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ABSTRACT

My research article is on Anita Desai's Nanda KaMbice of Silence in The Fire on the Mountain. Maf her
protagonists live in a well of silence due to nariisharmony which is her favorite premise to edior the womanhood.
Anita Desai wants to show that a married womansliaa isolated life because her life has been wdstegh unfaithful

husband and uncaring children.
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INTRODUCTION
The Voice of Silence

Silence, deep within oneself, born out of a pedamind is the most precious gift God could haveegito man.
This silence is the silence of the Universe, witheelnvisible makes himself visible. This silendatee Universe, echoed
in the heart of man is the dwelling place of Gau.this silence man hears God whispering and Gaenksto Man’s
whispered prayers. As K. R. Srinivasa Ayenger stdtealf a prayer from below, half a whisper frofmosae: the prayer
evoking the response, or the whisper evoking theygm and always prayer and whisper chiming intsoag”
[Indian Writing in English, p.111].

In Anita Desai’s novels, some of the protagonisspecially women apparently live in a well of sdenbut deep
within, a scream of anger, frustration at the we/Has treated them and protest at the disillusimt life has doled out to
them goes on and on. This scream is the voicel@icg of the anguish of the protagonists which di#l only when they
die. This is very much true of Maya of Cry, the &szk, Monisha of Voices in the City and Nanda KatiFire on the
Mountain.

It has been said that “Fire on the Mountain “digplakilful dramatization of experiences of womerbesiled by
the cross way of life” [Bidulata Choudary, WomerdeBociety in the Novels of Anita Desai, p.77]. THovel presents the
existential angst of the protagonist, Nanda Kabk B an old lady, living in isolation. Nanda Kéathe wife of Mr. Kaul,
the Vice-Chancellor of the Punjab University. Nafigas in Carignano, all alone by herself with jts¢ cook Ram Lal to
help her. She shuns all human company. She finelis e arrival of the postman to deliver an ocazitetter proves an
unbearable intrusion into her privacy. But thisf-sdlled isolation does not last long. A letter iggs, informing of the
arrival of Raka, her young great granddaughter, wgharriving to convalesce after an attack of tygh&aka also is a
recluse, as silent and as withdrawn as her greadgnother. Both the old lady and the young gie lir double singleness.
While the old lady shuns any companionship, Rakansthuman company, finding comfort in the compasiim of

nature.

But as days go by, Nanda feels attracted to hentsilvithdrawn great granddaughter and slowly treesnove
closer to her to solve the problem of Raka's rdekreess which she feels is abnormal, as she isytamg and
inexperienced to shun human company. But the chflgses to accept the old lady’s companionshipamiupts solitude as

her friend. She feels that only in solitude can ls&a&r the voice of her own silence.
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llla Das, Nanda’s childhood friend visits Carignatm meet Raka. A onetime lecturer in Punjab Unitgrs
llla Das loses her job subsequent to Ms. Kaul'seetent. She has become an officer in the socidhveedepartment and
lives in Kasauli. She fights against child marriagel tries to enlighten the illiterate villagers tajking about the evils of
child marriage. One day when she is returning hafter a visit to Carignano, she is waylaid by P&iegh the father of a
prospective child bride, raped and murdered. Na€ald dies at the news of llla Das’s murder. Rakaware of her great
grandmother’s death, rushes into the house annogimgldly that she has set the forest on fire. “Nafaul, Raka, and to
some extent llla Das, are embodiments of the extisiepredicament experienced by the individuahimun-understanding

and even hostile universe” [Nagappan Sethuramaistditialism in Anita Desai’s Fire on the Mountgin2].

The title of the novel ‘Fire on the Mountain’ synlises fire which burns in the heart of Nanda Kaulose
married life had been one of only duty as an ideetess to her vice-chancellor husband and a gatldemto her many
children born out of a loveless marriage and a ggraehd mother to her innumerable grand childremit@Desai's Fire
on the Mountain presents a study of trauma of ss@awmife, a trauma that takes refuge in seclusiéténfiesh Kumar

Gupta, Trauma of a Housewife: Anita Desai’s Firetlis Mountain, p.106].

