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Anita Desai is indeed the most 

renowned of the contemporary Indian 

women novelists. She is a well - known 

and distinguished novelist who is not only 

recognized in India but in abroad as well. 

The fact that Anita Desai has achieved 

great distinction as a novelist and has 

drawn a great deal of critical attention is 

enough to assert that she is among the 

foremost Indian English writers of fiction. 

She by contrast, is often seen as a 

somewhat western existentialist 

experimenter. 

Anita Desai’s first novel, Cry, the 

Peacock is one of the most evocative 

Indian novels in English. It gives 

expression to the long -smothered wail of a 

lacerated psyche, the harrowing tale of 

blunted human relationship being told by 

the chief protagonist herself. 

The novel presents the story of a 

young, sensitive girl obsessed by a 

childhood prophesy of disaster, whose 

extreme sensitivity is rendered in terms of 

immeasurable loneliness. The very 

beginning of the novel highlights the 

alienation theme by unfolding the 

relationship of Maya and Gautama. Maya 

an introverted favourite daughter of a 

wealth, artistic father, is married to an 

older man, a detached, sober, industrious 

lawyer. In their temperaments and attitude 

of life, the two are completely opposite to 

each other. This is one of the reasons of 

loneliness of Maya. An average evening 

for Maya is hardly more than a ‘quiet, 

formal waiting.’1 Their married life is 

punctuated all along by ‘matrimonial 

silences.’
2
 What pains Maya most is her 

utter loneliness in this house. ‘I was 

alone’,
3
 she complains “Yes, I whimpered, 

it is that I am alone.”4      

She fails to understand the total 

lack of communication on the part of 

Gautama. 

“How little he knew of my misery, 

or of how to comfort me …telling me to 

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

either the soft, willing body or the lonely, 

wanting mind that waited near his bed.”
5
   

Maya feels “defenseless and utterly 

alone”
6
 in the company of “the bleak, 

comfortless figure”.
7
 Passing her husband 

she says: 

“There were still spaces of darkness 

in between, above and around and it was 

that which gave the air such weight…. 

Death lurked in those spaces; darkness 

spoke of distance, separation, loneliness of 

such proportion that it broke the bounds of 

that single word and all its associations. I 

cried to myself - what is the use? I am 

alone.”
8
 

The feeling of lonesome can be 

seen throughout the novel. Maya’s 

alienation leads her on to utter disolation: 

“All order is gone out of my 

life…no peace, nothing to keep me within 

the pattern of familiar everyday living and 

doing that becomes those whom God 

means to live on earth. Thoughts come, 

incidents occur, then they are scattered and 

disappear. Past, present, future. Truth and 

untruth. They shuttle back and forth, a 

shifting chiaroscuro of light and shade… 

those are no longer my eyes, nor this my 

mouth….The pattern for an order of lines 

and designs, a symmetry…has deserted 

my own life….strangers surround me.”
9 

This is the typical condition of an 

unfortunate person who is alienated 

through and through. Her obsession drives 

her to a curious insanity. In her psyche, 

“Yes, I am going insane,” she herself 

admits. “I am moving further and further 

from all wisdom, all calm, and I shall soon 

be mad, if I am not that already.”
10

  

Cry, the Peacock is a pioneering 

effort towards delineating the 

psychological problems of an alienated 

person. Maya’s moods, obsessions, 

dilemmas and abnormality are conveyed 

very effectively in it. Thus, is considered 

to be the first psychoanalytic fiction in 

Indo - Anglican, since it introduced the 

new idiom and direction to it. 

Anita Desai’s novel, however, is 

far more profound in understanding human 

psychology. Much of its success accrues 

from its working out the configuration of 

the inner world of the protagonist, as 

Meena Beliappa maintains: 

“The ardent introspection of Maya 

marks a valuable introversion in Indian 

fiction. It points to a line of significant 

development exploration not of the 

“social” man, but “the lone individual.”
11

      

Desai’s presentation of the plight of 

the alienated Maya may not be always 

convincing and profound, but it heralds the 
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beginning of a new kind of psychological 

novel - a novel, of sensibility rather than 

action. Her very first novel incorporates 

her vision of self and goes a long way 

towards presenting the personal problems 

of a helplessly sensitive character caught 

in the crisis of isolation and insecurity.  

Also, Maya, does not think herself 

to get adjusted in her family with the in - 

laws. According to her, love for men or 

life does not exist or matter for them and 

so she is isolated from the family.  

“In Gautama’s family one did not 

speak of love, far less of affection. One 

spoke - they spoke - of discussions in 

parliament, of cases of bribery and 

corruption revealed in government ….they 

had innumerable subjects to speak on and 

they spoke incessantly.”12 

Gautama’s family was the brainy 

type and that considered love and affection 

something inferior. Maya always feels 

lonely in their company. 

Maya’s mother - in - law is highly 

active, social and concerned with many 

social causes. As is the case with such 

women, she is defeminized. She is more 

concerned with her social work than the 

crying need of lonely Maya who asks her 

to stay home for some more time with her 

and Maya always feels lonesome. 

