

Following their first single from Pick a Dream Tumi and The 
Volume released what for me is the real single form the album. 
The video for La tete savante is the perfect round up for the 
bands third album. Is does perfectly those two things I men-
tioned earlier. It gives visuals to the music but also extends 
the narrative. The video is directly ripped from the cover art 
created by graphic artist Hyppolyte for the album. The video 
is interestingly co directed by Tiago and Khalid Shamis. It’s 
very simple and we track the headless Tumi and The Volume 
as they look for their heads. This obviously is what you see 
on the cover art and hear in the lyrics of the song, but the vid-
eo extends the experience by allowing you see moments that 
are not in the cover art. Such as when they travel for miles 
under the hot sun to find their heads. This in way is a refer-
ence to the amount of work the band puts in the music before 
they actually find the right thing/head that fits. You also see 
them as they celebrate and eventually lose their heads again. 
Its sharp, well composed and ultimately short and effective.
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“    It’s the 21st century. Every-
where celebrities, billboards are 
the only books we ever read. 
You mama knows better than 
me. I just happen to be to be 
one of three million rappers 
playing their part in this piece.

“  





The
Melancholia of dreaming   

Tumi’s debut EP entitled A dream lead to this is very rough but that is part of its overall appeal. It’s clear-
ly a new ambitious sound being tested out. And it is perhaps his most poetic and words offering yet.

Reviews  

 

This is perhaps Tumi’s most disarming album. This is dark room 
music. A harnessing place where Tumi developed his more vis-
ual driven lyricism. Three of the tracks on this EP were later re-
worked and repacked and released in subsequent albums. Most 
of the beats are scratch driven and clearly Tumi is still com-

ing to terms with the various elements of the music. But what 
the album lacks in perfection it compensates for in insight. On 
this album were are clearly introduced to the initial footprint of 
Tumi’s creative process. He rhymes less and spits more. He is 
a one pace man constant in flow and more distant in delivery.

What I found stands out the most about this record how-
ever is how clear he is so early on. A lot of rappers tend to 
get tongue tied when they face the mic for the first time in 
an album. But on A dream led to this Tumi gives a measured 
performance.  It is not over the top but is rather effective.

My most favourite track on the album it has to be said is The 
Inner view which is a play on words with Interview. On the 
song Tumi plays both the interviewer and interviewee on a sup-
posedly indie radio station. He rhymes fluidly about his per-
sonal history and love for the music all in the space of less 
than two minutes. He is economical with words but no less 
effective. From the onset he is familiar with his surrounds and 
uses the cultural references for which he has become known.

The tracks on this album that were later reworked have a strong 
sense of innocence. They are cleaner and in fact more listener 
friendly. The melody of the album is not strong but there is an 
uplifting quality that is present throughout. A strong showing 
for an MC that was still in the wilderness sharpening his arsenal.  
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Mellow, developmental, musically free, tribal touched, 
sincere, organic, ‘’unique’’ are the sort of words that 
come to mind when one listens to Tumi Molekane’s pro-
ject; ‘’The Tao of Tumi’’. In fact, it’s probably the most 
challenging project to review due to its unorthodoxy 
fabric of sound. It is the only project that lands a few 

steps out of Tumi’s normal radius of musical works 
and is just about the least celebrated for its ingenuity. 

The project was completed in 2001 (a decade ago), which 
also happened to be a very interesting year for ‘’real’’ local 
hip hop. It is the year that many upcoming young emcees 
put out their sound which paved the path for their career. 

Many in Durban refer to it as the Tao of Tumi (pronounced 
as ‘’thao’’), automatically contextualizing the word ‘’Tao’’ 
to the Sesotho meaning of ‘’lion’’ which makes plenty sense 
since the artist himself is Sotho and the album being richly 
native. However, at the time of writing this article I real-
ized the probable dual meaning of ‘’tao’’. Tao also happens 
to be an ancient Chinese tradition/ philosophy meaning ‘’the 
way’’. It is derived from the ‘’Taoism’’ tradition closely 
linked to Buddhism, Chan and Zen philosophy. Going a lit-
tle deeper, the dual meaning of the titles fit perfectly to ei-
ther interpretation, Sotho or Zen. And if this was the case;

The album features the likes of Neo Muyanga from Black 
Sunshine who is an austere jazz musician of native descent; 
he takes an image of a humble beret wearing male, small 
body sized with spectacles whose jazz speaks Africana. 
 
