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From Language to Literature: B Study of Imagery
in Anita Desai’s Fire on the Mountain

WANKHEDE PRAKASH TUKARAM

Aniz Deser's oviefoancemn was mainly for the depiorable conalitons
of Indizn women victimized under the fdeological social _
oroumsances i indan soaely Inportraying the women CharReters,
Anits Desar viviies the inner condiions of the mind and the outside
anvionment by praealig 1tin terms of inages. Fire on the Mouniain®
5 & great novel by Anite Desal. The significance of the existenlial
condtons of the charactars-Nands Kaud, lis Das and Raka- has been
enhanced with the profuse use of inagey. It S mainiy from the
subbuman and the inzmimals wond undenying the sormber anfi
of the characters. The imagely appears maily i

&*ﬁzk@i&ﬁfkﬁ%‘:‘ﬁg&%ﬁﬁ@m@ﬁ}t‘fi&bg:ﬁ:aﬂt‘fp’ljwl wiokence

executed by the multiple folds of the sociey. /¢ also refiects the

. mﬁ@&?ﬁd’x&m9@?@:&-;@-&?@:&@?@&:\ The timate vakie
of viiance as shown &y the imagey is seen in terms of the three
of b as they had embraced. The imagery has
aracters almost with the

(#

dffarent Cowses
randerad the tragic spit of these women ¢cha

classical height o el
Keywords: Subiuman. inznimate. Ainship. violence. frantic, elite.
patrzrchy. inage, imitation hystercal drudgen, Spinster

has universaly been zcknowledged that literature is thef groguci of human
loonditions expressed through a speciic use of language mgch 5 en{pby_gdby
z?;e writer for w::}ﬂg the ideas and the objects for communia ting hs_u!tzmﬂa;et
vision of ffe as it occurs na particular cu.’fu.re-crsgcze{y. Itisthen ob:'ious'
imagery is the most \iial gmension of the creative effort in Frerature.Imagery asa
rarary device is perceived o be images taken Cﬂ’%&’ﬂg"m-’c’f‘v}t a:m;os;}e cropping up
foma poem or other kinds of Rerature. In L’zem:_wsafus_:rofs orin n .qeocxxia_ thery
references of similes and metaphors. While raiing SIgiv: ce o) ’:mage intf e
4 H Clemen (1951} comments: “Every image, every meaphqr gains

: o s context ™ Therelore. it could be argued that imagery
which projecis the thematic concem ofthe

QaiserZohaAlam (19%4) studies imagery in Inqian Engiish Lite:awre.-
He classifies the images and interprets itin the th_ema{:c conte{t He argu};e;
“There is often 2 faify heavy density of images in Anita Desai’s works.

confexLs
has a vital relevance in the conlext

WIRE

S e

j o

et o S B T SR

From ?J;\gunge lo Literature...

images are generally integrally related to the conlexls l0o. ks
experience andpmjglcts the sa};ne in terms of metaphors and symbois * Therefore.
the present paper altempls to investigate the nalure ofimagery inAnila Desais
novel, Fire on the Mountain (1977). It tries to show how images are used in
multiple situations and communicate the ultimate vision of the novelist. ;
Apartfrom its lteral meaning, the e of the novel, Fire on the Mouniain
shows the load of figurative sense, almost a metapher for the highest elite situation
that prevailed in the Vice-Chancellor's family and ironic enough, Nanda K {ful
remains agonized at heart all through her married lite, deprived of genuine
happiness that evolves from love, care and concern as the supreme values o! a
family. The quality of the elite is directed towards selfishness and exploitation
without concem or affection for mother.In the initial narrative, there occurs an
abstract idea expressed in the image of concrete objects, a combinaton of abstract
and concrete in order o vivify the abstract: The sight of him inexorably closingin
with his swollen bag, rolled a flat ball of irritation into the cool cave ofherday’(3).
The images of ball and cave vividly express Nanda Kaul's disturbed
mind against the sight of the posiman. The phrase bal ofimitation” and ‘cave ofher
day’ profoundly communicate her loss of iaith in human world. The abstractis
defined intemms of concrete. The punciual and obedient nature of the posiman with
his daily hardwork of carrying the bag of letters through the narrow paths of the
mountains has been expressed in the image of ‘donkey’ {11). The image of
‘ghost’ (15) projects Raka’s extreme weakness due to typhoid as it emerges
from Tara's lefter.
Nanda Kaul ponders over her past life as she had lived with her family.
Her bitter experience wilh them over the years appearsin the following namration:
‘Looking down over all those years. she had survived and bome. She saw them.
not hare and shining as the plains below, but fike the gorge, cluttering , chocked
and blackened with the herds of children and grandchidren, servants and guests,
alf restlessly surging, clamoring about her’ (p. 17)The two dominant images in the
above- plains’ and ‘gorge’ comespandng to sunshine and happiness and darkness
and misery respectively. Her iife did not have the suniight of plains, as the image
communicates, But her life had the darkness of gorge where ihere was alarge
quantum of thankless hardwork 8% fatigue and agony. -
The wives and daughters of lecturers and professors visiting the
residence appreciate Nanda Kaul as splendid and queen-like. Butit actually
provokes Nanda Kaul to imitation as seen in the fofowing bit of namation: *...and
her eyes had flashed when she heard, ke a pair of black blades wanting to cut
them, despising them... (18)The analogy between shaipness ofhereyesanda
pair of black blades wanting fo cut them show her furiousness against ihe exiSiing
domestic situation which consumes her energy at the cost of her freadom and
satisfaction of ving.
The circumstances of lia Das differ from that of Nanda Kaul. Sheis 2
spinster- ugly and shori. She has io face social trouble to lve. Her shriil voice is

