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Obscurity in Eliot's
'Portrait of a Lady'

*

Dr. Ismaeel Saleem Alshami

The poem is spoken by a young man who describes three
visits to an older lady who treats him as a friend¢ “I have saved
this afternoon for you”(1.3) though in the end she declares that the
friendship has failed. He reports some of what she says to him and
some of his reactions: and speaks a short meditative epilogue. We
know nothing of what happens between these meetings. We know
the lady only through her speeches: we have no other way of
telling her feelings« expectations« or intentions. We do not know
what her visitor says¢ nor are we told explicitly what he thinks of
the lady or of himself. Eliot has begun the process of writing
fairly long poems without a narrative or discursive framework that
he was to take further in ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’
and still further in The Waste Land .

« Head of English Department, Faculty of Arts , Thamar Uiniversity .
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Thomas R. Rees has compared the poem to “a condensed
novella in verse’.! Christopher Ricks warns that ‘many critics of
Eliot are novelists manqués’<® yet it is true that ‘Portrait’ is unlike
‘Prufrock’ in that it does invite us to make a coherent story out of
what we are given. It is like many tales by Henry James in that the
psychological drama unfolds in the consciousness of one person.
Leonard Unger finds it is ‘primarily a portrait of the man who
speaks the poem’.” As such it is incomplete. His behaviour to the
lady cannot be judged exactly: because we never hear what he
says to her. Eric Sigg supposes that he keeps an ‘eerie silence in
the lady's presence’« but that would make it hard to guess why she
values his friendship. Line 14 reports a conversation: not a
monologues and ‘you knew? you are not blind!” (L 22) implies
that he has at least made a sympathetic noise. Probably we should
imagine that he makes some polite remarks and talks amiably on
general topics. Opinions about him differ widely. At one extreme
Rees compares him to a Jamesian hero in his ‘moral solicitudes his
grave self-doubts and dissatisfactions’; at the other« Grover Smith
finds only the complacency and ‘moral callousness’ of a man ‘too
thick-skinned to be hurt’.*

About the lady¢ however« critics agree: she is indeed
deplorables and too ridiculous to be taken seriousiy¢ though she
may deserve charity or compassion. Edmund Wilson refers to ‘her
dampening efforts at flattery and flirtation through the medium of
cultured conversation — her slightly stale and faded gush about
Chopin and her memories of Paris in the spring’.” Hugh Kenner
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asksc ‘Is not her behaviour outrageous?”.® Rees is disgusted by
‘the sickly sentimentalism of the lady's syrupy dialogue’ (p. g8).
Sigg mentions her ‘complacent: guilt-inflicting intimacies and
cloying preciousness’ (p. 101). Much of this criticism seems cued
by Aiken and by some comments from Eliot's narrator. A cultural
bias against the lady's milieu also has its effect: Grover Smith
writes that ‘The pair have become allied through a snobbish
interest in music’ {p. 11)« and Rees thinks Eliot ‘is making a
veiled satiric thrust at the preciosity and egoistic dilettantism of
the Chopin cult’ (pp. 84-5).

Even worse than this elitism« the lady has been convicted of
sexual designs on her visitor. Smith says that she ‘speaks to him
as to a possible lover’ and describes their relationship as her “last
chance’(pp. 11¢10). Kenner refers to her ‘grotesque unspoken
proposal’énd ‘the impossible [answer]she is fishing for’(pp. 22-3).
Lyndall Gordon is scornful of her ‘absurd romantic ploys’s but
still sees her as a temptress who ‘points up [Eliot's] pallid appetite
for what others might readily desire’. Laurie J. MacDiarmid
detects the ‘sexual innuendo’ of the ‘dissolute Lady’: she ‘works
out her aggression toward the young narrator on a lilac that she
"twists ... in her fingers" ... The narrator is "strangled" by the
woman's expression of thwarted desire’.” Miller (pp. 148-9) thinks
she is ‘not really in any serious sense a "lady"’« and suspects a
sexual subtext to her overtures« chiefly on the grounds that Eliot
- and Pound mention ‘Portrait’ in the same letters as the obscene

‘King Bolo’ poems.



