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The Pursuit of Liberation in K. R. Meera’s

The Gospel Of Yudas

Seba Susan John
Assistant Professor, Pavanatma College, Murickassery

Abstract

The Gospel of Yudas is an English translation of Yudasinte Suvisesham
by the renowned Malayalam writer K. R. Meera. Translated to English
by Rajesh Rajmohan, the novella tells the story of a young and
vulnerable girl Prema and her quest for liberation by means of loving
an ex Naxalite and an indecipherable man Yudas who makes his living
by dredging corpses from nearby lakes. The story takes place in the
backdrop of the Emergency declared across India by the then Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi from 1975 to 1977. Prema grew up listening to
the custodial tortures of the young Naxalites by her father, an ex
police officer. The torments that she and her mother had to suffer
from the father made her embrace the Naxalite ideologies and she
chose Yudas for accomplishing her purpose. Whereas, haunted by
the memories of his past, Yudas considers himself the incarnation of
Judas Iscariot of the Bible and strives to get salvation through the
uncanny venture of scouring dead bodies from the bottom of nearby
lakes. The present study aims at reading the novel as a quest for self
with respect to the character of Prema.

Key words: liberation, Emergency, Naxalite

“Woman is not born: She is made. In the making, her humanity is destroyed.
She becomes symbol of this, symbol of that: mother of the earth, slut of the
universe; but she never becomes herself because it is forbidden for her to do
so”. (Andrea Dworkin)
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The prominent Malayalam writer K R Meera has carved a niche in the
literary canon by delineating the atrocities faced by women especially with
respect to the Indian society. Her multifaceted personality has contributed to
the depiction of the native women in a realistic manner. Her experience as a
journalist has contributed to the authenticity of many of her literary endeavours.
She has received many accolades for her noteworthy creation Aarachaar,
and has lot many short stories and novellas to her merit.

Life is a constant search for meaning. The sole aim is to attain existential
values. One can be content in life only by achieving the goals of life. Thus the
entire life is an existential struggle. This struggle is not easy as one is always
caught in confusing situation of whether to follow the goals or not.

K R Meera gives more focus to the individuality of her female characters.
She puts her female characters to torturing circumstances and there she makes
them to realize their self and fly out from the ashes like a phoenix. The lives of
Meera’s characters can be analysed from an existential aspect.

The novella, The Gospel of Yudas is written from the perspective of a girl
named Prema, daughter of an ex policeman. The story focuses on the period
of Emergency in India and the various tortures that the members of the Naxalite
movement had to face from the men of authority. Prema falls in love with a
man named Yudas, one who does the job of dredging corpses of the drowned
ones out of water. It is an unrequited love that she experiences till the end of
the novella. The work also centers on the tortures that Prema’s father, an ex
police officer, has done to the Naxalites and how listening to these stories of
torment attracted Prema to become a revolutionary always chanting ‘Naxalbari
Zindabad!’. Prema feels that it is only Yudas who can save her life but Yudas
is always haunted by his thought of himself as a traitor who had betrayed his
love Sunanda.

Prema is depicted in the beginning of the novel as a fifteen year old girl
leading her life in constant torture from her father. Her father was a police
officer and he took voluntary retirement after the Emergency. He sufficed the
boredom of his retired life abusing his wife and children.
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“Thereafter, the old man’s custodial torture routines were trained
on us at home-mother and her three children. His hands never had
their fill of vocational savagery. Wanting more, he would kick me
around like a soccer ball having tied my feet and arms in a single
knot” (Meera, 7)

He urged Prema the six year old girl and her siblings to listen to his bloody
tales repeatedly and thus she became acquainted with the Naxalite martyrs
like K Rajan and their movement.

“During his daily drink binges, he regurgitated the fond old tales of
brutal torture from his camp over the pickle. We were to stand in
attention and listen to him repeat the bloody tales of his butchery on
the inmates at the camp lock-up” (Meera, 7).

The years of persecution by her tyrant father and his bloodstained camp
narratives made her a revolutionary.

“I was there with the thirteen rebels led by K. Venu. That was me
among them, with a ponytail, wearing a long skirt and puffed sleeves.
Repeating to the captain: ‘I will stand up to anything. I am not scared
of anyone. My body, I pledge it to the world. My mind, I pledge it to
mankind” (Meera, 28).