 To understand Maya’s psyche, we 

have to begin with her childhood. She is a 

motherless child born in a god - fearing 

traditional Brahmin family with a cultured, 

refined, rich and doting father. She also 

has a brother, Arjun with whom she shares 

pleasant moments, participating with him 

in kite - flying but not so adept as he, 

feeling his superiority. In her psyche she 

thinks: “if I was a partridge, plump, 

content, he was a wild bird, a young hawk 

that could not be tamed, that fought for its 

liberty.”13 Her childhood had been happy, 

secured and she had enjoyed finer thing of 

life. She says, “I had the happiest 

childhood. They were my happiest 

times.”14   

Having been brought up in a world 

which, in Gautama’s, her husband’s, view 

was incapable of equipping one to cope 

with world of reality. He blames her father 

for her immaturity. He says: 

 “Life is a fairy tale to you still, 

what have you learnt of the realities? The 

realities of common human existence, not 

love and romance but living and dying and 

working, all that constitutes life for the 

ordinary man. You won’t find it in your 

picture books.”15    

Maya’s tragedy is that she cannot 

live in a loud vulgar world and with people 

who do not conform to her values that 

were actually her father’s - 
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meticulousness, beauty, culture, 

refinement, aestheticism etc. 

In Desai’s portrait - gallery of 

childhood, Maya’s is a pretty good one; 

she is one of the fortunate few, away from 

the realities of life. 

Maya’s love for animals shows her 

tenderness, feeling and kindness, which is 

a part of her greater psyche that loves 

everything - the grass, the firefly, the 

moon, the flowers and stars etc. It is 

significant that the novel begins with the 

death of Toto, Maya’s pet dog which was 

substance for her, even though a dog. 

According to her, the pets mean “the world 

to me.”
16 

It seems in the lonely house with 

her busy, irresponsive lawyer husband, 

Maya communicates more with the 

animals than humans. 

Gautama is too cold and prosaic to 

bother about his sensitive wife, too much 

concerned with the facts and is quite 

philosophical. To quote Maya “how little 

he knew of my misery or of how to 

comfort me. But then, he knew nothing 

that concerned me... the distance he coldly 

keeps from me. His coldness, his coldness, 

and incessant talk of cups of tea and 

philosophy in order not to hear me talk and 

talking, reveal myself.”
17 

Maya’s tragedy 

is that there is no one to share her feelings. 

Childless, with an uncaring husband, she is 

lonely and loneliness is the bane and 

burden of her psyche. And to cap it all she 

is not even sexually satisfied. Gautama 

does not respond “to either the soft, 

willing body or the lonely, wanting mind 

that waited near his bed.”
18

 

Melancholia leads to depression 

and some who cannot cope with 

depression have nervous breakdown which 

is nothing but psychic. And this is what 

happens to Maya, critics have tried to 

diagnose her mental breakdown as - B. R. 

Rao says:  

“The highly sensitive, gifted with a 

poetic and slightly neurotic sensibility, 

Maya in later part of the novel is not able 

to maintain the border line that separates a 

nervous sensibility from ‘an insane’ 

imagination.”19 Maya becomes 

apprehensive whether she is going insane. 

On the top floor of Maya’s psyche 

edifice is the roof of insanity when she 

pushes Gautama.  

The other women characters in the 

novel have some bearing on Maya and her 

reaction towards them manifests some 

aspects of feminine psyche. However, all 

of them are different from Maya. Her 

reaction to the cabaret girls is important 

and typically feminine. The cabaret girls 

may have appeal to the men, but to Maya 

the sight of these girls displaying their 
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“fleshy wares” is a “performance as 

revolting as it was remarkable.”
20

    

Maya gives a sensuous and sensual 

description of the fleshy display in her 

psyche: 

 “Pumping their long muscled 

legs…..their posteriors….bouncing 

movement that made her bosom more 

prominent….etc.”
21

 Maya’s response to 

these girls brings to mind the thought that 

‘The woman is not attracted by another 

woman’ Maya also does not appreciate the 

“understand vulgarity” of Gautama’s 

friend’s wife. She has no liking for the 

show which is “exhibitionism …of 

physically aberrant women of small 

ambition” 22 for Gautama. The cabaret girls 

are described realistically and they 

represent the dank cellar of feminine 

psyche emanating from “the privacy of 

dank, small rooms that smell of unclean 

latrines and panting beasts.”
23

  

Maya’s in - laws, Gautama’s 

mother is devoid of love, busy with her 

social work and his sister Neela has her 

own problems, getting divorce from her 

husband. They are opposite of Maya in 

their nature. Though they are temporarily 

helpful to her, it is Maya’s psyche that she 

is in need of love and understanding but 

her two in - laws fail to give this to her.  

Maya commits suicide in the end 

of the novel and Cry, the Peacock comes 

to an end. But in the psyche of Maya, we 

have moments of revelation. Thus, the 

psychological unfolding of Maya’s 

neurotic mind forms and enfolds the plot 

of the novel. 
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