83
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compared o ‘a long nail frantically scratching at ¢ ’
lto’ ) ical galaglass pane' or 'a small chi
gone berserk’ (21 ) Both the images project llaDas's helpless verbal s.oaazn\m

emerging from her much troubledsoul as a result of her humiliaf
ialvi Lot her humili
social violence against her ation done by the

Nanda Kaul's composed state of mind emerging from much of

disappointment and loss in the past is expressedin the m i i
such as a %m:.mn tree trunk in the aam, and'a csxm:m%mwﬁﬁwﬁwﬁwﬁ
Mmmm: (23) The images communicate meanness of her existence characterized
:m M m w@a\mmm:mis\o% §Sos human dignity almost rendered to atrifle non-

alus. Her inmost will to become a tree (4) rather than human being
shows her merging of self in Nature and her absolute abandonment of hiuman
world as a result of gross negligence despite the vast domestic drudgery done
over a period of fifty years. R.S.Sharma (1981) observes : “her withdrawal stands
for emotional staticity, a kind of psychic frigidity that refuses to lake note of any
movement around.”

Nanda Kaul's basic mindset is not of domestic drudgery as perceived
from her childhood and adolescence. Her inward craving for freedom and
individuality make her domestic work unnatural. The distance between her mindset
and the patriarchal familial responsibilities is found in the analogy: reading a great
heavy difficult book’. Nanda Kaul's withdrawal of herself from the human world
and her hermitage amidst the mountains of Kasauliis broken with Raka’s ms.i
at Carignana. The forthcoming trouble and the petty existence of the \m.sm‘m childis
appropriately communicated by the image ' Som.os.ﬁ (40). The child’s sudden
appearance and disappearance from the place .%Q:.\ma hertoalarge @.ama. In
this sense.Raka has been compared to ‘a rabbit conjured up bya magician (40)
It is the fantasy that illustrates the fact. With llaDas’s arrival at ,_Omé:m% her

appearance has been definedin _,\m:ocm Smmmm. The adjectives am-nom\_ m:.q
‘egg-cosy’ project the poor quality of her mzmwma.nm. §‘m state of :m.: 0 %um N
shown with the adjective ‘yellowed rather swm.: ._§_a:mq (112). 1t ns\m% mﬁ
age as an accumulation of insults and humiliations over the years. Qm.§mﬂm mg
bit of a crumpled paper’ (112) shows a very trifle quality of %1%.5% is ,_s“ out
essence ,full of everyday circumsiances, exactly 8333 by the image of ‘gravel
The contrast between Nanda xms_m life m& that ,o\ lla om,m has u%mp
figuratively brought out in the images of ragged life’and \wmmog h w MMW SM
adjective ‘ragged’ projects multiple meanings in .§m context. Itcommu g
:aces of her life in terms of existential conditions across the years, s we
e @mow ed quality of her life which agonized her soul, as it mem@mq.:os
s Mw.mmz.:m from the anti-social elements of the society. The interaction of
s:i.m wﬁ \an lla Das over their past life is shocking to Nanda Kaul. lla Das has
el mc?mq as raucous apparition’ which highlights the ugly features of her
pesip s ¢ of violence that she brings with her. Her voice 15 compared
feasiel a2 %%a uld pierce her temples and penetrates her jaws. llaDas 's
ok ﬂﬁmﬁ%ﬁ nmw%?wq as ‘waterfall. Her sigh with anguished sense ofthe
speech i .
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past has been communicated as’ ai from a slashed bafloon’ (120) that does not
give her comfort,

Nanda Kaul's background and her upbringing at her father’s home
shows her confidence ins goodness and humanity in living. From this point of
view, she tries to judge her post marital experience of life where she finds a kind of
disorder, The following image projects the sense rightly;

Now was the moment to rise and put all in its place, like the goddess of a

naughty land returned to deal with chaos’ (122) The image of goddess

signifies her own goodness and humanity which she applies during her
premarital and post marital period of life and even during her old age.