Any interpretation must rest on impressions or inferences

that are open to challenges and the one that follows is no
exception. Its particular aim is to rescue Eliol's lady from this
universal condemnation. Unanimity among critics may rest on
slight grounds or none¢ as Ricks (pp. 12-24) shows in his
discussion of the women ‘talking of Michelangelo’ in ‘Prufrock’.
Most commentators see that the poem implies some criticism of
the young mane yet they have taken the lady at his valuation¢ even
though the way he reports her and responds to her is the chief
means by which he himself is characterised. A good example is
the discussion by Hugh Kenner« which is lively and observant but

written from the point of view of the narrator at his most satirical
{pp. 22-6).

To take an independent view of the lady is difficults but not
impossible so long as we remember that the young man's voice is
not the authorial voice of Eliot. I am not so much concerned to do
justice to the memory of Miss Moffatt as to rebalance our reading
of the poem« which captures¢ it seems to me« a relationship in
which neither person can accept the gifts or satisfy the preferences

of the other.

As a preliminary let us dispose of the notion that the lady is
issuing a sexual invitation. Neither sex nor love is mentioned in
the text. She describes herself as ‘one about to reach her journey's
end’ (1. 67)« which for a middle-class woman of her time and

place would mean she is well into her sixties. Perhaps¢ for the
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sake of pathos¢ she is exaggerating her age; if so¢ she is not
planning a seduction. Women in their sixties may of course be
sexually actives and some great courtesans of that age have kept
their allure. But we are discussing a respected elderly lady in
Boston about 1909-10. That such a person should try to seduce an
undergraduates a man forty years younger than herselfs is most
unlikely: it would have violated her own ideas of refinement as
well as contemporary morals. Ifs driven by uncontrollable desire:
she had offered such invitations« they could hardly have been kept
secret and would have given Aiken something more interesting to

write about than her exquisite serving of tea.

Accusations we can take more seriously are that she is
‘precious’¢ over-emotional¢ and makes eéxcessive emotional
demands. There is something in each of these charges: but not
enough to justify the derision that has been heaped upon her. Her
manner has been well discussed by Kenner« including the stately
melancholy« the dying fall of her phrasesc and her trick of
repetition (which a listener of goodwill would quickly learn to
ignore). In looking afresh at the poem I shall pay more attention to
her meaning than her manner. Her visitor's reactions will¢ I think:
show that his character makes him respond particularly badly to
her offers of friendships which in themselves are neither ridiculous

nor repulsive.,

It is the young man whose characterisation begins first¢ as

he tells his thoughts when she invites him in after they have been
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to a piano recital. In her own mind the lady has enrolled him
among her friends: with some reason. Critics sometimes write as
though she had kidnapped him to further her designs¢ but he
agsociates with her of his own free wills they must have met
befores and there will be at least two other meetings. It must
therefore be that he has some regard for the lady¢ as she has for.
him. Yet for a friend and guest his attitude is surprisingly critical.
He feels distaste for the mannerisms of the pianist they have been
hearing (ll. 8-9); he suspects the conversation which follows to
have been planned in advance (1. 2¢ 7); he is oppressed by the
intimate candlelight settings which to him suggests Juliet's tomb
(L. 6). When the lady speaks his satirical imagination supplies a
musical accompaniment: in which the violins play a pathetic air
and the vulgar sound of the cornets js muted as though by
distance (Il 16-17¢ 29-31). He attentively records the small

affectations: the repetitions¢ and what he feels is the excessive

emotion in her speech. He is alert for a ‘false note’ (1. 35). His

speech thus far defines him as a reserveds ironical« fastidious¢

slightly malicious person: as ‘precious’ perhaps: in his own way
as the lady. As a narrator he is no more neutral than the Duke in

Browning's ‘“My Last Duchess’.

