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Abstract 

This paper is about the genre of tragedy and how 
Henry James' book, The Portrait of a Lady, is a repre­
sentation of tragedy. Many critics view his main charac­
ter, Isabel, as a tragic figure. This is, however, not true. I 
prove this by first searching for the meaning of tragedy, 
and second, analyzing Isabel's character and studying 
theoretical pieces on the topic. In order to be a tragic 
character, life, in a sense, has to be over with - complet­
ed. Isabel's is not. It is for this reason that she is the non­
tragic in a tragedy. Based on this information, I found 
that although Isabel's marriage and situation in life are 
tragic, they have not consumed her person; therefore, 
she is the non-tragic in a tragedy. 

In his essay, "The Portrait of a Lady," Arnold Kettle 
writes, "[James'] books are tragedies precisely because 
their subject is the smashing of the bourgeois illusion of 
freedom in the consciousness of characters who are 
unable to conceive of freedom in any other way. His 
'innocent' persons ... [are] always the ... victims; they are 
at the mercy of the vulgar and corrupt" (Powers 70) . He 
continues, saying, "The more finely conscious they 
become of their situation the more unable are they to 
cope with it in positive terms" (Powers 70). Depending on 
how one reads The Portrait of a Lady, Kettle makes a 
valid point. Unfortunately for Kettle, I have chosen to 
read Henry James' book with a different interpretation of 
the characters. In doing so, I disagree with him on his 
tragic views of James. It is true that in the beginning of 
The Portrait of a Lady Isabel has dreams of being free to 
discover the world that seems to be open to her and to 
make her own choices about what she wants to do in life, 
but her loss of these dreams is not the tragedy of the 
novel. In chapter thirty-four Isabel tells Ralph, her cousin 
and friend, in respect to the world, that "I've seen it. It 
doesn't look to me now, I admit, such an inviting 
expanse .... I've seen that one can't do anything so gen­
eral. One must choose a corner and cultivate that" (392). 
She chooses to give up the freedom that Kettle talks 
about in order to marry Osmond, but her choice to do so 
is not the tragedy, as Kettle would have his readers 
believe. The tragedy is Isabel's realization of her, 
Osmond's, and other close friends' deception in their 
intentions of her marriage. She realizes she made the 
wrong decision in marrying Osmond, which led to her 
marital ruin. It is not, however, the tragedy that I want to 
focus on. While most critics focus on the tragic realiza­
tion of Isabel's life, it is the hope that this realization will 
somehow help her to lift herself out of the ruins of her 
marriage that makes Isabel the non-tragic in a tragedy. 
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In order to see the non-tragic we must first define 
what tragedy is. In his book, Principles of Tragedy, 
Geoffery Brereton defines tragedy as "[expressing] per­
manently valid truths about the human condition," and 
that tragedy is the human reaction to life; if there were no 
human reactions to life, there would be no tragedies (3). 
He presents several different elements of tragedy which 
are present in Isabel's situation. The first element is that 
tragedy always implies disaster, which later implies 
death. But, an ordinary death does not make for a 
tragedy. To "qualify as [a tragedy] it must take place in 
unexpected and striking circumstances. It must, at least, 
be in some way remarkable" (Brereton 6) . The reader 
sees the tragic element in Isabel, but not in a physical 
sense; Isabel does not die. One could make the argu­
ment, however, that her inner-self is destroyed by the 
hands of an unloving, egotistical husband. It is clear by 
the end of the book that Isabel is not the same person. 
This is also evident in chapter thirty-six, with a conversa­
tion between Isabel and Ralph about her marrying 
Osmond. Ralph begins: "I had treated myself to a charm­
ing vision of your future. I had amused myself with plan­
ning out a high destiny for you. There was to be nothing 
of this sort in it. You were not to come down so easily or 
so soon" (395). Isabel: "Come down, you say?" Ralph: 
"Well , that renders my sense of what has happened to 
you. You seemed to me to be soaring far up in the blue -
to be sailing in the bright light, over the heads of men. 
Suddenly some one tosses up a faded rosebud - a mis­
sile that should never have reached you - and straight 
you drop to the ground. It hurts me, hurts me as if I had 
fallen myself!" (395) . It is clear through Ralph's descrip­
tion that Isabel's inner-self is dying before him. 
Throughout the last half of the novel , Isabel concedes to 
her husband's ideal image of her. She loses her ideas 
and her independent voice. In fact, "it was as if Osmond 
deliberately, almost malignantly, had put the lights out 
one by one. The dusk at first was vague and thin , and 
she could still see her way in it. But it steadily deepened, 
and if now and again, it had occasionally lifted there 
were certain corners of her prospect that were impene­
trably black" (James 474). Surreptitiously, Osmond took 
away the life of Isabel's inner-self. Brereton goes on in 
his description of disaster and death with another twist 
that supports Isabel's dying self. He refers to these types 
of situations as "tragic discoveries" in which there is a 
"sudden realization of misfortune, or the revelation of an 
unsuspected weakness ... a person still alive [can be] 
'tragically maimed"' (6). It is the eventual recognition of 
Osmond's actions and Isabel's state of mind that enable 
her to begin a rebirth of a new inner-self; this is not an 



element of Brereton's tragedy. In fact, his rebirth 
enhances our hope in Isabel as the non-tragic. 

