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The status of women in India is always a matter of concern since time immemorial. 
Women are always suppressed, oppressed and subjugated. The girls are thought to be a 
curse in their fathers’ lives. To confront with this predicament of society, the lives of the 
women become miserable and agonized. Desai’s Fire on the Mountain is a microcosm of 
it. In the novel she delineates the suffering and oppression of females by their male 
counterparts. Each and every individual character suffers in their domains. Nanda Kaul’s 
mental agony ruins her life in the husband’s home. Though she comes to Carignano only 
to get rid of bitter and cruel reality, the memory of the past torments her for good. Raka, 
the great granddaughter of Nanda, loses the blessing of childhood due to the oppression 
of her brutal, alcoholic father. Childhood becomes a fragment of trauma and bitterness to 
her. Ila Das, a social works, is again finally defeated and devastated when she makes 
efforts to transform society where patriarchy is all pervasive and all emanating. 
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Introduction 

Fire on the Mountain, stylistically the most successful novel of Anita Desai, portrays a 
theme that is common to her novels. This novel too hovers round the theme of alienation, 
loneliness, marital discord and alienation. But the novel becomes unique as the principal 
characters like Nanda and Raka maintain quite austerity and coldness to the rest of the 
world. Nanda suffers in her husband’s home and finally resigns everything even human 
association. Raka follows her at Carignano but she also differs in her attitude to the 
patriarchal world. It is the predicament of women that Desai’s novels focus. She is 
chiefly concerned with the meaninglessness of so called real life around us. Desai herself 
clearly elaborates it in an interview: 

 One’s preoccupation can only be a perpetual search for meaning, for value. For-
dare I say  it-truth. I think of the world as an iceberg-the one-tenth visible above the 
surface  of the  water is what we call reality, but the nine-tenths that are 
submerged make up the truth,  and that is what one is trying to explore. Writing is 
an effort to discover and to underline,  and finally to convey the true significance of 
things. (Interview with Yashodhara Dalmia) 

Discussion  

 Like a traditional Hindu wife Nanda spends her entire life in household works and 
rearing up the children. As a wife of the Vice- Chancellor of the university there has 
always been too much of everything to do- “too many guests coming and going”, “too 
many rooms with extra beds”, “too many trays of tea” to be made and carried to her 
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husband’s table, “too many meals, too many dishes on the table, too much to wash up 
after” (32). But she never finds salvation only in it; to follow Simone de Beauvoir’s 
words, “it keeps her busy but it does not justify her existence. She lacks the means 
requisite for self-affirmation as an individual” (541-542).  She denies to calibrate herself 
to the stereotypical role of a wife and mother. Thus conjugal love and joys of motherhood 
have left her empty, lonely like a stranger. Mr. Kaul turns a deaf ear to her plight. He 
washes his hands of all the responsibilities. He keeps a life-long affair with the 
mathematics teacher of the university Miss David whom he cannot marry because of 
social compunctions. He induces Miss David to come for badminton parties, constrains 
her to stay at night and comes back to his separate bedroom secretly. Nanda thus 
confronts a severe emotional crisis as she is merely used as a necessary adjunct to the 
status of her husband. The children out of this wed-lock prove to be all alien to her and 
nature. The house never belongs to her as it is always “his house, never hers” (18). As 
Nanda at Carignano often looks back to her earlier days with the family, it never makes 
her dewy-eyed rather it seems to be a lump made up of endless drudgery without respite 
or silence. She thinks of all those quondam days as ‘cluttered, choked’ gorge, where 
countless calls of duty surged and clamored about her. Motherhood is never a joyful, 
fulfilling experience to her; it proves to be ineffectual and inept. So the sight of the 
nestlings of hoopoes does not provide her any joy and delight. “Their screams were shrill 
and could madden” (40).  The void in her inward psyche can be put across through the 
words Malashri Lal: 

 This isolation is particular to her woman’s female condition because it is an 
isolation in  the midst of relatedness. While the external forms of living fill the days 
with constant  activity, her inner voice speaks a different language of tentative 
aspirations.  

