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ABSTRACT

Sudha Murty’s Gently Falls the Bakula (1999) is a realistic and emotionally charged portrayal of modern Indian
marriage and the struggle for women’s self-identity. Through the character of Shrimati, Murty captures the quiet
suffering of women who sacrifice personal ambitions for the sake of domestic harmony. The novel reflects the social
realities of gender inequality, emotional neglect, and the awakening of self-respect. Murty’s simple language and
empathetic tone make the story accessible yet profound. This paper explores the novel’s themes through the lens of
social realism and empowerment, emphasizing how personal awareness becomes the key to liberation and dignity.
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INTRODUCTION

Sudha Murty is one of the most widely read contemporary Indian authors who writes with clarity and compassion about
ordinary lives. Her fiction is characterized by simple storytelling, strong moral values, and social consciousness. Murty’s
works such as Dollar Bahu, Mahashweta, House of Cards, and Gently Falls the Bakula depict the complexities of family,
career, and social expectations in modern India. She often focuses on women who confront emotional struggles silently and
emerge with quiet strength.

Gently Falls the Bakula is among Murty’s earliest novels, first published in 1999 by Penguin Books. The novel explores the
life of Shrimati, a talented young woman whose life changes drastically after marriage to Shrikant, an ambitious man
devoted to his career. The Bakula flower, symbolizing tender love and remembrance, becomes a motif that connects the
couple’s youthful romance with their later emotional distance.

The novel stands out for its subtle realism. Murty avoids melodrama and instead depicts everyday life the unspoken
conversations, silent tears, and emotional isolation that define many modern relationships. Her realism lies in her ability to
portray truth through simplicity. In doing so, she reveals how ambition and material success can erode emotional
connection and human warmth.

This article examines Gently Falls the Bakula as a work of social realism and explores how Murty uses the character of
Shrimati to represent the universal struggle for identity among women in a patriarchal society. The analysis focuses on three
dimensions: (1) gender and emotional neglect in marriage, (2) realization and transformation, and (3) women’s identity and
moral strength.

Gender and Emotional Neglect in Marriage:

Marriage in Murty’s fiction is never presented as merely romantic it is an institution shaped by social norms, gender roles,
and expectations. In Gently Falls the Bakula, Shrimati and Shrikant’s love begins beautifully but fades as Shrikant’s career
ambitions take over their lives. Murty’s realism lies in showing how emotional neglect can grow unnoticed until it becomes
unbearable.

Shrimati gives up her passion for history and academic research to support her husband’s corporate journey. Her sacrifices,
though initially made out of love, slowly become her source of pain. Murty writes:

Shrimati looked at him, the man she had once loved more than herself. His words, sharp and careless, cut deeper than she
expected. The room was filled with silence, not of peace but of distance. She realized then that success had built a wall
between them. Every word he spoke now carried the weight of arrogance, and every silence echoed her loneliness. (p. 87)
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This six-line passage captures the emotional distance that defines their relationship. Murty presents no villains, only human
beings shaped by the pressures of success and social validation. Shrikant is not intentionally cruel; he is simply unaware of
the slow death of love occurring in his marriage.

Shrimati’s pain is not dramatic but deeply internal. She represents countless women who invest themselves in their
husband’s dreams, believing that shared success will bring shared happiness. Instead, she becomes invisible in her own
home, her thoughts and desires dismissed as trivial. The domestic space that once symbolized comfort now becomes a
silent prison.

Murty’s depiction of gender inequality is realistic because it mirrors middle-class Indian life. The woman’s contribution is
emotional and invisible, while the man’s achievements are public and celebrated. Shrimati’s identity dissolves as she begins
to live entirely through Shrikant’s schedule, friends, and goals.

Another poignant moment occurs when Shrikant dismisses her wish to attend a seminar. Murty writes:

He laughed and said, ‘Why do you need to go to such things? You have everything you need here. My life is already full of
meetings; one more in the house will only make it worse.” His words were casual, but they closed another door in her mind.
She smiled faintly, but inside she felt a small death. (p. 95)

The subtlety of this scene reflects Murty’s mastery of social realism ordinary dialogue reveals extraordinary pain. The
emotional neglect in the marriage becomes symbolic of a larger societal failure, where a woman’s intellect is undervalued
and her silence mistaken for contentment.

Through these domestic moments, Murty captures a psychological truth: love alone cannot sustain a relationship when
respect and recognition are missing. Emotional neglect, shown in its quiet persistence, becomes more destructive than
outright cruelty.

Realization and Transformation:

Shrimati’s awakening is gradual. After years of suppressing her aspirations, she reaches a point of deep introspection.
Murty’s narrative moves inward, exploring the inner voice that had long been silenced. Shrimati begins to see the emptiness
behind the glitter of her husband’s success.