 Later when she finds that Das, the now Yudas, was once a Naxilite tortured
by her father, she declares that it is through him that she is to procure her
liberation. She says “He was my Naxalite. He carried the burden of human
sins to redeem this world” (Meera, 69). “Yudas, ‘Croc’ Yudas. The
revolutionary who’d recovered corpses from my lake. The champion of my
liberation struggle” (49). Prema is an undaunted person with clear goals in her
life. She is loved by Balu, her nephew and a “nice lad”. It is from him that she
receives her first kiss “on the nape of her neck”. She cannot love him, but
Yudas because it is in him that she can accomplish her quest. Later, knowing
her feelings for Yudas, Balu warns her of his death “I will die Prema!” to
which she bluntly counters “Why not! Die” (Meera, 21) and he does so.
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 On her first encounter with Yudas, she asks him to teach her swimming
and to dive to get dead bodies “Teach me how to swim…Not just swimming.
You have to teach me how to dive and recover dead bodies too” (Meera, 12,
13). This is jarring not only to Yudas, but also to the readers. “Teach swimming?
To a girl? ... Girl you should go back home” (Meera 13). She here demands a
space that is never entertained to a woman. She was stubborn in reaching her
will. Throughout the novella Yudas escapes from Prema and she follows him.
At times Yudas wonders how a girl like Prema could do it. Later when Prema
learns about the past of Yudas and his lover Sunanda killed in the police camp
of Kakkayam, she is shattered. She realizes that she is insearch of her fulfillment
in a person who lost himself long ago.

“I had great pride in who I was, and that is what they crushed.
The kind of pride that every individual should’ve had wrapped up in
his ribcage. When it was smashed to pieces, I lost myself… I ended
up being nothing more than a traitor… I was the only one chosen to
be Judas” (45).

 Prema understands that Yudas can never love Prema more than Sunanda
because she was the epitome of courage and he lives regretting that he was
the one who betrayed her and also he was made to dump her dead body in the
gorge in Kakkayam. Prema wanted to prove that she was more worthy of his
love than Sunanda and return to him his lost self.

“Even in my dream I was envious of the girl, Sunanda. Yudas
would be mine. I needed him. I’d lead him into a new life when he
woke up. Together we’d fight for a new world. A brave new world.
New power for people. ‘Long live Revolution,’ I whispered. Strength
to the Naxalbari” (47).

The quote on the first page of Sunanda’s diary deranged her. “Oh liberty
what crimes are committed in thy name!” It resounded within her every now
and then. Prema realizes that her journey would be incomplete without
experiencing Kakkayam, the noted bloody land of the torturing camp and the
gorges with cadavers of unknown revolutionaries. When Prema hears about
Sangeeta, Sunanda’s niece trailing her footsteps, she goes in search of her. It
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is there that Prema literally becomes a revolutionary. Sangeeta was leading
an agitation for the cause of her poor villagers against the factory owners.
She stood in front of the collector to speak for the people. When the cop
turned against Sangeeta, the burning revolutionary within Prema found its
way out. She too was taken by the police together with Sangeeta and few
others. Later next morning when Sangeeta was found dead in the nearby
gorge 40 feet deep, it was Prema who jumped in search of her body. She
plunged into the gorge without a second thought and thus proves that her initial
demand for teaching swimming to dive for dead bodies was not something
that she sputtered out of immaturity, but she verily wanted to be one. She
scourged the corpse of Sangeeta from the depth of the gorge and repaid the
debt for Yudas, which he had done to Sunanda. It is the point when she attains
her liberation. Thus she becomes a revolutionary. “This was my revolution…
I was not sure to whom it was against … It must be against myself too”
(Meera, 128). Till then Prema felt herself mean when compared to Sunanda
the courageous girl. Being the daughter of the policeman who had shattered
Yudas’ self, she was belittled thinking of her inability to gain his love.

“Sangeeta’s death had transformed me into another person. I
wouldn’t bow before Yudas any more. I had repaid his debt. I had
taken back what he’d given to the gorge. Proved that I had  the courage
for a revolution and that I could keep secrets” (132)

“The Gospel of Yudas” is a tale of a quest. The characters of the novella
are obsessed with a search. For Yudas who finds himself a traitor, an
embodiment of Judas Iscariot of the Bible, is haunted by the past memories of
betraying his lover Sunanda and witnessing the brutalities done upon her and
eventually being forced to throw her corpse into the gorge. He engages himself
with scouring dead bodies from the nearby lakes which somehow gives him
the solace for his tormenting past. Being tortured by her father, Prema aims to
join the Naxalite rebels and retort to her father and thus becomes obsessed
with the strange love of her life, ‘Croc Yudas’, the ex Naxalite. Prema remains
awake near Yudas as a watchdog of justice that he sought all his life and is
triumphant in her pursuit emerging as a revolutionary and reaching her self –
actualization. 
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