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Laura Tanner (2006:6) attempts “to find language that speaks to a bodily epistemology of knowledge, that invokes the urgency of embodied experience even as it interrogates the categories within which we understand that experience”. Against the background of Tanner’s statement, this presentation will argue that Antjie Krog and Yvonne Vera’s work can be read as testimonies and that their continuous return to bodies as the loci of both psychic and physical pain constitutes part of their attempt to overcome the difficulties of writing about pain, trauma and violence. They interrogate and dissect the experience of bodily distress and deal with different kinds of bodies in many forms of pain, rather than simply “the body in pain”. I will argue that the affective impact of Krog’s and Vera’s work can be traced back to their refusal to let the reader forget either the bodies of their characters or their own bodies. The emphasis on the corporeal presence of these bodies or, in other words, the very “thereness” of bodies, becomes a kind of weight that anchors the consciousness of the reader in the material reality of the characters’ pain and trauma. Vera’s and Krog’s work testifies to trauma by liberating women from confinement to the body while simultaneously refusing to disavow the female body. In this regard their work can be considered as an exploration of the Irigarayan imperative to “guard and keep our bodies and at the same time make them emerge from silence and subjugation” (1991:42). Their reclamation of the power of the female body is signaled in their titular emphasis on the tongue (in A Change of Tongue and Under the Tongue) and developed throughout their texts by the characters’ negotiation with the materiality of their own bodies, as well as the bodies of their mothers. The body’s capacity for remembering and speaking is a central focus of their work. While the bodies in their texts are in a constant state of flux these bodies do constitute a palimpsest that contains memory and history. For these authors, the memories of bodies are seen as inevitable and the body’s to testify to those memories, in all their various forms, is posited as a potentially healing force in the engagement with the individual and collective trauma in the South African and Zimbabwean societies depicted in their writing. 