What may have fascinated Eliot about the lady's speech was
‘not knowing what to feel” about it: a tension between the absurd
and (in both meanings) the sensible« something to be accepted and

something rejected. From a précicuse



one expects exaggerated refinement and a show of cultivation: and
these are what we get in the lady's first speech (Il. 10-13)¢ with its

cherishing of sensibility and its French turns of phrase:

‘So intimate« this Chopins that I think his soul
Should be resurrected only among friends
Some two or threes who will not touch the bloom

That is rubbed and questioned in the concert room.’

But the matter is less absurd than the manner. There is no
reason to doubt her genuine love of Chopin< which Eliot may not
have shared but would not have thought ‘snobbish’. ‘Intimate’ is
exactly the right word for his Preludes: which were intended for
salon performance. That the soul of an artist might be evoked by
his works is not a sentimental fancy of the lady's but was a
nineteenth century commonplace: only partly metaphorical. It is
used by Browning in ‘Old Pictures in Florence’« vis and light-
heartedly by Max Beerbohm in Zuleika Dobson (1911)« chapter 9-
where Chopin's spirit attends a performance of his own Marche

More important is the idea of ‘friends’ in the closer sense: a
community of persons with similar tastes who can share the
enjoyment of such music and other experiences. The lady goes on
to make an emotional statement which has little to do with
preciosity. Its climax is her assertion of the supreme value of
friendship. She confesses how much of ordinary life is disgusting
to her (1l. 21-2¢ 28); other sensitive.people (including Eliot) have
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felt the same. This is an intimate revelation that invites a return in
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kind. She gives her visitor an honoured place among those who
make life tolerablec and tells him how much it means to her that
she can confide in him in this way (Il. 19-28). She flatters him
with ‘How keen you are!’(l. 23)« but not falsely¢ as he is in fact
intelligent and sensitive and she recognises his quality(cf. 11.61-3).

There is nothing either precious or ridiculous about putting
such a high value upon friendship: E. M. Forster would have
agreed. If there is anything false about the lady's speech: it is in
assuming an intimacy which does not exist. But she hopes it will:
in speaking so freely she is inviting the young man to do the sames«
taking a chance on his being sympathetic and responsive. Now or
later he may respond by returning her confidences: but for the
moment what she needs is that he should show appreciation¢ and

tell her convincingly how valuable her friendship is to him.

Unluckily she has misread his character. A warm-hearted
and genuinely close friend could have said what was wanted; SO
could a practised hypocrite. The young man sne addresses is
neither. He does not feel such closenesse we must assume that he
has never encouraged the lady to believe in it« and he resists the
opportunity of moving towards it now. This resistance is partly a
matter of his integrity¢ though a hostile critic might call it
priggishness. It would be dishonest for him to make a show of
feeling more than he does« and to abandon his own dry« witty and

oblique style to reply in her more emotional language would have
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violated his own sensibility« cherished by him as the lady's is by
her. There may also bes though at this stage we cannot be sure« a
resistance to emotional involvement of any kind. We cannot know
what reply he made« but we guess that it was inadequate.

Yet he feels uncomfortable: perhaps ungenerousc and
Oppréssively shut in. As the tom-tom (1. 32) sounds a warning he
longs for a situation free of emotional complications. He reacts by
imagining a spell in the open air with nothing claiming attention
but the monuments one is expected to admire: the events one is
expected to discuss¢ the simple satisfactions of clocks and bocks
(1. 36-40). This alternative is so banal¢ devoid not only of emotion
but of any intelligent life: that merely to describe it is to satirise it.
A. D. Moody assumes that the young man is complacently
asserting this as his world« the ‘real world’ by contrast with the
lady's ‘over-refined one’.* But the sophisticated narrator to whom
we have been introduced could never be at home in such a world.
His momentary escape into it mocks itself and the escaper« and the
neat end-rhyme of clocks and bocks sounds a note of ironical
satisfaction as his fantasy proves at least as absurd as any indulged
by the lady.

