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This article examines R. K. Narayan’s The English Teacher (1945) as a
profound literary meditation on grief, spiritual growth, and the quest
for self-discovery. The semi-autobiographical novel chronicles the
protagonist Krishna’s psychological journey following the untimely
death of his wife, Susila. Utilizing grief and trauma theory,
postcolonial literary critique, and Indian spiritual philosophy, this study
illuminates how Narayan transforms personal tragedy into a narrative
of transcendence. The article explores how themes of love, death,
cultural identity, and spiritual awakening are woven into the text’s
structure and style, contributing to its enduring resonance. By tracing
Krishna’s transformation from paralyzing sorrow to a deeper
understanding of life and self, The English Teacher exemplifies
Narayan’s skill in blending emotional realism with metaphysical
inquiry. The novel offers valuable insights into the human capacity for
resilience and meaning-making amid loss, enriching the broader canon

of postcolonial Indian literature.
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Introduction

R. K. Narayan’s The English Teacher is one of the most poignant and introspective works in Indian
English literature. Written in 1945, the novel chronicles the emotional and spiritual transformation of its
protagonist, Krishna, an English teacher in the fictional town of Malgudi. Deeply personal in tone, the
novel is widely believed to mirror Narayan’s own experience of coping with the premature death of his
wife, Rajam. It explores the overwhelming force of grief and the potential of the human spirit to find
solace and enlightenment in the face of profound loss. Through a seamless blend of realism and
mysticism, Narayan presents a narrative that transcends personal mourning, offering universal insights

into love, identity, spirituality, and self-discovery.

Unlike conventional novels of bereavement, The English Teacher is not simply a study of grief but a
meditation on how sorrow can lead to profound personal growth. The journey from grief to
enlightenment that Krishna undergoes is marked by an increasing detachment from the material world
and a deepening connection with the spiritual. His experience reflects a broader philosophical inquiry
into the nature of life, death, and human consciousness, making the novel a rich tapestry of emotional
depth and spiritual awakening. Through Krishna’s story, Narayan addresses essential questions of
existence: How does one cope with unbearable loss? What lies beyond the realm of the living? And how

can one reconstruct a meaningful life in the aftermath of tragedy?

Set in the quiet, colonial town of Malgudi—a familiar and beloved setting in Narayan’s literary
universe—7he English Teacher unfolds in a world that is at once ordinary and extraordinary. It begins
with the seemingly mundane life of Krishna, an English teacher at Albert Mission College, whose days
are governed by routine, academic responsibilities, and a somewhat detached engagement with literature.
His existence, however, is irrevocably altered when his beloved wife, Susila, succumbs to typhoid fever.
The devastating loss shatters the equilibrium of Krishna’s world, plunging him into a state of

inconsolable grief that shakes the very foundation of his identity.

What distinguishes The English Teacher from conventional narratives of mourning is the profound
spiritual dimension that Narayan weaves into Krishna’s journey. Grief in this novel is not presented
merely as an emotional state but as a transformative force that propels the protagonist toward a greater
understanding of self and existence. Through encounters with mysticism and the unseen, Krishna is

gradually led to perceive life beyond the material plane, challenging the limitations of his earlier rational
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worldview. This transformation is depicted with remarkable subtlety and depth, illustrating Narayan’s

sensitivity to the nuances of human emotion and spiritual experience.

At the heart of the novel lies a poignant exploration of love’s enduring power, transcending the
boundaries of death. Krishna’s efforts to establish a spiritual communion with Susila, guided by a
medium who serves as a bridge between the living and the departed, underscore the novel’s engagement
with questions of metaphysical reality. These experiences catalyze Krishna’s evolution, enabling him to
reconstruct a new sense of purpose and meaning in the aftermath of loss. His eventual embrace of a life
guided by inner consciousness, rather than external validation, marks the culmination of his journey from

grief to enlightenment.

Moreover, The English Teacher offers a subtle critique of the colonial educational system and its
alienating effects on Indian identity. Krishna’s initial adherence to Western literary ideals and
institutional values is gradually supplanted by a deeper connection to indigenous spiritual wisdom,
reflecting a broader movement toward cultural self-realization. In this way, the novel resonates with

larger currents of Indian thought and the quest for postcolonial identity.

