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SERIES EDITOR’S NOTE

The “Visible Poets” series was established in 2000, and
sets out to challenge the view that translated poetry could or
should be read without regard to the process of translation
it had undergone. Since then, things have moved on. Today
there is more translated poetry available and more debate
on its nature, its status, and its relation to its original. We
know that translated poetry is neither English poetry that
has mysteriously arisen from a hidden foreign source, nor is
it foreign poetry that has silently rewritten itself in English.
We are more aware that translation lies at the heart of all our
cultural exchange; without it, we must remain artistically and
intellectually insular.

One of the aims of the series was, and still is, to enrich our
poetry with the very best work that has appeared elsewhere
in the world. And the poetry-reading public is now more
aware than it was at the start of this century that translation
cannot simply be done by anyone with two languages. The
translation of poetry is a creative act, and translated poetry
stands or falls on the strength of the poet-translator’s art. For
this reason ‘Visible Poets” publishes only the work of the best
translators, and gives each of them space, in a Preface, to talk
about the trials and pleasures of their work.

From the start, ‘Visible Poets’ books have been bilingual.
Many readers will not speak the languages of the original
poetry but they, too, are invited to compare the look and
shape of the English poems with the originals. Those who
can are encouraged to read both. Translation and original are
presented side-by-side because translations do not displace
the originals; they shed new light on them and are in turn
themselves illuminated by the presence of their source poems.
By drawing the readers’ attention to the act of translation
itself, it is the aim of these books to make the work of both

the original poets and their translators more visible.
Jean Boase-Beier
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TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

This anthology is a small selection of poems by Cheran,
one of the most important poets writing in Tamil today:.
Cheran, a Sri Lankan by birth, began writing at a time when
the ethnic conflict within the country was rapidly escalating
into civil war. His poetry charts the narrative of that war of
more than three decades, and its aftermath. The narrative
gains poignancy because it is set against a landscape once
idyllic, now devastated. Yet this is not the only narrative in
his body of work. Woven through are love poems which are
often, even in his earliest work, shadowed by uncertainty
and loss. Yet another theme is that of displacement, exile,
and the experience of diaspora. Within such a range, the
translator must read each poem afresh, but also as part of a
larger story.

Cheran steadfastly refused to align himself with any
of the political groups within the Tamil community. This
has enabled him speak out against all atrocities commit-
ted, both by the Sri Lankan army and the Tamil militants.
He sees his role as chronicler and witness: the poet is often
present within the frame of the poem, watching, comment-
ing, indicting. The ‘voice’ in the war poems is finely judged:
to reflect it is one of the challenges facing a translator. The
rhetoric is often that of direct address, close to oral delivery;
public and personal at the same time. Such a voice is noticea-
ble in the elegies to friends who were killed; they are poems
of personal grief, but also of communal mourning; testimo-
nies to friendships and humanity. Many poems are records
of specific events, some of them brutal in the extreme, but
the specific becomes also a comment on the Sri Lankan war
as a whole. Because of these complexities, Cheran’s poetry is
both a vivid and moving account of a particular war, whose
horrors have not yet come to an end, and at the same time of
profound relevance to us, our times and the world we live in.

Similar to the shifts in the voice are the shifts in pace
and rhythm within the poems. Many of the early poems are
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lyrical, with lilting rhythms and carefully placed refrains,
the sea poems echoing the rocking of waves. Yet often there
will be a surprise ending, with a change of pace as well as
voice. There are fine variations of pace, rhythm and tone
in many of the war poems. For example, in Tamil, the first
three verses of ‘I Could Forget All This’ (p. 53) are all part of
one long sentence enacting a headlong flight along a road in
Colombo full of terrible sights and scattered body-parts. The
pace is equally headlong; the long sentence strings together
surreal and fragmented images as they flash past. The last
verse, by contrast, is one single poignant memory: the pace
slows down with the conjunction aanaal, “but”. That aanaal
stands alone, as if the reader is invited to take a breath and
start again. The intense irony with which each detail of the
tragic last scene is remembered, and dwelt upon, is in stark
contrast to the broken images earlier in the poem.

In his most recent work, the poems about the final events
of the ethnic war, the carnage that took place in Nandikadal
in the Northeast and the devastation of a land and its peo-
ple, Cheran’s language and images are pared down as if his
earlier tropes and forms are no longer adequate to deal with
so great a change. His earliest published poem, ‘“The Sea’ (p.
27), presents an almost visionary landscape in which the
poet delights. By contrast, in these recent poems, even the
sea shrinks, vanishes, drains away; the land is denuded and
silenced. Cheran finds a wonderful trope to suggest the end-
less mourning of an entire people: the ritual of kaadaattru,
“forest-healing” or appeasement, normally observed by the
kinsfolk of the dead on the third day following a cremation.
But now there is no healing of the land nor its people; there
is no ritual of closure, there cannot be a kaadaatiru.

Cheran’s work is at the cutting edge of modern Tamil po-
etry, and his is a modern sensibility. But at the same time,
there are resonances and echoes which connect him to a long
poetic tradition that reaches back for two thousand years.

12



There are many allusions and references to classical texts,
almost in passing, throughout the poems. More importantly,
there is a particular technique, a way of perceiving the land-
scape, often with the focus on a minute detail, or a single im-
age which is at once real and symbolic. This attribute places
him within an old poetics of landscape and natural imagery.
Similarly, many of his war poems grow out of specific inci-
dents and have the immediacy almost of reportage, of be-
ing aware of history in the making. At the same time, they
are shadowed by the ancient elegies on dead warriors. The
poet, scholar and translator, A. K. Ramanujan, recalls speak-
ing to students at Jaffna University in 1983, and stopping, in
the middle of a presentation on classical war poetry, at the
thought of the recent dead. The ancient elegies, he realized,
could have been written for them, now. Ramanujan writes,
“...the past does not pass. It keeps providing paradigms and
ironies for the present, or at least, that’s the way it seems.”
Lakshmi Holmstrom
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INTRODUCTION

We read of fire everywhere in Cheran'’s poetry, but at the
beginning there was water.! Cheran'’s earliest poems, written
when he was still in his teens, reflect his continual fascina-
tion with the ocean, the singular and intriguing landscape
of his childhood only a short distance from his village in the
northernmost part of Sri Lanka. Together with his friends,
he used to ride his bicycle to the sea shore at Keerimalai to
spend the afternoons there, sitting on a bench under the
huge old portia tree and chatting about anything under the
sun. Or he would go to buy fish, the first catch, when the
boats returned in the morning. As he himself remembers:
“In the place where I was born, we had no rivers, no moun-
tains, we only had the sea. So what defined my imagination
when I grew up and when I became a writer and poet was
the sea.”? Cheran'’s earliest published poem, which appeared
in 1977 in an issue of the avant-garde literary magazine aptly
named Alai (The Wave) bore a simple title: “The Sea” (p. 27).
Decades later, he reflects on his long-lasting relationship
with the sea in his poem ‘The Sea’s Story” (p. 121). To both
poetry and the sea there is no end, he asserts, despite many
of his verses that would suggest otherwise, his many visions
of Sri Lanka’s war.

Poetry was a natural form of expression for the young
man, since he grew up in a house full of literature. Cher-
an’s father T. Rudhramoorthy (1927-1971) was employed as
a senior government official, but he is remembered today as
one of Sri Lanka’s most important modern poets and play-

! For a more detailed discussion of Cheran’s life and work and a com-
prehensive bibliography of his writings, see my essay “Love, War, and
the Sea Again: On the Poetry of Cheran’, in: Peter Schalk (t_ed), The
Tamils from the Past to the Present (Uppsala: Uppsala University, and
Colombo: Kumaran Book House, 2011), pp. 57-104.