The next section begins with a meeting in Aprile
presumably of the following year; we do not know whether there
have been other meetings since the Chopin recital. The lady's
dissatisfaction with life has deepened into something like anguish;
one would guess that despite the friends she so often mentions she

suffers from loneliness. She sits ‘Slowly twisting the lilac stalks’
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without realising what she is doing¢ performing in a concrete way
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the ignorant wasting of life she has reproached the young man
with¢ ‘you who hold it in your hands’ (11. 41-6). The young man's
perception of this makes him seem the more aware of the two:
despite being told that cruel youth smiles at situations it cannot
see (lI. 48-9). Here« I take it« the lady refers to the opportunity for
friendship that she is beginning to feel may be wasted« because
youth is so much less conscious than age of the shortness of life.
Her reproach is not likely to improve matters¢ but I am not sure
why Kenner finds that ‘she so manoeuvres the conversation as to
make reticent expression of compassion impossible’ (p. 24). Had
he cared to¢ the young man could easily have made a reply that
would have expressed sympathy while lowering the emotional

temperature.

Insteads we have ‘I smile¢ of course: / And go on drinking
tea’(1]. 50-1).At first this seems a joke we can enjoy at the expense
of the lady< whose emotion is undercut by the social ritual and the
tea. We also sympathise with the visitor< in a position where he
must go on doing what he is reproached for doing. On a second
reading: though: we may question ‘of course’. Is it really so much
of course to smile in the face of distress¢ of whatever kind? Would
it not be more of course to sympathises or at least to assume a
serious and sympathetic expression? But the young man refuses to
do the expected« because he can feel the lady expecting it. An
obtuse person might smile from complacency+ but the young man
we have met is not like that. If he smiles it is because he does not



wish to give the slightest appearance of an emotional response. He
feels his integrity and sense of style to be at stake« as before: byt
in the face of the lady's pain such determination to keep things
cool also suggests a degree of fear. What looks like self-
possession now seems to be a mask hiding a dread of
involvement.

Faced with this unresponsiveness the lady fries to take a
more cheerful view: and mentions experiences that make her feel
‘immeasurably at peace’. The April sunsets and Paris in the spring
sound like romantic clichés now¢ though they may have been real
enough to her. What is unexpected is the appearance among them
of ‘My buried life’ (1. 53). The lady is of a generation that revered

Matthew Arnold« and we can be sure that in her drawing-room

Upon the glazen shelves kept watch
Matthew and Waldo« guardians of the faith«

The army of unalterable law.”

“The Buried Life’ is one of Arneld's best poems:« intuitively
anticipating to some extent Freud's theory of the unconscious. Its
main themes are the difficulty of locating one's deepest emotional
selfs and finding someone with whom that self can communicate.
Whether or not the lady is aware of it« the allusion is highly
relevant to the predicaments of these two human beings¢ whiche it
reminds us¢ are perennial and grievous. Its effect has been misread
because the power and truth of Amold's poem have been

undervalued. For A. D. Moody it expresses only ‘nostalgias and



vague Jongings’« the ‘dying romanticism’ for which in his view
the lady stands (p. 22); Martin Scofield likewise refers to

I

its
Victorian melancholy« its soul-weariness’.'" Eliot himself is

unlikely to have underrated the poem in this way.

The lady's single line of remembering hardly amounts to
prolonged reminiscences¢ and there is nothing in her words to
suggest a pose, Although the lady offers no sexual threat¢ the
disapproving ‘concupiscences’ suggests (whether Eliot realised it
or not) a sexual element in the young man's fear of involvement.
Eliot was wise to delete these rather clumsy lines and continue to

characterise the young man obliquely.