Through its richly layered narrative, The English Teacher invites readers to contemplate the nature of
suffering, the resilience of the human spirit, and the possibility of transcendence. Narayan’s elegant
prose, marked by its simplicity and emotional resonance, renders the protagonist’s journey both deeply
personal and universally relatable. Ultimately, the novel stands as a testament to the transformative
power of grief and the potential for self-discovery that lies within the human heart, offering a timeless

meditation on life’s most profound mysteries.

This paper will explore how Narayan charts Krishna’s journey from grief to enlightenment, examining
the psychological, emotional, and spiritual dimensions of his self-discovery. It will also consider how The
English Teacher critiques colonial modernity and gestures toward an indigenous spiritual sensibility that

offers a path to healing and fulfillment.
The Initial State: A Life of Routine and Superficiality

At the beginning of the novel, Krishna is portrayed as a man living a life of routine, with little emotional
or spiritual engagement. As an English teacher at Albert Mission College, he has an unremarkable

professional life, teaching canonical British literature to students who appear disinterested. His work,

Dr. Abusina Biswas Page | 107



6%3 The Academic Volume 3 | Issue 6 | June 2025

while steady, is marked by a sense of detachment. He reflects on the absurdity of teaching “dead
thoughts” to young minds in a colonial educational institution that perpetuates an alien culture. Yet

despite these private misgivings, Krishna lacks the impetus to break free from this pattern of existence.

Krishna’s personal life mirrors his professional complacency. He is fond of his wife, Susila, and their
daughter, Leela, but his engagement with family life is also marked by a kind of passivity. His inner life
is defined by a comfortable but shallow existence, with little reflection on deeper questions of being.
There is no sense of urgency or awareness of life’s impermanence. The reader is presented with a
protagonist who, though kind and thoughtful, remains largely unawakened to the more profound

dimensions of human experience.

This initial portrayal serves to underscore the extent of Krishna’s transformation later in the novel.
Narayan establishes a baseline of ordinariness so that the subsequent journey—from loss to self-
discovery—can be rendered with greater force and authenticity. It is only through the shattering
experience of grief that Krishna is compelled to confront the emptiness of his earlier life and to seek a

more meaningful existence.
The Shattering of the Old Order: Susila’s Death

The turning point in the novel—and in Krishna’s life—comes with Susila’s illness and eventual death.
What begins as a minor domestic incident—Susila contracting typhoid from a contaminated lavatory
during their search for a new house—quickly escalates into a life-altering tragedy. The depiction of
Susila’s illness is harrowing, with Narayan capturing the agonizing uncertainty and helplessness that

Krishna experiences as he watches his beloved wife suffer.

Susila’s death marks the complete collapse of Krishna’s world. The carefully maintained routines of his
life are rendered meaningless in the face of such overwhelming loss. Narayan portrays Krishna’s grief
with stark realism: sleepless nights, a numbing sense of disbelief, and an acute awareness of the absence
that now defines his existence. The world that once seemed stable and familiar is suddenly alien and

desolate.

Krishna’s grief is not limited to emotional suffering; it leads to a profound existential crisis. The death of
Susila forces him to confront the fragility of life and the inadequacy of rational explanations for

suffering. He is plunged into a state of despair, struggling to find any meaning in a world where such loss
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is possible. The colonial education that once shaped his worldview offers no solace in this moment of
crisis. English poetry and literature, once his refuge, now seem empty and irrelevant in the face of real
human pain. It is this deep rupture—both personal and intellectual—that propels Krishna onto a path of

spiritual seeking.
The Encounter with the Medium: Awakening to the Spiritual

Krishna’s encounter with the medium marks the beginning of his transition from grief toward
enlightenment. Introduced by a friend to a man with the ability to communicate with the dead, Krishna is
initially skeptical. His Western-educated mind struggles to accept the possibility of an unseen spiritual
reality. Yet his longing to reconnect with Susila outweighs his doubts, and he agrees to participate in a

séance.