2 Interview conducted with Cheran in July 2010.
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wrights, a man known to all as Mahaakavi (The Great Poet).
Cheran would listen to the gatherings of Tamil literati in his
home discussing the latest developments of literature in Ta-
mil as well as currents in world literature. No wonder then
that Cheran read avidly, studied with passion the Tamil lit-
erary classics alongside Tolstoy, Walter Scott, Melville, Push-
kin, and Hermann Hesse — all in Tamil translation.

Soon Cheran’s seascapes came to be pervaded by the
theme of romantic love. Poems like ‘A Rainy Day” (p. 23) and
‘Parting’ (p. 29) show the young heart searching for ways to
come to terms with the mutability of relationships. To this
day, Cheran’s poetry has retained a space for commenting
on love and passion, both found and lost. His love poems
are often tender and subtle, full of the realizations of vulner-
ability, where the poetic self is most at danger. And it is this
subtlety of feeling lost and bewildered rather than anger
that shines through, even when the words seem to become
harsher, as in “‘What Shall I Return to You?’ (p. 137).

And then, too soon, the fire started. Sri Lanka’s ethnic vi-
olence, Sinhalese fighting against Tamils, became ever more
palpable from the late 1970s onwards. On the night of 1 June
1981, Sinhalese policemen set the Jaffna Public Library on
fire. The fire destroyed over 95,000 Tamil books including
many irreplaceable treasures and palm leaf manuscripts.
As the famous Tamil historian and literary critic Karthigesu
Sivathamby has explained: “In the Tamil psyche, the burn-
ing of the Jaffna public library in 1981 constitutes a major
symbol of what was aimed at them - the total annihilation
of all their intellectual resources. [...] The burning of the li-
brary mobilized the entire population against the oppres-
sive actions of the State.”” Cheran captured this moment of

* K. Sivathamby, Being a Tamil and Sri Lankan (Colombo: Aivakam,
2005), p. 17.
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cultural destruction in his poem ‘A Second Sunrise’ (p. 35).
After the island-wide anti-Tamil pogrom of 1983, ethnic vio-
lence turned into a civil war. Poems like “‘When They Shot
Him Dead’ (p. 37) and ‘I Could Forget All This’ (p. 53) record
random acts of violence. The latter depicts the fate of a fe-
male worker on the tea plantations in the highlands who is
raped and killed - with her children watching. The outbreak
of the war is captured in the haunting lines of ‘Letters From
an Army Camp’ (p. 41).

Since that time, Cheran’s poetic oeuvre has continued
to reflect Sri Lanka’s political vicissitudes. As he explains:
“Someone who reads my entire poetry will have a clear
picture of what happened to the Tamils from 1980 up until
2010, it’s a kind of snapshot. [...] It’s not like a political state-
ment, because I lived through it [...]. In a sense I am a poet
as a witness, a witness to history”.* When the war broke out,
Cheran had finished a degree in Biological Sciences at Jaffna
University and had begun to work as a journalist for the Sat-
urday Review newspaper. In the year 1986, during the height
of the war, he survived a helicopter attack, an incident that
inspired his poem titled 21 May 1986’ (p. 73). In 1987, the Sat-
urday Review office was bombed. In the same year, Cheran
left for the Netherlands and stayed there for two and a half
years. During this time, he finished his Master’s degree. He
then went back to Jaffna, where the intervention of the In-
dian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) in the war had changed the
lives of many people. After moving to Colombo, he helped to
start the Tamil newspaper Sarinihar published by the Move-
ment for Inter-Racial Justice and Equality. When in 1993 one
of the journalists disappeared, and the paper was in trouble,
Cheran managed to receive a scholarship to pursue his PhD
in Toronto, Canada. He has lived in Toronto ever since. From

4 Interview with Cheran in 2009.
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1987 until 2005, he contributed as a journalist to various
newspapers and magazines such as the Tamil literary maga-
zine Kaalachuvadu, the German political magazine Siidasien,
the Singapore Tamil newspaper Tamil Murasu, as well as to
Toronto Tamil television and the BBC World Service radio.
He has also written essays and stage plays in both Tamil and
English. After finishing his doctoral degree, he pursued an
academic career focusing on the study of ethnicity, identity,
migration, and international development. He is currently a
professor in the Department of Sociology at the University
of Windsor in Ontario, Canada.

His life in Canada and his travels to various other coun-
tries are reflected in several of the poems here. We read of
the loneliness of exile and of the many instances of racism
experienced. On 26 December 2004, while visiting with his
sister in Sri Lanka, Cheran survived the tsunami that hit
South and Southeast Asia with devastating force. His most
recent poems reflect on the final years of Sri Lanka's war,
a period that many have come to see as an outright geno-
cide of the Tamils in Sri Lanka. After the apocalypse, Cheran
writes, the very sea has drained away, Tamil is without terri-
tory, and kinships have no name. On 18 May 18 2009, the Sri
Lankan government officially declared the war to be over.
But what does it mean for such a war to be over? Several of
Cheran’s poems presented here attempt to fathom the conse-
quences. To this day the question remains open: When will
there be a forest-healing?

And what of all the fire? The fire has written its message
upon the clouds, as Cheran says in one of his poems. What
is it that remains of this message, now that the war is over
and for readers who may live thousands of miles away?
Karthigesu Sivathamby put it this way: “With the sincerity
of expression and the depth of the wound, Tamil poetry is
truly becoming ‘international, if not universal. And with
writings of this nature, we are now knocking at the doors of

18



the Hall of World Literature.” It is the saddest reason for a
poet to find new readers, when you come to think of it. But it
is a reason, nonetheless.

Sascha Ebeling

5 K. Sivathamby, Lutesong and Lament: Giving a Voice to a Generation (Co-
lombo: International Centre for Ethnic Studies, no date), p. 6.
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A RAINY DAY [1976]

Do you remember
that rainy day?

It began with yellow sunshine,
that evening,
and ended with rain.

You rode your bicycle beside me,
some distance apart,

but our shadows, for some reason,
moved alongside us, entwined,

as the sky darkened

and the dust died away

in the boundless rain.

We sheltered from the rain

in a hut nearby, and wiped our faces;
our hands were dripping.

Do you remember

that rainy day?

Sodden with rain, the ink running,
our lecture notes
were never to be re-written.

Hurtling through palmyra palms,
beating down the portia leaves,

the wind that day joined the very sea.
And how it rained!

You beside me,

a dampness filling the hut.

Through the dense, sobbing darkness of the rain
in a single line, lightning

wanders the sky, vanishes.
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A lightning-streak, you exclaim,
but it’s gone when I look again.
As we wait for the next one,
thunder roars.

Upon your rain-streaked face
a single strand of wet hair
falls to your neck;

a lamb gone astray.

The rain slows to a steady drizzle;
we return to our journey

along the street.

Human devils will stare at us

their gaze falling like arrows

like spears piercing through us.

Yet the street shatters and falls away
when we are beside each other.

Once more, the drizzle;
you and I, side by side, sheltered
beneath the darkness of rain-clouds.

Do you remember
that rainy day?

25



&L_6V

Siemev GIIpLILY HIED] S6iTEMHLD
&6mJuled

Beoib Siweaibss SIb BHUGLD
&lew 7 6iT

s GFTLL GQsmensvell(Hhbs
LDGWITED L|JEHLD SHENJTEUEHTUILD
@enbens Hidlev,

DIMFHF H6EMEVUYLD

FleoGeusmer,

F6VTLDDMI

autent GBIsS), Hlevd GBTHEIL
Gu@pGeauaflwmi allfibgLig

BmET SUPAYLD LOTENEVEBETISH
HMOWWTHIEF FTibSTHID
LeneTLDHG @enev GLimev
SIMEV 2 _UI(HLD

B@st Hpa,

BT H(p6u

SNV 2_UI(HLD

Bevenid, FevBGeusner
paflssdlisst QsdlszsUg
LL@s6efsn HIHLILmFaile
Blevd Bprédls Fevaevd @D

SIWEV HUPAYLD B6mTUll(ThH EHLD
st @6 End elfldlmal,

HL_6V.

