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Abstract:

Anita Desai’s fiction delves deeply into the psychological landscapes of her characters, often foregrounding
the tension between the eternal and the ephemeral aspects of love. In Fire on the Mountain, Journey to Ithaca,
Voices in the City, and Cry, the Peacock, Desai crafts a spectrum of emotional experiences in which love
appears both as a transcendent, spiritual ideal and as a fleeting, often painful human experience. Through the
solitude of Nanda Kaul, the spiritual yearning of Laila and Matteo, the existential disillusionment of Monisha
and Amla, and the neurotic collapse of Maya, Desai illustrates how characters struggle to reconcile their
longing for a timeless, pure connection with the impermanence and disillusionment of worldly attachments.
The conflict between eternal love—imagined as divine, selfless, and enduring—and ephemeral love—
marked by desire, dependence, and decay—becomes a central theme that shapes identity, sanity, and personal
freedom. Through her lyrical prose and internalized narration, Desai explores how this duality of love serves
not only as a reflection of individual inner turmoil but also as a broader commentary on the human condition
and the search for meaning in modern life.

Index terms: Eternal and Ephemeral Love, Quest, sensual passion, Spiritual detachment, familial love,
detachment.

Introduction:

Anita Desai frequently explores the conflict between eternal and ephemeral love in her novels, often
portraying women caught between societal expectations and their own desires for lasting, meaningful
connection versus fleeting, superficial relationships. She examines the complexities of man-woman
relationships in the context of modern Indian life, highlighting the insensitivity of men towards women's
emotional and psychological needs. Desai's protagonists often struggle with alienation and isolation, seeking
love and understanding but finding themselves misunderstood or unfulfilled. Anita Desai is not a novelist
whose predominant interests are social or sociological. She has admitted to an interviewer:

| am interest in character who are not average but have retreated, or have been driven into
some extremity of despair and turn against or make a stand against the general current. It
is easy to flow with the current, it makes no demands, it costs no efforts, but those who
can’t follow it.. know what the demands are, what it costs to them.
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Anita Desai explores the conflict between eternal and ephemeral love in Journey to Ithaca through her
three protagonists—Matteo, Sophie, and the Mother (Laila)—who each pursue a different kind of love and
meaning:

Matteo: The Quest for Eternal Love

o He becomes engrossed in a love that transcends earthly ties, drawn to the spiritual “Mother” and the
ashram’s austere rituals. His devotion is complete—abandoning his family and all material comforts
for inner truth. Desai portrays this as a kind of sacrificial, lasting devotion, a passionate but solitary
pursuit of something beyond the self .

e Matteo’s shift from his bourgeois upbringing to asceticism contrasts sharply with familial bonds,
making his love “eternal” in its spiritual depth, yet alienating in its mortal isolation .

Sophie: Embracing the Ephemeral

e Sophie embodies earthly, fleeting love—her love for Matteo is grounded in family, reality, and
present commitments. She recoils at asceticism, preferring the comfort of her children and a rational,
material world .

e Even when she returns to the search—tracing Laila’s journey—it is rooted in her need to recover
Matteo, not a spiritual calling. Her love is temporal, anchored in daily life and emotional healing,
not mystical transcendence.

The Mother (Laila): Between the Two

« Laila’s journey exemplifies a tension between sensual passion (as a dancer, lover) and spiritual
detachment (as a guru). In Paris she’s tied to Krishna; in India she finds deeper meaning in ritual
and surrender.

o She seems to integrate both: her dancing is a form of worship, and her guidance in the ashram blends
devotion with worldly action (work without desire). Yet even she cannot fully reconcile the pull of
worldly love and spiritual enduring.

Duality & Dialectics in Desai’s Narrative

e The novel brims with dualities—spiritual vs. material, inner vs. outer, attachment vs. detachment—
mirroring the tension between timeless and momentary love .

o Desai employs counterpoint and repetition in her structure to emphasize this dialectic, moving
readers through Matteo’s spiritual ascension and Sophie’s human wanderings.

Synthesis: Love as a Journey

Drawing from Cavafy’s Ithaca, Desai suggests that the path itself—the evolving tensions, conflicts,
choices—is the point.

e Matteo’s eternal love offers vision but severs him from everyday bonds.
e Sophie’s ephemeral love is warm and sustaining yet unfulfilling once Matteo is lost.
e Laila’s hybrid love is powerful but fraught with unresolved longing.

Desai doesn't resolve these oppositions; instead, she insists that love—Ilike spirituality—is not one or the
other. It is a complex interplay, and truth lies in the balance between the eternal and the ephemeral.

o Eternal love: Matteo’s self-transcendence, spiritual devotion.

o Ephemeral love: Sophie’s familial, earthly devotion.

e The tension: the Mother’s hybrid quest strains both dimensions.

o Desai’s insight: true understanding arises not from choosing sides but from embracing the journey
that weaves them together.
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Anita Desai often explores the tension between eternal (universal or idealized) and ephemeral (fleeting,
bodily) love through her deeply introspective characters and richly symbolic writing. In Cry, the Peacock,
Maya’s intense emotionality—driven by childhood memories, peacocks' mournful cries and prophetic
astrology—embodies the longing for something timeless and all-consuming. She is in search of a love that
is eternal: all-consuming, transcendent, and connected to nature and myth. The peacocks' anguished mating
calls symbolize this burning, mythical passion that transcends the everyday.