The sessions with the medium open up an entirely new dimension of experience for Krishna. Through
these communications, he begins to sense the continued presence of Susila in his life—not as a mere
memory, but as an active, guiding spirit. The messages he receives are filled with love, reassurance, and a

deeper wisdom that challenges his earlier, materialistic understanding of the world.

These experiences catalyze Krishna’s spiritual awakening. For the first time, he is compelled to
acknowledge that there is more to existence than the physical world. His encounters with the medium
serve not merely as moments of comfort, but as revelations that point to the enduring reality of love and
consciousness beyond death. In this way, Narayan skillfully blends realism with mysticism, creating a

narrative space where grief becomes the gateway to spiritual insight.
Transformation of the Self: Detachment and Inner Growth

As Krishna deepens his spiritual connection with Susila, he undergoes a profound inner transformation.
Grief, which initially seemed only destructive, becomes a catalyst for growth. He begins to shed the
attachments and illusions that once defined his identity. The material world, with its routines and
ambitions, loses its hold over him. Instead, Krishna turns inward, seeking a deeper understanding of the

self and of the forces that govern existence.

One of the most significant aspects of this transformation is Krishna’s increasing detachment from his

professional life. The role of English teacher, once central to his identity, now feels hollow and irrelevant.

Dr. Abusina Biswas Page | 109



6%3 The Academic Volume 3 | Issue 6 | June 2025

He begins to question the value of an education that fails to address the deeper needs of the human spirit.
His growing alienation from the colonial educational system reflects a broader critique of modernity and
Western rationalism—systems that, in Narayan’s view, offer little guidance in matters of the heart and

soul.

Krishna’s spiritual evolution is further marked by a growing sense of compassion and empathy. He
becomes more attuned to the suffering of others and more committed to living a life of authenticity and
integrity. This shift is evident in his relationship with Leela, his young daughter, to whom he becomes
more emotionally available and nurturing. In caring for Leela, Krishna finds a renewed sense of purpose,

grounded not in duty but in love and connection.
The Quest for a New Life: Renunciation and Rebirth

The culmination of Krishna’s journey is his decision to renounce his position at Albert Mission College.
This act symbolizes his break with the old order and his embrace of a new way of being. No longer
bound by the expectations of colonial society or by the roles imposed upon him, Krishna seeks to live in

accordance with the spiritual truths he has come to understand.

This decision is not presented as an escape from life, but as an affirmation of a more authentic existence.
By turning away from external validation and material pursuits, Krishna opens himself to the possibility
of inner peace and enlightenment. The final moments of the novel are suffused with a sense of spiritual
fulfillment. In a moment of mystical communion, Krishna feels the presence of Susila and experiences a
profound sense of unity with the universe. His grief, while not erased, is transformed into a deeper

awareness of love’s enduring power.
Theoretical Framework
Grief and Trauma Theory

Psychological models of grief, such as those developed by Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross (1969), propose five
stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. More recent approaches, including
Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (1996) theory of post-traumatic growth, emphasize that individuals can develop
new perspectives, strengths, and spiritual insights after traumatic experiences. This article applies these

models to Krishna’s progression throughout the novel, examining how his grief unfolds and transforms.
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Indian Spiritual Philosophy

Indian spiritual traditions offer a distinct framework for understanding death and the soul. Central to
Hindu philosophy is the belief in atman (the eternal self), reincarnation, and the capacity for communion
between the living and the dead. Krishna’s eventual spiritual enlightenment is closely tied to these
concepts, particularly as he establishes a metaphysical connection with Susila’s spirit. Drawing upon the
works of scholars such as Pankaj Mishra (2012), this article situates the novel within these indigenous

spiritual contexts.
Postcolonial Literary Critique

Set in colonial India, The English Teacher subtly reflects on the tensions between Western education and
indigenous knowledge systems. Krishna’s profession as an English teacher symbolizes both cultural
hybridity and personal alienation. His spiritual journey can thus be read as an assertion of cultural

selfhood in a postcolonial context, an idea supported by scholars like Leela Gandhi (1998).
Narrative Structure and Thematic Overview
Semi-Autobiographical Undertones