26



THE SEA [1977]

Against the shore

waves rise, foam-crested,
arms extending

to embrace the land.

From eye-grazing horizon

to nearest shore tumbled with sand
a pale blue veil slides,

glides, disappears.

Sometimes, utterly still,
the vast expanse spreads,
looks upward to sky,
downwards to earth.

In the darkening evening,

like palmyra palms |
lifting and tossing their heads,
waves rise high,

embracing darkness.
Embracing darkness

waves rise high.

Even at such times
boats sway landward,
oars splashing,
scattering flakes of light.

Waves lap along the shore,
spreading

within me

the sea.

27



9 & 60

Q&g 6MmIGLD Lo6LeNemEBLIL
GG BIGL 26068 Gom ®
BGeusdl sufldamer Gosv

@ PGSGU USHBES
unf$BLIg Bl (has,
Brussmen eilfluyb
UFHSLD eTeTy) OFTeTeTLIg
B Gumermii! yeitenm S,
Benenn&ECaT,

BhIIoTsH

Qamildled 2 Lev Hayind
Bpediseb &mel gen,
2 w@By 2 s Gumr@w
LD(6h &,

&6 BMTUiled

bens st @
OC&TsH @)

Heuldl(Hé .

&Teurev 6uifl

LOMILIQU|LD

s160BeumBLD suBHTUI D).
wmom, fAsslium,
6wl s s,

DI THG FTIBSLIG
SIUT sHlen s @) 6.

FHLB Yenas dleriiyid
OTTY Wullisasmigsd
Cuwidlp eflyevser.

28



PARTING [1979]

Jasmine hung in clusters upon the vine,
water-lily buds spread everywhere upon the lake,
all along the boundary hedges

the thorny ironwood had flowered.

As I stood gazing,

“This is how spring should be,”

you said, and left. That day.

Today

on the branch of a copper-leaf tree
a solitary bird shivers

ruffling its feathers,

a cloud

is set for a lifetime’s wandering,
and along the shores of the lake
standing on one leg

a lone heron

practises austerities.

A SEA-SHORE SONG [1980]

Once again

they have all assembled:

the uncles, Maama and Chitthappa,
Cousin Mani, and my father
leaning back in his chair,

fingers straying amidst

the forest of hair on his chest

while smoke from his cheroot
billows.
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Once again those promises of land.
The smell of moth-balls

which have slept too long

with the engagement sari

and infected it.

Sarasa, my beloved Sarasa!
What will you do?

As for those inside,

they will haggle over your price
for ever.

It is night now;

the moon moves like milk

or like water falling,

filled with magizhampu flowers.

You will sit by the well,

knees drawn up, eyes shut,
throwing stones into the water,
guessing at your future.

“This time, at least...”

Wait there.

These people will bring

—just for you — a ‘pure Kshatriyan’
in a chariot drawn by seven horses
golden feathers glinting in his hair.

Keep watch

until your hair is white
and long after that.
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MY LAND [1981]

Nets spread like wings across the wide sea.
Above, the fierce breath of the wind.

From the sea, looking up,

fingers pressed against your flying hair,

you can see the shore,

palmyra palms, and tiled roofs here and there.
The waves, the sea-spray

as the engine roars!

How did such an hour and a half

come to an end?

Later, the wide expanse

with palmyras planted there,

each rising to a man’s height

from the virgin sands.

As for the sand,

it is all golden specks,

seeded mirrors, inhabited by the sun.
Beneath the sand, the land extends
where, two thousand years ago,
my ancestors walked.

Our roots go deep:

one footstep, a thousand years.

Upon the jewels of bare-breasted women -
one, perhaps, standing sleepless by this shore,
watching and lamenting as stars scatter

and fall into the sea —

or another, waiting for a boat

to plunge through the horizon

and come safe ashore —
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or upon footsteps buried deep in the sand

one late evening, perhaps, under cover of dusk,
here where the coconut-fronds sway -

my ancestors have left me a message.

I stand on a hundred thousand shoulders

and proclaim aloud: This is my land.

Across the seven seas,

overcoming the rising waves,

the wind shouts it everywhere:

My land
My land.

A SECOND SUNRISE [1981]

No wind that day;
even the sea was dead,
no waves rising.

As I walked along,
feet burrowing deep in the sand,
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[ saw another sunrise.
In the south, this time.

What happened?

My town was set on fire,

my people lost their faces;

upon our land,

upon the wind that blows upon it,
an alien stamp.

Who were you waiting for,

your hands tied behind your backs?
The fire has written its message
upon the clouds.

Who waits, even now?

From the streets upon which

the embers still bloom,

rise, march forward.

WHEN THEY SHOT HIM DEAD [1983]

When they shot him dead

everyone stood around, watching.
To tell the tale more truthfully,

they stood about

for the sole purpose of watching him
shot dead:
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those who came

to set fire to his house,

two old ladies buying betel leaves
from the local kiosk,

any number of small boys

with stones clutched in their hands,
men and women

who didn’t go to work that day.

In front of all these spectators
he died
quietly.

What he did was nothing much.
There wasn't a lot
in his house, either.

But

who can prevent

the looting of Tamil houses?
That was all that happened
that morning.

Fifty people came

to break down his house.

His father was an official

in the forestry department;

his gun stored in the loft

for many years.

He knew well enough how to use it.

The Buddha himself would not permit
the shooting of Sinhala soldiers:

the government knew this,

the ministers knew this.

But how was he to know?
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Before they all turned up

—army, navy and air force —

laid siege to the house

and shot him against the background
of the rising smoke-plumes,

before all that happened,

what he did was nothing much:
two bullets,

one fired into the air,

the other into the earth.

LETTERS FROM AN ARMY CAMP [1983]

1
Dearest Nanda,

Arrived just this morning,
with no problems at all.
Couldn't sleep

for clutching the rifle
tightly on my lap.
Frightful nightmare;
woke up with a start.

At the station

when you and your mother wept

I was scared, too.

But, just as everyone reassured me,
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the north

doesn’t seem so frightening, after all.
Just the same shops, streets,
traffic-jams as elsewhere.

Only, the people never look at us.
Even if our eyes meet by chance,
there’s something odd

in that stare —

an emotion I can’t place.

Can’t make it out.

You know, don't you,

it isn’t possible

for us to travel singly.

We are a battalion of about fifty
in two armoured tanks,

two — or maybe three — jeeps
and a truck, besides.

Actually, it’s like a parade,

just like the one you saw

on Independence Day:.

There’s one difference, though -

at the Independence Day parade
we were free, our guns empty.
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Now, though,
the guns have any number of bullets,
but we are not free.

2

Today was hectic, always on the move
along the roads (which are dreadful)
winding through palmyra palms,

the armoured vehicles jolting,.

Later, all my bones ached.

At mid-day,

in a village surrounded by fields,
we shot three fat goats.

There were no young men about,
the women were all in hiding.
Half-way on our return to camp
one of us remembered

we hadn’t bought the Major’s cigarettes.
What next?

The entire convoy turned around
heading for the town again.
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3

Today

Edirweera and Chandrasiri
shot and killed three Tamils.
Chandrasiri said,

“They started to run, suddenly
in the midst of a crowded street.
It worried me. I shot them.”

Soon after,

without any sort of inquiry

the two were sent back to Colombo
on transfer.

(Lucky fellows!)