Her chosen seclusion is actually nursing of a deepnd in her heart, caused by her husband’s lifigrlo
unfaithfulness. She has selected this severance &tbhuman relationships after passing througtcpisysuffering and
bitter experiences of a hypocritical married lifdis marriage has been based on lust and circuti@taanvenience for
Mr. Kaul. Her husband had never had any respettntist be shown to a wife. Rather he regarded beeven as the
mother of his children, but as an excellent hostéssl the parties he held, where the inviteesenaore women than men.
She is projected in the early part of the novehagaceful, self-controlled and authoritative laligving discharged her
duties unflinchingly. But all the time she had beserifering from want of privacy and a little timerfherself. She has,
no doubt enjoyed the comforts and social statua wte-chancellor's wife, but life has been purpess her wifehood

meaningless and her motherhood unsatiating. Hemaaare presented thus:
The old house, the full house, of that period of
her life when she was the vice-chancellor’s wifeswa
the hub of a small but intense world, which had not
pleased her. Its crowding had stifled her [FM, .31
They had had so many children, they had
gone to so many schools at different times of the
day, and had so many tutors... all of different
ages and sizes and families [FM, pp.29, 30].

Externally everything appears smooth and pleasantiriernally Nanda Kaul is burning with frustrati@and
suppressed emotions. Like Maya and Monisha, Naraid &so suffers in silence and only the voiceilghse, her inner
self keeps a conversation between them going. BlikeuMaya and Monisha whose inner voice breaksroptotest at the
last moment before they die, Nanda Kaul dies quiatld her voice of silence is never heard and besoaver silent,
at her death.

What has hurt her to the core of her being is lusbhand’s illicit relationship with Miss Davidson,n@ember of

his teaching staff. He invites her to badmintortiparand compels her to spend the night in his éoBat Nanda doesn’t
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become hysterical and picks up quarrel with hebhod. She maintains a frozen smile on her facecantinues with her
hostess act unperturbed. No one suspects the buiirgnin her, a fire of intense hatred for her tbausd and his eternal

parties:
Nor had her husband loved and cherished her
and kept her like a queen-he had done only enaugh t
keep her quiet while he carried on a life-long iaffa
with Miss. [p.158].

Nanda has a deep desire to guard her solitude sigaily violation. Her ideal is to be remote anccaesssible,
like the eagle soaring above the mountain, to talycalone and still, “to be a tree, no more, asd, was all that she was
prepared to undertake”[p.4].She has withdrawn Higpsesically and emotionally from all involvemeint life’s processes.
“Her action corresponds in a way to the renuncmatib the material world as advocated in the fostége or ashram of
life” [Neeru Chakravertty, Ambivalence of Choice:Study of Where Shall We This Summer? Fire on tleiMain and
Clear Light of Day, p.90].But a life of withdrawfibm actual life should have culminated into redbation of life’'s ups
and downs, born out of introspection and self-agialyBut Nanda Kaul has neither introspected nifrasmlysed so that
she emerges purer and stronger a woman at her @t/age. But she has become silent and uncommiwveieatd in her
silence there is only revulsion for the past argbnément against any intrusion that doesn'’t learefiee to live her own
solitary life. Though Nanda has got her freedonmfrber husband, after his death and freedom frombthelage of
motherhood, she is not actually free because statlynioves in the past, nursing an injured ego. 8besn’'t know to

forgive and forget, but remains a prisoner to hemuories.