However, Maya is trapped in a marriage with Gautama, whose rational, detached, pragmatic view of love
is grounded entirely in the ephemeral: the present, the intellectual, and the mundane. As the character—his
name echoing the Buddha—he represents detachment, logic, impermanence, and emotional restraint. Where
Maya searches for eternity, Gautama insists on impermanence. He regards love as "attachment"—temporary
and worldly, even considering the death of her beloved pet Toto as easily replaced, a "sweeper will do it"
moment

This fundamental mismatch—eternal vs. ephemeral—feeds Maya’s growing neurosis. She perceives
Gautama’s indifference not only as emotional neglect but as a refusal to engage with the eternal aspects of
love, the mythic and symbolic. In her vision, love must stand against death and time; his cannot. She believes
that this gulf makes her life unsustainable, prompting her to kill him, as foretold by the astrologer, in a
desperate attempt to preserve or at least force a confrontation with this existential tension.

Ultimately, Desai highlights the psychic toll of this conflict: characters who yearn for timeless, mythic
depth but are tethered to a world of transient relationships, social roles, and rational frameworks. Maya’s
collapse is a tragic testament to how the clash of these two forms of love—eternal and ephemeral—can
shatter a soul that has been driven “to some extremity of despair”

Anita Desai's novel Voices in the City delves deeply into existential struggles, familial dysfunction, and the
emotional chaos of urban life. One of the significant undercurrents in the novel is the conflict between
eternal and ephemeral love, which she explores through the inner lives and choices of her characters—
particularly the siblings Nirode, Monisha, and Amla.

In Desai's portrayal, eternal love represents an idealistic, spiritual, or deeply enduring connection—often
unattainable or thwarted in the harsh, chaotic modern world. Ephemeral love, on the other hand, is transient,
superficial, and often tied to physical desire, societal convenience, or emotional escapism.

Monisha: The Tragedy of Eternal Love in a Loveless Marriage

Monisha, the introspective and sensitive sister, embodies the desire for a deeper, eternal form of love.
However, trapped in a sterile, emotionally barren marriage within a conservative Bengali household, she
finds herself unable to either express love or receive it. Her diary entries reveal her yearning for a more
profound connection—emotional, intellectual, and spiritual.

« Her suicide becomes symbolic: it is a tragic rejection of the ephemeral life she is forced to lead, and
a desperate grasp at the eternal in the only way she knows—through death.

e Her fate shows how eternal love becomes a burden in a society that does not know how to
accommodate or nurture it.

Amla: The Artist Torn Between Passion and Meaning

Amla, the youngest sibling, is more vibrant and passionate. She gets drawn into the colorful world of the
artist Dharma, which represents ephemeral love and aesthetic pleasure. Yet Amla feels a sense of spiritual
hollowness within this world—despite its surface beauty.

e Her relationships, including with Dharma, are rooted in sensation and fleeting connection, not the
permanence or depth that she seems to seek.

e Amla’s emotional arc reflects the tension between sensual allure and the need for lasting love or
purpose—she is caught between momentary escape and meaningful fulfiliment.
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Nirode: The Search for Meaning Through Detachment

Nirode, the brother, is somewhat emotionally detached and struggles with both artistic ambition and
existential despair. He is not overtly involved in romantic love, but his rejection of conventional
attachments also hints at a longing for something more meaningful—possibly a platonic or intellectual form
of eternal love, though he never achieves it.

e His cynicism toward relationships reflects his disillusionment with both romantic and familial
love.

e For him, both forms of love—eternal and ephemeral—seem hollow, making him a character of
spiritual paralysis.

The Urban Setting as a Symbol

The city itself becomes a metaphor for ephemerality—changing, chaotic, impersonal. Within this setting,
the characters’ search for enduring love seems futile. The *"voices in the city' are fragmented, disconnected,
echoing the transient connections people make in urban life.

In Voices in the City, Anita Desai presents a profound meditation on the conflict between the yearning for
eternal love and the reality of ephemeral attachments. Her characters are caught between these
extremes—seeking spiritual or emotional fulfillment in a world that offers only fleeting connections. The
result is alienation, disillusionment, and in Monisha’s case, tragedy. Desai’s treatment is subtle, poetic, and
deeply psychological, reflecting her broader concerns with identity, isolation, and the burden of
consciousness in modern India.

