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Task for Sun Music 
Notes on ‘Bahadour’ 

‘Bahadour’ is an observational poem that depicts and contemplates the existence of a child 
labourer in India. Beveridge compassionately observes, imagines and dramatises aspects of 
this child’s life, approaching her subject with empathy and imbuing him with dignity. 

While the boy has been sent off into servitude by his family, and this situation is ripe with 
pathos, Beveridge does not patronise or pity – instead, her poem celebrates what remains 
joyful, valuable and resilient about this boy and his life. 

The boy’s determined enjoyment of kite-flying and glimpses of a natural landscape are 
juxtaposed with the ‘hard-fisted’, man-made economic demands on his life, reflected in the 
language of commerce used throughout the poem. 

But this is not a simple dichotomy. Beveridge cleverly weaves and blurs the languages of 
natural beauty and commerce to suggest the inescapability of the boy’s lot in life, while still 
insisting that he is a human being whose experience of beauty and momentary freedom is to 
be noticed and valued. 

This creates a poem that forms (and invites the reader to form) a compassionate, moral 
judgment about the boy’s situation, without ever becoming mawkish, over-emotive or overtly 
didactic. It gives attention to a subject who otherwise might remain unseen and unheard. As 
with many of her ‘portrait’ poems, ‘Bahadour’ explores the actions that humans take to sustain 
themselves with hope and retain their dignity in the face of difficult circumstances. 

Aspects for close analysis 

1. The language of commerce, suggesting that the boy’s life and even his self-
perception could be inseparable from his economic identity: 

a. ‘sun stamps’ – awkward sibilant stresses emphasise how even the sun (nature) 
is entwined with commerce (‘stamps’) 

b. ‘live at the summit / of his head without a ticket’ 
c. ‘surrendering diamonds’ 
d. ‘coupon of release’ 
e. ‘his legs must mint so many steel / suns from a bicycle’s wheels each day’ 
f. ‘his life must drop like a token / into its appropriate slot’ 
g. ‘whatever angles would break / the deal that transacted away his childhood’ 
h. ‘how he can find purchase’ – the play on words insisting that, even in escape, 

his life as a worker still threatens to define him 
i. ‘claim some share / of hope, some acre of sky within a hard-fisted / budget’ – 

measurable, marketable things 
j. ‘denominations of light’ 

2. A sense of time passing in the poem, reflecting the boy’s determination to carve out 
this time for himself: 

http://www.literarydevices.com/pathos/
https://literarydevices.net/dichotomy/#:%7E:text=Dichotomy%20is%20from%20the%20Greek,in%20their%20stories%20and%20plays.
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/learn/glossary-terms/didactic-poetry
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a. The use of tercets, the short stanzas slowing down the reading process, 
creates the sense of a moment in time carved out from the rest of the boy’s 
existence; paradoxically, the use of enjambment across stanzas creates a 
sense of moving on, of urgency, as the light is fading. 

b. Other ways the poem plays with the idea of slowing down or speeding up 
time: read the poem aloud to investigate how Beveridge uses imagery, 
lineation and combinations of sounds to do this. 

3. A suite of circular images (with their implication of eternal continuation), especially 
sun/spokes/light/coins, enhancing the blurring of the dichotomy between natural and 
commercial imagery, thereby increasing the sense of the boy’s plight: 

a. ‘sun stamps’ 
b. ‘wheel of his bicycle / spinning’ 
c. ‘steel / suns’ (coins, minted as the boy makes money) 
d. Note that the precious diamond-shaped kite is distinctly un-circular, and 

therefore a symbol of escape and hope for change – unlike the bicycle wheel 
that keeps spinning even after the boy has left it. 

4. The listing of negating phrases (‘nor… nor…’) – emphasising those things that the boy 
refuses to dwell on while he seizes his opportunity to escape. He could almost be 
defined by what he is trying to leave behind. 

5. The fragility/insubstantiality of the natural imagery, forming the poem’s pale colour 
palette and emphasising the tenuousness of the boy’s joy: 

a. ‘wobbly winter sky’ 
b. ‘pastures of snow’ 
c. ‘thin blue air’ 
d. ‘failing light’ 
e. ‘minutes of dusk’ 

6. The extensive use of alliteration and its effect on the poem’s flow. The pace often 
slows and the rhythm becomes awkward due to this and other sound devices. 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/learn/glossary-terms/tercet
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/learn/glossary-terms/enjambment
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