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ABSTRACT 

 Anita Desai is an artful shilpi carving the characters instilled with real, emotional, natural and lively traits in them. 

The traits of her characters in the books exhibit her thorough study and understanding of the thoughts flowing in the minds 

of humans under various circumstances. She highlights the pain and suffering of the women that result in the mark caused 

by the torment of various members in the family and the society. Married women are chained and shouldered by all heavy 

responsibilities throughout her life. Women plan and work for the welfare of the family without any relaxation and rest. 

Their unconditional love, uncompromised care, unpolluted affection makes them pull the family chariot without any 

turbulence. The happy journey of a family starts from the embrace of a woman who is an elegant wife, caring mom, 

humble daughter-in-law discharging all her duties. The successful journey of a family is due to the great magical mom.  

She projects the inner conflicts of the women protagonist fighting against the odds. She beautifully portrays the role of 

tricky cunning tie of the fate in marriage of the humans. She knits the stories of the noble women in the cruel hands of 

mismatched husbands in a realistic way. Her stories not only reflect the wounds of the women but also her search for 

solutions through her stories. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Anita Desai’s "real concern is the exploration of the human psyche”. Desai's treatment of women characters and 

her comments about them also indicate that feminist analyses of gender, sexuality, subjectivity, and colonialism.            

Anita Desai exhibits a strong inclination towards the existentialist interpretation of the human predicament. In particular, 

she voices “the mute miseries and helplessness of married women tormented by existentialist problems and predicaments” 

(Prasad 139). A woman novelist, Desai has won a niche by exploring the emotional world of women, bringing to light the 

various deeper forces at work in feminine sensibility as well as psychology. Indian novelist and short story writer, 

especially noted for her sensitive portrayal of the inner life of her female characters. Several of Desai's novels explore 

tensions between family members and the alienation of middle-class women. Her novels create evocative and deeply 

moving narratives of individual lives caught in the throes of socio-cultural and existential dilemma. 

The helplessness and fallibility of Human beings form bedrock of her existentialist approach to work. In the novel 

“fire on the Mountain” Anita Desai brings forth the existential angst and the utter fatalism as reflected in the marginal and 

challenged life of the protagonist, Nandu Kaul. Ila Das comes to personify the plight of hapless women whose lives are 

torn asunder under the unbearable weight of internecine conflict and tragic eventualities. The novel espouses the universal 

human struggle for survival, especially in the face of a never ending spiral of human failures and misfortunes.                        
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‘Fire on the Mountain’ deals with the elegiac life of the main protagonist in the early part, which later enjoined by Raka’s 

character coming on to the scene. 

Root of Alienation Commences at Childhood 

Alienation is present in school, work, and other settings in life, and is experienced by many people around the 

world. It is defined as the state of being an outsider or the feeling of being isolated from society. In most of the novels of 

Anita Desai the pearl of the character of alienation do exists in almost all the jewels of the novel. The special glow for this 

pearl of alienation is given by the author in the novel than all the other gems of the characters in the novel. She highlights 

the inner realities of personalities exhibiting alienation. 

Fire on the Mountain falls into three sections, each further divided into several short chapters of unequal length. 

The first section titled “Nanda Kaul at Carignano” runs into ten chapters. This section deals with Nanda Kaul, the main 

protagonist’s lonely life in Kasauli. 

Married Life of Nanda Kaul 

Nanda Kaul is the wife of Mr. Kaul, the Vice-Chancellor of the Punjab University. When the novel begins,     

Nanda Kaul is living in Carignano, far from the madding crowd. She is leading a life of isolation and introspection.            

She shuns all human company. Even the postman’s arrival to deliver the letter is frowned upon by her. 

The novel begins with the incident of Nanda Kaul standing all alone under a tall pine tree in Carignano. 

Thedescription of Nanda Kaul by the author reveals that in spite of her age she is elegant, graceful and a kind of beauty 

gleams in her. She was introduced as a lady who has withdrawn herself from the clutches of all duties and responsibilities. 

She has distanced herself from busy plains, chained love of her members of the family, blaming society and she relishes 

and rejoices the loneliness. 

Embracing Isolation in Silence 

She feels happy to live in company with silence and nature. She enjoys the moments of the gentle breeze 

embracing her. She knits her thoughts with loneliness and silence. It is right to express that the thoughts merge with 

isolation and silence to make these magical moments memorable. The author focuses on the nature and psychology of the 

protagonist through the description of the landscape. The landscape is used to reflect symbolically the mindscape of              

Nanda Kaul. This reveals that the author has used the effective technique of using nature to represent symbolism and 

imagery of characters. She is determined to be lonely and she gets irritated if her isolation gets disturbed by the arrival of 

the postman or the maid. 

