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Abstract:

Compared with plot, theme, language, or character, as an aspect of fiction is sometimes relegated to a secondary position. But it is precisely place, "the named, identified, concrete, exact and exacting gathering spot of all that has been felt,'" argues Eudora Welty, that constitutes the real essence of a novel, "A novel", she observes "is essentially bound up in the local, the real, the present, and the day to-day experience of life". Place is an all-inclusive framework; it conditions a novelist's mode of characterization, his sense of direction in brief, his entire point of view. In his study, The Rise of the Novel, Professor Ian Watt has shown that one of the distinguishing characteristics of the novel is that it gives its personages "a local habitation and a name". Localization is a practical matter of placing the characters in an environment within which they can act out their stories. The descriptive passages take their place in the texture of the novel, and cannot be detached and enjoyed for their own sake, nor wished away from the novel without damaging its fabric.
Full paper:
There is an organic relationship between the setting, the character and the point of view in a novel. The technique of background description, particularly description of landscape, in most novels, aside from localizing a scene or situation, projects through a skilful selection of color and detail the mood of a character." In the novel, participation of the reader in the moods of the characters is through the evocative power of descriptive passages. A novelist depicts the physical features, geographical boundaries, mountains and rivers, hills and forests and all that constitutes the region and important for its delineation. He describes the social, political, economic and religious conditions of locale of hi fiction. Time-induced changes evolving consciousnessalso are portrayed. It is the place in fiction which the characters real. In this makes is paper, an attempt is made to study background related to character in one of novels Custody.
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	In Custody marks a departure from Anita Desai's earlier novels where the concentration was on the internal consciousness of the individual. In Custody depicts a world beyond the individual. This novel has a male protagonist who comes from a lower middle-class family and who seeks to reach out into a wider world in the hope of self-fulfillment. Deven Sharma is a lecturer in Hindi in a college in ore, a small town near Delhi. He is portrayed as an average man completely lacking in initiative because of his timidity. However, he has literary aspirations and longs for distinction. The conflict between fantasy and reality is one of the themes in the novel. The story revolves round his weaknesses, and his trials and travails to become a success He thinks that life so far has been empty" and that "marriage, a family and a job had placed him in (a) cage" (p. 131). He resents the fact that he is chained to the necessity of "earning a livelihood" in
order to "support his family". He longs to transcend the entirely static and stagnant backwaters of his existence (p. 104) and the liberating event is to be his interviewing the famous Urdu poet Nur Shahjehanabadi. The interview and recording of his memoirs end in a fiasco leaving his literary aspirations crushed. However, these humiliating experiences bring about a sudden change in Deven and he begins to look within to find his own strength and to know his realself.



In this novel, Deven is portrayed as "a diffident and awkward hero" and who feels himself a victim of circumstances. These dominant traits of Deven's character are doubly emphasized by the delineation of his background. Almost the first impression the reader gets on reading the descriptions of the background is its dreariness. Primarily, the protagonist is portrayed against two backgrounds Mirpore and Old Delhi both of which have been portrayed by the novelist in the most uninspiring and dreary terms. "Carignano' in Fire on the Mountain symbolizes the psyche of Nanda and Raka with its bleak landscape. So also Mirpore with its dullness and barrenness reflects Deven's own personality. A series of negative images characterize the description othe town and the landscape to evoke the very sense of desolation and aridity of the place. Lacking a river the town had an artificial tank in which water is concealed by a covering layer of bright green scum.


	Water the source of life is beyond the reach of the town-dwellers indicating their State of lifelessness Almost the first thing which strikes the reader in the description of the place Mirpore is the numerous references to 'dust'; so much 'dust' becomes a metaphor, an image characterizing Mirpore, which is symbolic of the dull arid life of Deven. As Viney Kirpal says Dust' with its connotations of unproductivity, sterility and death is more real to the people of Mirpore than soil, associated with vitality, creativity and growth.”
                                  The citizens of Mirpore could  not  be  blamed for failing to understand those patriotic  songs and slogans about the soil, the earth. To them it was so palpably dust (p. 19)


	Even the violence of religious riots causing diversion in the otherwise uneventful life can be buried easily by this ubiquitous presence of dust (p. 12). The neem tree outside Deven's house has covered the entire courtyard with its branches like "a dusty canopy" (p. 13), shutting out the sun and the air.


	While travelling by bus to Delhi to seek an interview with Nur, Deven is beset with doubts as to whether this "rare opportunity would not also turn to dust" (p. 26). After his terrifying experience in the perilous world of night-time bacchanalia" (p. 60) of Nur, Deven feels relieved to come back to the "safe dustbin" (p. 60) of his world in Mirpore. He wearily sinks back "onto the dust heap like a crust thrown away and moulder" (p. 67). Deven considers his family and
his job as "heaps of rubbish" that obstruct his way towards fame and glory. But it is his own obsessive sense of insecurity and inadequacy and habitual timidity that become the stumbling block. He likes to project the view that he is the victim of other people and situations; but in fact he is the victim of his own doubts, a fact which he is aware of Thus, Mirpore becomes an objective correlative projecting the dullness, boredom and apathy of Deven's life.


	If Mirpore stifles Deven with its dust and aridity, Delhi, the land of promise and glory is no better. The great city was "certainly larger, crowded and chaotic" (p. 33). It too has its share of dust. The surroundings of his adored poet, Nur in the crowded Chandni Chowk how obvious signs of decadence which comes as a jolt to Deven. He refuses to connect this decadence to the life of the old poet, so greatly did he romanticize the poet and his world. But after observingNur's life from closer angles, Deven comes to understand that even the poet, once a fiery symbol of Urdu literary world, has degenerated into a drunken, complaining, ill-tempered and whining old man. The sense of futility is accentuated by the house of Nur which is a picture of
neglect and lethargy. The predominant impression conveyed by the descriptions of Nur's house is that of gloom and darkness, even as dust symbolizes Mirpore.


