
The Portrait of a Lady 

Key Themes 

• Changing Relationships – Emotional distance grows between the narrator and 

his grandmother over time. 

• Tradition vs Modernity – Clash between religious, traditional values and 

modern, Western education. 

• Aging and Loneliness – The grandmother’s isolation increases with age and 

changing circumstances. 

• Unconditional Love – Her silent sacrifices and deep affection remain constant. 

• Religious Devotion – Her life is centered on prayer, faith, and spirituality. 

• Acceptance of Death – She faces death calmly as a natural and peaceful end. 

• Memory and Nostalgia – The narrator recalls her life with deep respect and 

emotional reflection. 

Critical Analysis 

The Portrait of a Lady presents a poignant exploration of changing human 

relationships, where the bond between the narrator and his grandmother gradually 

weakens under the influence of modern education and urban life, highlighting the 

theme of tradition versus modernity; the grandmother, deeply religious and rooted in 

simplicity, stands in sharp contrast to the narrator’s rational and progressive outlook, 

thereby reflecting the widening cultural gap. The story also brings out the themes of 

aging and loneliness, as the grandmother becomes increasingly isolated with time, 

yet continues to embody unconditional love and silent sacrifice. Her deep spiritual 

devotion underscores a life guided by faith rather than material pursuits, while her 

calm acceptance of death elevates the narrative to a philosophical level, suggesting 

death as a peaceful culmination of a virtuous life. The symbolic presence of the 

sparrows at the end reinforces the sanctity of her existence and mourning, while the 

narrator’s reflective tone adds a layer of nostalgia and reverence, ultimately making 

the story a sensitive meditation on loss, values, and the inevitable passage of time. 

 

 

 



Hot Question 

“A quiet distance had grown between the narrator and his grandmother over the 

years.” In the light of this statement from The Portrait of a Lady, critically examine 

how the conflict between tradition and modernity creates a silent emotional distance 

rather than open conflict, and justify whether this subtle separation is more powerful 

than direct confrontation. 

Short Questions 

1. Examine the role of modern education in shaping the narrator’s changing 

relationship with his grandmother. 

2. Evaluate the symbolic meaning of the sparrows in highlighting the theme of 

loss and peace. 

3. Why was it hard for the narrator to believe that his grandmother was once young 

and pretty? 

4. “She did not pray.” Analyse the significance of this break in routine in the 

context of her approaching death. 

5. “She accepted her seclusion with resignation.” Analyse this situation in the 

context of aging and emotional isolation. 
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