Raka arrives. She watches Nanda with great cwyiesgihdering what her life with her great grandmotisegoing
to be like. But both are unable to communicate veéitith other. Raka, though a child appears to beri tecluse.
She has the gift of disappearing silently intohfks and the forest. Raka does not seem to hayaeeds, except the need
to be left alone. Nanda finds in Raka what shediedgsired to be, once. She tells Raka, “You aoeentike me than any
of my children or grand children. You are exactkelme, Raka” [p.64]. Raka is a solitary figureppsi in her solitude and
satisfied with the companionship of nature. She sflent girl who does not like human company dmmdughout the novel
she speaks only very few words. Nanda feels thaig@ano is an ideal place for a person like Raka,she had an

instinctive understanding of the place and valded i

Raka is the daughter of an ill-matched couple aad been a witness to the brutality of her drunksner
towards her mother. She is haunted by the reca@lestof the nightmare her life had been in her patehome.
Insufficient parental care and parental callousress gone into the shaping of Raka's psyche. Séls fasecure and
lonely and yet wishes to be left alone with nat@ke is attracted to Kasauli because of its ravadestroyed and barren
places [p.99]. AT carignano, in the company of ratthere are no sickly sweet smells, no crying aimpering,
no stench of alchohol, no terror. She is only paacehich one can hear the voice of silence andl tfee vibrations of
stillness. “She tries to seek the meaning of lifehe company of nature with an eagle’s eye; slpdoess her existence

beyond the surface meaning of life” [Neeru Tandsmita Desai and Her Fictional World, p.176].

Raka appears to be a “freak” child for the laught@ayfulness and mischievous are found lackinghém.
She would rather gaze at a pine charred in thesffdire than the fresh leaves of the pine shininghe sun and smell its

pleasant fragrance. She is a child who had not beeapted, approved of, needed, wanted, loved mmeejated by her
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parents. When she comes to her great grandmotimense also, she knows that she is all unwelcomestgue
“Raka is a victim of emotional deprivation”. But days go by, Nanda’'s attitude towards Raka undergoehange:

she is filled with tenderness she wants to helfddbigo to bed:

Habit would rear its head inside her, make her grepo follow, tell her to tuck the child in, rebdr a story and

lead her safely into sleep [p.88].

But she would not go to the child, for she had cam€arignano only to be alone. She had not conenstave
herself again. But she wanted this strange childtay with her always. This is the great change&aRapresence has

wrought out in Nanda Kaul. Though both live sepalates, what is common between them is the voicglence.

Raka’s natural, instinctive and total rejectionNznda, draws the latter to the former. Nanda reslibat Raka’s
love for solitude is as abnormal as her own choiceolitude. The old lady slowly gets involved withe self-sufficient
and aloof Raka, despite herself. She exhibits msity for the child’s activity and she even fegalous of the friendship

between Ramlal, the cook and Raka. She developbsessive desire to keep Raka always by her side:

Somehow she could not bear to let her slip awawal$ as if Raka’s indifference was a good, a chg#eto

her-the elusive fish, the golden catch [p.108].

Nanda, who had been afraid that her isolation whedlisturbed by the arrival of Raka, now yearnsRaka’s
company. She goes on narrating incidents from Hw, fnoping to attract the attention of Raka withrgge anecdotes.

Her strange talkativeness puzzles Raka:
She could not understand this new talkativeness of
her great grandmother who had preferred till
lately, not to talk to her at all, nor had wanted t
be talked to .Now she was unable to Stop[p.106].

Nanda Kaul is slowly emerging out to her world iédrsce where her voice of silence was audible tollgerself.
But now, in her attempt to woo the child to herr oughts so far kept hidden, come trembling o the silent hill
house resounds with her words spoken to Raka. $amtad illusion-making are the means she despgrekeloses to
catch Raka’s attention. But she is so carried awalyer own imagined narration that she would rel#tly to believe those
memories of her childhood to be real. Through heaginative satisfying existence, she unconsciotsjgcts her real
existence of isolation. But this fantasy does ravnefor her what she desires: Raka’s closenessaffadtion. Raka is
restless and cannot be made to emerge out to hréd efcsilence. She is not fobled into believing tiales narrated by her
great grandmother and chafes against this “disabteantimacy “and can see this story-telling usofds, dreams and
more words” [p.110]. Raka would sigh and twist asid see if Ram Lal would come and release her fftancompany of

