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Abstract:  

Anita Desai in her diverse novels exemplifies the subtle cores of human psyche and their 

underneath desire to go to a voyage for self assertion and reaffirmation of existence against 

violence, dominance and control. Maya, a lively, sensible girl, turns to a neurotic because of the 

conjugal disharmony and emotional distance. The cold, calculating outlook of Gautama to love, 

life and passion transports her to a world of hallucination where death reigns supreme. The 

tortured psyche of Maya finds its fulfillment through the murder of her husband who epitomizes 

fear, death and frustration. Her neurosis transforms into psychosis. 
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Women writers in India have developed the rich tradition of women writing. The 

predicament of women especially in the post-independence era has explicitly been explored 

through their writings. The superstitions of the society like dowry, sati, child-marriage and 

childlessness are convincingly portrayed by the contemporary feminist writers. They seek to 

divulge the oppression and exploitation of women in a male-dominated world where women are 

forced to die being physically and mentally destitute. Anita Desai (1937- ) as a major literary figure 

of the post-independence era strives to reveal the dark recesses of the psyche of women under the 
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heavy blow of patriarchy. The profound psychology behind every action and thought of Maya are 

subtlety elaborated by her in her first novel Cry, the Peacock.  Talking about the focus and context 

of her writing to Yashodhara Dalmia in an interview, she comments: “Writing is my way of 

plunging to the depths and exploitating the underlying truth. All my writing is an effort to discover, 

to underline and convey the true significance of things” (The Times of India 29 th April).    

     In the fictional world of Anita Desai quest for self-fulfillment and self assertion is an important 

aspect. The fictional world is an ambivalent one where harmony is aspired but harmony throughout 

the life of the protagonist remains unfulfilled. The intense longing on the part of women clashes 

violently with the desire to withdraw and keeps inwards. Instinct, emotion, passion seem to be 

strangers in sordid chores of daily life. These suppressed desires and emotions come to the fore 

from time to time, in varying degrees of intensity, to claim their ‘self-assertion’ and to shape the 

character and personality of the particular character. Her work also projects the struggle and 

confrontation of the women shedding their fears, anxiety and ambivalence. Desai is not only a 

socialist in the true sense of the term, rather she prefers to delineate the response of a sensitive 

mind in the enveloping world.  In the realm of contemporary Indian English fiction, A.N. Dwivedi 

has rightly argued: 

 Anita Desai is the first among Indian English novelists to have forcefully expressed the 

 existential problems of womankind; she is the first to have laid bare the inner recesses of 

 human psyche. She is the first to introduce the deep psychological probing of her 

 characters. (45) 

           In her first novel Cry, the Peacock the identity of the protagonist Maya stems from several 

inter-connected thoughts and passion. Being a young, romantic and sensitive girl she can not cope 

up with Gautama who is unsentimental, matter of fact and practical. While Maya believes in the 

theory of indulgence and the gratification of the five senses, Gautama keeps himself busy to 

renounce the mundane world and to live without any sort of attachment and gratification of 

pleasures. They both become separate with their masculine and feminine traits. The morbidity and 

isolation on the part of Maya become keen as Gautama has failed to fecundate even after four years 

of marriage. This emotional crisis creates the haunted world of Maya with the childhood prophesy 

of death encroaching upon the spouse by the albino astrologer. The emotional crisis and terrible 

loneliness engenders the ultimate death of Gautama. Maya’s relationship with her father, husband 

and brother Arjuna reflects the archetypal feminism. Ann Lowry Weir argues about the feminine 
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sensibility of Anita Desai’s fiction in such way: “Anita Desai is in the vanguard of a new 

generation of Indian writers who are experimenting with the themes of inner consciousness… She 

gives her readers valuable insights into the feminine consciousness through her memorable 

protagonists”(154-155). 

      In the childhood Maya grows up in a family of affluence and riches without any thought of 

financial difficulty and hardship. She amidst luxury and absolute affection of the father turns out 

to be a pampered child who wants to remain busy in her world of joy, fantasy and day dream. She 

lives like a toy prince in a toy world. Her world of romanticism and fantasy gets shattered as she 

gets married to Gautama, an absolutely pragmatic, calculative, sexually cold, aged gentleman. 

Between the husband and wife there exists a vast communication gap which turns them away from 

conjugal love and harmony. They become stranger to each other’s passion and sexuality. The 

emotional instinct of Maya collides with the philosophical intellectuality of Gautama. The deep 

rooted melancholy is evident one from the confession of Maya; “His coldness, his coldness, and 

incessant talk of cups of tea and philosophy in order not to hear me talk and, talking, reveal myself. 