Anita Desai’s novel Fire on the Mountain (1977) subtly explores the tension between eternal and ephemeral
love through its characters and the emotional landscapes they inhabit. Rather than presenting love in overt
or romanticized terms, Desai uses silence, isolation, and memory to depict how love—whether maternal,
romantic, or familial—can be enduring or fleeting, fulfilling or devastating.

1. Eternal Love: Illusion or Longing?

The idea of eternal love is often associated with enduring emotional bonds that persist despite time and
distance. In Fire on the Mountain, this is symbolically suggested rather than clearly embodied.

o Nanda Kaul, the central character, lives in self-imposed isolation in Carignano, Shimla, having
seemingly rejected the chaotic, crowded life of love and duty. However, her solitude is not just a
rejection but a response to disillusionment with the impermanence of love—especially the betrayal
by her husband.

e Though she claims to want detachment, her longing for peace and her carefully constructed
isolation ironically reveals a deep emotional wound—a residual yearning for constancy, for
something like eternal love, even if unspoken.

e The arrival of her great-granddaughter Raka triggers these hidden longings. Raka represents a
potential for a new, perhaps purer connection—but this hope is ultimately shattered by emotional
distance and misunderstanding.

2. Ephemeral Love: Fleeting, Fragile, and Destructive
Desai is often more interested in how love fails—how it is momentary, unreliable, or even harmful.

e The story of Nanda’s daughter and her abuse by her husband, which is hinted at and then
shockingly revealed, underlines the theme that what is presented as love can become a tool of
violence. Romantic love, often idealized, becomes ephemeral and destructive.

e Nanda’s husband’s infidelity and emotional neglect exemplify how love deteriorates over time,
leaving emotional debris that shapes her later life.
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o Even the seeming affection between Nanda and Raka proves fleeting. Raka remains emotionally
distant, drawn more to the desolate mountains and the wilderness than to any human connection. This
symbolizes how even generational, familial love can be ephemeral if not nurtured.

3. Symbolism: The Mountain and Fire

« The mountain represents both solitude and permanence, while fire is a symbol of both destruction
and purification. The fire at the end of the novel, which Raka watches, could be seen as a final,
dramatic metaphor for the burning away of illusion—perhaps of the illusion of eternal love.

« In this way, the novel aligns more closely with modernist skepticism about eternal love. Love, for
Desai’s characters, is more often a source of pain or illusion than fulfillment.

In Fire on the Mountain, Anita Desai masterfully contrasts the desire for eternal love with the harsh
reality of its ephemeral nature. Through her nuanced characters—especially Nanda Kaul and Raka—she
shows how love, in its many forms, is often fragile, fleeting, and shadowed by memory and loss. The
novel becomes a quiet meditation on the emotional residue left behind when love is either lost, betrayed,
or never fully realized.

Conclusion:

In conclusion, Anita Desai’s novels Fire on the Mountain, Journey to Ithaka, Voices in the City, and Cry, the
Peacock poignantly explore the nuanced conflict between eternal and ephemeral love. Across these works,
Desai delves into the complexities of human relationships, revealing how the desire for enduring,
transcendent love is often thwarted by the fleeting and fragile nature of real-world emotional bonds. Her
characters are frequently trapped between a yearning for permanence and the disillusionment that arises from
impermanence, reflecting the broader human condition.

In Cry, the Peacock, Maya’s obsessive craving for ideal, everlasting love contrasts sharply with the transient,
emotionally distant relationship she shares with her husband, leading to psychological collapse. Similarly, in
Voices in the City, the siblings' desperate search for meaning and connection in a decaying, impersonal urban
setting reveals how ephemeral attachments fail to fulfill their deeper emotional and existential needs. Desai
presents love as something that is deeply sought but rarely sustained, particularly in a modern world
fragmented by alienation and disconnection.

Fire on the Mountain offers a more subdued yet equally poignant portrayal of this conflict. Nanda Kaul’s
retreat from the world in search of peace and detachment suggests a renunciation of ephemeral relationships.
However, the arrival of her great-granddaughter Raka disrupts this stillness and forces her to confront
suppressed emotions and lost connections, indicating that even in detachment, the longing for eternal
emotional bonds lingers. Desai uses silence, solitude, and nature as metaphors for this internal conflict,
portraying love not as fulfillment, but as an unresolved tension.

In Journey to Ithaka, the conflict becomes spiritual, where the quest for divine, eternal love through spiritual
enlightenment is juxtaposed with the pull of earthly love and familial duty. Laila’s journey into mysticism
and Matteo’s unwavering devotion to a higher love highlight how eternal love becomes a path of self-
negation, often at the cost of human relationships. The novel questions whether such love can coexist with
the temporal demands of real life, ultimately suggesting that the pursuit of eternal love, while noble, is
isolating and often painful.

Desai's exploration of love is neither romanticized nor simplistic; rather, it is a deeply introspective and often
unsettling meditation on love’s impermanence. Through her richly drawn characters and psychological depth,
she reveals that the conflict between eternal and ephemeral love is not merely thematic—it is intrinsic to the
human experience.
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