The English Teacher is perhaps Narayan’s most autobiographical novel. After the death of his wife in
1939, Narayan himself sought solace in spiritual practices and claimed to have established
communication with her spirit through a medium. This personal connection infuses the novel with
emotional authenticity, allowing readers to engage with Krishna’s grief on an intimate level (Bharucha,

2000).
Plot Overview
The novel is structured in three major phases:

1. Domestic Harmony: The narrative begins with Krishna’s contented life as an English teacher,
husband, and father. His marriage to Susila is depicted with warmth and tenderness.
2. Tragedy and Despair: Susila’s sudden illness and death plunge Krishna into deep sorrow,

disrupting his domestic and professional life.
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3. Spiritual Awakening: Through dreams, visions, and the guidance of a spiritual medium, Krishna

gradually reconnects with Susila’s spirit, leading to a profound sense of enlightenment.

This tripartite structure reflects Krishna’s psychological and spiritual evolution, from personal loss to

renewed understanding.
Stages of Grief and Psychological Disintegration
Shock and Denial

Krishna’s initial reaction to Susila’s illness is marked by disbelief and anxiety. As she deteriorates, he
vacillates between hope and despair. After her death, Krishna experiences numbness, a sense of
detachment from reality. The narrative captures this phase through fragmented prose and muted

emotional tone.
Depression and Guilt

In the months following Susila’s death, Krishna spirals into depression. He becomes alienated from his
work and struggles to care for their young daughter, Leela. The guilt of failing to save Susila and of prior
neglect—symbolized by his preoccupation with academic duties—consumes him. Narayan’s portrayal
here resonates with contemporary grief theory, which highlights guilt as a common element in

bereavement (Cohen, 2018).
Portals to the Transcendent: Dreams and Mysticism
Susila’s Spiritual Presence

Krishna’s path to healing begins with inexplicable dreams and sensations suggesting Susila’s continuing
presence. These mystical experiences challenge his Western-educated rationality. Eventually, Krishna is

introduced to a spiritual medium who facilitates communication with Susila’s spirit.
Indian Cultural Resonances

This turn toward spiritualism reflects Indian beliefs in the persistence of the soul and the possibility of

ancestral guidance. Rather than being depicted as fantastical, Susila’s posthumous presence is treated
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with reverence and philosophical depth, aligning with Hindu concepts of atman and the cyclical nature of

existence (Trivedi, 1999).
Encountering Enlightenment: Emergence from Grief
Acceptance and Spiritual Growth

Through ongoing spiritual communion, Krishna gradually moves toward acceptance. He learns to
transcend the binary of life and death, recognizing Susila’s eternal presence within his consciousness.
This transformation echoes Frankl’s (1963) view that individuals can find meaning even amid profound

suffering.
Reconnection with Life

As Krishna’s spiritual understanding deepens, he re-engages with his professional and parental roles. His
relationship with Leela strengthens, and his teaching gains new purpose. The novel closes on an uplifting
note, as Krishna experiences a moment of spiritual union with Susila’s spirit, symbolizing the

culmination of his journey toward enlightenment.
Literary Devices and Symbolism
Imagery and Atmosphere

Narayan skillfully uses environmental imagery to mirror Krishna’s emotional state. The oppressive heat
during Susila’s illness symbolizes the suffocating nature of grief, while the cleansing rains that follow

suggest renewal.
Language and Style

The narrative voice evolves alongside Krishna’s inner transformation. Initially terse and despairing, the
prose becomes increasingly lyrical and contemplative as Krishna attains spiritual insight. This stylistic

progression reinforces the thematic arc of the novel.
Comparative Perspectives in Narayan’s Work

Continuities and Departures
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Compared to earlier works such as Swami and Friends and The Bachelor of Arts, The English Teacher
delves more deeply into existential themes. It marks a maturation of Narayan’s literary vision, integrating

personal grief with philosophical exploration.
Broader Indian Literary Context

Within the tradition of Indian English literature, The English Teacher stands as a pioneering work in its
candid treatment of emotional vulnerability and spiritual quest. It prefigures later works that explore

similar themes, such as Anita Desai’s Cry, The Peacock and Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things.
Reader Reception and Critical Impact
Contemporary Reception