He feels irritations almost contempts when ‘The voice
returns like the insistent out-of-tune / Of a broken violin on an
August afternoon’ (1l 56-7). Yet the words the lady goes on to

speak are touching:

‘T am always sure that you understand

My feelings: always sure that you feels

Sure that across the gulf you reach your hand.’
(11. 58-60)

It is unlikely that the young man has given her any grounds
for feeling so sure of his sympathy and understanding. But she is
not really sure of them: the over-emphatic assertion of belief
betrays its opposite. What the words express is her need« and a

hope undermined by fear. The lady has always been above any
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facile assumption that friendship is easy« as is shown again by her
awareness of ‘the gulf’ — whether between herself and her visitor
between youth and age< or between any two persons. The
metaphor recalls another poem of Arnold's that she would have
known. ‘To Marguerite — Continued’ compares human beings to
islands: once joined: perhaps« and longing to be joined again« but
now separated by ‘The unplumb'de salt: estranging sea’. Like the
allusion to “The Buried Life’« the metaphor reminds us that the

issues are not trivial.

The hoped-for assurance is not given« and for the first time
the lady shows her sense of a hardness in the young man« though
she expresses this through a compliment: ‘You are invulnerables
you have no Achilles” heel' (1. 61). Given that her visitors like
Eliot« is talented« determined and ambitious: the lines that follow
(“You will go on ...”) are generous and perceptive. By comparison
to the life that she foresees for him« she feels that her present
existence holds little to enrich their relationship« and that her tea-
time entertainments are trivial. Perhaps she often feels this: in the
notebook draftc what is now line 22 begins ‘Indeed I am not
social’ (Inventions of the March Hares p. 327). There is sadness
and self-pity here and in lines 66-8: but I cannot agree with
Kenner that she is ‘placing him in the intolerable position of one
who expects always to take value received’ (pp. 22-3), Rather« she

shows a realism she has not been given credit for.
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Her visitor's comments ‘how can I make a cowardly amends
/ For what she has said to me?” (. 69)¢ suggests that he is both
gratified and confused by her praise. ‘Cowardly’ and ‘amends’ are
both surprising words« the second emphasised by being a rhyme-
word. In all senses given by OED: amends means reparation for
an offence or a fault« and logically it would be impossible for the
young man to make amends for anything said by the lady; a more
logical word would be return. The natural return would be to
thank the lady warmly for her encouragement« and give her some
assurance of the friendship she now feels may be lost. If such a
return is felt to be cowardly: it must be because the young man
still feels that any emotional response would compromise his
integrity¢ and that to keep his flag flying he must withhold the
kind of reply that gratitude« kindness and good manners demand.
Yet he senses that in this resistance there is something which
requires amends — something priggish¢ squeamish: even cowardly.
The two words are significant for his state of mind« but he does
not bring them clearly to bear« perhaps because to do this would

require painful self-inspection.

It seems that he refuses yet again to make a generous
response. Instead« taking his hats he escapes into another fantasy
- of himself as a man solitary and self-possessed¢ on whom other
human beings impinge only as they can be held at arm's length in
the crime and gossip columns of his newspaper (ll. 71-6). Those
lines might have been written to illustrate a passage in ‘The
Buried Life’:
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And then we will no more be rack'd

- With inward striving« and demand
Of all the thousand nothings of the hour
Their stupefying power;
Ah yes¢ and they benumb us at our call!
(1. 67-71)

And as¢ in Arnold's poemc this benumbed state is disturbed by
‘airs: and floating echoes’ from the depths of the soul« so in Eliot's
poem the fantasy of a similar state is disturbed: as though by a
song played on a street pianos or by the smell of hyacinths. Such
sounds and scents can stir emotions normally suppressed. The
lady's last appeal seems to have had such an effect on the young
mane« and it cannot be totally dispelled: though he tries to devalue
the experience (comparing it to ‘some worn-out common song’)

or disown it (“things that other people have desired’).

