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Fiction as Mourning: Confronting “unresolved pasts” in Jaspreet Singh’s Helium 

 
Scaffolded by Primo Levi’s remarkable memoir of his Holocaust experiences narrated through 
the ingenious conceit of The Periodic Table, and W.G. Sebald’s searing fiction on memory, 
Jaspreet Singh’s Helium (2013) attempts to pierce through the mists of “collective amnesia,” that 
afflict the “miserable city” of Delhi to present an intensively self-reflexive rumination on the 
anti-Sikh pogrom violence of 1984 in which thousands of Sikhs were massacred across the 
country.  Helium ruptures the distinction between fiction, history, memoir, testimony, and 
archival material by using these different genres in productive juxtaposition with metaphors from 
science to guide us into fresh insights into how “an event“ can be reconstituted in order to 
recover “traces of unresolved pasts.” The myriad photographs, images of architectural and 
historical landmarks, scientific diagrams, visuals of paintings and sculptures of misshapen 
mummified bodies, among other devices that break up the narrative, evidence the overwhelmed 
consciousness of a narrator who struggles to make sense of the trauma of witnessing his 
professor being burnt alive by a mob at a railway station. The work of Shoshana Felman and Lori 
Daub on literature as testimony, and of Cathy Caruth on trauma as a wound, an experience that is 
characterized by belatedness in processing, provide productive insights into reading this text. I 
argue that the untidy unwieldiness of the text, the less than convincing romance between the 
narrator and Nelly, as also the extended digressions of the text such as the disquisitions on 
ornithology, and A. O, Hume, among others, come to function as an apt metaphor for the 
impossibility of retrieving a neat unilinear story of 1984 itself, imbricated as it is multiple 
contexts and multiple archeologies of violence and genocide. In cataloguing and naming other 
texts and films that focus on 1984, Helium self-consciously sets itself up as part of a growing 
archive that bears witness to 1984 and continues the work of “mourning” it in order to resolve 
“unfinished pasts.” 


