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THE BELDONALD HOLBEIN

by Henry James

CHAPTER I 
Mrs. Munden had not yet been to my studio on so good
a pretext as when she first inti mated  that it would
be quite open to me—should I only care, as she called
it, to throw the hand ker chief —to paint her beau ti ful
sister-in-law.  I needn’t go here more than is essen -
tial  into the ques tion  of Mrs. Munden, who would
really, by the way, be a story in herself.  She has a
manner of her own of putting things, and some of
those she has put to me—!  Her impli ca tion  was that
Lady Beldon ald  hadn’t only seen and admired certain 
examples  of my work, but had liter ally  been prepos -
sessed  in favour of the painter’s “person al ity .”  Had
I been struck with this sketch I might easily have 
imag ined  her lady ship  was throw ing  me the hand ker -
chief .  “She hasn’t done,” my visitor said, “what she 
ought.”
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“Do you mean she has done what she oughtn’t?”

“Nothing horrid— ah dear no.”  And something  in Mrs.
Munden’s tone, with the way she appeared to muse a
moment, even suggested to me that what she “oughtn’t”
was perhaps what Lady Beldon ald  had too much
neglected.  “She hasn’t got on.”

“What’s the matter with her?”

“Well, to begin with, she’s Ameri can .”

“But I thought that was the way of ways to get on.”

“It’s one of them.  But it’s one of the ways of being
awfully out of it too.  There are so many!”

“So many Ameri cans ?”  I asked.

“Yes, plenty of them ,” Mrs. Munden sighed.  “So many
ways, I mean, of being one.”

“But if your sister-in-law’s way is to be beau ti -
ful —?”

“Oh there are differ ent  ways of that too.”

“And she hasn’t taken the right way?”

“Well,” my friend returned as if it were rather 
diffi cult  to express, “she hasn’t done with it— ”

“I see,” I laughed; “what she oughtn’t!”

Mrs. Munden in a manner corrected me, but it was 
diffi cult  to express.  “My brother at all events was
certainly selfish.  Till he died she was almost never
in London; they wintered, year after year, for what
he supposed to be his health— which it didn’t help,
since he was so much too soon to meet his end—in the
south of France and in the dullest holes he could
pick out, and when they came back to England he
always kept her in the country.  I must say for her
that she always behaved beau ti fully .  Since his death
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she has been more in London, but on a stupidly unsuc -
cess ful  footing.  I don’t think she quite under -
stands .  She hasn’t what I should call a life.  It may
be of course that she doesn’t want one.  That’s just
what I can’t exactly find out.  I can’t make out how
much she knows.”

“I can easily make out,” I returned with hilar ity ,
“how much you  do!”

“Well, you’re very horrid.  Perhaps she’s too old.”

“Too old for what?”  I persisted.

“For anything.  Of course she’s no longer even a
little young; only preserved— oh but preserved, like
bottled fruit, in syrup!  I want to help her if only
because she gets on my nerves, and I really think the
way of it would be just the right thing of yours at
the Academy and on the line.”

“But suppose,” I threw out, “she should give on my 
nerves?”

“Oh she will.  But isn’t that all in the day’s work,
and don’t great beau ties  always—?”

“ You don’t,” I inter rupted ; but I at any rate saw
Lady Beldon ald  later on— the day came when her
kinswoman brought her, and then I saw how her life
must have its centre in her own idea of her appear -
ance .  Nothing else about her mattered— one knew her
all when one knew that.  She’s indeed in one partic u-
lar , I think, sole of her kind— a person whom vanity
has had the odd effect of keeping posi tively  safe and
sound.  This passion is supposed surely, for the most
part, to be a prin ci ple  of perver sion  and of injury,
leading astray those who listen to it and landing
them sooner or later in this or that compli ca tion ;
but it has landed her lady ship  nowhere what ever --it
has kept her from the first moment of full conscious -
ness , one feels, exactly in the same place.  It has
protected her from every danger, has made her abso -
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lutely  proper and prim.  If she’s “preserved,” as
Mrs. Munden orig i nally  described her to me, it’s her
vanity that has beau ti fully  done it— putting her years
ago in a plate-glass case and closing up the recep ta -
cle  against every breath of air.  How shouldn’t she
be preserved when you might smash your knuck les  on
this trans parency  before you could crack it?  And she 
is—oh amazingly !  Preser va tion  is scarce the word for
the rare condi tion  of her surface.  She looks natu -
rally  new, as if she took out every night her large
lovely varnished eyes and put them in water.  The
thing was to paint her, I perceived, in the glass 
case—a most tempt ing  attach ing  feat; render to the
full the shining inter pos ing  plate and the general
show-window effect.