In Arnold's poem these effects cause melancholys in
‘Portrait’ something more disturbing. ‘Are these ideas right or
wrong?” (1. 83) is the first indication of serious self-questioning by
the young man. It is both sweeping: as though he feels that a
complete reorientation may be needed: and extremely vague:
showing how far he is from being ready to undertake such a

project. In any case« his self-questioning comes too late.

His third meeting with the lady¢ in October: is the last

recorded in the poem¢ and he approaches it with sensations of
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weariness and discomfortc feeling as if he had crawled up the
stairs to her drawing-room (I. 86-7). The discomfort is at least
partly due to his sense of guilts of amends being needed:s left by a
previous meeting or meetings. But his journey abroad is planneds
and he looks forward to writing her amusing letterss something
much easier to manage than these demanding interviews (1. 93-5).
The lady too expects a cotrespondences but makes a surprising

remark which forms the dramatic climax of the poem:

‘T have been wondering frequently of late
(But our beginnings never know our ends!)

Why we have not developed into friends.’

This disconcerts the young man comically and completely.
 Of course he feels a sense of injustice: that the lady who elevated
him to the status of a friend should now cast him down again; and
when she mentions the opinions of other friends (Il. 102-4)« he
may wonder how firm their status is. But the chief reason the
lady's remark is so devastating is that it is true. They have not
developed into fiiends as the lady prefers to understand the words
implying warmth and intimacy< and for this the young man is to
blame« though she is too polite to tell him so explicitly. She has
faced the fact that they will probably remain no more than
acquaintances. She now takes the dominant role¢ no longer
pleading for his friendship but putting him in the position of one
who has been tried and found wanting. She is neither vindictives

nor¢ pace Kenner (p. 23) full of histrionic self-pity: the gentle



grieving of lines 102-8 is restrained: and says nothing of pain or

disappointment but simply mourns an opportunity missed.

Another person might have managed to accept the lady's
statement with humour and grace: and welcomed the new: less
demanding terms of the relationship. This visitor is unmanned by
the implied reproach« which he senses may be deserved; and he is
taken aback by being seen¢ not as the idealised friend she had
wished to make of him: but as someone who has proved cold and

unfriendly< an aspect of himself of which he is not often aware:

I feel like one who smilessand turning shall remark

Suddenly« his expression in a glass.(il. 99-100)

One usually dislikes the image thus seen. His poise
shattered¢ the young man has quickly to find new poses with
which to shield himself from this awareness and bring the terrible
conversation to an end (ll. 110-13). Like a dancing bearc he
performs clumsy tricks because he is suffering pain. He tries to
produce some airy chatter and steer the conversation towards a
decent close¢ but can hear his own voice (a parallel to the glimpse
in the glass) making meaningless and ridiculous sounds: as of a
parrot or an ape. He has put on these shapes because his ordinary
social self (perhaps a fragile construct) has been disabled: and
once more he longs for the impossible anaesthesia of the tobacco

trance.
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In the short epilogue the narrator speaks in a more relaxed

style as he looks back on his relationship with the lady. He begins:
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unexpectedlys by imagining her death, ‘Welli and what if she
should die some afternoon’ (1. 114) may echo a similar turn in a

poem by Laforgue:

Eliot's lines are gentler than Laforgue's; the young man's
epiloguec with its lingering description of smoky sunsetse is
almost nostalgic and almost tender. They differ too in that instead
of pursuing the satirical treatment of a woman they look inwards«
questioning the speaket's own role. Many people haunted by
memories of a shameful or deeply embarrassing experience have
felt that they would not be free from the episode until the other
party or parties had died. The young man has been thinking on
these lines: as would have been obvious if ‘shouid’ in line 114 had
been printed in italic. Yet it would be as illogical for him as for
Marlowe's Barabas¢ in the poem's epigraph¢ to expect to be
absolved from sin by the woman's death. He reflects that her dying
would make no difference: he would still be reproached by her
memory: still not know what to feel about it. At their last meeting
the lady gained not only a tactical but a moral ‘advantage’ (1.
121)¢ which her death would confirm by making the situation
irremediable. The young man will never be secure in the ‘right to

smile’« to think of her as a merely comic figure.

