
 

 

ALS Gold Medal 2018  

Winner: Shastra Deo, The Agonist (UQP) 

 

2018 ALS Gold Medal Judges Citation 

From a formidable shortlist, the judges ultimately decided to award the ALS Gold Medal 

to Shastra Deo’s The Agonist. Intense, clinical, epiphanic – the language registers of Deo’s 

poetry seize the reader’s imagination both affectively and intellectually. The poems are 

spellbindingly physical and metaphysical, invoking the spirituality of Emily Dickinson, the 

metaphysical mastery of John Donne and the obsessive, oblique confessionals of Sylvia 

Plath. Taking as its title a term for an ongoing chemical interaction, with overtones of the 

agonizing struggle at the centre of (Greek) drama, The Agonist positions both poet and reader 

at various thresholds of pain, arousal, apprehension, wounding, recollection and surrender. 

Deo uses language both forensically and suggestively: peeling back layers of bodily, 

intellectual and emotional experience, juxtaposing ornithology and necromancy. The poems 

are formally varied, structurally tight and fascinated by a range of stimuli, such as dissection, 

WWI poets, a scouting manual, the different lexicons of a soldier, a fisherman, a boxer – and 

the slippage between Hindi and English plosives. These are startling, impressive poems – The 

Agonist is confronting, haunting, memorable: a worthy recipient of the ALS Gold Medal. 

 