Upon its release, The English Teacher received widespread acclaim for its emotional authenticity and

philosophical depth. Critics praised Narayan’s restraint, subtlety, and humane vision.
Enduring Significance

Decades later, the novel continues to resonate with readers worldwide. Its universal themes of love, loss,
and self-discovery transcend cultural boundaries, ensuring its place in both Indian and global literary

canons.
Critical Perspectives

1. Autobiographical Reading: Many critics read The English Teacher as Narayan’s most
autobiographical novel, since it parallels his own grief after losing his wife, Rajam. This personal

dimension gives the narrative an emotional authenticity and explains its depth of feeling.

2. Postcolonial Critique of Colonial Education: Krishna’s disillusionment with his role as an English
teacher at a colonial institution can be read as Narayan’s subtle critique of how colonial education
alienated Indians from their own culture and spirituality. His eventual renunciation of his job symbolizes

a rejection of colonial values in favor of an indigenous search for meaning.
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3. Spiritual Realism: Critics often discuss the blending of the mystical and the real in Narayan’s work.
The English Teacher moves seamlessly from an ordinary world of small-town India to a deeper spiritual
plane—especially in Krishna’s encounters with the medium and Susila’s spirit—without sacrificing

narrative believability.

4. Love and the Transcendence of Death: The novel asserts that love is a force that transcends death
and connects souls across different planes of existence. Krishna’s spiritual communion with Susila

suggests that emotional bonds are not broken by physical death, offering a vision of enduring love.

5. Transformation Through Grief: Narayan does not portray grief simply as suffering but as a
transformative experience. Krishna’s journey demonstrates how mourning can lead to self-discovery,

inner growth, and enlightenment, resonating with Indian spiritual traditions like Vedanta and Bhakti.

6. The Indian Spiritual Tradition: Krishna’s spiritual evolution aligns with aspects of Hindu
philosophy, particularly the idea of the atman (self) and maya (illusion). His journey away from material

attachments toward inner awareness echoes the teachings of Indian sages.

7. Narrative Simplicity and Emotional Depth: Critics praise Narayan’s deceptively simple prose,
which conveys profound emotional states and philosophical insights without overt rhetoric. The

understated style enhances the novel’s spiritual themes and the sincerity of Krishna’s transformation.
Conclusion: From Personal Grief to Universal Insight

R. K. Narayan’s The English Teacher is far more than a novel about personal loss; it is a meditation on
the nature of life, death, and the possibility of transcendence. Through Krishna’s journey from grief to
enlightenment, Narayan explores the capacity of the human spirit to find meaning in suffering and to

achieve a deeper understanding of self and existence.

The novel also serves as a subtle critique of colonial modernity and the limitations of rational,
materialistic worldviews. In contrast, it gestures toward an indigenous spiritual sensibility rooted in love,
compassion, and an awareness of the unseen dimensions of life. Narayan’s prose, marked by its

simplicity and emotional depth, captures the nuances of this transformation with great sensitivity.
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R. K. Narayan’s The English Teacher is a profound exploration of grief, resilience, and spiritual
awakening. Through Krishna’s journey, the novel illuminates the human capacity for growth amid
suffering, offering a narrative that is both culturally specific and universally resonant. By blending
psychological realism with Indian philosophical insights, Narayan crafts a story that speaks to the

enduring questions of love, loss, and the search for meaning.

In tracing Krishna’s path from despair to enlightenment, The English Teacher affirms the possibility of
inner transformation. It stands as a testament to Narayan’s literary artistry and his deep understanding of
the human heart. Ultimately, The English Teacher invites readers to contemplate the mysteries of life and
the resilience of the human heart. It offers a vision of grief not merely as a source of despair, but as a
powerful force for self-discovery and spiritual awakening. In doing so, Narayan affirms the possibility of
finding light amidst darkness, and meaning amidst loss—a message that continues to resonate with

readers across time and culture.
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