Her Oneness with Nature 

She receives the letter and sits in shaded cool veranda of carignano in her accustomed posture in her old cane 

chair with a letter on her lap. She looks at the view of the hills unconsciously without the intention of opening or reading a 

letter. The readers get a glimpse of serene view of the hilltops through the eyes of Nand Kaul. She watches the birds 

fighting and playing with one another. She heeds to the sounds of the birds and fluttering of the wings and remains 

thoughtful. The rustling of leaves for the gentle breeze that flows creates a poignant feeling in her. Even the sight of a 

butterfly distracts her from viewing the hills imply of her strong inclination with oneness with silence and her strong 
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setting of her mind to become one with isolation. This distraction reminds her of the unfolded letter on her lap.                      

She comes to know her granddaughter is on her way to Kasauli. She is annoyed and disappointed at knowing the arrival of 

her granddaughter. Her enjoyment in living a secluded life gets shattered by the arrival of her granddaughter. She feels her 

life at old age is guarded by her privacy and seclusion. The stillness and calmness present in the Carignano finds no place 

when an intruder comes to her house. 

The author reveals the root of her past life which resulted in a craze for her secluded life in Kasauli. Her memories 

of past unpleasant, unhappy, burdened tasks are unfolded from her painful memory. She was busy all the time with 

thankless and endless household work. The memories go in ripple to recall the busy life which she had in those days. 

Sewing, sweeping, cleaning, supervising cooking, issuing instructions to the servants, taking care of three children, 

receiving the husband’s guests, streams of visitors and bearing with their unshameful flattery. Recollection of her past 

brings her no sweet memories but only the painful memories of child bearing, many confinements and endless child rearing 

along with all sorts of annoyance, exhaustion, humiliation and the compulsion of keeping the posture in spite of all the 

exacting demands and her husband wanted to appear elegant before the guests. We could clearly understand her frustration, 

and feeling of emptiness and vacuum of unfulfillment in her life. Her life as the wife of Vice Chancellor was meaningless 

and unsatisfactory. To the outer world she enjoyed the comforts and social status of the wife of a dignitary but deep down 

she felt lonely and neglected. 

She was dutiful wife attending to the needs of her husband and the children. But the relationship between the 

husband and wife was unhappy. Although her busy schedule lacked warmth and understanding, she carried on because of 

her obligations to her husband and children. Her extra martial affair with Miss David was one of the reasons for their 

unhappy bonding of married life. Emotional deprivation is at the root of Nanda Kaul’s disillusionment with human bonds. 

Her husband did not love her as a wife and treated her as a tool needed for the efficient running of his household.                  

Her husband’s frequent visits to Ms. David troubled her which could have been the reason for her disillusionment.            

She had been a silent victim undergoing the pain, stress even after knowing the illegal relationship. She had been under a 

complete control in the hands of her husband. The author has clearly sketched the traumatic married life of Nanda Kaul.                           

The life of Nanda Kaul represents Indian women on a whole who live their life for the children, husband, family and the 

society. Therefore their wishes, desires, talents are buried deeply in the hearts of the women. 

Their desires are buried along with them. Their wishes are not revealed to others unless they are brought by these 

authors who can scan the minds and hearts of the women in different perspectives and in different situations. Anita Desai is 

the best reader of thoughts of women. She vividly captures the hidden tear in the corner of the eyes of the women and the 

pen of the character which has drawn the tear in the eyes of the women. She plunges in the hearts of the protagonists and 

clearly captures the emotions and sentiments going on in their minds. So she decides to settle in a calm place as she is 

released from the shackles of endless duties after so many years. Once again she is again called for caring, comforting and 

communicating with another human. The news of the arrival of the granddaughter upsets her. Her life at Carignano can be 

rightly compared to the surface of the river which is very clear and it reflects isolation. The arrival of the granddaughter is 

like a stone thrown on the surface of river where her isolation is disturbed forming ripples. Here the author introduces 

another character, Raka who prefer to live a deserted life. Psychological experiment of the writer in the novel can also be 

seen on the portrayal of Raka’s character. Psychologists attach great significance to the parent-child relationship, because, 

according to them the patterning of emotion takes place particularly during childhood. 
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They argue that the prevailing quality of the experience the child has with his parents particularly the mother 

during early childhood is of paramount importance. Childhood is the most formative period of one’s personality and 

socialization of the child begin in the family in the company of his parents who are the first individuals with whom the 

child interacts. Child learns the patterns of behavior which the parents set out to teach him in order to make him an 

acceptable member of the society. The emotion of the child depends largely on the quality of the emotional interaction that 

prevails between the child and his parents. 

Arrival of Raka 

Anita Desai strongly believes that childhood impressions shape the personality and attitude of the individual, but 

through this novel she has carefully knit the plot to state that “even adult life contains many traumatic experiences”.                 

The inordinate desire for isolation and oneness with silence is due to the unhappy and unhealthy relationship between her 

and husband. The news of the arrival of Raka reminds of her unhappy waves in her past sea of life where she was very 

busy like the waves in the sea where she was forced by her husband and children. 