Tumi really draws the listener close by subtly telling the tale 
of him and his parents, his late dad and his single mother 
whom he returned home with in 1992 after exile. This is well 
painted in the third song where he plays out a radio interview 
where he interviews himself through his raps. In this song 
Tumi really spills the beans on what, where and who he is. 

 His lyrical content throughout the album ranges from 
apartheid, black identity, and current state of the coun-
try, Africa, love, hate, music and literature. This album re-
quires one well versed in history, icons and African per-
spectives to fully grasp the message of the whole album. 
Impressively enough, he does a good job on balancing skill and 
potency of the message. Something many emcees fail to execute. 
His music on the Tao has a strong poetic founda-
tion whereas his current day works is an account of an 
‘’old school’’ comically arrogant (beyond confidence) 
street smart techno savvy progressive city kid who 
trusts his work and weight and due to this is unshakable. 

The Tao starts with some rather serious attention de-
manding songs and shifts lanes around midway to a 
lighter list of songs. A special feature on the album is a 
heavy dark gloomy poem which gives the listener just 
enough depth into Mr Molekane’s wit and sagacity.  

The Tao is an immensely deep album and is saturated with ideas. 
It is a true account of Tumi Molekane’s perspective which is al-
ways interesting. It’s even more interesting to sound travel Tu-
mi’s whole repertoire and listen to the difference/ similarity in the 
message back then to his latest involvement (with the Volume).  

Listening to his latest offerings, I cannot say Tumi has 
grown, I would rather say he has filled the shoes he made 
too big for himself a few years ago. He has always known 
where he stands in the music and we have pleasantly wit-
nessed this through the years as he defines his role and 
not hold back on criticism if or when he feels necessary. 

The
Manifestation of
    Tumism  
Neo Muyanga is the most prominent fea-
tured artist on Tumi’s mixtape The tao of Tumi    
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Reviews  

Live at the Baseline:
Post-Racial musicology
I fear that this album is so far removed from public con-
sciousness that it may never get the full thesis that it de-
serves. In contemporary South Africa the Live album had 
really yet to be done any form of justice before this pro-
ject. The range of influences is wide. From the Root-esque 
76 to the almost overreaching style of People of the light 
that seems to take its que from A tribe called quest. There 
is vibrancy with that is hard to ignore when listening to 
this record. It’s fluid and thick with cultural references. 

It’s a good on the ear but will always offer more to a consumer 
with wide diction and learnered taste. But by no means is it an 
elitist product. It’s not an indulgent gathering of songs begging 
for public significance or attention. Rather it is a carefully curat-
ed set of engaging lyrical diagrams that dare to break the space 
and showcase a furious originality to which we were and are 
still very much not accustomed to in our local hip-hop scene.

The album kicks off with a live reinterpretation of Yvonee 
from Tumi’s debut  EP A dream lead to this. But this is shock-
ing, the silence is unsettling. As Tumi showcases the power 
of his placing. Its narrative at work and it stimulates the im-
agination. By and large the most disarming thing about the 
album is its porosity. It insistently penetrates. It showcases 
Tumi as being amongst the best wordsmiths to come out of 
South Africa. But the sound is raw and at times jaded. Many 
of the tracks are very heavy and are often played down by 
the accompanying band, particularly Bergman’s base. 

All the musical elements are there and very often they match 
up and create a sustained sate of ecstasy. The musical rep-
ertoire is stretched until it reaches a freezing point and all 
that remains is the artists and all listening ears. Every track 
flows seamlessly into the next and it feels much like an or-
ganic music experience and less than a labored live show.

