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ABSTRACT  

Abstract - Indian art, music, and literature are deeply rooted in ancestral words, spirituality, 

and the permanence of customs through generations. The short story "The Portrait of a Lady" 

by Khushwant Singh offers a nuanced delineation of these elements through the relationship 

between the storyteller and his grandmother. This paper explores how the story put in a 

nutshell core aspect of Indian culture, including the respect for elders, the role of faith in 

daily life, and the rigidity between tradition and modernity. By analyzing key passages and 

themes, this study highlights the cultural values and beliefs that shape Indian society. 
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**************************************************************************************** 

 

(a) INTRODUCTION 

Khushwant Singh (1915–2014) was a prominent Indian author, journalist, and 

historian known for his insightful plots and sharp wittiness. His works often travelled themes 

of Indian history, partition, and cultural shifts. Singh's writing, characterized by its simplicity 

and deep expressive quality, offers a window into the socio-cultural scenery of India. In "The 

Portrait of a Lady," he presents a deeply personal yet universally relatable story of 

intergenerational relationships, shedding light on the cultural values that define Indian 

society. 

India’s cultural heritage is a vast and intricate web of traditions, beliefs, and social values 

passed down through generations. In "The Portrait of a Lady," Khushwant Singh portrays the 

life of a grandmother through the lens of her grandson, illustrating the timelessness of 

familial love and the inevitable transition of cultural practices. This paper delves into how the 
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story reflects significant aspects of Indian culture, including the role of grandparents, 

religious practices, and the shifting dynamics of tradition in the face of modernization. 

(b) The Role of Grandparents in Indian Families: 

 One of the most defining aspects of Indian culture is the central role played by grandparents 

in shaping familial structures. In traditional Indian households, grandparents serve as 

custodians of culture, imparting moral values, religious teachings, and personal experiences 

to younger generations. 

Singh vividly describes his grandmother as an embodiment of wisdom and grace: "She 

hobbled about the house in spotless white with one hand resting on her waist to balance her 

stoop and the other telling the beads of her rosary." This image reflects the respect and 

reverence accorded to elders in Indian society. The grandmother’s role extends beyond 

emotional support; she is the narrator’s primary caregiver during his early years, signifying 

the strong intergenerational bonds in Indian families. 

( c) Grandparents as Cultural Guardians: 

In India, grandparents often act as the bridge between tradition and the younger generation. 

They pass down oral traditions, religious stories, and life lessons that shape the values of their 

grandchildren. The grandmother's storytelling in the narrative highlights this role, as she 

recalls past experiences that seem almost mythical to the narrator. This intergenerational 

transmission of knowledge helps preserve cultural identity amidst modernization. 

( d) The Emotional Bond between Grandparents and Grandchildren: 

The story also emphasizes the deep emotional connection between grandparents and 

grandchildren. Despite generational differences, the narrator shares an unspoken bond with 

his grandmother. Their relationship symbolizes the warmth, security, and affection that elders 

provide in Indian families, reinforcing the idea that familial bonds remain strong despite 

societal changes. 

( e) Religious Practices and Spirituality: 

 Religion is an intrinsic part of Indian culture, influencing daily routines, rituals, and 

interactions. The grandmother's unwavering devotion is evident throughout the story. She 

spends her mornings reciting prayers, carrying a rosary, and reading scriptures at the temple 

while the narrator attends school: "She said her morning prayer in a monotonous sing-song 

while she bathed and dressed me in the hope that I would listen and get to know it by heart." 

This illustrates how spirituality is seamlessly woven into everyday life. The act of reciting 

prayers while engaging in mundane activities demonstrates how faith is not merely a ritual 
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but a way of life in Indian society. The grandmother’s religious dedication highlights the 

strong presence of spirituality in traditional Indian households. 

(f) The Role of Rituals in Indian Daily Life:  

Rituals play a crucial role in maintaining cultural identity and spiritual discipline in Indian 

society. The grandmother’s adherence to daily prayers and temple visits exemplifies how 

faith shapes individual and communal life. These rituals serve as a means of connecting with 

the divine and reinforcing cultural heritage across generations. 