          Nanda’s experience of motherhood and widowhood are crucial enough to break off 
the shell of myths of a woman’s role as wife and mother. The memory of rearing up her 
children with utmost care and devotion is never a source of joy and solace to her; it can 
only stir bitterness and emptiness. And all the time, with so much to do regarding the 
supervision of daily chores, she has to keep up appearances as the proud possession or 
show-piece in the house- the elegant wife of the Vice- Chancellor. She has to preside 
over the dining table wearing bright silken sari and entertaining her guests. All these are 
not what she wants but the inclination of Mr. Kaul who “had wanted her always in silk, at 
the head of the long rosewood table in the dining –room, entertaining his guests” (18). 
Thus as Simone de Beauvoir asserts “… humanity is male and man defines woman not in 
herself but as relative to him; she is not regarded as an autonomous being …Man can 
think of himself without woman. She can not think of herself without man” (29). Thus 
widowhood becomes a blessing in disguise for her. Being a widow she leaves her 
husband’s house and enters Carignano, a house of her own where she can evade the sneer 
of the jealous people: “Isn’t she splendid? Is not she like a queen? Really, Vice-
chancellor is lucky to have a wife, who can run everything as she does…” (18). She is 
now animated to leave her husband’s home in the plain like a difficult book “that she had 
read through and was not required to read again” (30). All she wants now is to be left 
alone and to hear the sound of the cicadas and the pines and to merge with these. She 
wants “to be a tree, no more and no less” (4).  
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          Nanda Kaul, the aged heroine of the novel, is an emblem of misery, suffering and 
tolerance in a male-dominated patriarchal world. After spending so many years of 
assiduous life as a wife of the Vice- Chancellor she finally recedes into a life of gloom, 
isolation and absolute estrangement in every aspect of life. Carignano, the house and the 
garden, becomes a perfect encompassment for it where “she wanted no one and nothing 
else. Whatever else came, or happened here, would be an unwelcome intrusion and 
distraction” (3). Even the sight of the postman fills her with revulsion and exasperation 
by a long chalk. She only hopes that the postman will not stop at Carignano; as the 
postman “suggests a connection with the world below the mountain, along with its 
various demands, calls, impositions, botherations which she thinks she has left behind 
forever” (Kundu 73). Whatever pleased and satisfied her at Cariganano, is only its 
starkness and barrenness which becomes an objective co-relative of the emotional 
barrenness of her life. She is concerned neither of the garden nor of its fruits; she does not 
enjoy watching the scene of the mother bird feeding the chics. “It was a sight that did not 
fill her with delight. Their screams were shrill and could madden” (4). Rather she opts for 
climbing the knoll, “the topmost height of her garden, where the wind was keenest and 
the view widest” (5). Parched by the vehemence of this man-made world Nanda finds 
opulence in the lap of Nature. Nature becomes her friend, philosopher and guide through 
and through. This aspect of Nanda’s character can best be explained through the words of 
S. Indira: 

  Driving away her agitated thoughts, the kind nature comes forward to soothe 
Nanda’s  parched soul. “From the window, the first breeze of late afternoon came 
wandering  gently in, swinging the curtain with a dancer’s movement” (p.26). The 
phrase “dancer’s  movement” has evil association of death in CP but thankfully here 
it is only a pleasant  reference to the wind’s movement. The gentle touch of the wind 
transforms Nanda’s  gloom into sunshine. A playful image of the Sun objectifies 
Nanda’s sense of relief. (103)      

