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If trauma by its very nature defies language, compels silence and shatters meaning, how can poetry make a relationship with it?  If trauma is marked by the collapse of witnessing in the face of atrocities too unbearable to contemplate, what place is there for the poetry of witness as a response to trauma?   What impact do the extremities of war, torture, exile, abuse and oppression have upon the poetic imagination? 

My paper will focus on the process, potential and challenges involved in the poetry of witness.  My starting point is my own experience as a poet and as a psychotherapist working with traumatised women and children.   I will consider recent discourse on the impacts and effects of psychological trauma and the role that narrative and testimony can play in the recovery process.  

I will report on the outcomes of a three month process of dialogue with South African poets on the issue of trauma, language and the craft of poetry as well as the role we can play in the process of healing, recovery and reconciliation.   
I will explore whether,  in the process of completion,  poetry can create a resolution and a restoration of integrity by transforming trauma from a terrible unspeakable void into a kind of abundance – the abundance of witnessing, speaking out, expressing the power of language over silence.