The room in which the poet lay resting was in semi-darkness the walls were lined with dark green tiles that added to the shadowy gloom solid cushions like objects carved out of this murkiness, heavy and palpable with gloom. (p. 40)


	This pictorial image is replete with words evoking an atmosphere of gloom-like 'semi-darkness shadowy gloom murkiness' etc. As in the other novels of Desai, the places and houses assume symbolic significance. They foreshadow certain crucial events that are central to the theme of the novel and important to the growth of the central character. Nur's house offers Deven, not the glories of poetry or the divine life of the poet but darkness, emptiness, secretiveness and death The darkness of Nur's house signifies that his creative vision is gone into eclipse and that his entire life is darkened now with depravity and mediocrity. Deven has romantic visions of poets and their lives in sharp contrast to his own dismal existence. But Nur's place mocks at his fantasy with its unspeakable filth and noise


	Another impression evoked by Desai's descriptions of the locale of Mirpore is that of imprisonment, and the descriptions abound in words like 'prison cage 'trap'. Deven regards Mirpore as a prison where he is doomed forever to live a dull and empty life. He feels trapped in a net of mediocrity and inadequacy. But once he gets bogged down in the mire of Nur's life, he shockingly realizes that he is trapped equally in Delhi. Deven begins to feel that help offered by others to complete the project of interview with the poet is also an attempt to trap him further.


Were those people really helping him to succeed in a unique and wonderful enterprise or simply locking him up more and more firmly in a barred trap? All he knew was that he who had set out to hunt Nur down was being hunted down himself, the prey (p. 143).

	Deven's fantasy about the poet is shattered when he realizes that Nur was as trapped as Deven was, that in fact Nur's cage was more prominent. Deven is now forced to accept Nur's life as another facet of reality.

	The drunken revelry, the noisy melodrama enacted every evening in Nur's house seem to serve the purpose of driving away his loneliness But it was too much for Deven who "hoped his former life of nonevents, non-happenings, would be resumed, empty and hopeless, safe and endurable" (p. 183).
	Another aspect of the character and setting of Deven is the colorsymbolism. He regards his life as "grey clay" and a "field, bare of grain". "Grey' is the only prominent color in this novel in keeping with the drab world of the protagonist. It is colorless and meaningless. When he takes his son for a walk, in one of the rarely experienced happy moments "One brilliant feather of spring green fluttered down through the air" (p. 73) which is symbolic of the moment of laughter that enlivened the lives of father and son only for a brief moment. The color "green' which normally represents prosperity s to Deven to signify death and destruction as yellow' signifies dryness and lifelessness.

	Thus, in this novel, the city and the town, Nur's crowded house with its noise and Deven's shabby house evoke the same sense of despair, besides a stifling feeling of imprisonment. Here, the city is not an antagonist as it too is smothered in dust and squalor objectifying the central character's plight. As in Mrs. Desai's other novels, here too, the landscape and the house reflect the psychic state of the protagonist.

	Deven could never see any beauty or comfort even in the landscape. The stretch of land between Mirpore and the capital was so short that there was no really rural scenery withered fields and tin smokestacks emitting black smoke, cement factories, brick kilns, motor repair workshops were all the landscape one sees along the highway overtaking what might once have been a pleasant aspect and obliterating it with all the litter and paraphernalia and effluent of industry; concrete, zinc, smoke, pollutants, decay and destruction (p. 24). Landscape reflects the transition of the society. Even the prospect The Delhi does not of meeting Nur, his idol, while travelling to make even happy owing to his own anxieties. 

Deven stared out at the white dust and the yellow weeds, the leafless thorn trees, the broken fenceisolated tin and brick shacks and the scattered carcasses of cattle that littered the landscape and yet rendered it more bleak and more bare under the empty sky (p. 27)



	The misery and wretchedness of his physical existence is paralleled by the bleak, melancholic surroundings. As Inamdar remarks, the wasteland outside correlates with the wasteland of Deven's mind." 

	But these two settings Mirpore and Delhi and his shuttle between them teaches Deven to come out of his illusions and to face reality unflinchingly, gathering up the inner reserves of strength. Thus, though theportrayal of places and houses denote dereliction and death, they bring about a positive effect on the protagonist seen towards the end. As a critic remarks, the background of the city is used in the novel to concretize the process of Deven's defeat and his awareness of reality.


	Towards the end of the novel, when everyone deserts him, Deven suddenly finds his own strength and learns to accept his responsibilities with fortitude. He realizes that having accepted the gift of Nur's poetry he becomes the custodian of Nur's very soul and spirit, and this great distinction certainly has elevated him. Viney Kirpal states, "This realization is indicative of his growth as a human being. Deven welcomes the "greyness' of his life as it is better than darkness.


The sky was filling with a grey light that was dissolving the dense darkness of night. It glistened upon a field of white pampas grass which waved in a sudden breeze that had sprung up, laughing, waving and rustling through the grass with a live, rippling sound (p. 204).



	Consequent upon the resolution of the protagonist's inner drama, nature cover and splendor. The sunlight dissolving the darkness of the night before is symbolic of the emergence of the new courageous 'self of Deven dispersing his previous timid, vulnerable self. His vague yearnings and illusory dreams are dissolved in the clear pool of reality. In this beautiful visual image of the landscape, the positive aspect of 'white' is brought out corresponding with the new mood of the protagonist. There is a delightful fusion of color, light and sound reflecting the regenerated spirit of Deven. It also indicates the joyous affirmation of life that Deven arrives at after a long and arduous journey of the self.
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