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ThePortraitofaLady

-KhushwantSingh

KhushwantSinghisoneofthebest-knownIndianwritersofalltimes.Hewas

anIndiannovelist,lawyer,journalistandpolitician.Asawriter,hewasbestknownfor

histrenchantsecularism,humour,sarcasm andabidingloveofpoetry.Hisworks

includedbothfictionandnon-fiction.

In this story,the authordraws a pen portraitofhis grandmother.He

beautifullyunfoldshisrelationshipwithher,whiledescribingherappearanceand

dailyactivities.Heremembersherasaneverlastinglyoldperson.Thestoryiswritten

infirstpersonandisinbiographicalmode.

AppearanceoftheGrandmother

Theauthorrecallshisgrandmotherasaveryoldladywithawrinkledface.

Sheappearedsooldthatitwashardforhim tobelievethatshehadoncebeen

“youngandpretty”.Shewasshort,fatandalittlestoopedinappearance.Theauthor

remembershermovingaboutthehousein“spotlesswhite”,countingthebeadsof

herrosarywhileherlipsmovedconstantlyinsilentprayers.Shewasnot“pretty”in

thetraditionalsense,yetherserenitymadeherbeautiful.

Initialyearsoftogetherness:LifeintheVillage

Intheinitialyearsofhislife,theauthorlivedwithhisgrandmotherinthe

village,sharingagoodfriendship.Hisgrandmotherusedtowakehim upinthe

morningandgethim readyfortheschool.Shewouldhandovertohim thethingshe

requiredintheschool.Afterhavingthick,stalechappatiswithbutterandsugarfor



2

breakfast,they used to leave forschool.The author’s grandmotheralways

accompaniedhim toschoolasitwasattachedtothetemple.Itwasherhabitto

carryseveralstalechappatisforthevillagedogs,whichtheyusedtofeedwhile

returningfrom theschool.Thegrandmotherusedtositinsidethetemplereading

holybookswhilethenarratorlearntalphabetsandprayersintheschool.

TurningPointoftheirFriendship:LifeintheCity

The‘turningpoint’oftheirfriendshipcamewhentheymovedtothecityto

staywiththeauthor’sparents.Thoughtheysharedthesameroom,hisgrandmother

nolongeraccompaniedhim totheschoolsincetheauthorstartedgoinginabus.As

yearsrolledbythey“sawkessofeachother”.Meanwhile,astherewerenodogsin

thestreets,shetooktofeedingthesparrows.

Unlikethevillageschool,theauthorwasnottaughtaboutGod and the

scripturesandthistroubledthegrandmother.Shedidnotbelieveinwhatwasbeing

taughtathisschoolandwasunhappyasshecouldnothelphim withhislessons.

Moreover,shewasdisturbedattheideaofmusiclessonsbeinggivenatschoolas

she considered music to be unsuitable forgentlefolk.Herdisapprovalwas

conspicuousinhersilence.

TheGrandmothercombatsherlonelinessbyfeedingthesparrows

Whentheauthorstartedgoingtotheuniversityhewasgivenaroom ofhis

own.Itresultedinafurthergapbetweenthem.Sheacceptedherlonelinessand

rarelyspoketoanyone.Alldaylong,shesatspinningthewheelandrecitingher

prayers.Sherelaxedforashorttime,onlyintheafternoon,tofeedthesparrowswho

cameinlargenumbers.Thebondandlevelofcomforttheysharedwithheris

evidentinthefactthattheyperchedevenonherlegsandhead.Sheusedtobeather

happiest-selfwhilefeedingthesparrows.

Authorleavesforhigherstudies

Theauthordecidedtogoabroadforfurtherstudies.Hewassurethathis

grandmotherwouldbeupsetathisdeparture.Onthecontrary,shecametothe

railwaystationtoseehim offbutdidnotshow anyemotion.Shewasabsorbedin

herprayers,tellingthebeadsofherrosary.Shesilentlykissedtheauthor’sforehead,
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whichtheauthorconsidered to be(supposedly)thelastsignoftheirphysical

contact.

Author’sHomecoming

Onhisreturnafterfiveyears,theauthordidnotfindanychangeinhis

grandmother.Shewasasoldaseverandremainedabsorbedinherprayers.Even

thatday,thehappiestmomentforherwasfeedingthesparrows.Intheevening,for

the firsttime ever,she did notpray.She collected severalladies of the

neighbourhoodandsangsongsrelatedtothehome-comingofthewarriors.Shehad

tobepersuadedtostopsinginginordertoavoidoverstraining.However,thenext

dayshewastakenill.

Grandmother’sDeath

Thoughdiagnosedwithamildfeverbythedoctor,grandmotherknewthather

endwasnear.Shedecidedtospendthelastfew hoursofherliferecitingprayers

andtellingherbeads.Soonherlipsstoppedmovingandshedied.

ASilentTributebytheSparrows

Thefamilywenttomakearrangementsforthegrandmother’sfuneral.Asthey

camewithastretcher,theystoppedmidwaytofindthousandsofsparrowsscattered

aroundherdeadbody.Thesparrowsmournedthedeathofthegrandmotherinutter

silence.Theyignoredthebreadcrumbsthrownatthem bytheauthor’smotherand

flewawaysilentlyafterthebodywascarriedawayforcremation.Thebread-crumbs

were sweptawaybythe sweepernextmorning.So this was the charismatic

grandmotherofKhushwantSingh.

Thefactthatgenerationgapisnotanunsurpassablegulfischaracterizedby

thenotionthatawaveofnostalgiaoverpowersuswhenwethinkofthesimpleand

serenedaysofourchildhoodspentwithparentsandgrandparents.Wemightgrow

up and grow apartbutthe morals and principles instilled in us bythe older

generationrefusetodie.Aswegrow up,varioustasksandinterestsattractour

attentionleavinguswithlittletimetorealizethatwemightbetheonlyinterestof

someoneinourfamily.Ifthebirthofagrandchildleadingtoboundlessjoyfor



4

grandparentsisarealityineverynookandcorneroftheworld,itisalsotruethatthe

grandchildren’sattentionwillinvariablybetakenoverbyotherthingsprettysoon.We

endupbeingsobusythatthosesilentstepstheoldonestaketoretreatfrom our

livesarerarelynoticed.

ThestorybyKhushwantSinghisanattempttocelebratethosechildhood

yearsspentwithhisgrandmotherwhenthesimplepleasuresofchantingGurubani

andfeedingthedogskepttheduobusy.ThePortraitoftheLadygivesapictureof

humanrelationshipinajointfamily.Itisarealisticaccountofhowthegrandparents

givealltheirtime,attentionandlovetothegrandchildren.Theauthor’sdescription

abouthisgrandmotherisdeeplymovingwithatouchofhumourandpoetryinit.

_______________


