
Born to a German mother and an Indian father on June 24, 1937, Ani-
ta Desai spent much of her life in New Delhi. Growing up she spoke 
German at home and Hindi to friends and neighbors. She first learned 
English when she went to school. It was the language in which she 
first learned to read and write, and so it became her literary language. 
When asked why English remains her literary language, she said, “I 
think it had a tremendous effect that the first thing you saw written 
and the first thing you ever read was English. It seemed to me the 
language of books. I just went on writing it because I always wanted 
to belong to this world of books” (CLC).

Desai received a BA in English Literature and graduated with honors 
from the University of Delhi. She started publishing her work shortly 
after her marriage to Ashrin Desai on December 13, 1958.
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Quick Facts

* Born in 1937
* Indian author, 
and she writes 
her novels in 
English
* First published 
novel was Cry, 
the Peacock
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With her inner eye she saw how her own 
house and its particular history linked and 
contained her, as well as her whole family . . 
. giving them the soil in which to send down 
their roots. . . . always drawing from the 
same soil, the same secret darkness. That soil 
contained all time, past and future. . . . It was 
where her deepest self lived, and the deepest 
selves of her sisters and brothers and all those 
who shared that time with her.

          — Clear Light of Day
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Desai is part of a new literary tradition of Indian writing in English which dates back only to the 30s 
or 40s. She explains that this is because “at one time all literature was recited rather than read and 
that remains the tradition in India. It is still rather a strange act to buy a book and read it, an unusual 
thing to do” (CLC). Her new style of writing is also different from that of many Indian writers, as it is 
much less conservative than Indian literature has been in the past. For these reasons, she says, she is 
not widely read in India, mainly in Indian universities if at all.

Throughout her novels, children’s books, and short stories, Desai focuses on personal struggles and 
problems of contemporary life that her Indian characters must cope with. She maintains that her 
primary goal is to discover “the truth that is nine-tenths of the iceberg that lies submerged beneath the 
one-tenth visible portion we call Reality” (CLC). She portrays the cultural and social changes that In-
dia has undergone as she focuses on the incredible power of family and society and the relationships 
between family members, paying close attention to the trials of women suppressed by Indian society.

Desai is praised for her broad understanding on intellectual issues, and for her ability to portray her 
country so vividly with the way the eastern and western cultures have blended there. She has received 
numerous awards, including the 1978 National Academy of Letters Award for Fire on the Mountain, 
the first of her novels to be brought to the United States. The story is of a remote, isolated woman 
and her equally withdrawn great-granddaughter as they are forced together in hills surrounded by 
violence and fire. In 1983 she was awarded the Guardian Prize for Children’s Fiction for The Village 
by the Sea, an adventurous fairy tale about a young boy living in a small fishing village in India. She 
was awarded the Literary Lion Award in 1993, and has also been named Helen Cam Visiting fellow, 
Ashby fellow, and honorary fellow of the University of Cambridge.

In addition to her writing, Desai has raised four children: Rahul, Tani, Arjun, and Kiran. She has been 
a member of the Advisory Board for English, and of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, as 
well as a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature. She has also worked as an educator at colleges 
including Mt. Holyoke, Smith, and Girton College at Cambridge University.
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Czech
Hry za soumraku: Sbírka povídek, trans. Helena Nebelová (Odeon, 1986).
Nebelová (Odeon, 1986).

French
Un héritage exorbitant, trans. Paulette Vieilhomme-Callais (Stock, 1985).
Le jeûne et le festin, trans. Anne-Cécile Padoux (Mercure de France, 2001).
Jeux au crépuscule: nouvelles, trans. Anne-Cécile Padoux (Denoël, 1995).
La claire lumière du jour, trans. Anne-Cécile Padoux (Denoël, 1993).
Un village près de la mer, trans. Paulette Vielhomme-Callais (Gallimard, 1987).
Où irons-nous cet été, trans. Anne-Cécile Padoux (Denoël, 1995).
Le feu sur la montagne: roman, trans. Paulette Vielhomme-Callais (Stock, 1986).
Le Bombay de Baumgartner, trans. Paulette Vielhomme-Callais (Stock, 1991).

Hebrew
Avak yahalom: ve-sipurim aherim, trans. Ziva Yavin (Matar, 2001).
Ta`aniyot, ta`anugot, trans. Shaul Levin (Kineret, 2003).

Hindi
Sulagata parvata (Sahitya akadami, 1992).
Moron wala bagh, trans. Vimala Mohan (Sahitya Akademi, 1993).
Samudra tata ka eka gamva (Vimala Mohan, 1991).

Japanese
Deri no shijin, trans. Akira Takahashi (Mekon, 1999).

Persian
Atash dar kuhistan, trans. Azar Alipur (Yasaman, 1994).
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Spanish
Viaje a Ítaca, trans. José-Luis Fernández-Villanueva (Destino, 1997).
Ayuno festín, trans. Gian Castelli (Alianza, 2000).
Clara luz del día, trans. Gian Castelli (Alianza Editorial, 2001).
En custodia, trans. Jesús Zulaika (Alianza Editorial, 2003).
Polvo de diamante: y otros relatos (Alianza Editorial, 2002).
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