If you shoot someone,

lead a skirmish,

or set fire to their homes,

you get an immediate transfer.

Yesterday too, five others

received an immediate transfer.
Since I arrived here

at least fifty of us have gone home.
When will it be my turn?

I wish I knew.
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4

Today a hundred new recruits
arrived at our camp.

Young fellows

moustaches just sprouting,
lacking even the wit

to handle machine guns.

These days

having roamed about all day
I never get to sleep at night.
It’s been too long

since I saw you face to face.
Can’t even think of a holiday.

5

Last night

‘they” shot and killed

thirteen of our battalion.

After that deadly accurate bomb exploded,
their machine guns surrounded us.

None of us expected this.

Although we never lost radio contact

with headquarters,

we couldn’t stop Yama

from entering into our camp.

The next morning

there was no one about in the streets,
no shops open.

An incomprehensible eerie silence.
What sort of people are these?
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Now

our nights are full of horror.
As moonlight spreads,
shadows move

and nameless birds shriek,
suddenly;

truly it’s hell until daybreak.

After that,

having requested an immediate transfer,
our battalion descended on their streets.
I can’t say exactly

how many were shot and killed.

Major thinks fifty or sixty.

6

Dearest Nanda,

Its all over. At last.
Tomorrow I get my transfer,
thank god.

Today I went into town

for a last time.

It didn’t seem to be

so frightening.

The shops, the streets
were just as before.

Only the people, as before,
never look at us.
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| COULD FORGET ALL THIS [1983]

I could forget all this

forget the flight

headlong through Galle Road
clutching an instant’s spark of hope,
refusing to abandon this wretched
vulnerable life

even though the very earth shuddered
—and so too, my heart -

forget the sight
of a thigh-bone protruding
from an upturned, burnt-out car

a single eye fixed in its staring
somewhere between earth and sky

empty of its eye
a socket, caked in blood

on Dickman’s Road, six men dead
heads split open
black hair turned red

a fragment of a sari
that escaped burning

bereft of its partner
a lone left hand
the wristwatch wrenched off

a Sinhala woman, pregnant,

bearing, unbearably,
a cradle from a burning house
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I could forget all this
forget it all, forget everything,

But you, my girl,

snatched up and flung away

one late afternoon

as you waited in secret

while the handful of rice

— found after so many days -

cooked in its pot,

your children hidden beneath the tea bushes
low-lying clouds shielding them above —
how shall I forget the broken shards

and the scattered rice

lying parched upon the earth?

WHAT HAVE WE LOST? [1984]

In memory of Ketheeswaran

What have we lost,
my dear friend?

Did a daughter of Eelam

give you birth

and cradle you in Trincomalee

only for you to be shot dead and burnt in the street,
your remains tossed into a hole in Chemmani

for dogs to feast on?

Did the goddess draw water
and make kolams upon the spreading sands
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only for Death
to plant his footsteps there?

Oh, paddy sheaves,
chequered fields,
merciless Sun,
dewdrops blossoming
on blades of grass,

do you understand

our heart-freezing sorrow?

How else will you proclaim everywhere
our histories written in blood?

Who doesn’t know
the story that was carried
by the flecks of ash
borne by the wind?

Our young friend,

you lost your life because of the frenzy
of dishonourable dogs

who only know how to shoot

again and again

at our helpless people.

Far away, among pine forests,
in the cold freezing night,

the woman who once loved you
will weep.

Today Death put an end

to a quarrel

Life could not solve.

No witnesses to this tragic tale,
no end to tragedies.
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So she lost you.

And what have we lost?
Your life, and like yours,
so many lives.

Yet,

we have not lost our beliefs,

we have not forsaken our duty;
we will never forsake our land.

That will be enough for you.

Stand for us within the wind.

Be the sea and its waves.

When the army turns tail and runs,

chased by the raised voices of our comrades,
upon their laments we will inscribe

a memorial for you, and thousands like you
in this land.
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A LETTER TO A SINHALA FRIEND [1984]

It will not take many days

for you

and your friends

to recover from the shock

of meeting me, an ordinary man,
from an unseen and distant land
where, you had heard,

we sow lead-shots from guns
instead of seeds; a place

half full of two-storey houses,
half full of terrorists.

As we sat side by side

on the steps leading down

to the milky stretch of water
covered in glinting fine threads,
shreds of the moon’s curtain -
water that changed colour when its
muddy depths were stirred

and changed again with the shadows
of passing clouds -

my heart melted

when you sang a Sinhala song

in your sweet voice.

Once long ago -

[ was a small boy then —
waiting at the Maho station
for the Batticaloa train,
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[ walked with my father for a while,
some distance along the railway lines.

Midnight.

The quiet sound of a lullaby
murmured through the wind.
The shock of that gentle sound
intercepting the baby’s cries
struck my heart that night
with sudden sadness.

Today too
I am enveloped by
a fine grief.

Did our different languages, after all,

put such distance between us

that we could not smile together,

nor savour

the beauty of falling ponnocchi flowers

blown down by the tumultuous Aadi winds,
nor those sudden moments of hesitation

when the long-tailed peacock

stopped and turned around in its stately walk?

I could not pluck for you

the single peacock feather you desired
nor, in the early hours of the night,
accompany you, as you wished,
across the moonlit grass.
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Your eyes could not hide

these small disappointments,

nor can I

forget your gentle affection.

We went our ways without maiming Nature,
leaving the flowers to blossom

and the grass to flourish

you to the south
and I to the north.

At daybreak, when

the cool breeze climbs down

from the huge trees

along the mountain ranges,

as you take your walk

brushing your teeth,

you will remember the days

when we worked together

excavating an ancient city at Maanthai,
and our brief friendship.

Tell your people

here, too, flowers bloom,
grass grows,

birds fly.
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AMMA, DON'T WEEP [1985]

Amma, don’t weep.

There are no mountains to shoulder your sorrow,
there are no rivers

to dissolve your tears.

The instant he handed you
the baby from his shoulder,
the gun fired.

Blood spread on your tali
lying there in the dust.

In the heat of the splintering shell
all your bright dreams withered.

Spurting from your anklet

were neither pearls

nor rubies:

there is no longer a Pandyan king
to recognize blood-guilt.

On sleepless nights

when your little boy stirs restlessly

screaming out, “Appa,”

what will you say?

When you pace the night, showing him the moon
and soothing him against your breast,

don't say,

“Appa is with God.”

Tell him this sorrow continues,

tell him the story of the spreading blood,
tell him to wage war

to end these cruelties.
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YOU DIDN'T WEEP THAT DAY [1985]

Early evening.

The sun shone for a while,

then died away.

We sat at the entrance of the airport
waiting for the others.

A sudden drizzle beat against us,

then went its way.

You withdrew your hold

of the manivaazhai tree

whose leaves throbbed like heart-beats
as the breeze came and went

and put your hands in mine.

Even your fingers had forgotten to speak.

Four years ago, today.

You didn't cry like the others
when we parted,

and I knew you would not.
Nor did you speak any words
appropriate to a farewell.

There was no possibility

of our kissing each other,

you could not bury your face in my chest
nor lay your head on my shoulder.

You took away the hand I held so tight,
dropped a curtain of grief over me,
walked away along the long veranda

and vanished.
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Four years.

Once, on a dewy morning

walking along the jasmine-strewn street
[ stopped short, hearing you cough:

that memory will last to eternity

like the parallel lines

of our lives.

If I lived at all, it was in those moments:
when the thin clouds spread gradually
into the evening’s redness

and I lay on the sand, my head in your lap,
the hair curling about your earlobes,

a trace of sadness in your eyes,

your body yielding, your voice calling,
your eyelids closing,

your trembling hands tightening

about my shoulders.

In those perfect moments.