Nanda Kaul but he didn’t come:
She would have to do something. She would haveto d
something. She would have to break out into freedom
again. She could not bear to be confined to thdaalg's
fantasy world when the reality outside appealed so

strongly [p.109].
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Raka is mentally stronger than her great grandmo8tee has made her own adjustment to the grintyedllife
which had given her an abusive father and a hed@émg mother. Her solitude has become her nhbtanadition and she

is able to sense the falsity of the illusion in thkes of Nanda.

Other than Raka there is a second visitor to Carigrlla Das, Nanda Kaul's old friend. She is ahp#t, comic

creature. Her voice is such that sometimes itdackle, sometimes a scream.
Such a voice no human being ought to have had:
It was anti-social to possess, to emit such soasdmor llla Das made by way of communication [f]12

llla Das has had a hard life and has suffered pomaand poverty. But still she cares for the sbpi@blems
which plague India. Nanda who lives a comfortaifs kll alone by herself has never bothered abimaiproblems of the
society, because she has chosen the life of theseedEven her own daughter’s sufferings and Ragaislence’s in her
house after a serious attack of typhoid leave loé&dt and irritated. Her thoughts are always abouséié and her own
shame at her husband’s infidelity and her neegffimacy which she had never had and so now shessaelre enjoying it
with vengeance. When she questions llla how simaisaging her life, llla replies that she had alwlgd the minimum.
Out of the minimum she sends a ‘tiny sum’ for tleatal and lodging of one Mrs. Wright who had beemaany in her

house at one time.

llla is actually in need of a good home and supp®hte hopes that Nanda, her old friend will offetoi her.
But inspire of her deprivation and struggle forvéuail, she is silent and will not openly speak bat need. Even though
she shrieks and her speech is described as “afalfitgy.131], she also has the voice of silenceahhonly llla can hear.
Nanda prefers silence; llla chooses to be silergnatiere is need. Nanda is silent even when tlseneéd for speech.
If only she had spoken aloud to llla that she catéy in Carignano, llla wouldn't have been murderethe darkness of
night on her way back home. “But the dryness ofatishas permitted Nanda Kaul, who is dumb to henfls
unexpressed request for help, and indifferent to fhend’s individual than social involvement to pmove life of

men’[Carmen Concilio, Anita Desai’s Fire on the Ni¢ain and the Iconography of the Crone, p.81].

Illa Das is a vivid contrast to her friend NandauKdlla is zestful and is enthusiastic about ahtures: she is full

of energy as can be seen from her quick movemextsantinuous conversation. She appears ludicratits w
“Her little grey top knot that wobbled on top ofrhe
head, at her spectacles that slipped down to phef ti
her nose ...the lace hem of her sari [p.118].

But Nanda Kaul is overtly cool and collected. Blla Das emerges as a individual than the aristmcidé&nda,
for the formed is concerned about the sufferingthefwomen and children. She fights against thal lpdests who deny
the possibility of the sick children being treatedhe hospitals and let them die. Furthermoreitllaonscious of the role

of women in the process of modernization that Insliandergoing after Independence:

The women are willing, poor dears, to try and cleathgeir dreadful lives by an effort, but do younthitheir men
will let them? Nooo, not one bit [p.141].

llla Das is quite aware of the subordinate conditid women for they have no say in the matter dfiamarriage,
which appears to be the business of men entirély.0as is trying to stop such child marriages freaking place.

