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“I believe that most of my stories
are the endless journeys of my
mind. In this era of globalisation
and nec-colonisalion In various
forms and shades, the soft targets
have always been the soil f(the
earth] and woman. My favorite
terrain has been the unexplored
mindscape of desolate, forlorn
womer..."

- Sethu

Sethu [(A. Sethumadhavan) is a
rare kind of Malayalam fiction
writer. A professional banker for
maost of his life, he had embarked
upon an official career at the
tender age of nineteen. Between
his professional life and literary
life, he did not seem to have very
much of the public life of a run-
off-the-mill man of letters—by
way of spending countless hours
in conversation or discussion
with the literati. But his presence
in print remained in the pages
of literary magazines and pub-
lishing houses, always on lop.
Creating his own world of fan-
tasies and nightmares to people
the modern man in, Sethu
emerged as the proverbial ‘loner.’
To quote K.Satchidanandan,
“Sethu belongs to a highly in-
novative generation of fiction
writers in Malayalam who pio-
neered a radical transformation
of sensibility in the sixties and
early seventies...." Sethu is this
year's Sahitya Akademi winner
in Malayalam; the opening quote
is from his acceptance speech.

Born in the ancient and
historic village Chendamangalam
in the Ernakulam District of Kerala
in 1942, an only child, Sethu

grew up drinking in the beauty
of the place surrounded by three
rivers, with seven inlets, hill-
ocks and large expanses of green
plains,

Sethu had his school edu-
cation at the remowned Paliam
High School at Chendamangalam,
which celebrated its centenary
recently. He took his Bachelor's
Degree in Physics from the Union
Christian College, Aluva, at the
age of eighteen. After taking up
various jobs, he joined the State
Bank Group, where he rose to
the level of Deputy General
Manager. Later, he served as the
General Manager of Corporation
Bank for more than two years.
He then became the Chairman
and Chief Executive Officer of
South Indian Bank, a major
private sector bank, in June 1999.
He retired from the bank's ser-
vice in June 2005. He has al-
tended many international con-
ferences on banking in London,
Diisseldorl, Hong Kong and
Singapore, to name a few.
Currently he is on the Board of
Directors of the State Bank of
Travancore.

As a child, Sethu entered the
world of letters through the books
of the small village library at
Chendamangalam which stocked
many classics, and remained a
committed reader from his child-
hood. He was, however, never
the one to push forward with
his hold on literature to capture
centre-stage, as he preferred to
be in his own inner world.

Travelling to the big north
Indian cities at a very early age
in search of a professional career,
however, changed that introvert
into an observant commentator
of the inward and outward
aspects of human life. His lorays
into this almost alien milieu and
the unique experiences he gath-
ered from the different places of
his posting equipped him with
the material for writing with great
variety. The writer within him
developed steadily as he delved
deep into the human psyche and



observed the myriad intricacies
of human behaviour and charted
out plots for his different stories
and novels.

During his professional life
in New Delhi in the mid-sixties
of the last century, he was within
the: circle of several young wrilers,
who pioneered the ‘modernist
revolution and eventually opened
up a new vista in Malayalam
fiction—WV. K. N, O.V.Vijayan,
Kakkanadan, M.PNarayana Pillai,
M. Mukundan, Javadevan and
others. The Kerala Club, oppo-
site the Barakhamba Road-end at
Connaught Place, where a weekly
meeting of the Sahiteesakhyam—
which is functional even to this
dav—proved Lo be a permanent
forum for Sethu, like many others,

and Kannada, His other impor-
tant novels are, Njongo!
Adimakal, Nivogam, Vilayvaatiam,
Aaraamathe Penkutti,
Kaimudrakal, Atayalangal
{which won the Sahitva Akademi
Award 2007) ete. He has writlen
around two hundred stories,
which run inlo seventeen col-
lections, and five Select Volumes,
many of which have been lrans-
lated into other Indian languages.
The TV series, Sethuvinte
Kathakal, [(Stories of Sethu)
comprising seventeen stories, was
telecast by Doordarshan. His stary
Ottu was made into a lelefilm,
also for Doordarshan, Two of
his novels, Pondavapuram and
Niangal Adimakal, have been
made into [ilms. A film based

