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The Death of Vishnu - Who would want to read a book about a man dying? The title is off-putting 

and deceptive. Maybe that’s why our group was much smaller than usual this month. But we didn’t 

find The Death of Vishnu at all depressing. It’s very funny, tender and an absorbing social comedy. 

Each character is beautifully observed. In just one apartment block in Bombay we can see the 

complexities and everyday life of a typical Indian scene. 

The characters range from the dying alcoholic Vishnu, to the the warring neighbours the Asranis and 

the Pathaks, the teenage "Romeo and Juliet" lovers, the reclusive widower upstairs, tall and short 

ganga, or the cigarette and radiowallas. This is a domestic story, and the people are familiar, with 

common flaws of vanity, religious zeal, hypocrisy and narrowmindedness. So why is this novel so 

powerful? It eclipses many Indian sagas. None of us have managed to finish a Salman Rushdie novel. 

Manil Suri has a lighter touch and exceptional command of the narrative voice.  

The story moves deftly and subtly between the comic and material world of the neighbours and the 

sensual and dreamlike world of the dying Vishnu, recalling the hidden memories and desires of these 

ordinary people. The narrator is entirely invisible, and the characterisation so realistic, that the 

reader becomes intimately connected with the story, simultaneously experiencing the inner and 

outer worlds of its characters, and moving between reality and fantasy, desire and emptiness, the 

sublime and the ridiculous. 

Whatever the many foibles of the characters, Suri's prose remains tender and warm, even as Mrs 

Asrani dyes her hair, or quibbles over the use of the water cistern, or as Mrs Pathak raids the ghee 

tin, fusses over her 'kitty' party and “magnanimously” hands out rotten fruit and stale chapatis to 

Vishnu. Kavita is never criticised for her desire to become a star or for her over idealistic and syrupy 

view of romance. No criticism is levelled at Mrs Jaiswal for cheating at cards, at Vishnu for his 

overindulgence in drink (and delusions of grandeur), at Mr Pathak for his extremism (in some ways, 

as 'romantic' as Kavita's desire to live a film star's life), or at Short Ganga for her scientific 

"discoveries". These people have their faults, and many of them are serious, but all are treated with 

the benevolent kindness of parents for their flawed children. They underlie much of the humour of 

this often very funny novel. 

Characters obsess over Kraft cheese, pieces of styrofoam, radio stations, thread, the Guiness Book of 

World Records and of course love, money, sex and enlightenment. The cheating Mrs Jaiswal shows 

an appropriate horror when she hears that the dhal she is eating is made with stolen ghee:  

'No!' Mrs. Jaiswal gasped, quick to draw upon her thespian grounding. She allowed her shocked 

fingers to release the toxic plate, and watch wide-eyed as it shattered with a satisfying crash, 

sending lentils bouncing everywhere. Mrs Mirchandi tried doing the same, but inexpertly toppled her 

plate inwards instead, depositing cubes of cheese in her sari, some of which she only found (and ate) 

at home, later. 

 In contrast Vishu's reminiscences are built on the smells and sounds of the world he inhabits on the 

stairs, a cup of tea, the red colour of light through the window passing through his closed eyelids, a 

mango, or a passerby's perfume: The steam rises lazily from the surface of the tea. It is thick with the 



aroma of boiled milk, streaked with the perfume of cardamom and clove. It wisps and curls and rises 

and falls, tracing letters from some fleeting alphabet. A sudden gust leads it spiralling down to the 

motionless man. It reaches his face, almost invisible now, and wafts playfully under his nose. 

The scent conjures up memories of Vishnu's life, including Padmini, the woman he loved, Kavita, Mrs 

Asrani's beautiful daughter, and his parents. An offered mango gives rise to a vision of the mango 

goddess with her fertile abundant sap. There are other links between the "living" characters and the 

dying Vishnu. Just as Mr Jalal remembers when Vishnu stole his car, Vishnu suddenly smells the sea, 

and is back driving Jalal's Fiat with Padmini. Vishnu's scenes with Padmini are sexy, laden with attar 

scent, vermillion dye, the taste of mangos, and music. The contrast is stark with the man left 

uncared for and dying on the staircase in his own excrement.  

Similar contrasts are evoked as the other characters conjure up moments from their own youth, 

love, and loss: "This was not the time to worry about the empty chambers people carried around in 

their hearts". Similarly Mr Jalal's literary and metaphysical fall, Mrs Jalal's desperate attempts to 

exorcise them, even Mrs Asrani's feelings of physical insecurity are no less moving for being absurd. 

Rich, delicately portrayed moments of vulnerability are contrasted with the "reality" of the present.  

Layers of perception are interchangeable - equally real and unreal. 

As Vishnu ascends the steps, he moves closer to his destiny. Is it godliness, or death? The next stage 

of rebirth, or union with his love? Dream? Reality? It doesn't matter since the dream itself is a real 

event. Vishnu becomes his dream, his dream becomes fiction, and fiction reality: 

His arms, his hands, his legs, are luminous, brilliant. He feels the brilliance being absorbed through 

his skin, saturating his flesh, flowing through his blood all the way to his fingertips. He starts 

radiating brilliance himself...he looks down at himself and he can no longer tell where the light ends 

and his body begins. 

The last sentence is delivered by the impish, blue-tinged boy – Krishna - an avatar of Vishnu. He 

appears, playing a flute. His words to Vishnu are simultaneously silly, funny, profound and tragic, 

leaving us pondering long after the book is finished.  

“ Tomorrow you go back” the boy Krishna says,and Vishnu hears the notes start up again. 