But now I stand in the cold

in the middle of a long landscape:
a lone palmyra tree.
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21 MAY 1986 [1986]

At midnight your house is aflame.
In front of your eyes

they stab your wife.

Air Force planes dip to the earth
and rise again.

Bombs fall, glinting,

catching the sunlight.

In all directions,

children scream.

My grandmother continues to grumble
about her reading glasses which fell and broke
as she rushed for the bunker.

The director of the blood-bank
informs us, very kindly,

there is no blood left.

[ search for a friend

who is looking for another, lost

in an entirely friendly skirmish.

A few folk, discussing whether
this is a democratic revolution

or a socialist one, are demolished
by cannon fire.

Having survived two air attacks
and twenty helicopter gunships

[ break my ankle, tangling

with a small dog.

As1lie in bed, an ‘intellectual’ friend
brings me Zen and the Art

of Motorcycle Maintenance.

The man trying to fix

the Red Cross sign on the roof

of the hospital, falls;
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picked off by a helicopter.
All the same,
crows are left, and so is paper.

Also
the sound of the machine gun

now, as always,
remains in the air.

IN A TIME OF BURNING [1986]

Don’t open your mouth today:.
Be silent
just for today.

Will there be a time, soon,
when each truth that bursts out of our mouths
is rewarded by a bullet?

If not, then why this tragedy?
Beneath the mango tree, where three streets meet,
the bodies lie burning;

the flames rising
blacken the unfurled palm leaves above.
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Smoke,

fear, cruelty,
sorrow, terror.
Everything is black;

the colour of demons
when dark shadows
and hostile omens
envelop

the bodies and the hearts

which lie there, burning

at this time.

Even the birds have lost their song,
their voices suppressed.

Children forget to scream,

their shocked eyelids frozen.

The wind carries away
the ashes,

the dogs carry away
the bones.

They frog-march humanity

at gun point,

shoot it dead at the grave’s edge
and shovel the earth over it
with their feet.

The walls along the streets

drip with blood

as they justify themselves.
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Justification!
Who asked you for justification?

[ know

each blade of grass,

each small shoot

and the tiniest weed

blossoms,

grows, matures and dies

because of the life-breath of hope.

But now, at this moment,

when the aged call out in their grief
that this, our land, is cursed -

at this moment

when bodies and hearts are burning -
at this moment

how can I speak of hope?

Among these graves,

among these corpses,

between the bloodstained clothes,
among grief-stricken mothers
weeping for their dead sons
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[ wander,

with my wasting body

and unshaven face,

a heavy heart and confused mind,
searching for false words

of false comfort.

RAJANI [1989]

Now, in a little while
the sun will set,

darkness will fall.

The darkness that is yet to come
will not be as before

but the very devil -

a night that has murdered the moon
and set fire to the stars;

an ash-smeared night.

You hurried on your way
hoping to light a small hand-lamp,
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or at least a candle,
before such a night could fall.

Amma,

today they were in great haste
arriving from the south -
Death’s messengers

with their rifles

and their five bullets.

As you fell

the sun’s last rays

threw upon the wall

your shadow:

your waving hands rising
higher

and higher

beyond the horizon.

CHILDREN [1994]

Who creates children,
I asked.

Rustling in through the open window,
Wind said,

Not I

I only give strong nerves of music

to their voices.
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I give deep colours
to their eyes,
said Light.

I touch their tender feet
with a smile
said the Red Oleander.

[ weave the walls of their hearts
with love’s threads,
said Sea.

[ add magic strength
to their laughter,
said Forest.

If that is true

who put guns in their hands
army boots on their feet
grenades at their waist

and hatred in their eyes,
[ asked.

Wind and Sea froze;

Light withered,

shattering away

like splinters of glass.

In a single flash of lightning
Flowers and Forest were in flames
and all the birds, in a great flock,
flew into that fire.

Children,
our children.
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APOCALYPSE [1999]

In our own time we have seen

the Apocalypse. The earth

trembled to the dance of the dead;

bodies burst apart in the wild storm;
darkness screamed as everything caught fire
inside and out.

The last flood dragged out children and men
and threw them on the flames.

We died in an untimely hour.

Glancing sidelong with our dying eyes
at the helplessness

of those who surrounded us, watching,
we smouldered and smouldered

then rose up in a smoke cloud.

Kafka was denied the chance
to set fire to his works.

But Sivaramani burnt hers.
Poetry is destroyed in mid-air.
What others write now
refuses to live.

We have all gone away;
there is no one to tell our story.

Now there is only left

a great land, wounded.
No bird may fly above it
until our return.

[Uuzhi, 1999]
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SUNSET [1999]

The sun has set

across the spreading fields
the sun has set

in the shadow of the woods
the sun has set

beyond the anger of the rain
which is yet to fall

upon the hundreds of bodies
sprawled upon the sand
upon a severed leg

alone upon the sea-shore
the sun has set.

Upon the broken wings

of a quivering small bird

which does not know

where to heap its loss and sorrow
and searches for a corner

in a small cage

where it can lurk;

within my tears the sun has set.

At dawn they arrive

with faltering words:
The body has not been found.
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ASK [1995]

Ask

snakes, how to copulate. The morning,

how to dawn. Trees, the meaning

of patience. Ask sleep-walkers what colour

dreams are. Refugees, how their tears

became their prison cells. Women and Blacks

who must walk the streets of this town

at night, what fear is. Lovers who wear nose-studs
whether lust lasts for only thirty days.

The monsoon, where the fish have all disappeared,
fish which once sang in the still milk-ocean
beneath the bridge, on full-moon nights.

Ask a lost diaspora, what is born

out of the loneliness of language. Ask her, who flung
a living ember of fire upon the ice-cliffs of my life,
about the quintessential loneliness of grief.

Ask her. And her.

Ask

me,

when the last train of the evening has gone

and the railway lines shiver and break in the cold,
what it is to wait with a single wing

and a single flower.
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COLOUR [2003]

In the street, dry now after a fall of snow,
beneath the street-lamp with its dim light,
the tip of his nose frozen and red,

a small Canadian flag pinned carelessly
upon his ragged, drooping overcoat,
centuries of dirt and stains and beer-froth
on his long, dense brown beard,

a forest-green army cap on his head

now shapeless,

buffeted by snow, wind and rain,

with hunched back, crooked nails and
long, curly, tangled hair, he lies huddled,
his blue eyes blinking frequently,

part sunken in darkness

part crazed. He begs for money

and thanks those who fling him coins.

I refused.

‘Fuck you, Paki,” he said
turning his face away.

MIDNIGHT MASS [2003]

1

The friend who invited me
to attend midnight mass
for the first time

is no longer alive.
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The sea swallowed him
when the navy shot him down
as he set off from Kurunagar.

Twelve years later, one morning
[ stand on the same sea-shore,
his love and his songs

still echoing in the wind.

In front of me, a fence.
Nowadays there is no sea
that escapes the harsh eyes
of the border patrol.

Yet the voices of the people
struck down by the armed forces
drift in the salt wind,

gifted with immortality.

In despair

I cross the seven seas

and bury myself in a lonely room
where night comes with the day
in this city of unending winter

in infinite space.

2

The second time I went to midnight mass
the falling snow’s whiteness
had sheeted the streets.
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In the city of Vienna
in the breath-catching beauty of the night
the cathedral square fills.

Although the ancient mass is said
in an ancient language, yet

the bells speak everywhere

with the same voice.

Mother says, if I touch you
the black will come off

on my fingers.

May I touch you and see?

In the blue eyes of the small boy
who asks so eagerly,
the light of darkness.

[ am shocked for an instant,
then reach out my hands.