If Nanda Kaul symbolizes a particular aspect of existentialism, Raka epitomizes another aspect of the existential 

predicament: the influence of her parents on her life. Anita Desai makes Raka both young temperamentally and                

solitude-loving. When the characteristics of Raka is said to be different in the way that she never likes to have a glimpse at 

the bunch of the flowers or play with the companions of her age, the readers read the mind and psyche o her that there is 

something bizarre about her. Through several interior monologues enacted in Raka’s subconscious mind, the reason for the 

abnormality in her is unfolded. The daughter of an ill-matched couple, Raka has been subjected to the brutality and futility 

of human existence. She is haunted by the recollections of the nightmarish nights that have made her almost a child-stoic. 

During the narration of her past story we feel pity for her unhappy childhood and our hearts melt imagining the 

sufferings and pains which she could have undergone as a child in silence. The author has portrayed the psyche of many 

children who live under these circumstances in the world through this character in the novel. When they live in these 

circumstances, their mind, attitude and approach undergoes a strange change which is reflected not for a particular period 

in their life but throughout their life. Compared to the boys generally the girls are affected a lot where the boys’ pain and 

sufferings get diluted when they go out and play out and they are exposed to the outer world for a long period of time than 

the girls. 

The jackals are symbols of the mystery of life and Raka’s walk to the Monkey Point is symbolic of her search for 

something unknown, yet inevitable and indispensable. Not all children would dare to brave the rough terrains of the ravines 

and impending menace of the jackals. 

Ila Das, Childhood Friend of Nanda Kaul   

Ila Das is the third female protagonist of the novel. Unlike Nanda Kaul and Raka who are central to the story, her 

role is only marginal. Nonetheless, Anita Desai has projected yet another aspect of the existentialist philosophy through her 

character. There is another depiction of human being in this world who is at the peak of miser and meaningless existence. 

Ila Das, Nanda Kaul’s childhood friend visits Carignano to meet Raka. A onetime lecture in the Punjab 

University, Ila Das had lost her job subsequent to Mr. Kaul’s retirement. She has been appointed as an officer in the social 

welfare department. She fights against child marriage by enlightening the local people about the evils of this practice.                
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This invites the wrath of many of the villagers of whom Preet Singh is one. His attempts to barter his little daughter for a 

tiny piece of land and a few goats have been successfully thwarted by Ila Das. He is lying in wait to settle his score with 

her. One evening, when Ila Das returns late from Carignano to her humble house in the valleys, he waylays her, rapes and 

murders her. When the news of Ila Das’s death is conveyed to Nand Kaul over the phone, she is rudely shocked and falls 

dead. Raka unaware of her great grandmother’s death rushes into the house proclaiming wildly that she has set the forest of 

fire. 

Anita Desai has added a new dimension by writing a novel like ‘Fire on the mountain’ to the Indian fiction in 

English probing deep into the fathomless pit of human psyche, she brings the hidden contours into much sharper focus.  

The charm of her art lies in her characters, independent, agonized frustrated and combating with angry defense.              

She has carved an important place for herself in Indo-English fiction writings by making the readers visualize the exact 

thoughts flowing in the minds of protagonists. She vividly focuses the inner world that exists in each person which reflects 

the essence of sheer, unpolluted, unadulterated reality. Her camera of the eyes captures the mental state of the protagonists 

where the accurate visions, thoughts, plans that go alive in the hearts and minds of the protagonists are clearly recorded in 

the plot. In a way she has presented the potentials of the post independent writers in English. It is true that Desai has her 

limits but she compensates her material in intensity what she lacks in variety. Desai’s unquestionable existential and 

psychological concerns have distinguished her from other novelists of her generation. The peculiar characteristics to be 

noted in the author is that the way she unravels the subconscious of her highly sensitive protagonists. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The characters of Nanda Kaul, Raka and Ila Das are studies of women in the utter maze of isolation. Nanda Kaul 

makes a classic study in epitomising alienation and existential angst, while Raka comes to symbolise the individual’s futile 

quest for finding meaning in an otherwise hopeless life. Ila Das’s life stands as a testimony to the eternal conflict 

enshrouding the individual’s dogged fight with dominant forces of oppression. However, the author pulls out a 

masterstroke by cleaving these three disparate characters in a common thread of life in isolation. Desai has examined the 

predicament of women in wilderness by placing these three characters Kasauli, a place surrounded by hills and valleys, for 

removed from civilisation. She has consciously done it to examine the predicament and psyche of women in isolation.         

By placing her female protagonists with nature herself as the backdrop, Anita Desai has endowed a symbolic and universal 

significance to the plight of her protagonists. 

REFERENCES 

1. Fire on the Mountain. London: Penguin Book 1977. 

2. Ahmed, sheikh musthaq, Existential Aesthetics. New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers, 1991. 

3. Brown, calwin s. The Reader’s Companion to World Literature, New York : Penguin, 1984. 

4. Chatterjee, Margaret. “Introducing Existentialism”Ed. Chatterjee. New Delhi: Arnold – Heimannn, 1983. 17-30. 

5. Choudary, Bidulata. Women and society in the novels of Anita Desai. New Delhi: Creative Books, 1995. 

6. Das, Ras vihar. “Existentialism” History of Philosophy Eastern and Western. Vol. II. Ed. Dr. Sarvapalli 

Radhakrishnan. London:George Allen & Co unwin Ltd, 1953.