Hindu beliefs, such as reincarnation, figure prominently. Vishnu is the Hindu god who is the 

caretaker, the protector of the world. We loved the delicious irony of Vishnu – poor and dying and 

lowest of the low – being named after the God Vishnu.  We detected parallels with the low birth of 

the boy Jesus and his later crucifixion:  

 Vishnu hears a universe of sound he has never noticed before.... all the insects of the world are 

calling to him.... telling him their stories, asking him to check their progress as they crawl and creep 

and fly  to their destinations. A solitary ant crawls up the step before him. Has it ever been a bird, an 

animal, a human? Could this be a prince who has tumbled down, A brahmin who has fallen astray?   

The only Muslim family, the Jalals, are left beaten up and abandoned as members of a religious 

minority in a predominantly Hindu society. We were shocked at the mob attack on the Jalals, but 

tribal loyalties and hatred of other religions are universal.  



Setting a story in a village, a hotel or an apartment building as a microcosm of society is not a new 

concept, but Suri breathes new life into it.  

Our Comments: 

“ I knew very little about India before reading this book. I had seen the film Slumdog Millionaire and 

was aware of Bollywood movies. I was impressed by Suri’s writing. He reminded me of Gogol, some 

of the passages were so crazy and  he also had some of Dostoevsky’s gift for humour.” 

“As India makes up 6% of humanity, I wanted to know more about Indian culture. I enjoyed the book 

very much, I read it very fast, I was so absorbed. I expected the book to be more serious, I had a 

picture in my mind of Indian people being serious in their approach to life.” 

“I thought the first sentence was very strong. “ Not wanting to arouse Vishnu in case he hadn’t died 

yet, Mrs Asrani tiptoed down to the third step above the landing on which he lived, teakettle in 

hand.” It showed how shallow the almsgiving is and sets the tone for the whole novel.” 

“ I liked all the intertwined stories. These were very well portrayed and multi-layered.” 

“Is Vishnu dead or not? I was intrigued by this.” 

“ It was all a completely new world for me. I was fascinated by all the minor details of every day life 

in India.” 

“ Post colonial novels or comedies of manners are not usually my cup of tea. To my surprise, I 

thoroughly enjoyed it. It reminded me of Jane Austen, particularly the petty rivalries and jealousies 

of the women. The women seemed to have the upperhand, their husbands are frightened to be 

friends in case they upset their wives. The superficiality of it all was very, very funny.” 

“The mystical parts were less enjoyable and sometimes confusing.” 

“There seemed a deliberate timeless quality – although it must be set in the past as Bombay is now 

called Mumbai.” 

“Mr Jalal’s quest for faith was very moving. His rational and logical approach to religion was very 

understandable. I wish I could have faith, but religion seems to do more harm than good in the world. 

I would find it hard to visit India and be confronted with so much poverty.” 

“I laughed out loud lots of times. I was surprised at just how funny the book was. But it also tackles 

quite profound subjects. I read up about Hindu mythology – the different stages of ascent or descent 

from heaven- and understood more about the attempts Visnhnu was making to climb up the stairs.” 

“ The difficult relationships between Hindu and Muslim residents was well drawn. The suspicion of 

anyone different was highlighted.” 

“An arranged marriage did not seem so unattractive! In the West we rely on being in love which 

often fades and dosesn’t mature into a loving friendship.”  

“ I didn’t like many characters not being given the respect of a name eg cigarretewallah, 

ambulancewallah, tallganga, smallganga. The caste sytem still dominates Indian society and 



Hinduism is used as justification. If someone is poor or disabled, they must have done something in  a 

previous life to deserve punishment.” 

“ Mangoes are the food of the gods. I’m now going to eat mangoes the Indian way, not with a spoon, 

and not mind if I get really messy !” 

“There are some very sensual episodes, especially betwenn Vishnu and Palamini. I was reminded of 

the Kama Sutra. I found a copy under my older brother’s bed when I was about twelve, and it was 

quite an education.” 

“ There are Hindu goddesses as well as Hindu gods. Brahma is sometimes depicted as a fusion of 

male and female. I don’t know any other religions that give women such a status.” 

“Food played an important part in the story. Mangoes, tea, biscuits, chapatis, bananas, paan, 

curries.. I could smell the food cooking . I wish there were some really good Indian restaraunts in 

Berlin.” 

“ I can recommend the Indian food in Bradford in England.” 

“ Brick Lane in east London is well worth a visit for marvellous Indian food.” 

“Vinod’s love for his wife was sensitively drawn. He seems over time to have come to peace with 

himself. Is it a coincidence that he is living on the top floor? He has also spent his time helping the 

people in the slums of Bombay .” 

“ Vishnu seems to be tracing the path of the soul in his ascent of the building’s steps. The implication 

is that Vinod has progressed in his spiritual journey to a higher plane. He also doesn’t get involved 

with all the petty disputes in the building.” 

“ The love affair between the teenagers shows the influence of the over romantic Bollywood movies. 

Kavita has a Bollywood vision of Salim and has a real shock when she realises what life would really 

mean with him - lots of babies and very little money.” 

“Mr Jalal compares the teaching of all religions. He admires his hero Akbar who said all men were 

equal, no matter which religion they were born into. I really agree with that sentiment. It’s such a 

lottery where you are born, which religion you are brought up in.” 

“ Mr Jalal’s vision is mysterious. Are we meant to believe he has really had a mystical experience or 

was he just dreaming?” 

“ Manil Suri reminds me of the Indian writer RK Narayan, he is definitely worth reading too.” 

Highly recommended 

An outstanding first novel. Suri is a great storyteller, he is witty and has a keen eye for social 

observation. A thoroughly enjoyable and funny read. A marvellous picture of Indian society. 