(g) Faith as a Source of Strength: 

For many Indians, faith provides comfort and resilience in the face of life’s challenges. The 

grandmother's commitment to prayer, even in the face of modern influences, reflects the 

enduring nature of spiritual beliefs. Her prayers serve as a source of inner strength, 

demonstrating how religion remains a guiding force in traditional Indian households. 

(h) The Tension Between Tradition and Modernity: 

Indian culture has undergone significant transformations due to globalization, urbanization, 

and Western influences. The grandmother’s disapproval of English education and music 

lessons underscores this cultural shift. "She did not believe in the things they taught at the 

English school and was distressed that there was no teaching about God and the scriptures." 

This reflects the broader societal struggle between preserving traditional values and 

embracing modern education. Many older generations in India have faced similar concerns 

about Westernization diluting cultural identity. However, this generational tension is a natural 

progression, representing the evolving landscape of Indian culture while still maintaining its 

core traditions. 

(i) The Impact of Western Education: 

The introduction of Western education in India has brought both opportunities and 

challenges. While it provides access to global knowledge, it also distances younger 

generations from indigenous traditions. The grandmother’s reluctance to accept English 

schooling highlights a common concern among traditional Indian families regarding the loss 

of cultural heritage. 

(j) Generational Differences in Cultural Perceptions: 

The story illustrates how different generations perceive cultural change. While the narrator 

embraces modern education, his grandmother clings to traditional values. This generational 

gap highlights the ongoing dialogue between tradition and modernity in Indian society, where 

both coexist in a delicate balance. 

(k) Symbolism of the Sparrows and Cultural Continuity: 
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 One of the most poignant symbols in the story is the relationship between the grandmother 

and the sparrows. In Indian culture, birds often symbolize peace, spirituality, and the 

interconnectedness of life. The narrator observes, "While she sat in the verandah breaking the 

bread into little bits, hundreds of little birds collected round her creating a veritable bedlam 

of chirrupings." This act of feeding birds signifies the Indian ethos of compassion and 

harmony with nature. 

(l)Birds as Symbols of Spirituality: 

In Hindu and Buddhist traditions, birds are often seen as messengers between the earthly and 

spiritual realms. The grandmother’s affinity for sparrows suggests a deeper spiritual 

connection, emphasizing the Indian belief in unity between all living beings. 

(m)The Silent Mourning of the Sparrows: 

The sparrows’ silence after the grandmother’s death is a powerful metaphor for loss and 

respect. Their quiet presence symbolizes the void left by her passing, reflecting how nature 

itself acknowledges human emotions. This scene reinforces the Indian cultural view that 

death is not an end but a transition into another spiritual phase. 

(n)Conclusion: 

 Khushwant Singh’s "The Portrait of a Lady" deals with the Indian cultural values, 

illustrating the unwavering bond between generations, the significance of religious practices, 

and the inevitable evolution of tradition. The story serves as a microcosm of Indian society, 

encapsulating the timeless aspects of familial love, spiritual devotion, and the resilience of 

cultural heritage. Through a detailed exploration of these themes, this paper underscores the 

enduring essence of Indian culture as seen through the life and legacy of the narrator’s 

grandmother. 

The Portrait of a Lady is not merely a nostalgic recollection of a bygone era but a profound 

meditation on change, continuity, and the permanent asset of cultural values. The 

grandmother’s lifecycle, though simple, carries profound lessons about piety, flexibility, and 

the deep-seated influences that bind families together. As societies continue to evolve, the 

story stands as a reminder of the importance of honoring traditions while embracing progress. 

Singh’s work, therefore, remains an priceless contribution to Indian fiction, capturing the soul 

of a culture that succeeds on its rich past while piloting the fears of the future. 

(o) Plagiarism statement (Mandatory): 

                              I declare that this research paper is my original work, and I  have properly 

cited all sources used in this study. I have not submitted this work or any part of it for 
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publication or academic credit elsewhere. I understand that plagiarism is a serious academic 

offense and take full responsibility for the content of this paper. 
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