Receiving Kerala Sahitya Academy Award for short story [1978) from
EC. Kuttikrishnan (Urooh). Pavanan also can be seen in the background.

lo read his work and subject it
to the incisive and constructive
criticism of the members. This
‘ordeal by fire' made him baold
and tough, and to a great extent,
launched him confidently on to
a successful literary career.
Sethu's first story,
“Dahikkunna Bhoomi”[The
Thirsty Earth") appeared in the
Mathrubhumi Weekdy in 1967,
Thereafter, he has been continu-
ously engaged in fiction writing,
Sethu has to his credit fifteen
novels. His much-acclaimed
novel Fandavapuram has been
translated into English and Tamil

on Fandavapuram was also made
in Bengali under the name
Nirakar Chhava by Ashish
Avikuntak,

Fendavapuram is a novel that
switches from dream to wake-
fulness, from the past to the
present, and mixing fantasy and
reality as effortlessly as kneading
dough. The novel deals with the
intense inner world a woman is
caught up in, unable to express
herself, while the husband, or
the man, is at large, doing what
he wants with his body and
mind. The morbid mind of the
heroine fantasizing the milieu



Receiving Kerala Sahitya Academy Award for novel [1982), from

Shri PRamachandran, Gowvernor aof Kerala.

called Pandavapuram, ‘as leem-
ing with paramours’ expresses
the central theme poignantly. Prof.
Didier Coste, Michel de Montaigne
University, Bordeaux says:
“_.Pandavapuram... is a novel
of Space, lost, found and cre-
ated, which seeks lo invest in-
dividual affects into historically
relevant places and ways of life.
Its basic time structure is not
cyclic nor uniform since it is
sharply and conflictingly cleft
between ever- moving historical
time which should drag the
characters along with it, and two
individual times: the one of the
paramour who, like another
Wandering Jew, is never allowed
to stop somewhere and be re-
deemed, and the arrested time
of the lonely, abandoned wife
who wants to attract the par-
amour to her, manipulate and
destroy him in revenge...”
His novel Niyogam [Destiny)
has been described by critics
as the logical progression
from Pandavapuram. V.M.
Vinayakumar, a leading
Malayalam critic, opines that the
distance between Pandavapuram
and Niyogam is that of the soul
from the body. Another critic
sess the purity of the rituals of
the Tantric sect in Sethu’s de-
tailed analysis of man-woman
relationships and says defini-
tively that no other Malayalam
novelist has succeeded in prepar-

ing an accurale graph of the rise
and fall in man-woman relation-
ships as Sethu has accomplished
in Niyogam.

Vilavaattam |At Large, Frol-
icking] can be looked at as a
parody of crime fiction, at one
level. This novel has two edi-
tions, one in 1981 and the other
in 1999. The second ‘revised’
edition marks the author's cre-
ative leap into the realm of
postmodernism. In the history
of a novel, these ‘two lives’
afforded to a work by the same
author certainly brings in ques-
tions of the relevance of authen-
ticity and authorial authority in
the changed perspectives on
‘writing’ in an era when every-
thing is seen as part of one
gargantuan lext.

Meenakshipalayam, the lo-
cale of the novel Atayaalangal
(Signs), strikes one as enveloped
by some invisible, malevolent
force. Though the name of the
place indicates some [eminine
arace, it is brute masculine force
that is operational in the factory
and around. The travails of a
working woman separated from
her hushand, and faced with the
steely impenetrability of the
intransigence of male dominance
at work place, is portraved in
this novel with striking rel-
evances for the present, and
prophetic innuendos for the
future.



Aaraamatthe Penkutty [The
Sixth Daughter) is, according to
a critic, a 'feminist novel” that
has come from Sethu's pen. The
story takes place in a Tamil Nadu
village. The heroine Kadambari,
a flower crushed and cast aside,
stands for several thousands of
girl children who have met
similar fates. The crilic asserts
that Sethu has re-written the
Manu Smriti through this novel.

Kaimudrakal (Hand Gestures)
is a novel in which Sethu deals
with migration and self-exile in
search of professional advance-
ment, and with consequent alien-
ation from one's root culture.
The dominant theme is of course
the building up of corporate
empires, and the unscrupulous
power games the new mandarins
of business and industry and
trade unions play.