Kenner describes the narrator as ‘a sensitive jeune premier

at whom [the poet] cannot really look’ (p. 26). In fact the poem



looks at him rather thoroughly through the way he speaks to us
and the way he behaves. He speaks more lines than the lady does:
if we include those spoken by his alter ego of the clocks and
comics. Their relationship illuminates him at least as much as it
does her« and the allusions to Arnold (the buried life« the gulfs
between human beings) put his withholding of contact into
perspective. It would be more accurate to say the narrator cannot
really look at himselfs though he comes closer to doing this as the
story unfolds. There is a difference between the confidents
superior¢ hypercritical young man of the first section and the same
man at the close¢ troubled by guilt and the stirring of buried
emotions¢ shaken by implied criticism¢ ‘Not knowing what to feel
or if I understand’ (1. 119).

We cannot say just how far he has gone towards seeing
himself as the poem has shown him to be: a person whose satirical
habit of minds pride in his own style« and (above all) fear of
emotional involvement lead him to behave unkindly and
ungenerously towards someone more vulnerable. He is all too
aware of ‘The awful daring of a moment's surrender / Which an
age of prudence can never retract’s but does not seem ready to say
that ‘By this¢< and this only: we have existed’. Eliot's critical
presentation of this character may have been a small part of the
process by which he became able: ten years later< to write those
lines (1I. 403-5) of The Waste Land.



eY...

1 do not believe ‘Portrait’ is a piece of autobiography in

verse, It may be« though: that the young man corresponds with a
certain side of Eliot's character more closely than the lady
cbrresponds with the sketch given by Aiken of Miss Moffatt.
Though the young Eliot could be charming: biographers have
noted his reserve: a shyness closer to arrogance than to modesty«
his intolerance: and a difficulty in making emotional contact
except with a chosen few. It would not be surprising if these traits
caused hurtful behaviour to those attracted by his charm. To some
extent they are the obverse side of his integrity: Gordon remarks
that ‘It was his nature to have scruple within scruple’ (p. 11). They
also reflect what he described: a few years later< as his very

c

suspicious and cowardly disposition — where ‘cowardly’ echoes
line 69 of ‘Portrait’. Properly read¢ the poem shows a remarkable
success in presenting this side of himself objectively« and the lady

is there partly to help display these negative traits.

Few readers of Browning's ‘My Last Duchess’ will accept
the Duke's judgement upon his wife. It is not so easy to set aside
the narrator's judgement in ‘Portrait of a Lady’« since Eliot's lady
is not an ideal figure of youthful innocence and charm¢ and his
young man is a witty observer and not a murderer« though he is
led to imagine the lady's death. His judgement is far less explicit
than the Duke'ss and seems to end by being less satirical than it
began. But whatever we take his final view to be« the lady we see
in the poem is neither a monster nor a laughing-stock. Little of her

part is covered by the précieuse formula. We are shown an elderly
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single woman¢ emotional¢ often unhappy; a cultivated and
travelled person< making the most of the status this confers;
shoring up her life with social activities and an enjoyment of the
arts« and with a strong belief in personal relationships. She is
perceptive about her visitore but not perceptive enough. She
recognises his quality« is eager to make a close friend of him¢ and
takes the risk that he will not take¢ inviting intimacy by speaking
in an intimate way. Kept at a distance: she is clear-sighted enough
to admit defeatc and in doing so turns the tables on the
unresponsive young man. She is sometimes sorry for herselft and
her way of speaking is over-intense for an ordinary social
relationship¢ which is all that he is prepared to offer. Hugh Kenner
admires the ‘rare comic talent’ with which the poem makes fun of
her (p. 23). To me there seems to be more pathos than comedy in
the story of such a woman:« striving to win the kind of relationship

she values until she sees it is impossible.
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