She narrates the story of how Preet Singh is triengarry off his seven year old daughter to a widowith six children
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of his own. Nanda warns llla not to work againg friest and llla just shrugs off the warning aats ©ut in the in the
evening to go home.

llla, instead go going home decides to go to theaha There she sees the Tibetan shawl selleingsétieir
wares on the street: she also sees their babiepupmes that were playing with a carelessnesstwiriakes her envy

them their joy and zest for life:
There was a zest about them, warmth of life’s fires
burning brightly in their shabby, grubby bodiese$
that had died out in her long ago, leaving thispheia
ashes, this pain [p.148].

The pain of llla Das’s loneliness, her poverty &ed long battle against the relentless and supietstipriest and
the ignorant people of the village are all knowrh&y innermost, lonely self only. In her struggbe $urvival her zest for
life is burnt to ashes, yet she goes on, chedrsfidy and unmindful of the other people’s carelesatinent of her, as if she

were inanimate object.

But Nanda has none of these noble qualities. WhilEs problems are real and her existence a regabgle,
Nanda’s problems are non-existent and her existencgiite comfortable and her isolation self-crdatder husband’s
infidelity has negatively coloured her relationshifth everybody. While Nanda is rigid in her attitullla is flexible.
But inspire of her simplicity and flexibility shes iPreet singh who in his raging anger againstslliaterference in his
personal plans takes revenge on her by raping amdering her:

Crushed back, crushed down into the earth, sheajgsd, broken still and finished [p.156].

The last act of indignity has been done to thesenerg who had been good in her intention and kintden
approach and humble in her existence. Her terdelgth is the result of despair born out of heresirfy and loneliness
and her lack of dignity and equilibrium. “Inspiré their apparent differences, they both are victiofigheir sense of
insecurity and betrayal” [Nero Chakravertty, Amharece of Choice: A Study of Where Shall We Go T8&isnmer?
Fire on the Mountain and Clear Light of Day, p.98].

Nanda Kaul receives the news of her friend’s deatr the phone. She is shocked and faints. Whea Ralrns

home, setting fire to the forest, she finds heaggeandmother sitting:
Tapping, and then drumming, she raised her
voice, and then raised her hand to look in and
saw Nanda Kaul on the stool with her head
hanging, the black telephone hanging, and the
long wire dangling [p.159].

This picture stands as a symbol of the total atal faability to reach out and make connection Wit world of
reality. Life becomes sterile when one chooses tmdyvoice of silence as the sole companion. Natal4, Illa Das and
Raka are lonely people who could have made thesslimore meaningful if they had allowed their voidesilence to be

heard by the other two people.
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The two women have failed in life because bothlacking in mental balance. One is too inflexibleahle to
accommodate anyone else in her small world: therathready to make all adjustments possible big fa maintain
dignity and fails to inspire confidence in her ledf®r others. The author seems to convey the rgeset life is a sordid

affair: but once born to it, one has to develogalthy attitude of objective involvement and aceepe.

Fire on the Mountain also presents the real stafugomen in India. Whether a widow like Nanda Kaul,
well-placed and economically independent or ampldeed and poverty stricken spinster like llla Basa girl child
Raka —all the three lead a miserable life. Nandalte®en made miserable by an uncaring, unfaithfsbaod. Illa Das has
been made miserable by her irresponsible brothbsvever care whether she is alive or dead and,Ralktle girl has
been made miserable by the disharmony between ruekeh father and helpless ailing mother. Theseethepresent
various stages of womanhood.

The anguish they carry within themselves is fermenby atrocious males. They are leading lives whsch
abnormal and in no way is their natural way of.tif€hrough these women the novelist has put questiarks on the
status of women in contemporary society where @afitial and communal relations have almost kbstir true sense and

where women are fated to live stunted lives” [Dshivini Kumar Vishnu, Fire on the Mountain: A Viep82].