His novels having been dealt
with first, his stories naturally
comes next in order, but that
does not mean that they are any
the less in value, In fact, Sethu's
fictional universe comprises
novels and stories that are most
extra-ordinary and have organic
relationships with one another.
For example, his story “Doothu”,
[The Mission) deals with an
intricate father-son relationship
and it has a supernatural or
astral element to it from the very
beginning. Collections like
Petiswapnangal, (Nightmares),
Ayalpakkam, (Neighbourhood),
Doothu [The Mission),
Nooleni (The String-rope),
Prakaashathinte Uravidom (The
Source of Light), Etho Oru
Vazhipokkan (Some Wayfarer)
contain stories which are impor-
tant in the history of Malayalam
short fiction.

Sethu also has two collec-
tions of essays, Translation of
his novel Nivogam is coming out
shortly, titled The Wind from the
Hills from Eastwest & Westland
Books. Both Pandavapuram and
Nivogam have been translated
into English by Prema Jayakumar.

Sethu is widely travelled
around the world. He had vis-

ited U.8.A. UK, Australia, Ger-
many, Switzerland, France and
certain other European, and al-
most all Gulf countries.

Sethu is the winner of major
literary awards such as, Kerala
Sahitya Academy Award [1978]
for Petiswapnangal (stories), Kerala
Sahityva Academy Award (1982)
and Muttathu Varkey Award
(2003) for Pandavapuram (novel),
Viswadeepam Award (1989)for
Nivogam [nowvel), Padmarajan
Award (1994] for Uyarangalil
(story], Malayatloor Award
(1999) for Kaimudrakal (novel),
Katha Award, Delhi for Velutha
Kootarangal [story), Vayalar
Award [2006) Pravasi Kerala
Award, Muscat (2006) and
Sahitya Akademi Award [2007)
for Atayalangal (novel), etc.

He also won film awards
like Kerala State Film Award
(1997 for the story of the film
Poothiruvathira Havil based on
the novel Njangal Adimakal

The works of a writer like
Sethu remains like a mysterious
treasure island, enticing the reader
with the pleasure of unexpected
excitements and fulfillments of
prophesies long made, and rev-
elations freshly deciphered. Much
more than observing the outer
periphery of human existence,
Sethu explores the wondrous
world of archetypes, dreams,
fantasies and nightmares, shed-
ding precious light on the enig-
mas of existence.

Parents E.G.Govinda Pillai &
Ammini Amma



A Select Bibliography

Novels
Niangal Adimakal (1972)
Haritham Books, Calicut *
Nananjo Mannu [1973)
Current Books, Thrissur
Arivatha Vazhikal (1973} DC
Books *, Kottavam
Navagrahangalude Thatavara
(1975) DC Books * “
Kiraotham [1975) Haritham Books
Vanavaosam
Kottayam
Thalivola (1977) Haritham Books

{1976) SPCS,

Pandavapuram (1979) DC Books
*, Koltayam

Vilavaattam [1981) Poorna Books
*, Kozhikode.

Nivogam [1988) DC Books,
Koilayam.

Fzhampaldam [1990) Haritham
Books *

Kalvoppum Kaivazhikolum [19596)
Current Books, Knttavam
Kaimudrakal [1998) DC DBooks,

Eottayam
Alayalangal (2005) DO Books
Aaraamafthe Fenlutty (2006] DC
Books
(* Present Publishers)
Stories
Prakasathinte Uravidom [19649)
Current Books, Thrissur
Fambum Konfvum (1970] SPOS,
Kottavam

Desathinte Vijayam (1978) Prabhat
Books, Trivandrum

Peliswapnangal [1977) SPCS,
Kottayam

Aswinathile Pookkal (1982) SPCS,
Koltayam

Avalpokkam (1985) Current
Books, Kottayam

Poothu  (1987) DC Beooks,
Eottayam

Nooleni [1988) Malavalam

Etho Oru Vozhipokkan ([1988)
SPCS, Kottayam

Guru (1890) Current Books,
Kottayam

Ammu [1991) Current Books,
Kottayam

Velutha Kootaranga!l (1994) DC
Books, Kottayam

Thinkalazhchakalile Akasham
(1997) DC Books, Kottayam

Moonnam Lokathe Pakshikal
[1998] SPCS, Kottayam

Mattory Dotcom  Sandhyayil
[2002] Current DBooks,
Thrissur

Arundhativuie Virunnukaran
(2004) DC Books, Kottayam

Chila Kalangalil Chila
Gayvathrimar [2007) DC
Books, Kottayam

Select Volumes of Stories

Sethuvinte Kathakal (1984) Cur-
rent Books, Kollayam
Prohelika Kandam (2003 DC
Books, Kottayam '
Penmanassukaliloode [20035)
Mathrubhumi, Kozhikode
Muolovalathinte Suvarnag Kathakol