What makes this album a gem from any other that current-
ly graces our shelves is the sheer versatility of subject mat-
ter. From a song about musical trances in She spirit fancies 
to identity in My posters. This album showcases the bands 
ability to create large canvases. One of the standout tracks is 
People, People. It is a song that seeks to affirm and accurately 
place Our South African social identity. In each verse Tumi 
attempts to account for our public discomfort. Notably the 
song is not littered with log line friendly phrases, but rather 
it is one of those songs that recognised early how flawed we 
are as a society. That this rainbow nation glue that appar-
ently holds us together is not as strong as we would like to 
assume. Kaolo- Rose Smith shows his dexterity  on the vio-
lin. Nicking away at the strings as they shelter Tumi’s vocals. 

The words are strong but not violent. They are a dec-
laration of self in a placid society. As he says “Like 

self hate is an achievement for yall/ I’m not beliving in 
laws above Jesus on god/ uh uh I love my people in all/
Shapes and sizes whether they are in a village or mall.

This is an album that stretches beyond the confines of the live hip-
hop genre. It is a revision of the confining nature of live perfor-
mance. It is an articulate manifesto against musical mediocrity. 

Three other tracks that stand out in the set are What you got 
for me, 76 and people of the light. In What you got for me, we 
tune into a more ska funk influenced sound. It’s here that you 
get a sense that Tumi is trying to outpace himself. But the result 
is still rather striking. As the riffs from Tiago take center stage. 

Live at the baseline is practical musicology A soundtrack 
for a post-racial uprising. Primarily the album is about 
piecing together the shards of social order and the stake 
that the individual has in that order. Live at the baseline is 
a social wide shot. The kind of record that draws attention 
to the spheres of thinking that inform our general opinions

What makes this album a gem from 
any other that currently graces our 
shelves is the sheer versatility of subject 
matter. From a song about musical 
trances in She spirit fancies to identity 
in My posters. This album showcases the 
bands ability to create large canvases. 
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The notion of flux is ever present throughout the album, par-
ticularly in tracks like Never deny you and My posters, where 
Tumi address issue if disillusionment with the totems and 
idols of the culture. As he says in the latter “we fell in love 
with the elements of our liberation/the struggle continues and 
my black president does me wrong/how wrong you ask?/ well 
shit he got the mask on/what mask yells Frantz Fanon bur-
ied in the stigma of misinterpretation in black book stores.

 This is plainly an album that is strongly influenced by Diaspo-
ran perspectives. But those perspectives are not its primary 
point of entry, but rather the project aims to break down and 
analyse those perspectives, their meaning and what they re-
ally amount too. The result is an album that leaves the listener 
with two lingering sensations one is a nauseating feeling of 
desperation from consuming such frank outlooks in a music 
form that will unfortunately not make it beyond the confines 
of the speakers into the streams of wider social discourse. 

The second is an underpinned gratitude at such genu-
inely engaging music, that makes you think and move 
you into realms of thought that are beyond the obvious.  
Tumi as the front man seems to be keenly aware of the ar-
tistic paradigms under which he is expected to operate. His 
self awareness results in a measured poise that is carried 
throughout the album. He works surprisingly well under the 
confines of the music but makes that his own. Live at the 
bassline is music that is conscious and is about consciousness. 

The notion of flux is ever present throughout the album, particu-
larly in tracks like never deny you and My posters, where Tumi ad-
dress issue if disillusionment with the totems and idols of the culture. 
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The Blues Room 

In this vein the worst thing that can happen to a musician 
is an iconic debt album. Especially if the artist in question 
is still suffering from an identity crisis. The idea that you 
“were” something becomes unavoidable. The constant 
need to have to perform songs from that album over and 
over and over is spirit crushing enough to weigh you down 
and leave you with a sense of detest for the whole thing.

In their sophomore and self titled offering Tumi and 
The volume question this default. The album is a com-
bination of both problems and solutions not only in 
terms of the subject matter but also in terms of the 
way the music is complied and ultimately delivered.

With the bands first project having received more attention 
than anticipated, the band ran the risk of being boxed in. 
clearly defined as one thing and that might in turn have de-
terred their conviction to dabble into various parts of the 
musical medium that are slightly beyond their comfort zone.

The result is an almost total departure from the sound of 
Live at the Bassline, this offering is slower more methodi-
cally paced and ultimately self reflexive. But strangely 
the distilled sense of the music is somehow vaguely 
familiar. Tumi and The Volume are a hybrid of exple-
tives and multitudes of sound that converge as melodic 
coordinates and create a heightened sense of reality.