Rather than shrinking in shame,
she pulls at the boy with anger.
The words of Jesus

join with the boy’s voice

sobbing in disappointment:

Elohi, Elohi, lama sabachtani.
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9

A third time I went to mass
when cold joined with snow,

the snow with the land,

and the trees, stripped of leaves,
lay languorously with the moon.

The great cathedral overflowed;
we went to a side-chapel
the fingers of our gloved hands entwined.

Through our fingertips

the language of our love speaks
of meeting and parting,

of fulfilment and endurance,

of fever and uncertainty:.

The music, ecstatic,
always creates a space among the crowds

for those who enter within.

When midnight is past, we return
and dissolve in a single drop of wine.
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CHEMMANI [2003]

The wind returns to the street
teeming with life and death.

It hesitates a little
as it crosses the bridge.

This wind knows of the days
when the water beneath the bridge
glinted in the light

blue, green and red.

During a night of merciless rain
when sheets of water, ocean-like,
poured into the lake,

driven by terror, fleeing in panic,
a mother tripped, her baby
slipping, fell into the water.

The bed carrying an old man
became his bier.

In the driving wind, after the rain,
the entire street turned

into a cremation ground.

Even after everyone had crossed over,
the howling of dogs
filled these empty villages.

This bridge has weathered, gained strength

enduring the burden
of a hundred thousand tales.
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Under the bridge

the skulls and bones of all those
buried beneath the mud and mire
take wing, fill the expanse

with lies.

Now it is evening,

the sun is liquid gold.

Although everything is shattered to bits,
a false illusion suggests

everything is the same.

One step of the goddess of peace
who comes to us in fetters

erases the landscape,

arouses instead the security guard
at the fence surrounding the sea,

a smile on his face.

Next to him, I see a demon face

willing to pour away the country’s wealth,
to sell the air and the water

and swallow up the land and its yield.

Faces sprout suddenly, on hoardings

as high as palmyra palms.

Chemmani, burial ground, is covered up
by advertisements for cell-phones.

This bridge, strengthened by its burden
of a hundred thousand tales

collapses

within a single tear.
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COUSIN [2004]

When my cousin speaks

of enduring six displacements
within the nine years,

the wrinkles gather and droop
along her face.

The single electric light above
merely deepens the darkness.
A sense of loss prevails
always,

like a lamp keeping vigil

at a dead man’s head.

Her words are not punctuated
by sobs; they are taut
with sorrow.

Stirred by old memories

of providing shelter, so often,

to those who escaped the patrolling guards
and travelled secretly, by night,

she glances towards the threshold

from time to time.

She leaves her back door open.

When her children, grown up now,
smile at her, in an instant
the legendary milk-ocean materialises.

Her house was on the road

which stretched all the way to the sea
from the front of the temple.

Not a sign of it now.

We went to take a look, in the morning,
accompanied by soldiers

into the high security zone.
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Not even a single parrot left

nesting in the holes of palmyra palms
which still stand upright

although their crowns are shorn.

Upon ripped and fragmented land
men who hold no attachment to it
nor kinship,

squat, holding weapons.

We return through the ruins,

the south wind that sprang up yesterday
scattering the dust ahead of us,

the heat burning us up with fury.

Only headless shadows follow us.

My cousin’s sari-end, wet with tears
streaming from her eyes,

will dry soon enough.

We whose hearts were moved with love
not only for humankind

but also for plants and trees and houses
endure in our times

only the scourge of man’s arrogance.

ON THE BANKS OF THE RIVER [2004]

We wait
on either side of the river.
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A white-breasted kingfisher
about to speak of the last traces
of happiness, flies away

across the banks where love died.

The headless bird hurries

like a flung arrow

gliding low above the water.
Every time it touches the water
sparks fly.

The little bird sets alight
a great river of fire.

Today
there are no sounds of war
above the trenches of the army’s front ranks.

Although the former order lingers
with the old smell of explosives,
night and day come and go

not knowing

who is friend and who is foe.

The river, mute,
bears away with its force
all those who have been silenced.

Sometimes

jubilant songs, raised aloft,

crash into the river from a great height,
falling as dead words.
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People,
let us not make a bridge of corpses
to cross the river.

Water divides the earth,

the sea separates lands,

but nothing sunders the forest.
There is a never-ending story
which runs along the deepest roots
of ancient trees:

the buried secret of the earth

A SEASON OF PERVADING LIGHT [2007]

A time which seemed never-ending

is now at an end.

I sit upon the dry ground in the park,
fenced about with cedar trees,

even the black squirrels which surround me
customarily, have vanished.

Someone walks past:
he must be the very last man to smile.

Even if | were to hide my sorrowing heart
and call out,

no-one will come.

Can anyone hear my voice?
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The stars have put out night’s eyes.

Colours have returned to the womb of darkness.
There are no lamps quickening with life;

there is no one to return my homeland to me.

There, in my homeland,

the dead woman’s nightmares and her curses
begin at the branches of the tamarind tree
and fill the air.

The puppy that waited to hear my footsteps
has lost hope and sunk into sleep.

Let the wine glasses break and shatter;
let all our intoxicated dreams
burn away in winter’s fire of ice.

Let me close forever

the entrances to my heart’s cave

which once were wide awake, opening and shutting.
Every poem that attempts to open them

fragments,

each drop of passion dissolves and drops away.

No one will ever come again.
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TELEPHONE CALL [2009]

We have raised up our white flags.

No sign yet
of the promised message
for which we wait.

Darkness spreads

even as the sun rises, slowly, slowly.

We look once more at our friends

who were denied the peace of a painless death
whose blood flows as they breathe their last.

Our satellite telephones will go with us
to the cremation ground, to the very end.

But this is my final call:

We must leave now.

NANDIKADAL [2009]

When the platoons advanced
from all directions

inch by inch,

the land vanished,

the landscape blackened.

On the silent screen
the multitudes raise their lament:

Where can we go?
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They had travelled, believing
the sea’s lap and its kind shore
would be their harbour.
Before their very eyes

the sea shrank,

scattered,

vanished.

A STRETCH OF SAND [2009]

On a stretch of sand along a city
washed away by the sea

a huge cross lay, fallen.

On top of it, a heron

whose long red legs were broken.

The waves had not yet washed away
tracks made by the iron chains
of heavy armoured vehicles.

Not a sign to tell

where the living had been.

Only, on a spreading palmyra tree
by the shore,

a torn sari, hanging,.
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Underground, I heard
children screaming.
Today the wind carries
no scent of the screwpine.

In my futile tears
only the raging fire
of a land denuded.

DARKNESS [2009]

When they who were bereft of song
went about in search of darkness

I, having lost my way,

found myself at a seashore

where three hundred children came,
weary of searching for their mothers,
their tears dry upon their faces,
carrying a burden we all knew
would be ours for all time.

You may not know of the ink

not yet dry, nor the stain of deceit

in the false announcement:

These events were totally unexpected.

But the poet knows.
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THE SEA’S STORY [2009]

[ wrote a thousand sea-poems
but there is no end

to the sea,
nor to poetry.

[ know the frozen sea.

I know, too, the sea that wrecked
the ship and all those in it,
fleeing from the rain of fire,

from falling rockets,

who hoped to roam the sea.

I know every sea —

the sea where fish sing and sleep,
the sea where dolphins play,

the green sea,

the greedy sea.

Yet the sea is the sea
and poetry is poetry.

In the pull of the rope

there is neither victory
nor defeat.
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AFTER APOCALYPSE [2009]

WAR=SCAPE

When, during the invasion,
false and malicious tales
rose up into the air, mingled with smoke, -

words slipped from their meanings,
icons and images shattered,
life lost its blood.

The doctor who amputates, without anaesthetic,
the arms of a two and a half year old child
wounded by scattering shrapnel

becomes, at this instant, a god;

the mother, screaming dry-eyed,

a devil.

