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One of the major poetic enterprises of the twentieth century, Malayalam poetry was an 

attempt to give `words’ to sorrow ,at times when the `noise’ of the time  came close to 

overwhelming the regional  poet, kin  and the community as a whole. In a place that 

throbs with multitude realties of themes that come alive only through the pen of the 

regional writer, Regional literature in India add a new dimension to the Indian English 

language. But it is unfortunate that many great regional writers go unnoticed, only 

because they do not get good translators. Syam Sudhakar, a bilingual poet from Kerala, 

was one of their kind, but his language -not adhering to classic metre or rhyme and 

forging a register drawn from his bilingual inheritance-was both regional and 

cosmopolitan at the same time. Born in Vadanamkurussi, a village in Kerala, he writes 

poems in Malayalam, his native language, and in English. His poems have been 

translated into several languages including Tamil and Bengali. His first publication was 

the anthology Earpam (Damp) which was in 2001 by Pappiyon Books, Calicut, India. 

This was followed by Syam Sudhakar Kavithaikal (Poems of Syam Sudhakar) translated into 

Tamil by Tamil writer Yuma Vasuki. Slicing the Moon: A Screen book of Poems, a video 

rendering of his poems was brought out by Black Dot & SSOA, Chennai & Sydney in 

2013 along with the first edition of Drenched by the Sun (2015), Avasanathe Kollimeen (The 

Last Meteor) was published in 2014 by Current Books, Thrissur, Kerala. 

The poems of Sudhakar delivers an array of insight on the topic of death; from its 

grotesqueness to its humbleness. They approach or meditate upon death with disgust as 

well as with nonchalance. His work represents a vernacular cosmopolitan that has a 
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notion of home and of staying at home while travelling, an umbilical cord relationship 

that forever binds the child to the mother. This is apparently not only in the themes that 

he writes about, but also in the seemingly idiosyncratic engagement with English 

language that marks his work. The theme of death has always been portrayed in myriad 

ways in poems from age immemorial. Death holds a fascination for mankind since his 

inception and it has been eulogized in many ways in verse. The ancient writers found 

euphemisms to express this unpleasant experience. Death has been and always will be 

an interesting and compelling topic among poets and authors alike.It casts a mysterious 

veil over life and is often avoided or dreaded by people, causing diversity among the 

reactions of Modern poetry and thought. Mortality can be treated as a crisis, a 

destination, with significance or without, as well as by some as a goal. Death provides a 

wide spectrum of ideas that can be expanded upon with dignity or as a magnanimous 

ideal. 

By associating death with the course of nature; sunrise and sunset, waves on the shore, 

and meteors, Sudhakar has conveyed a sense of the inescapability and inevitability of 

death. Mortality is unavoidable and just like the certainty of the sun setting each day, 

everything will come to pass. The poet insists that men do not view it with apathy but 

instead ‘rage against the dying of the day’. Human death is often viewed in much the 

same way. Although one sometimes has a choice, often death is sudden and miserable 

and can end life with little grace. It is often painful and the expression of it finds a 

subtle expression in most his poems. The poet uses symbols of the setting sun, 

symbolizing life drawing to a close, the alliteration underscoring the significance. The 

metaphor of waves sets the scene and mood, giving the reader a sense of tranquility. 

Instead of feeling as if the poem is at a standstill, the reader is aware of the passage of 

time. Sudhakar affirms a belief in the grace of routine, of the rounds of life and death. 

He asserts that ‘life is sorrow’. The world is suffused by sorrow - that one begins to 
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understand inevitability; the grace of acceptance. He rationally asks the poignant 

question of what it means to feel evacuated of memory or the ability to have memories.  

The collection Avasaanathe Kollimeen (2014) (translated by the poet into English as The 

Last Meteor) and Drenched by the sun (2015) hold significant poems that explore the 

image of death. In the poem Keeper of the Sea, the poem predominantly speaks the mind 

of someone who is lonely and is looking for some answers. The poem starts with the 

line ‘loneliness will show you infinity’ and echoes the essence of the poem. The starting 

verse speaks of the fate of people who is destined to live life, to experience the highs 

and lows of it. There is a certainty that either one lives or simply survives in life. With 

the sun and earth as metaphors, the poet wants to imply that some people break the 

monotony of everyday and strive to make their life eventful. The lonely man in the 

poem, finds himself bereft of considerable reasons to live happily in spite of being 

loved. It was as if he was concentrating on that side of life, which was not beautiful. He 

was thinking of times when death seems near, when life is only a matter of existing. But 

somewhere the lonely man acknowledges the fact that life is to be fought. Just like the 

ancestors who lived life beautifully, with courage and determination, he too must give 

life a chance. And towards the last verse, he has summoned this courage with a new 

vigour (fire) and perspective (conch) to face life. It may be said that it was loneliness 

which gave him an opportunity to look at life with a different outlook: 

       Loneliness will show you infinity. 