If you are to read any of the friendly adverts that speak about 
our culture you will find the ideas of diversity coming across 
strongly and because of this it is almost impossible to cred

Tumi and  The 
Volume’s follow 

up to Live the 
Bassline is soft 

and blue

Music is an art form that has too much ambiguity. It’s a craft 
that encourages artists to speak on something without the bur-
den of having to explain it properly. It is almost a standard po-
sition that analysis of ideas and meaning in music are conver-
sations that have been relegated and limited to the fringes of 
our culture. Often critiques and analysis of the content and 
ideas behind music are articulated by anyone but the artists.
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ibly use that term in association with a local musical 
outfit. But if ever in our creative context we are to de-
scribe a musical offering as eclectic this album is it.

From the onset it is clear that this album is fermented around 
singular melodies particularly those of Bergman on bass guitar. 
In the beginning of the album with a track like Floor we get ac-
quainted to a more blues-esque sound. But it doesn’t drag. In fact 
its sharp and immediate. on tracks like Bus stop confessions we 
see Tumi showcasing his most versatile and persuasive delivery.

He switches between Mcing and singing efficiently and you 
get the sense that he is not riding or chasing the beat but he 
is walking beside it and letting it aide him in his lyrical path.

My favorite and perhaps stand out track on the album is a tribute 
by Professor Willy Kgotsisile to master bassist Johnny Dyani. 
It’s a fitting number in what is primarily a jazz poetry influenced 
set. Bra Williy marinades his lexis into Bergman’s base and the 
result is uplifting. Its meditative music as Bra Willy soothes 
emotions and recites on the paradox of the witchdoctor’s son. 
It’s the kind of song that when you hear it, you know you have 
experienced something important. The horn section is both pow-
erful and endearing.  It distills the lyrical mastery on the track. 
Tumi is not even on this song and it’s fair to say he is not missed.

That is quickly followed up by the memorable What’s it all 
about. On this song Tumi seems to be exempting himself from 
the public intellectual status one might get from songs like 76’. 
Instead he is opting to encourage family conversations over 
dinner tables. Now there is something you don’t see every day 
from hip-hoppers. The track however is not as aggressive as one 
might think, in fact it’s an almost light hearted poke at the silly 
expectations that the public seems to build around celebrities.

This album however is not just rehashed nor nostalgic. It is a 
genre bending mixture of multiple influences. The influences 
merge blissfully in what is perhaps the bands purest musical 
offering to date. The tracks are layered carefully and you get 
a distinct feeling of intimacy between songs. This is in no way 
a rushed offering but rather a carefully planned exercise in pa-
tience. In Tumi and the volume we get a glimpse of what the 
band were really thinking over the three years between live at 
the baseline and this follow up. The result is transformative, we 
see them evolve without necessarily getting rid of what makes 
them a unique musical outfit both live and in more closed spaces.

This is a visual anthology of sorts, the listen requires a sharp im-
agination to really get hold of the quality of the material in the 
album. Often in Tumi’s words were are let into stories and be-
yond just listening those stories need to be part of a vision. On 
tracks like Afrique the sense that this album is made from the 
inside out is rather apparent. The song is expressive and charm-
ing, it’s smooth but good enough to vibe away to. Afrique was 
also part of the Fifa 06 Soundtrack. I however was just impressed 
that Tumi can list all the countries on the African continent. In 
fact it’s worth noting that, that is about as much showing off as 
you will get on this album. Most of the other tracks are appeal-
ing in the sense that you find yourself not consciously listen-
ing to the musician but the music itself. The creator is sort of 
removed for the actual process and in that sense the listener is 
admitted into a much better more refined listening experience.

This is a revisionist product. Something that comes 
as the result of skimmed perspectives. It’s a far reach-
ing sound that is the result of a band that redefined its self 
from the veracious sounds of their first offering. The mu-
sic is all slowed down, internalized and in turn mastered.
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The Debut solo album features some big local 
names like Arno Carstens, Kg of Morafe , RJ 
Benjamin, Ngwenya, Neo Muyanga of BLK 
Sunshine, Papercutt and Tebogo Moloto. It 
also has International production from Amer-
ican Producer Kev Brown of Low Budget, 
Zaki Ibrahim also appears on the album 
featuring an international production team.