HoMAGE

Those who were buried,

those who were burnt,

those who were lost to the sea —

all their messages, lucid, detailed,

have gone to the underground record offices
of the world’s storehouses.

Above the single grave that holds us all
they hoist the army general’s loin-cloth

and call it the national flag.

Someone inscribes empty words
upon the memorial raised by our tears.
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Many weave dreams.

He writes his poem, silence unbroken.

(GENERATIONS

A generation ago
they left their country.

Just as the new generation was beginning to forget
its language — at that moment —
an unending anguish bonds us again.

Among the many thousands who rose in anger
and filled the streets —

even in the winter weather with falling snow
and freezing rain —

[ saw a woman, drained of voice.

Though the outline of her face
was smudged away by the imprint of tears,
I saw another face become manifest, become manifold.

CORPSE

Lying by the sea-shore,
a corpse, the skull split open.

Those eyes, refusing to close in death
float in a fixed stare: protest, shock,
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distress, struggle, rage, despair,
a long and endless dream.

Our Lanp
It was here, in this land that my story began.

The soil beneath the roots
of trees swept away that day, by the sea,
is now laid bare.

A land where even in the height of summer
people strolled about with ease

has become, in a few days,

a country

whose language is replaced.

In this, our land, there are neither coconut palms
nor hutments.

A voice tells me

even though the branch-stories are muzzled

the narrative will continue, endless.
[Untitled]

The sea has drained away

Tamil is without territory
Kinships have no name.
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MERGED LANDSCAPES [2009]

1

A great desert divides us,
no dove will fly across it

to bring a letter,

she dissolves into silence
you fret,

Cheran.

Isn’t her silence

the result of your teaching?

2

For many nights I slept with a girl
who wandered barefoot in the forest.

Cheran,

she said

My body is taut

my heart is tender
your body is soft

but your heart is hard.
She spoke; she left.

3

Leaving your heart hidden
in a rocky fortress
surrounded by forest and moat
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you became a wanderer,
Cheran,

on your return you say
you cannot find it again.

+

Never comprehending
what is obvious

you only lusted after
unrevealed beauties,
Cheran,

what will you gain now
but needless sorrow?

5

[ went to a country

where the leader alone shines brightly,
where people are headless,

birds colourless,

and the sea without waves.

Cheran,

the world cares nothing for images.
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6

Embittered by sundered love
she chooses to forget

the happiness of former times,
you complain,

Cheran.

But love, hate, happiness, loneliness,
hostility, desire — are they not all
essential to our experience?

7

When the wind blows over the wasteland
it raises dust, not sweet music

you say,

Cheran.

The sound of the kettle drum

when the ancients sang of the desert -
what was that but dust?

8

On a day of respite from the war
we sat on a rock by the lake,
long shadows of trees moving across the water.
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Be patient for a while

she said; she left.

Cheran,

tears will not wash away

time poured on the rock, by fire.

9

When a silver fire became a flood
hastening past,

slicing away the landscapes

it could not destroy your foot-prints
you rage,

Cheran.

Fling away the footprints, the voice.
Only sow words.
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WHAT SHALL | RETURN TO YOU? [2009]

What shall I return to you?

The rage that grows out of passion?
A smile cast off, withered and cold?
The lustful photographs we shared by email?

What shall I return to you?

Affection?

Its petition, in the full knowledge

there is no going back?

The repulsion that comes when tears are dry?
Or the pillow-wisdom that tells us

love drains away into bitterness?

The weak embers of a broken relationship?

How shall I return to you?

Shall T follow after the faces

hidden in the lost and wandering clouds?
Shall I accompany the shadow of a refugee
who lost his way

when his boat capsized in a snow-storm
and knock at your door?

Or shall I cut off my hands

which refused to weave together

the ever-growing threads of your love

and send them, in lieu of flowers?

Water does not know
the dreams switling in the wine-glass;
we don’t know

the colours hidden within water.

Let go, girl.
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ABOUT A BEAR [2009]

I told my son the tale

of a bear that arrived one morning,
an uninvited guest,

to drink tea with us.

A big fellow
with black spots mixed into
a white coat.

He walked up,
friendly, affable, surrounded
by flowers of gentleness.

His stride scarcely dislodged
even the breeze.

Sparrows and ring-necked doves
took one look and burst into laughter,
honey bees went into exile.

“Well, do I get any tea?” asked the bear.
What a question!

Just what we're waiting for,

my son told him.

Scorching hot tea, wasn't it?
We had to drink it slowly, slowly.

“What a miracle, water becoming tea,”
the bear laughed.

A gale arose from that laughter,
cooling our tea.

In one gulp, the bear

finished his tea and said
with a sigh,
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“All that is left in my cup
is emptiness. What
shall we do with it?”

Leaving the question to squat
between us, like a stone,

the bear retreated

into its forest.

I asked my three-year-old son,
“What shall we do
with emptiness?”

“Leave it under a rock, Appa,”
the boy said.

FOREST-HEALING [2010]

We set out to heal
the still smouldering forest
not a bird in sight.

an empty sky
above
the sparrow’s flight-path

no one knows how

to gather the bones, scattered

on the ash-covered landless land
stretching to the far horizon
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yet

what else can we do now

when an alien people

celebrate and dance

mocking our flowing tears

as we pour out the healing milk?

There is nothing now
to quench the heart’s fire

no witness
to the drop of blood
not yet dry

there is neither sea nor wind
for us to dissolve the ashes
proclaim an end

and close our eyes.

When will there be
a forest-healing?
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TRANSLATOR’S NOTES

pp. 35-7 ‘A Second Sunrise”: In 1981, the Sri Lankan police
burnt down the market area of Jaffna, including the pub-
lic library with almost 95,000 books in Tamil, some of them
rare.

pp. 41-51 ‘Letters From an Army Camp”: This incident hap-
pened in 1983. The thirteen soldiers were taken to Kanatte,
the main cemetery in Colombo, and that marked the begin-
ning of the island-wide anti-Tamil pogroms that turned the
conflict into civil war.

Yama is the god of death and is also known as Kala (Time),
and Dharmaraja (King of Justice).

pp- 53-5 ‘I Could Forget All This”: One of the worst pogroms
targeting Tamils began in Colombo in 1983 and spread else-
where around the country.

pp. 55-9 ‘What Have We Lost?”: Ketheeswaran was a close
friend of the poet; they had been fellow students at the Uni-
versity of Jaffna. He was shot dead by soldiers of the Sri Lan-
kan army, and his body was burnt immediately.

pp. 61-65 ‘A Letter to a Sinhala Friend”: Aadi is the fourth
month in the Tamil calendar, mid-July to mid-August.

p. 67 ‘Amma, Don’t Weep”: A tali is a gold pendant symbol-
izing marriage. The “Pandyan king” is Nedunchezhiyan of
the old Tamil epic Silappadikaaram, who accused Kovalan of
stealing the queen’s pearl-filled anklet. When his wife, Kan-
nagi, broke her own anklet, spurting rubies to demonstrate
her husband’s innocence, the king realized his error and
died immediately.

pp. 81-83 ‘Rajani’: Rajani Thiranagama, a lecturer at Jaffna
University, was shot dead in 1989, by the LTTE (Liberation

145



Tigers of Tamil Eelam).

p. 87 ‘Apocalypse”: Sivaramani, a gifted young poet, commit-
ted suicide in 1990, after burning all her work.

pp. 101-3 ‘Chemmani Chemmani, a village located at the
entrance to the city of Jaffna, contains a crematorium and
cemetery used by Sri Lankan soldiers for executions and
extra-judicial killings of Tamils. Hundreds of people who
‘disappeared” were later found buried there.

p. 115 ‘Telephone Call” In the final days of the war, a few
of the LTTE leaders, along with their wives and children,
were prepared to surrender. They waited for a promised tel-
ephone call from Sri Lankan government leaders, but it did
not come. They walked forward with hoisted white flags,
and were massacred.

pp- 115-7 ‘Nandikadal: Nandikadal was where the Sri Lan-
kan army finally defeated the LTTE. Thousands of Tamil ci-
vilians were herded into a narrow spit of land by the sea,
supposedly a no-fire zone, where a great many were shot
down.

pp. 129-35 ‘Merged Landscapes” Early Tamil poetics classi-
fies all the subject matter of poetry into two world-views,
giving us two main genres, akam and puram. Akam refers to
the inner world, and is, effectively, love poetry. Puram refers
to the outer world and consists of public poetry, including
poems about war and the death of warriors. Both akam and
puram are further divided into five main types, each associ-
ated with a particular landscape, a technique known as tinai.
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The poetics also allowed, in some cases, for tinai mayakkam,
the harmonious movement, within the poem, as one land-
scape merges into another.