It is that- my loneliness in this house” (45). Driven by an instinct “Maya expects some emotional 

and physical satisfaction in married life but both of them are denied her, one by Gautama’s cold 

intellectuality and the other by age” (Rajeshwar 241).  From the unfulfillment of sexual and 

emotional desires Maya becomes obsessed with her pet Toto.  Engrossed in his busy schedule 

Gautama time and again continues to ignore his wife’s need, aspiration, physical and emotional 

longing. The cold, dispassionate relationship is expressed in the voice of Maya in bitter agony: 

 Telling me to go to sleep while he worked at his papers, he did not give another thought 

 to me, to either the soft, willing body or the lonely, wanting mind that waited near his 

 bed. And now, seeing me bereaved, seeing tears on my face and my pet gone, “you need 

 a cup of tea,” he said. (9) 

          The house of Gautama thus becomes a mental hell to Maya. She laments the loss of 

childhood and her father who is a symbol of love and security to her. Maya defines the opposing 

temperaments of herself and her husband through opposite images. Maini recurs, “through simile, 

metaphor and symbol, the two spouses are evoked for us as opposite archetypes” (218). She 

describes herself as “a partridge plump and content” (134), Gautama is like “an antique owl” and 

a “meticulous tortoise” (208). Though only in the moment of harmony and lucidity Maya feels of 
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Gautama that “he alone was my rock in the wild sea- calm and immobile” (143). But Maya loves 

Gautama and the very presence of his is enchanting to her.  The intense obsession and longing to 

be with her husband stand in sharp contrast with prophesy of the albino astrologer that turns her to 

neurosis. The only reality becoming prominent to her is the concept of fate. She can only remember 

the pale, opaque eyes of the albino astrologer and his terrible saying, “Just as it is prophesied here, 

I see it there… Death to one of you. When you are married and you shall be married young… 

Death - an early one - by unnatural causes” (29-30). But the astrologer simultaneously blurts out 

the solution to all evil with the benevolent all powerful Almighty, “God guides us all. He may 

guide you onto another path, if you pray for it to be so, offer sacrifices in order that it may be so” 

(31). Maya overlooks this aspect of the prophesy due to her ever increasing dissatisfaction with 

her husband both physically and mentally. 

      It is four years since Maya and Gautama are married and the story starts with Maya’s 

hallucination of death. The albino becomes a nightmare. She never thinks of the possibility of 

averting the calamity by accepting the advice of the albino and seeking the grace of God. The 

prophesy haunts her like a shadow, “It seemed real, I could recall each detail, and yet- God, 

Gautama, father, surely it is nothing but an hallucination. Surely not, I sobbed” (64). She dares not 

tell it to Gautama. When in a party the Sikh offers to read her palm, she retreats. She only confesses, 

“I know danger was close now, very close, and the Sikh was no ally of mine, but of the magician 

of the underworld, the albino, his shadow” (79). Unoccupied, alone and unloved Maya 

ramshackles the world of hallucination. The world of her aspirations tears her apart; she begins to 

lose her sanity: “Yes, I am going insane. I am moving further and further from all wisdom, all 

calm, and I shall soon be mad” (108).  Maya always wants to be confined in her world but after 

learning Gautama’s views on astrology and fate she feels that her life is tainted with fate- fatality. 

The fate plays the predominant role in the novel resulting in the subsequent murder of Gautama. 

This tragedy occurs only because Gautama’s indifference to the hallucinating world of Maya 

without love, care and affection. The external world of senses becomes meaningless to her as it is 

also the retrospective emblem of the fear. Maya sees the moon with fear, anxiety and terror. “I 

could not rest beneath that bland white eye that watched and waited” (173). She closes to Gautama 

for consolation. The whiteness of the moon seems to be that of the luster of albino’s eyes, 

symbolizing death and sinister. The moon with its ghasty sight gradually disappears when Maya 

dotes on her poor, old, dear husband. The change is evident as she looks at “the pale hushed glow 
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of the rising moon” (208) and moves towards it in a fascination as “in a dream of love” to worship 

the faint illumination of the earth by its dearest counterpart. It now turns out to her “a great, 

multifoliate rose, waxen white, virginal, chaste and absolute white …casting its reflection upon 

the night with a vast tender mother love” (208). 

        A continuous frustration of the body’s sexual needs can be destructive and fatal to Maya. 

While a healthy physical and emotional conjugal life can give the very essence of survival, Maya 

becomes internally void because of this predicament. This view requires validation from Freud’s 

observation: “that women, who, as being the actual vehicles of the sexual interests of mankind, are 

only endowed in a small measure, with the gift of sublimating their instincts, and who… when 

they are subjected to the disillusionments of marriage, fall ill of severe neuroses which 

permanently darken their lives (47). Because of their physical and emotional estrangement Maya 

always associates her husband with the colour grey and herself with red. Grey symbolizes Gautama 

and his arid philosophy of life. She is furious at the cold, calculative way of Gautama and his entire 

imperviousness to the colours, sights and sounds of the nature. In a tone of desperation she 

observes, “Grey, Grey, all was Grey for Gautama, who lives so narrowly” (196). His words are 