      Marital life under the shackles of patriarchy makes Nanda so inconsiderate that she 
first thinks of Raka not as a dearest counter-part coming to Carignano to recuperate but 
an intruder, an outsider; “a mosquito flown up from the plains to tease and worry” (44).  
She thinks of Raka’s presence an irritating one only to spoil her privacy and solitude. Her 
prejudice against Raka comes to the fore through the imagery of the insects: “She was no 
more than a particularly dark and irksome spot on the hazy landscape- a mosquito, a 
cricket, or a grain of sand in the eye” (39). The insect imagery sharply evinces Nanda’s 
dislike for Raka. S. Indira thus rightly argues, “the insect imagery continues as long as 
Nanda’s feelings for Raka remain the same” (104). Again Raka distorted by marital 
discord seems to be a diffident child who seems to have no needs. She wants only one 
thing-“to be left alone and pursue her own secret life among the rocks and pines of 
Kasauli” (47-48). Emotional deprivation is the root of her psychological deprivation. She 
grows up in a family without filial bonding and care. She observes frequently fearsome 
scenes between her parents. Her father opens his mouth “to let out a flood of rotten 
stench, beating at her mother with hammers and fists of abuse- harsh, filthy abuse that 
made Raka cower under her bed clothes and wet the mattress in fright, feeling the stream 
of urine warm and weakening between her legs like a stream of blood, and her mother lay 
down on the floor and shut her eyes and wept” (78-79). As a rebel of this man-made 
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society Raka jilts the instructions of all social institutions like school, club or playing 
with other children. She owes no attachment to the “safe, cozy, civilized world” (91). She 
knows at the core of her heart there is no escape from this harrowing life; the only way to 
circumvent the harsh realities is to take shelter in the world of fantasy. Raka’s world of 
fantasy is shaped by her memory of the past. “Ram Lal tells her about the fancy dress ball 
where ladies are dresses like queens and men like princes. But inside the club Raka finds 
madmen and rioters.” (69). Raka goes beyond the standard of a female in view of society 
where “consciously or unconsciously, almost everyone cooperates in this oppressive 
socialization or conditioning. Parents, teachers, toy manufacturers and writers of 
children’s books encourage the girls to be feminine” (Singh 20). 

       Both Nanda and Raka are too obsessed with the thought of freedom in this man-
made farcical world. Each and every object reminds her of the endless bondage in her 
husband’s mansion where there is little escape. She finds the sunlight “too bright, too 
dry” (20), even the ringing of the phone sounds ominous. What she wants is only to elude 
it. The only way to evade the reality is to die. Her death wish recurs in her desire to 
imitate the posture of the lizard. But the ray of hope to live finally begins to encroach 
upon her as she grows to be affectionate to her great granddaughter Raka. Unlike the rest 
of the world Raka prefers the stillness and gloom of Kasauli. Nanda comes to realize 
Raka is what she wants to be in her youth. Thus Raka is only the true inheritor of 
Carignano. In loneliness and desperation Nanda tries to reach to Raka. But vehemently 
Raka eschews all human association and even the company of her great grandmother. 
Rather the child is drawn towards “the ravaged, destroyed and barren places of Kasauli” 
(91). She prefers to wander in the places where there was “no sound, only silence, no 
light, only shade and skeletons kept in beds of ash on which the footprints of jackles 
flowered in grey” (99). She feels uncomfortable when the grandmother hugs her and her 
eyes follow “the flight of the hoopoe that suddenly darted out of the tree” (40). The bird 
image thus “externalizes Raka’s desire to get away from Nanda” (Indira 105). She 
envisages the old lady just as another pine tree, “the grey sari a rock—all components of 
the barrenness and stillness of the Carignano garden” (40). Only the sights of devastation 
and morbidity galvanize her. Thus Raka becomes an alter-ego of Nanda. Consequently 
Nanda blurts out: “Raka, you really are a great- grandchild of mine, aren’t you? You are 
more like me than any of my children or grandchildren you are exactly like me, Raka” 
(71). The traumatic childhood of Raka makes her insensible and insensitive to the outer 
world. As Krishnaswamy continues: 

 The conventional sweet smells and sounds of childhood are ignored, she feels 
drawn by  scenes of devastation and failure. The forest fires tingle her and she bursts 
from the shell  of Carignano like a sharp keen-edged explosive to set fire on the 
mountains. (262) 