   It will make you hear 

   the whimper of death in silence. 

   The smell of the dead man is the smell of the sea. 

   In his dreams I see flowers of sand 

   that crumble at a touch 

                                 (Sudhakar, 2019, Lines 24-29)                     
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The stark contrast of sleep ‘under the earth’ and the vision of heaven and ‘widowed 

moon’ is poignant. If the purpose of the elegiac tone that this poem reflects is to effect a 

transformation of the dead, then, as we have seen, the deceased must first be 

acknowledged as dead, and so capable of becoming so much a part of the natural order 

that he or she can be reconstituted, as it were, in nature. In the poem All the Lucky Ones, 

the lucky ones, according to the poet, are those who were successful in committing 

suicide. Suicide is an act that has to be done with mastery, but the protagonist’s reasons 

for not being able to commit suicide depicts his frustration in not being able to do a 

thing right in his life. Unlike Sylvia Plath in Lady Lazarus, who says: “Dying/Is an art, 

like everything else/I do it exceptionally well.” 

The protagonist says he is interrupted whenever he attempts suicide  ‘either by ‘the 

milkmaid calling/ the postman climbing the stairs/ Janu bursting in to clean/ the thief 

sneaking behind the dark well/ the unexpected black-out/ the late tedious trains/ the 

ever-ready-to-help room boy/ the traffic police calculating the precise future 

of/speed,/ their unending signs.’  The poet talks of the envious joy when he reads 

about the news on suicide from the newspapers. He says ‘this longing to end myself /is 

no longer a secret/everyone knows everything. In the poem Two Little Ones, the children 

in their insistence on being dead, continue with their normal routines in the next world. 

To use the word ‘death’ directly in speaking of his subject is like the response of a child 

to a news it does not wish to absorb: 

   Untamed, 

   in the solitude of the burial ground, 

   sharpening their carnivorous canines, 

   two chubby little vampires. 

                                                              (Sudhakar, 2015, Lines 18-21) 

The poet asks the cherubic vampires in subtle undertones: “Shall I tell you how I 

learned of your afterlife, continue to do what you did on earth – to play, to sing, to eat?” 
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In  the poem The Prayer, a boatman one day `forgets’ to return, by making his boat sink 

and  makes another boat by inverting a rainbow and requests the ghost captain of a 

wrecked ship for an ore. The fisherman in Clouds tries in vain to stop the dance of death 

in the universe, though he could make one floating feather go up into the air by 

whistling into it: “a thousand and one wings/ doomed for a whole lifetime/ send 

feathers sliding/ far above the fisherman”. Such circumlocution allows the speaker of 

the poem to deny the bitter fact that the beloved is, in fact, dead, but at the same time it 

undermines the main task of lament, which is transformation.  

Sudhakar’s power of poetic evocation and skill is evident in the poem Wax that opens 

with a candle burning on the corridor that blows out, signifying death. The poet shifts 

our attention to a man whose body is melting like the candle and only the two legs, 

wrapped in a dhoti, remain. The lines:  

    everything in a moment 

    vanished 

    head before a laugh 

    heart before a tremble 

    waist before a quiver 

                            (Sudhakar, 2015, Lines 12-16) 

Ruminate over death’s abruptness and its presence in and around us. Poetry is how one 

gives shape to our grief, to see and measure and, in time, heal them, winding them, 

along with our pleasure and our reason for joy, into the fabric of history, both personal 

and common, folding each individual experience of place and time into the shared 

music of what happens. Death is seen as an uprising that begins in ‘the provinces’, then 

enters into the land and fields to impose the kind of eerie stillness that comes after 

violent conflict. The overall effect is to render the poem’s subject both larger than life 

and eerily disembodied – and this leads immediately to a vision of what happens to a 

person who has experienced death. Sudhakar’s poems often bring this question to our 
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minds…why, when we could have been something else, did we have to be created as a 

human? Is it because humans are capable of happiness and wonder? Or that the pain 

we experience when we lose a dear one is so intense and excruciating that we carry it to 

our grave?  We live as mortals on this earth, and care for it, and that is a privilege that 

cannot be taken from us. Our love for the perishable things of this world, for the 

flowers, for the fleeting scents, for the light reflected in a window, makes us to consider 

with them, our own perishability. The music of the falling raindrops and what begins as 

the healing work of poems – of finding in the poem’s transformation of noise into 

music, and so creating a ‘way of happening’ for grief – descends into an odd exercise in 

irony, evasion and magical thinking in which the poet, too badly wounded to seek 

anything from fate, simply resolves to defy them. The wishful picture of the afterlife 

that the poet conjures up for the souls of the dead ones, to continue living and writing 

in, echoes from a resonant emptiness. The vision of the restless dead, doomed to 

wander for all eternity, is explored in the poem From the Mire. 