[2006) Green Books
Sampoorna Kathakal (2007)
Foorna Books, Kozhikode

Fssays

Sanidasa (2001) Current Books,
Thrissur

Yathrokkidavil [2006] Green
Books

Translalions

Pandavapuram - [English)
Macmillan

Fandavapuram - (Tamil)

Fandovapurom - (Kannada in
print}

[Mivogam in English titled The
Wind from the Hills is being
brought out by Eastwest &
Westland Books,

A Chronology

1942  Born at
Chendamangalam, Eerala
1960 Completed college edu-
cation at U.C.College,

Aluva and graduated in
Physics

1961  Joined the Defence Ac-
counts Department at



1962

14964

189606

1966

1967

1967

19640

18976

14978

1882

1986

Pune and later worked

al Katni in Madhva
Pradesh
Joined the India Me

teorological Department
at Colaba, Mumbai
Transferred to  the
Met. Observatory,
Thiruvananthapuram
and then to the Thumba
Egquatorial Rocket
Launching Slation
Promaoted and lranslerred
to the Institute of Tropi-
cal Meleorology, Pune
Joined the Railway
Board, New Delhi as
Aszsistant

Wrole the first story
Dahikkunna Bhoomi in
the prestigious
Mathrubhumi  weekly.
Started writing his firsl
novel Nananjn Mannu
while in Delhi.
Transferred 1o the State
Bank of Travancore,
Thiruvananthapuram.
Thereafter worked at dif-
ferent branches/offices of
the bank as Manager,
Chief Manager ete,
Continued writing ac-
tively during this period.
Left the Ceniral Govt.
service and joined the
State Bank of Patiala,
Varidkot, as Probation-
ary (Mficer - Complated
the novel during this

period

Commenced  writing
his landmark novel
Pandavapuram while
working aft

Thiruvananthapuram. It
was  serialised  in
Mathruhhumi weekly in
1977

Kerala Sahitya Academy
Award for
FPetiswapnangal (stories)
Kerala Sahitya Academy
Award for
FPandavapuram [novel)
Promoted as Asst. Gen-
eral Manager and headed
the Foreign Exchange
Dept of the Bank,
Awarded the Katha

19849

1993

1994

1997

1999

19949

2003

2005

2006

2006

2007

2007

Prize  for the story
Velutha Kootarangaol,
Panduvapuram was made
into a film in Malayalam,
Viswadeepam Award {or
the novel Nivogam, A
lelefilm Ottu was tele-
cast by Doordarshan
Promoled as Ty, General
Munager of the Bank and
Iransferred 1o State
Bank of Hyderabad,
Chennai

Won the Padmarajan
Award for the story
Uvarangolil

Joined the Corporation
Bank, Mangalore, as
General Manager, Waon
the Kerala State Film
Award  for the film
Paothiruvathira Rowvil
produced by NFDC
based on the novel Njngal
Adimakal, A 17 episode
serial of stories entitled
Sethuvinte Kathakal was
telecast by Doordarshan
Joined the Scuth Indian
Bank Lid., Thrissur, a
major privale sector bank
ol India as its Chairman
and CEOD

Malayattoor Award for
the novel Kaimudrakal
Mutiathn Varkey
Award for the novel
Pandavapuram

Fetired from Banking
service

Won the prestigious
Vayalar Award [or the
novel Atayalongal (novel)
Alavalanga! (novel) also
won the Pravasi Kerala
Award, Muscat, Nirakar
Chhayva a film in Bengali
based on Pendavapuram
was premicred al the re-
nowned Locarno Film
Festival, Switzerland,
Atavalangal [novel] won
the Sahitya Akademi
Award

Joined the Board of Di-
rectors of the State Bank
of Travancore, a major
bank of the State Bank
Group
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