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Poets often attempt to put into words what can only be experienced by 

oneself.  This is especially the case with modern writers.  Feelings and emotion can never truly be described perfectly in words.  Authors try and try but unless someone has been in the same situation or had the same feelings, words can only come close to making it real.  Even then the way that things can be described varies person to person because everyone sees things differently through their own eyes.  William Carlos William's poem "Portrait of a Lady" is a fantastic example of this.  


In "Portrait of a Lady," Williams tries to put into words the lust he feels and the beauty that he finds in one particular woman.  He is searching for the words that can describe her perfectly and truly show the infatuation that this man has with this woman.  The poem contains elements of lust, beauty, friendly banter, and obsession.   


Williams compares this woman to things in nature throughout the entire poem.  The first analogy he uses is in reference to her thighs, which he says, "are appletrees whose blossoms touch the sky."  It is as if he is trying to say that her legs go on for days.  He is amazed and entranced because they seem to go on forever.  He also describes them in a way that makes her appear untouchable.  He slowly moves down to her knees, which he describes as "a southern breeze-- ."  Looking at her entices his senses.  He then moves on to her ankles and gradually works his way back up to her thighs.  


Williams is trying to move his thoughts away from her thighs and down to areas of her body that are much less distracting; however, he cannot keep his mind off of them and off of what resides just above.  Once he gets to the end of the poem, he cannot seem to be able to take it any longer.  His mind drifts back to her thighs and the thought of her is driving him insane.  He is lusting after her and comes to a point where he is so distracted by her that he begins babbling, and he knows it.  


It is said that the poem is a conversation between Williams, or a male character, and the woman, he making the statements and she asking the questions.  At first he sort of answers her then as the poem drifts on and he becomes more distracted, he ignores her questions and babbles on.  She coyly responds to his advances.  His thoughts are skipping around and he is almost talking to himself, but she is listening and when he starts to roll off track and dazes off, she is there questioning “which shore” the rest of the way.  At the end he just cannot handle it anymore and cannot restrain himself from his thoughts anymore, therefore his mind wanders right back to the place where it began, at her thighs. (Marcus)


Williams also makes reference to a famous painting in the poem, “The Swing” by Fragonard.  Though the painting is a few centuries old, it may have been his inspiration for the poem.  The painting is a scene of a beautiful woman swinging on a swing from a tree.  There is a man who is lying in the grass under the swing.  He is watching her swing through the air and has a direct eye view to see up her dress.  He appears as though he is pining over her and she seems to coyly be brushing him off and not paying too much attention to him.  She knows that she is in control of him and that he is completely enamored by her.  

[image: image1.jpg]




Included in the theory that Williams drew inspiration for “Portrait of a Lady” from this painting is not only the “scene” that the man is witnessing, but it also explains where the analogies about the woman are drawn from.  As previously stated, he compares her legs, knees, and ankles to things in nature.  Most of the references he makes are in the scene in the painting.  The trees with apple blossoms, the grass, and the breeze are all in the painting.  The man who is trying his best to impress this woman is drawing from the things that are closely surrounding him, mostly because he is so dumbstruck that he can think of nothing else except that which is right in front of his face.


Williams has gracefully blended art and modern literature with this poem by making reference to Fragonard’s painting.  “The Swing,” however, is not the only piece of art that can be related to “Portrait of a Lady.”  There is a great example of modern art that fits into this particular niche and that is Picasso’s “Blue Nude.”  It is a gorgeous painting of the female form with particular attention paid to her back and legs, very similar to the attention that is paid to everything below the waist for the woman in Williams’ painting.  For Williams and Picasso there is a fixation with something about these two women without much regard to the rest of her body or any reference to her personality.  Their lust is expressed is a purely physical manor.  
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Literature, as well as art, attempts to express and explain that which cannot be described that way, not with any accuracy anyway.  In “Portrait of a Lady”, Williams has lost it on trying to describe exactly what is going through his mind in regards to his woman.  He, like most modern writers sees no point in using rhyme, rhythm, or lyrical craft of any kind, nor does he find it important to stay away from nonsensical thoughts and try to express himself in a way that is rational and can be easily understood by his readers.  Part of this may be his style and some of this may be attributed to the fact that his mind is racing and he is so boggled at that moment.  Either way, what he is trying to portray into words, that just cannot be boxed in that way, is infatuation and lust.  When it comes to matters of the heart and/or strong emotion, there is no sense that can be made of it.  There is also no way to actually put in into words that can absolutely and matter-of-factly describe it perfectly.  
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