    I dream 
    a man climbs on the back steps 
    of my house 
    carrying death on his shoulders 

                                                      (Sudhakar, 2015, Lines 1-4)            

In this vision of a perfect existence in the life hereafter, there is no sense of possible 

transformation or of rebirth. All that matters, in fact, is that nothing changes. The result 

is both an affirmation of absence and a picture of healing transformation through 

absorption into the whole of creation. When one reads the lines from the poem Lady 

spiders suicide note, we are inclined to believe that, in some previous time before what 

Adam Curtis has called ‘the century of the self ’, people who suffered serious hurt were 

able to give some kind of voice to their grief and, by doing so, begin to work on the 

slow process of healing. We have lost the outward and communal rites for mourning, or 

rather, we perform them blindly, without entering into them fully. The poet talks about 
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a spider who commits suicide in order to save her mate, who would have to give up his 

life, to become food for their offspring and herself. The act of selfless sacrifice from the 

part of the lady spider is almost human like and she says: 

     Since I do not want anything of that kind 
     Let me do this 
     For me you should live 
     For me you should not become a father 

                                                (Sudhakar, 2015, Lines 19-22) 

We sometimes forget the essentially public nature of elegy: it gives external, communal, 

expression to private sorrow, at the loss not only of a deceased beloved but also of the 

time and place that was shared with that individual. Perhaps more than any other art 

form, the elegiac poems of Sudhakar is capable of recognizing how grievously we feel 

this sense of loss, as time slips through our fingers and we try to explain that we don’t 

want to hold on to happiness or beauty for ever; we just want to see, and hear and feel it 

as it happens, without distractions, without interruptions and without having someone 

else come along and explain it away. This sense of the lost moment – that dies even as it 

unfolds – might consist of ‘something with a girl in summer’, as Robert Lowell puts it, 

or just as the rain that fell steadily through the rings of daylight, whitening and 

widening the world, suspending time. It was truly poignant, and most of us feel it 

deeply, that we cannot stop time. But then, this is not a matter for grief, for it is natural. 

What is unnatural is to exist in a constant state of interruption, of being, as  T S Eliot 

points out in the poem Burnt Norton  

  Distracted from distraction by distraction  

  Filled with fancies and empty of meaning  

  Tumid apathy with no concentration  

  Men and bits of paper, whirled by the cold wind  

  That blows before and after time. 

                                                     (1936, Section III, Lines 12-18) 
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Faced with the passing of time, the elegiac poems, which itself unfolds and so dissipates 

in time, makes due ceremony of the dailiness of life – that is, of the eternal quality of the 

present. Poetry is essential to mourning in that it helps us not only to name but to 

invent the cause of our grief, and so to acknowledge what has been lost. It finds words 

for the loss. But where we cannot locate and give utterance to the pain, it simply implies 

that we cannot heal it.  

Sudhakar reminds us in his poems that when we lose something, it is not just that the 

‘outside’ world is being diminished but that the inner – the world of the I – is becoming 

less orderly, its vital structures beginning to break down until the mind’s only option is 

to rest into a state of lethargic slumber. Death has always pervaded the poet’s life. 

Tormented by the death of his sister when he was very young and having had to lose a 

dear friend to cancer, it is not surprising that most of his poems contain a subtle 

undertone of death. He says in the poem Keeper of the Sea: “What desire hardened 

into pain/ in the heart of a star/only to burst out in a thousand shards of fire?” 

At the same time, faced with the impulse to cling to the dead and, in the words of 

American poet Carol Muske-Dukes, to “insist on the desire of the lost to remember us, / 

to recognize the shape of our small flames” we cannot find rest. We try to manage grief 

as we try to manage desire, in the hope of avoiding the possible loss of self, which is to 

say, the loss of a vital sense that one is ‘intact’ and able to function as an individual. 

Both grief and desire rob us of that identity, for each magnifies what had begun, in 

everyday perception, as the natural dependence on the other, making of it an 

experience out of this world. For Sudhakar, possessed as he was of the ‘a priori tragic 

note’, the great temptation was to preserve the integrity of the self by surrendering it 

before any assault was possible, just as he preserved his poems by surrendering, from 

the very first, to any pretensions of a select readership of his own time. The poet asserts 

that death would not be enough to gain this strange freedom; what is needed is to 

vanish altogether and leave no trace. To collapse, leaving no dust for the last rites, to 
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write himself out of the body, like Time moving through an ocean to steal life, without 

disturbing the waters. 

In an interview to Parshathy J Nath, in an article titled  Of Suicidal Spiders and Cheese 

Cakes, which appeared in The Hindu on January 09,2014, the poet was quoted as saying: 

‘…If you want to know what India is, you need to read the regional literature. 

Otherwise we will end up with a monolithic picture of India. We are a country that 

throbs with diverse realties of family, kinship, gods, devils, caste and religion, and they 

will come alive only through the pen of the regional writer. And, it is time for the 

regional writer to howl.” (2014, p. 1) 
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