The album is a well balanced project, in that 
it has the right template of that time, there’s 
enough to cater for all, the album begins 
with “Music From My Good Eye” ft. Fifi, a 
very melodic, sample driven beat collabora-
tive with good vocalists building a connec-
tion with Tumi, his music and his audience. 

In What They Want, Tumi puts sick back in 
the music with his signature flow. A Song 
that stands out for me is The Now Rich ft. 
Ngwenya, (imali iyagezana = money cleanses 
), remember Ngwenya, Nosisi and First Born 
on Expressions on a track called Quest, yes 
him, he’s smooth, and dumbs it down since 
we last heard him. Raising social awareness 
on what Franz fanon would refer to as Black 
Skins, White Masks, the now rich, is a play-
ful dialog between a beggar on the road try-
ing to wash a “tenderpreneurs” windscreen 
at the robot, something Johannesburg is well 
known for. For me it is also the first time I 
heard Tumi rapping in an ethnic language.
If you a fan of Tumi’s poetry you will oc-
casionally get the Tumi you know from a 
spoken word background, on songs like 
Breathe and A Two Sided Self Portrait.

Overall very soulful, an honest and plain de-
but project, simplicity is genius. Very musi-
cal and reflects the artists maturity in music, 
the connective tissue between songs is air-
tight, the creative direction behind it evident 
in that you don’t quite get the urge to press 
the skip button, insert into your player or 
drag onto your playlist press play and enjoy. 

What the album did lack, is if you were to 
mute Tumi and listen to the beats its doesn’t 
have much of a south African feel. Which I 
think is a tad the unfair-the criticism that he 
sounds American, Tumi is one of the best 
rappers to come out of South Africa all you 
have to do is listen to him and it doesn’t 
take long to hear he has a lot of substance.

You can’t shake the feeling however that it 
seems Tumi is more involved in the music 
this adding to the greater substance of the 
project. The production is brilliant through-
out, this is an album relating directly to mu-
sic connoisseurs, creatives and other artists.

Music from my 
good eye WORDS: Menga Nhlabathi

Reviews 

After Tumi and the Volume’s Live at the Bassline, a lot of us, some rap-
pers, some Djs, some just lovers of the genre were eagerly awaiting Tumi’s 
full length album. On the whole we were already convinced of his talents 
as an mc (thanks to his Ep A Dream Led To This) and we were itching to 
hear what he had in store for us, minus the live organic element of the band.

We were all attending Tumi’s coming out party,so it was good news when 
we heard Music from my Good Eye would drop at the end of October 2006.

Without much conscious rap or battling and Tumi went about shaking of the Tumi and 
the volume vibe and assert himself as an mc again, since not a lot of people knew of his LP 
a dream Led to this and their introduction to this wordsmith has been through Yvonne.

Its safe to say the brother has the skill, he can rap and isn’t faking it, what 
made him a breath of fresh air is that his music is clean no cussing plus 
through listening to the album you pick up that his music comes from a per-
sonal perspective and you get a strong feeling of reaching out to you to con-
nect and share this music. This can be seen in track one Music from a 
good eye featuring fifi, appropriate as a title song and as an introduction.

In a move to further show himself to you Tumi has added a skit towards the 
end of the song he samples a conversation from a scene in popular se-
ries House.The conversation between Giles and Dr House. Giles is ex-
plaining to Dr House that all he has is music. That pretty much explains 
the mood and purpose of the album, Good music according to the artist.
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Whole Worlds:
A personal creative
exorcism Despite his life affirm-

ing habit, Tumi is clearly 
an artist that is still very 
much battling questions 
of identity. And in Whole 
worlds this is also an is-
sue that comes to the 
fore. The notion of being 
an outsider who is rede-
fining the established or-
der finds its self time and 
time again in the album