The only common factor that unites Nanda Kaul @& Fin the Mountain with Maya and Monisha is heritahr
disharmony. But Maya and Monisha are luckier thamdi, in that Maya’'s husband Gautama and Monidhaskand
Jiban are insensitive: they are unable to undedistend sympathise with the inner struggle of thaives. But Nanda’'s
husband, the vice-chancellor of the Punjab Unitsiisicallous for he is unfaithful to his wife allong, till his death and
carries on an affair with Miss. Davidson with thél knowledge of Nanda. Nanda is unlucky in notyogétting a husband

who never cared for her, she is also unlucky thattss children for whom she did not have any love:
After her husband’s death, her sons and
daughters had come to help her empty the vice-
chancellor’s house ...She had wondered what to do
with them [p.33].

Nanda'’s relationship with her husband is nothingonel the duties and obligations they had for eattiero
The same is true of the bond with her children.sehehildren had been born out of a loveless mariatpere sex had

been indulged in only for procreation. That is witihgugh there is no love or mutual respect, marigien had been born.

Due to the strong maternal instinct women, as @, erive a peculiar joy in bringing up their cinéld. The fond
memories of their children later fill their heaw#th tenderness. This maternal instinct to givehband nurture the child is
so strong in Maya and Monisha, that their barreseaves them unfulfilled and frustrated. But innNa kaul, maternal
instinct does not surface at all. The years wherchiédren were small, look to her today like ther@e, cluttered, choked
and blackened with the heads of children and gcéaildren [p.19].

There had been neither emotional satisfaction nog fove in Nanda’'s act of bringing up her childritrhad been
only a sense of duty, and this sense of duty wasrreppreciated, neither by the husband nor byghiidren, but taken for

granted.
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Her bitterness with her husband and dissatisfactisth her children makes her choose a life of reelu
But her detached existence is only an act put oNdiyda, as can be seen from her gradual attachmd®dka. She so

desperately longs for love that Raka’s indifferele@ves her defenceless and desperate.

Any relationship, to thrive in harmony has to bedshon mutual respect, trust and understandingafbkence of
these three qualities will lead to development istrdst, hatred and suspicion, leading to dishaymévhen there is no
harmony in the marital relationship, not only ddke woman suffer, but her suffering is inheritedaakegacy by the
children. Nanda Kaul's unhappy married life has endr children selfish, without any tender care tfair mother.

The author doesn’t mention anywhere about the @hild protest at Nanda Kaul's solitary way of life.

She did not live here alone by choice-she livee lsdone because that was what she was forced tedigced to
doing[p.158].

Isolation is not the natural human condition ortims, though the possibility of one individual ady
understanding another is rare. When total undedsigrappears to be rare, there can be a little eoisgn and kindness

which can help in living a life of peace and hagsin

Raka, though a child, is mentally stronger thandreat- grand mother. She has made her own adjostm¢he
grim reality of her abusive father and helpless haptby internalising solitude as her natural caadit She has no
expectations and is neither unhappy with her ggeanhdmother’'s cold welcome nor happy with her afteat getting
closer to Raka.

Thus the three women, Maya, Monisha and Nanda amen with a grudge against life and do not think of
coming to terms with reality and so they shun &éfed by shunning life, they become unfit to live eyHail to develop a
positive assertion towards life, because life meatgust existing, but participating consciousiyalil its rhythms. All the
three women do not practice generosity but keepwturing their grudge against life. They haverarnt that forgiving
and forgetting alone can make existence possitideeaist we must .These women are neither happydékes, nor do
they make others happy. In fact, they make thesbhnds unhappy and in the case of Nanda, She éidert offer a home
to the suffering llla Das, who is supposed to hedmdy friend of long standing.

Life is a sordid affair, as Desai claims. But otgen to this sordidness, there is no point in mgkirstill more
sordid. Suffering is a means by which one’s seffusfied, and the suffering of the self shouldulesn understanding the

suffering of the others.

These three women who have not understood themraaming of life as a process of refining one’s peatity,
deserve our sympathy. Through the presentationeafiff in the lives of the protagonists, Anita Dielsas claimed our
compassion. Her Compassionate Realism is a messdge readers, that life must be lived not on smevn terms, but as

its own terms.
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