Brereton's second element of tragedy is the idea of 
opposing forces - that "disaster is the direct result of 
deliberate action by an enemy" where the enemy defeats 
the weaker of the opposing forces (9). Osmond is the 
"enemy" or evil character in Isabel's struggle. In his 
essay, "The Portrait of a Lady 'The Eternal Mystery of 
Things,"' Lyall H. Powers supports this idea. He states: 
"it will be generally admitted that Osmond is James' most 
completely evil character. His principal fault is his tower­
ing egotism, so significantly described by Isabel 
in ... chapter xiii: 'He took himself so seriously, it was 
something appalling. Under all his culture, his clever­
ness, his amenity ... his knowledge of life, his egotism lay 
hidden like a serpent in a bank of flowers" (Powers 76) . 
Isabel is the unsuspecting victim of an unexpected 
enemy - Osmond. This is the second component of 
tragedy, making the story and situation, but not neces­
sarily Isabel, a tragedy. 

The last relevant element of tragedy that Brereton 
brings us is the idea of status. He makes the argument 
that a tragic situation for a person of high status such as 
a king or queen (or equivalent) , as opposed to a situa­
tion involving a homeless person or beggar, would be 
more important and more tragic because the high status 
represents high moral character and "greatness of per­
sonality" (17). He argues, "What is required is moral 
stature, i.e., greatness of personality, and it is assumed 
that this will be found more readily in people of eminent 
position than elsewhere. Because of the authority and 
influence they wield, it can also be assumed that the 
issues at stake will be important rather than trivial" (17) . 
James elevates Isabel's status in society to the very 
wealthy in order for her situation to seem tragic. If she 
had been a poor girl in a ruined marriage, she would be 
viewed as a girl who made a bad choice because of her 
poverty. If we take a rich girl , which Isabel becomes, and 
marry her to a poor man who is a "wolf in sheep's cloth­
ing," she is considered a woman tricked into marriage. 
She was scammed; it was not her fault. This is the per­
ception James undoubtedly wanted his readers to have. 
This supports another element of tragedy - the hero can­
not be, or represent a corrupt group, but he can be sur­
rounded by one. The hero never affects the corrupt 
group. More than likely, the hero becomes the scapegoat 
of the corrupted group, thus making the situation or story 
a tragedy. Since the hero is always of high status, he is 
surrounded by people who want to benefit from that sta­
tus. Madame Mearle wants to find Osmond someone of 
high status. It is natural to want to provide for your child . 
What is important about the situation between Madame 
Mearle and Osmond is that they drastically effect 
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Isabel's life without her realizing it. Isabel is a ruin of her 
former self; this creates tragedy. What consirators didn't 
expect was for Isabel to confront them about it. One of 
these confrontations happens in chapter fifty-two 
between Isabel and Madame Mearle. Madame Mearle 
says, "he imparted to you that luster which was required 
to make you a brilliant match. At bottom it's him you've 
to thank" (604). Isabel then says, with a vengeance, "I 
believed it was you I had to thank!" Madame Mearle 
replies, "You 're very unhappy, I know. But I'm more so." 
Isabel retorts, "Yes; I can believe that. I think I should like 
never to see you again" (605). It is Isabel's strength in 
these confrontations that leads her to be the non-tragic 
of James's tragedy. 

There is one characteristic of tragedy that Isabel 
does not fit; this characteristic led me to conclude that 
Isabel is the non-tragic figure in a tragedy. The charac­
teristic is the idea of hope, vision or a "happy ending." 
The situation is final. Brereton says, "The disaster is 
envisaged as final so far as those particular people are 
concerned. That is, no recovery is contemplated, there is 
no prospect of a 'happy ending"' (6). Granted, Isabel 
cannot go back to Rome and live happily ever after with 
Osmond. She can, however, go back knowing the 
actions she must take in order to do the right thing and 
be happy. The ending is not full of illusions that Isabel will 
eventually end up with Casper Goodwood, as Henrietta 
would like to think. Instead, Isabel returns to Rome with 
knowledge about how to be a wife and fulfill her duties to 
her husband. Now that she realizes what her situation is, 
she can begin to rebuild the inner-self that Osmond 
destroyed. Her realization of what she needs to do 
makes her the non-tragic character in a tragic story. She 
was the victim, but that doesn't mean she has to stay 
one. Tragedies are final. Therefore, it is unfair to judge 
Henry James' book, The Portrait of a Lady, as a tragedy 
knowing it is not finished and there is hope for change in 
Isabel's life. 
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