Eclecticism is an overstated value in 
music; consistency is a much more no-
ble ideal. There is nothing more infinite-
ly attractive than an artist that is firmly 
rooted in their craft. A musician who is in 
unyielding control of both their external 
and inherent musical powers. In Whole 
Worlds we get the first real glimpse of 
Tumi as an artist that is almost angry. 
Multiple times in the album you are con-
fronted with the reality of a craftsman 
that is departing from the slower more 
melodic tunes of his earlier projects par-
ticularly Live at The Baseline and the 
self titled Tumi and the Volume project

This album is much more high pitched 
and faster than the others. The collabora-
tions are somewhat surprising and with 
the acceptation of a few they are car-
ried of reasonably well. This is not the 
Tumi of old, lyrically he is more clini-
cal. The lines are shorter but no less ef-
fective. From the onset the influences 
are apparent. The Kriolic sound vibes 
of Danyel Waro are apparent and Yes-
terdays Pupil also has a strong hold on 
the album as backer with his guitar riffs.

Waro accompanies Tumi on Still not free 
perhaps the most low key song on the 12 
track album. In terms of subject matter 
Tumi retains his social conscious but this 
album not just about articulating struggle. 
It is also a project that lists the demands. 
It could have so easily been a collabora-
tive album. The artists featured on this 
album stretch right across the creative 
spectrum, from the Soprano excellence of 
Sibongile Khumalo to the more earthy vo-
cal of long time partner in crime Pebbles.

One of those tracks that showcase Tumi’s 
new found fast pace and demanding per-
sona is Let it burn featuring The Soil. The 
track feels like it was made right in the 
midst of some weird social experiment. 
It is lyrically veracious. Tumi pulls of the 
rock hard persona which he had impli-
cated himself as having quite flawlessly.

Villages and Malls is perhaps the most 
creative song on the album. The song 
which features French artist Tairo is sur-
prisingly locally rooted. On this song 
Tumi finds a middle ground where he 
sings about the disparities between 
communities and retains that inter-
national feel to the record. This track 
was also featured as part of the original 
soundtrack of the film Surfing Soweto.

But despite his life affirming habit, Tumi is 
clearly an artist that is still very much bat-
tling questions of identity. And in Whole 

worlds this is also an issue that comes to 
the fore. The notion of being an outsider 
who is redefining the established order 
finds its self time and time again in the 
album. In Family plan Tumi sings about 
his own personal family life and growing 
up to a single mother with lines like. My 
mom was lighter than my grandma was/ 
told everyday to go play in the sun/ she 
never got browner/ hour after hour/soured 
by a pain that wasn’t really about her.

But perhaps the one track where we see 
the extremity of this question of Tumi 
finding his place in these Whole worlds 
is the hidden track featuring Zubz. Right-
fully titled Usain Bolt on this record 
Tumi spits clinically about the dim-wit-
ted perspectives that seem to be finding 
a stronghold on South African Hip-Hop. 
He calls out a few names and addresses 
the issue of why he even collaborated 
with Bricks on this album, because 
partly it was just a commercial decision. 

This is perhaps Tumi’s most candid album 
to date. It’s one of those products that 
most artists would envy to create. Whole 
worlds is not perfect but it has two pri-
mary elements that would make any musi-
cian proud. Namely it is a product where 
an artist is working with people which he 
clearly admires and respecst but also it 
is a personal exorcism. A kind of practi-
cal musical exercise that is very personal 
without ever coming across as indulgent. 
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Tumi and The Volume seem to just be getting better and better. The bands third album titled Pick a 
dream has a wide array of international flavours, but somehow still manages to retain a well rooted 
local standpoint.

Headless street blues 
56
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Great music has an unusual ability of 
making listeners feel bad. Not neces-
sarily because it fuels some sustained 
state of nostalgia but because it makes 
you painfully aware of how bad, bad 
music is. But when it comes to good 
music there are also those times in his-
tory where individuals and movements 
become iconic plug ins. The reference 
points of the culture where everybody 
before them existed-then them-then 
everybody else after. Tumi is majorly 

one of those people. Now comes the 
question of the work. Is it possible for 
a single creative outlet to produce sev-
eral landmark projects that too can serve 
as creative reference points for the cul-
ture and benchmarks for their endear-
ing character. Pick a dream is an album 
that evokes all these questions. Regard-
less of the varying influences there is 
one core pillar of their entire project 
that seems unshaken. That of course is 
its sheer ambition and audacity of the 

whole thing. The third offering from 
Tumi and The Volume as is almost al-
ways the case with the outfit takes its 
cue from multiple influences. Mainly 
drums from the French middle world 
and guitar riffs that place emphasis on 
individual notes over entire rhythms.