“flat, equable, grey as steel and leafless” (67).He is a “grey shadow stalking, stumbling a little 

clumsily a little lost in a world so full of very real things” (206). Grey not only has its association 

with the morbid reality, it connotates death also. Maya sees her mother “all in grey” (134). Her 

gloomy mind envisages bloated faces of Gautama’s and hers “as though they were the faces 

floating in a grey sea” (146). Maya’s intense passion for love, life and lust is suggested through 

the color of red. The scarlet blooms of the silk-cotton trees, the changing colours of the evening 

Sun-light from lilac to crimson, the pink carnation bound to a red rose, the velvet bug glowing 

ember-red ruby-like, the flame of Gautama’s cigarette looking like a ruby grotto, the masses of 

roses, the ocean of rich thin red wine drunk by the elderly poets on the lawn, the scarlet-striped, 

crimson emerald green paper kites she played with, the jewellery of rubies given by her father- all 

strongly denote Maya’s preference for he colour red. S. Indira points out the association of red 

color in the following way, “Maya’s preference for red colour symbolizing her inner urge to posses 

and embrace with love all the colourful, vibrant life around her. At the same time red is indicative 

of Maya’s inner rage and violence” (21). The image of blood drop pervades her mind. The lack of 

the fulfillment of sexual desire finally turns into her perverted psyche. It is her husband’s psyche 

that she craves for: 
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 Note one, but a thousand drops of blood, a thousand ruby-red hammer heads showered 

 across my vision, blinding me with a fury that might have boiled up within the head, but 

 now exploded before my eyes. (65)   

           The obsession of Maya is gradually beginning to play the pivotal role in the novel. This sort 

of obsession can also be termed as existential loneliness. Owing to the grip of the existential 

loneliness Maya’s deep-rooted fear of death is exemplified through the natural objects like the 

moon and the cry of the peacock. The cry of the peacock suggests the ecstasy of love that finally 

achieves its finality only through death. The peacock tortured and tormented each other before 

their final sexual union. The lovelorn ecstatic cry of the peacock is the voice of love sick Maya. 

Gautama, though a father-substitute for Maya, is also her lover who fails to provide the emotional 

and physical association for his child wife. The cry of the peacocks symbolically becomes the cry 

of the anguished soul of her. The significance of the cry of the peacock can aptly described through 

the words of S. Indira: “Maya’s repeated references to the frenzied dance of the peacock for its 

mate, the cooing, and mating calls of the pigeons, the heavy silk cotton trees, the male papaya 

trees, the withered pink carnations and red roses reflect her repressed sexual desire” (22). Only the 

image of death is lurking throughout the novel. The cry of the peacock gets mingled with the dance 

of the peacock with the same sinister overtone. The peacock in legends waits through the long 

summer for the monsoon. The frenzied dance of the peacock for a mate at the advent of the rain is 

a portent of its own impending death: “Pia, Pia they cry. Lover, lover, Mio Mio I die, I die… How 

they love the rain these peacocks. They spread out their splendid tails and begin to dance, but, like 

Shiva’s, their dance of joy is the dance of death, and they dance, knowing that they and their lovers 

are all to die, perhaps even before the monsoons came to an end” (95). 

         The agony and humiliation has come to such an advance stage that she realizes the ultimate 

moment of freedom and ecstasy of love turns up. The dance of the peacock no more seems to be a 

mere natural phenomenon but it is an act of celebration; a celebration from bondage, from death, 

from hallucination, dreadful dreams and also from the prophesy of fate.  Thus she “beats upon the 

window as the dancer, waiting to go on stage, pounds the earth with uncontrollable feet     once 

the hypnotic drumming begins” (187).The dust storm drives away the emotional hindrance of 

Maya. Like the dancer she feels liberated from anxiety and fear of death. Since Gautama believes 

in the theory of non attachment of Gita, Maya passes the verdict of death to husband; She does not 
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want to loose the life which she loves whole-heartedly. As Gautama is not been love with 

aspiration and attachment, Maya passes the verdict, “it had to be one of us, you see, and it was so 

clear that it was I who was meant to live. You see, to Gautama it didn’t really matter. He didn’t 

care, and I did” (215-216). In a moment of frenzy he pushes him off the parapet of their houses 

causing his subsequent death. Her transition from neurosis to psychosis becomes complete in the 

dust storm episode where she is shown as running “on and on, from room to room, laughing as 

maniacs laugh once the world gives them up and surrenders them to their freedom” (190). The act 

of violence on her part is an intentional criminal offence which is the outcome of Maya’s psychic 

struggle. M. Rajeshwar in this context rightly argues for the tortured psychic state of Maya: “ 

Behind Maya’s final indulgence in violence there has been a prolonged psychic struggle which she 

has not known herself. Having done the deed and having taken recourse to psychosis she relaxes 

…” (20).    
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