For years she had walked beside him, never noticing that her own path had vanished. One morning she stood before the
mirror and saw a stranger. The eyes were tired, the smile was polite, and the heart was empty. The books on her shelf had
gathered dust, but her dreams had gathered sorrow. In that moment, she understood what it meant to lose oneself. (p. 104)
This extended quote beautifully captures the psychological realism of self-discovery. The mirror becomes a metaphor for
truth. When Shrimati looks into it, she confronts the person she has become a reflection of others’ expectations rather than
her own desires.

Murty portrays this transformation with empathy. There is no rebellion or confrontation; the change happens quietly within.
Shrimati’s realization is both painful and empowering. She begins to write again, reads her old letters, and reconnects with
the teacher who once encouraged her to pursue history. Each act symbolizes a small step toward reclaiming her
individuality.

Murty deepens this transformation by contrasting Shrimati’s awakening with Shrikant’s blindness. While he climbs the
corporate ladder, he fails to see that his marriage is collapsing. His world is filled with people who admire his intellect but
not his heart. The emptiness of success becomes a silent theme that parallels Shrimati’s emotional void.

In a key passage, Murty writes:

He came home to applause and awards, but no warmth. The house was perfectly arranged, yet lifeless. He noticed her
absence in the small things the untouched cup of tea, the closed study door but he told himself it was temporary. What he
did not realize was that some silences never end. (p. 161)

This quotation adds a layer of irony Shrikant, who prides himself on logic and intelligence, fails to recognize the truth of
his emotional isolation. Murty’s realism here is psychological rather than external.

Shrimati’s decision to leave her husband is not an act of defiance but of quiet strength. When she finally walks away, she
carries no bitterness. Her departure represents the triumph of self-respect over dependence. She chooses education and
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inner peace over luxury and comfort. Murty’s message becomes clear: true empowerment lies in self-realization, not
revenge. The path to freedom is not loud protest but calm clarity.

Women’s Identity and Moral Strength:

The final part of the novel transforms Shrimati’s personal story into a broader statement on women’s identity. After leaving
Shrikant, she begins a new life as a teacher and researcher. Her world is small but meaningful. Murty’s depiction of this
phase is quiet, reflective, and spiritually uplifting.

She sat by the window with her books open, the evening light falling on her face. There was no regret, only calmness. The
world outside was the same, but she was different. She had learned to live for herself, to breathe without apology. The
Bakula flower still fell outside her window, gentle and fragrant, reminding her that love need not end in possession. (p. 201)
This six-line quotation captures the essence of moral strength and emotional healing. The Bakula flower becomes a symbol
of continuity and renewal love that exists without bondage.

Murty uses Shrimati’s transformation to question the traditional notion of fulfilment. A woman’s worth, she suggests,
cannot depend on marriage or material success. True dignity comes from inner peace and purpose. Shrimati’s calm
independence contrasts sharply with Shrikant’s restless success. He achieves everything society values status, wealth,
recognition but loses the warmth of companionship and the meaning of life.

Murty also broadens the message beyond gender. Her realism touches upon universal human truths the emptiness of
ambition without empathy, and the quiet satisfaction of living in harmony with one’s conscience.

As the novel ends, Shrikant visits Shrimati, hoping for reconciliation. But he finds her composed and self-sufficient.
Murty’s tone here is gentle, not vindictive. The scene is filled with poignancy rather than bitterness. Shrimati’s strength lies
in her forgiveness and detachment. Murty writes: “He saw her smile, calm and distant, like the moon beautiful but
unreachable. He realized that success had taken him far, but not high enough to reach her peace. The fragrance of the
Bakula filled the room, and he knew it was her gift of silence.” (p. 220)

This poetic passage concludes the novel with spiritual grace. Shrimati’s moral victory is not in winning back her husband
but in finding herself. Murty’s realism transforms into moral vision she shows that women’s empowerment begins with
awareness, compassion, and courage.

CONCLUSION

Sudha Murty’s Gently Falls the Bakula stands as a timeless reflection of social realism and women’s self-discovery. The
novel portrays the quiet suffering and silent transformation of women who are denied recognition in a patriarchal world.
Shrimati’s journey from sacrifice to self-awareness mirrors the experiences of many women who lose themselves in the
process of fulfilling others’ dreams.

Murty’s strength lies in her simplicity. She does not use complex theory or radical language; instead, she tells a story that
feels real. The reader identifies with Shrimati’s pain and admires her calm strength. Through her, Murty redefines
empowerment not as rebellion, but as the courage to live with dignity.

The novel also delivers a moral lesson relevant to both genders: success without compassion leads to emptiness. Shrikant’s
achievements are hollow because they lack emotional balance, while Shrimati’s solitude becomes meaningful because it is
grounded in self-respect.

In Gently Falls the Bakula, Murty merges realism with emotional depth. The Bakula flower, which falls gently yet leaves
behind fragrance, becomes a perfect symbol of endurance and grace. Shrimati’s story continues to inspire readers to find
strength within themselves and to believe that even quiet choices can lead to profound freedom.
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