This albums is also exciting in that 
we get a glimpse of an outfit that has 
now firmly has the globe by the scruff 
of the neck but is still managing to ef-
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-fortlessly feel uniquely South Africa. But this album is beyond 
that it is not self concisely locally and that is what it has such 
an immediate accessible quality about it that will surely ensure 
that it has a sustained shelf life. From the first track La tete sa-
vante the feeling of a refined sound is immediately present. The 
track swishes back and forth as if Tumi is having a conversation 
whilst playing narrator at the same time. We get a front row seat 
his new found stylistic delivery. It’s more singing but it’s not 
in measured tones rather it retains that sense of brashness that 
makes it seem like he is rapping even when he is not. The chorus 
for the song is a higher paced version of a lyric Tumi delivered 
on a track called Mandela on one of Denyel Waro’s albums.

For the first time I reliased what made Tumia nd The Volumes 
sounds so clean and clinical. Its their lack of sampling in the 
music. This is not remix city, each track is built organically 
from per sound and that is what gives the music that fresh feel-
ing that takes even their most ordinary tracks to the next level. 

La tete savante is followed up by the first single from the al-
bum, Asinamali. The song is vibrant and Paulo submerges into 
his repertoire and emerges on the other side three minutes with 
a mixture of head banging ska-like tones sandwiched into Ti-
ago and Bergaman’s almost directly oppositely paced guitars.

On number three Tumi begins to spread his creative wings 
much further. This much like most songs on this album is a 
catchy sing along ballad that does not make you feel cheap 
for enjoying it and moving your head. But by the time you get 
into the middle of the album the sentiment shifts a little, not to-
wards a middling sense of nothingness but towards a stronger 
more forceful expression of the little elements that had been 
presented in the first few tracks. Clearly Tumi and The Volume 
know who they are making their music for. The festival/lounge 
crowd. The type of audience that wants to vibe away at the mu-
sic but is not fond of senseless gyrating and common low brow 
discographies. And on this album the band delivers the music 
just the way their audience likes it, effective and engaging.

A track that should be the subject of much glee on the al-

bum is the understated Moving picture frames. The song is 
a meditation on suburban house wives and their ambitions 
and discomforts. What makes this song so unique is how 
surprisingly normal it is. It doesn’t have particularly vis-
ible peak points. And in that way it is the perfect tribute to 
the subject matter that it deals with. Moving picture frames 
is preceded by Limpopo a light hearted affirmation on all 
things progressive. The chorus is both potent and momentous.

I am not shamed of the fact that tracks like these are not play 
listed on the radio, rather I take comfort that these lyrical 
images do not become fillers during peak hour drive shows. 
Through my sunroof is one of those songs you actually have 
to hear to believe and when you believe you have to ask your-
self is Tumi ever gonna rap again? Or more  importantly is it 
necessary for him to rap again? His vocals soothe the tempo 

and bring it down to the level of  a slow motioned dream. 
The result is an apparent and sustained period of quite. The 
track allows you to let the music penetrate your senses and 
marvel in the conviction of such far reaching musical talent.

Towards the tail end of the album tracks like Play nice switch 
it up an d make it interesting. The song is a somewhat arrogant 
entry into what is a large-scale musical offering. But none the 
less it retains a effective charm that allows it to hold up well. 
The album is sealed off with Tumi teaming up with a graceful 
Denyel Waro on Tine Blues. And it’s apparent why the Reun-
ionian master is the only feature in Pick a dream. This is one 
of those songs made with unbelievable sensitivity. The kind of 
music that many creatives can only muse about making. Pick 
a dream is an album that reinforces Tumi and The Volume’s 
ability to make music in their own terms. And if this is a pre-
view of the kind of impact that bands globetrotting is having on 
their sound it’s safe to say we can’t wait for their next postcard.

On this album the band delivers the music just the 
way their audience likes it, effective and engaging