     In the world of death, desperation and disaster inhabited by two ladies, another 
defeated soul walks in. Ila Das, “a shriveled old lady in miniature” (110) becomes a 
target of banter and ridicule to the people of the surrounding. The mob taunts her hideous 
physical appearance and the village boy shouts and insinuates her like a pack of 
monkeys. She is insulted at every steps of her life for being poor and unstable in society. 
Though being born and brought up in an affluent family she has seen the “ragged life” 
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(112) because of the parents’ partiality towards the male members of the household. 
Earlier in their house “sherry was served before lunch, port after. The servants wore 
white cotton gloves” and “the ladies went for evening drives along the river in pompously 
purring automobiles” (110). But her “flowery tinkling years” (123) comes to an end when 
her father bequeaths the money to the delinquent boys who soon squander all the money 
in drinking and merry-making. The boys are sent to the foreign universities- Heidelberg, 
Cambridge and Harvard while Ila as well as her sister goes on to live thriftily without 
money and fortune. The girls even with their meager salary tend their bed-ridden mother 
but the boys never come to her even in her funeral. But misfortune never leaves them 
alone. Tragedy further endangers the lives of the sisters when Rima becomes almost blind 
because of the cataract and starts to live in Miss Wright’s home with the tiny 
endorsement sent by Ila for her food and lodging. And Ila on the other hand upholds 
herself respect by earning money even being disparaged by the society for her small, 
grotesque appearance and appalling voice. The pathos in her life can be aptly described 
through the words of S. Indira: 

 The scene describing the teasing of Ila Das by a bunch of school boys reminds 
one of the  crow- eagle episodes in WS. In every novel of Anita Desai, we find these 
prey-predator  images. The victimization is gruesome enough in the world of animals and 
when it is  transferred to the human world, it becomes all the more sickening, 
shattering our  faith in  humanity. There is no one who could see beyond Ila’s 
physical ugliness and eccentric  manners, and understand her inner courage  and 
warmth of heart. (118)  

 Like a defiant soul Ila Das accepts her life and its hazards with a very optimistic 
tone. Knowing very well of the predicament of her life “full of hazards, full of hazards” 
(139) ,she has learnt the lesson how to bear up with the half starved existence and 
grueling poverty without resentment.  When asked by Nanda if she could make both ends 
meet, Ila Das folds up her handkerchief “into smaller and even smaller squares. When it 
could not be folded any further, she held it tightly in her hand” (126). This image clearly 
certifies that there is nothing left in her hand. Chill penury circumscribes her. But she is 
not burdened herself with the worries and anxieties of life rather she turns to the 
illuminating reality. As a social worker she makes her earnest efforts to eradicate 
superstition, child marriage and curses of ignorance. The earlier picture of Ila Das, to 
quote S. Indira, “as clumsy and ridiculous fades away as Ila acquires a certain moral 
authority towards the end of the novel due to her genuine concern for the poor, ignorant, 
superstitious villagers despite her penury and hard life” (120).Her benevolent social work 
raises wrath and irascibility of the priests and farmers . She tries to stop the child 
marriage of Singh’s seven years’ old daughter to an old, widower. This causes motive of 
revenge in Preet Singh’s mind which ultimately becomes fulfilled through the subsequent 
violent rape and murder of Ila Das in a dark and ghostly landscape. The image of Ila Das’ 
rape and murder in a solitary confinement explores that in this man-made hypocritical 
world violence and sheer brutal force survive only; the trace of honesty, fellow-feeling, 
mercy has evaporated. 

   The three female characters in Fire on the Mountain live in a world of fantasy and 
fiction.  Ila starts to live in an optimistic world where there is no curse of ignorance, child 
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marriage and poverty. Nanda lies to Raka about her father’s job in Tibet, her marriage 
and her children. She never reveals that she is a woman betrayed by her husband, 
children even by herself. The news of Ila Das’ tragic death confronts her with the drastic 
reality where there is no ray of hope to live. Her desperate need to associate herself with 
Raka crumbles with the tragic and sudden death of Ila Das. Raka also collapses the make-
believe world of her Nani by starting a forest fire; “Look, Nani, I have set the forest on 
fire. Look, Nani-look- the forest is on fire” (159).  There is an indication of the physical 
death of Nanda and emotional death of Raka as the truth illumines. The final act of Raka 
to set fire in the forest can be explained symbolically through the words of Chary: 

 Raka alleviates her suffering by restoring to violence. It is a means of escape for 
her. By  the act  of setting fire to the forest, she saves her ideal self from being 
totally destroyed.  Like a rubber  ball hit hard against the wall, Raka bounces back on 
the cruel and false  world with a vengeance […]. (91-95)  
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