For Cheran, tinai is more than landscape; it stands for a
whole genre. Here, in this series, entitled ‘Tinai Mayakkam,
(Merged Landscapes), he is also drawing on the medieval
Karnatic devotional music tradition, where the poet-singer
leaves his muttirai, signature, in the last line of the lyric.

pp. 141-3 ‘Forest-Healing”: Kaadatru means, literally, forest-
healing, and is the ritual performed on the third day fol-
lowing a cremation, when the kinsfolk of the dead go to the
cremation ground (often located in the forest) and make liba-
tions of milk and other foods, in order to heal the forest.
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BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES

CuerAN, one of the best known and widely influential
of Tamil poets, was born in 1960 in the sea-side village of
Alaveddy, near Jaffna, in Sri Lanka. His father, T. Rudh-
ramurthy, (1927-71) known widely as ‘Mahakavi’, the Great
Poet, was one of the leading literary figures in modern Tamil
writing from Sri Lanka. Cheran grew up with a grounding
in the Tamil classics, but from his early years, he also be-
came familiar with the works of the younger, left-leaning
poets who frequented their house. He graduated from Jaffna
University with a degree in Biological Sciences. These were
the years when ethnic conflict and civil unrest in Sri Lanka
spread alarmingly. The Tamil people were outraged when
Sinhala policemen set fire to the Jaffna Public Library in 1981
destroying over 95,000 books, some of them irreplaceable;
but what followed was possibly even worse. In July 1983 one
of the worst pogroms against the Tamils began in Colombo
and spread all over Sri Lanka. After this there were acts of
violence and atrocities which were experienced daily by the
Tamils.

In 1984 Cheran joined the staff of the Saturday Review,
an English language weekly that was known for its stand
on press freedom, and fundamental rights and justice for
minorities. As a poet and a political journalist, Cheran re-
fused to align himself with any of the several Tamil mili-
tant groups that were active in Jaffna at the time. As a result
he was harassed both by the Sri Lankan army and, later, by
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). He left for the
Netherlands in 1987 where he completed a Masters degree in
Development Studies. Returning to Colombo two and a half
years later, he helped to start the Tamil newspaper, Sarini-
har, published by the Movement for Inter-Racial Justice and
Equality. He was advised to leave the country yet again, in
1993. Cheran went to Toronto, Canada where he completed
his PhD. He is now an Associate Professor in the Depart-
ment of Sociology at the University of Windsor in Ontario,
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Canada. His academic interests focus on the study of ethnic-
ity, identity, migration and international development. Sifie
by side with his academic career, he has continued to write
his poetry and to contribute to literary and political journals.

Cheran’s early poems, 1975-2000 were collected under the
title Nii Ippozhudhu Irangum Aaru (The River into Which You
Now Descend) (Nagercoil: Kalcchuvadu, 2000). This was fol-
lowed by Miindum Kadalukku (Once Again the Sea) (Nager-
coil: Kalachuvadu, 2004) and Kaadaatru (Forest-Healing)
(Nagercoil: Kalachuvadu, 2011). In addition to these books,
he co-edited, along with three others, a landmark anthol-
ogy of Tamil political poetry, Maranatthul Vaazhvoom (We
Will Live Amidst Death) (Coimbatore: Vidiyal, 1985). Some
of his most recent academic publications include The Sixth
Genre: Memory, History and the Tamil Diaspora Imagination
(Colombo: Marga Institute, 2001); History and the Imagination:
Tamil Culture in the Global Context, co-edited with Darshan
Ambalavanar and Chelva Kanaganayakam (Toronto: TSAR
publications, 2007); New Demarcations: Essays in Tamil Studies,
co-edited with Darshan Ambalavanar and Chelva Kanaga-
nayakam (Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2008) and
Pathways of Dissent: Tamil Nationalism in Sri Lanka (ed.) (New
Delhi: Sage, 2009).

Laxsumr HoLMsTROM is a writer and translator. She has
translated short stories, novels and poetry by the major con-
temporary writers in Tamil. Her most recent books are Fish
in a Dwindling Lake, a translation of short stories by Ambai
(New Delhi: Penguin India, 2012); A Second Sunrise: Poems
by Cheran, translated and edited by Lakshmi Holmstrom &
Sascha Ebeling (New Delhi: Navayana, 2012); The Rapids of a
Great River: The Penguin Book of Tamil Poetry (New Delhi: Pen-
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guin India, 2009), of which she is a co-editor; and The Hour
Past Midnight (New Dehli: Zubaan, 2009), a translation of a
novel by Salma. Her translations of poetry by Tamil women,
Wild Girls, Wicked Words, is forthcoming. In 2000 she received
the Crossword Book Award for her translation of Karukku by
Bama (2nd edn. New Dahli: OUP, 2012); in 2007 she shared
the Crossword-Hutch Award for her translation of Ambai’s
short stories, In a Forest, a Deer (New Dehli: OUP, 2006); and
she received the Iyal Award from the Tamil Literary Garden,
Canada, in 2008. She is one of the founding trustees of SALI-
DAA (South Asian Diaspora Literature and Arts Archive).

SascHA EBELING is Associate Professor of Tamil and South
Indian Studies in the Department of South Asian Languages
and Civilizations at the University of Chicago, USA. Before
moving to Chicago, he taught at the Institute of Indology
and Tamil Studies at the University of Cologne, Germany,
from which he also holds a PhD in Tamil literature. He is the
author of Colonizing the Realm of Words: The Transformation of
Tamil Literature in Nineteenth-Century South India (New York:
SUNY Press, 2010) and essays on pre-modern and modern
Tamil literature. He is currently writing a book on contem-
porary Tamil literature from a global perspective.
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“Out of the desolation of civil war, Cheran wrings
poems of loss and exile, loving and leaving,
remembering and recovering, that drive the will to
hope and resurrection. They have the immediacy
of song and the wisdom of experience.”

A. SIVANANDAN -
author of the award-winning novel on Sri Lanka,

When Memory Dies

This collection brings together some of the
finest poetry written over more than three
decades by Cheran, one of the best known Tamil
poets today, impeccably translated by Lakshmi
Holmstrom.

His poetry charts the narrative of the ethnic
conflict and civil war in Sri Lanka, bearing
witness to the horrors and atrocities suffered
daily by the Tamil people during these years,
and their continued suffering and mourning
now. The narrative gains poignancy because
it is set against a landscape which was once
idyllic, and is now devastated.

Threading through the war narrative are love
poems which are shadowed by uncertainty and
the threat of separation and loss. The poems -
move from the well-known sea-scapes of Jaffna
where Cheran was born, to the experience of
diaspora in Europe and Canada, and return

finally, to reflect on a land and its people left
wounded and unhealed.
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