The phrase ‘naughty land’ and the word ‘chaos’ refer fo the terrilory of

palriarchal society where the ultimate sense of morality lowards humanity

does not prevail. llaDas'’s experience with the rural social system their
problems, ideas and interactions with her are conceived as ‘horror’. Her
existence amidst this situation, as a Christian social worker renders her
passive and poses threat to her life. The.imagery appears as follows :

*Yes, lla Das brought horror with her and horror it was that hovered

about her as she went off as jerky and crazy as an old puppet with her

ancient umbrella and tattered bag’ (133)

The image of ‘an old puppet’ appropriately defines lla Das as a social
worker amidst tradiitional rural Indian society, almost a hopeless sufferer without
Justice and humanity but with cruelty and violence, unfairly worked out.

S.Indira (1994) studies imagery in Fire on the MountairShe obseives:
“There is a string of images foreshadowing llaDas’s death as if that were the
logical culmination for her tortured existence™. Nanda Kaul receives llaDas's
phone with the sense of ‘murder' (101) Her voice on phone is perceived in the
image of ‘a shot crow’ (102). Nanda Kaul feels that llaDas’srickety existence
looked so precarious. The word ‘precarious’ projects a sense of danger almost
imminent in her life.

There are other images in the novel which are almost decorative. The
vastplains below the mountains and a Chandigarh lake amidst it is expressed as
‘dull silver brooch’ {61) The vastness of the plain with natural beauty has been
viewed as ‘an ancient scroll' (61) unrolled under Raka'’s feet for her to survey.
The imagery emerging from Raka’s vision amidst the mountains is weird in
nature. Aman in greenis compared to a grasshopper. His voice is expressedin
the image of ‘crowing cock.” Awoman with a bucket on her head is seenas a
cooking spoon rolling in an empty pot (69). The vision irritates Raka. Her energy
and spontaneity in moving from one place to another is expressed in the word,
‘shooting.' It is compared with the immediate release of a seed from the burst pod
(71) The layer of ashes spread on Kasauli mountains is communicated in the
image of a grey pelt (76) The red eyes of the churails are expressed in ‘coals. It
is suggestive of its destructive values. :

An atmosphere of thought- content is created with the help of several

images. When Nanda Kaul receives a phone call from lla Das, her restlessness .
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indicating immediate circumstances, is projected in the following i .
tumed h_er head this way andthatinan escapé she matched mﬂggggg gré; :j '
aworm inch by resisting inch from the ground till it snapped in two. She felt like the
worm herself. She Winced atits mutilation” (21)This prey-predatorimage of hen
pecktr?g at a worm is suggestive of Nanda Kaul’s present inner turmoil. Her past
suffering at the hands of the adulterous husband and her present awareness about
the harsh_realities of life are communicated by this image. The image of the
charred pine tree is repeatedly employed in the novel. lts analogy with Nanda
Kaul, as she perceives, vivifies the conditions of her past life : her work as great
benefactor and yet out of ungratefulness, remaining agonized.Anita Desai's vision
of the existential life of the women characters in the novel shows her pre-predator
characleristics- their individual features and relationship. The images of ugliness,
Joneliness, destruction are frequently used for projecting the existential theme of
the novel.
NagappanSethuraman (2005) views the tragedy of Nanda Kaulin terms

of Shakespeare’s King Lear, almost a journey from home to heath vivified with

imagery. He comments, ‘lmagery of ugly and evil animals like jackals and wolves

are recurrently used, creating ananimal imagery that reinforces the thematic
concem of the play, namely the tragedy of uman Jife, personified in the life of Lear,
a victim of indifference in old age.”

The wide range of images contributes to projecting the traits of the

characters, the nature of their relationship with the social forces, almost from

family to the remotest elements of society, the conditions and circumstances
emeraing therefrom, their suffering and reflections, the‘plages, objects‘and events
occurring in the course of their life. The imagery oocurmngin the noyel is functional
as welas decorative. The functionat imagery deveiops the thematicstrandsofthe
novel and integrates them to the ultimate vision of phys:'cal and ps;dwo!og:cal
violence in the life of the three women characters. The imagery charactenzes
their suffering intemms of d‘:ssatisfac{fen and ggom'm Spi_l‘e of the:rgccg:es§ an;i
honesty. They remain the victims of the pa{ngrdwals@al vak_;es u;h ‘ tgnng ;g
violence and slowly destroy the puise of their iite. Thf:1 If:e remains mmgctﬁ rdﬁ' )

and significance, put exploited and neglected. The qax}mmmage;m ng
overall hetoric of the nove! thought do nofe gq}g;gﬁrcaze the theme. Thent

ima in the for e and melapnorn

the :Wgéifs,’g;;gs;ﬁ; ga erges from the subhuman andinanimate worid
simastdy anddecayig projecting the aaverse, agonzing and wgsff?é%{ﬁ;
N the cocial elements which begin from the family. The frixage.} ‘qg\.. S J
uine b*w\q noraland the universal together. NandKaul, lla Das and Raka
ety m& rfn%ﬁ;;zmﬁvés of the mass of women suffering under simiar
fhanemeioe. @ e Me one may recall Thomas Hardy's words (1 959)
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