It was agreed, though it wasn’t quite arranged, that
she should sit to me.  If it wasn’t quite arranged
this was because, as I was made to under stand  from an
early stage, the condi tions  from our start must be
such as should exclude all elements of distur bance ,
such, in a word, as she herself should judge abso -
lutely  favourable.  And it seemed that these condi -
tions  were easily imper illed .  Suddenly, for
instance, at a moment when I was expect ing  her to
meet an appoint ment —the first— that I had proposed, I
received a hurried visit from Mrs. Munden, who came
on her behalf to let me know that the season happened
just not to be propi tious  and that our friend
couldn’t be quite sure, to the hour, when it would
again become so.  She felt nothing would make it so
but a total absence of worry.

“Oh a ‘total absence,’” I said, “is a large order! 
We live in a worry ing  world.”

“Yes; and she feels exactly that— more than you’d
think.  It’s in fact just why she mustn’t have, as
she has now, a partic ular  distress on at the very
moment.  She wants of course to look her best, and
such things tell on her appear ance .”
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I shook my head.  “Nothing tells on her appear ance . 
Nothing reaches it in any way; nothing gets at  it. 
However, I can under stand  her anxiety.  But what’s
her partic ular  distress?”

“Why the illness of Miss Dadd.”

“And who in the world’s Miss Dadd?”

“Her most inti mate  friend and constant companion —the
lady who was with us here that first day.”

“Oh the little round black woman who gurgled with 
admi ra tion ?”

“None other.  But she was taken ill last week, and it
may very well be that she’ll gurgle no more.  She was
very bad yester day  and is no better to-day, and
Nina’s much upset.  If anything happens to Miss Dadd
she’ll have to get another, and, though she has had
two or three before, that won’t be so easy.”

“Two or three Miss Dadds? is it possi ble ?  And still
wanting another!”  I recalled the poor lady
completely now.  “No; I shouldn’t indeed think it
would be easy to get another.  But why is a succes -
sion  of them neces sary  to Lady Beldon ald ’s exis -
tence ?”

“Can’t you guess?”  Mrs. Munden looked deep, yet 
impa tient .  “They help.”

“Help what?  Help whom?”

“Why every one.  You and me for instance.  To do
what?  Why to think Nina beau ti ful .  She has them for
that purpose; they serve as foils, as accents serve
on sylla bles , as terms of compar i son .  They make her
‘stand out.’  It’s an effect of contrast that must be 
famil iar  to you artists; it’s what a woman does when
she puts a band of black velvet under a pearl orna -
ment  that may, require, as she thinks, a little
showing off.”
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I wondered.  “Do you mean she always has them black?”

“Dear no; I’ve seen them blue, green, yellow.  They
may be what they like, so long as they’re always one
other thing.”

“Hideous?”

Mrs. Munden made a mouth for it.  “Hideous is too
much to say; she doesn’t really require them as bad
as that.  But consis tently , cheer fully , loyally
plain.  It’s really a most happy rela tion .  She loves
them for it.”

“And for what do they love her ?”

“Why just for the amia bil ity  that they produce in
her.  Then also for their ‘home.’  It’s a career for 
them.”

“I see.  But if that’s the case,” I asked, “why are
they so diffi cult  to find?”

“Oh they must be safe; it’s all in that:  her being
able to depend on them to keep to the terms of the
bargain and never have moments of rising— as even the
ugliest woman will now and then (say when she’s in 
love)— supe rior  to them selves .”

I turned it over.  “Then if they can’t inspire
passions the poor things mayn’t even at least feel 
them?”

“She distinctly depre cates  it.  That’s why such a man
as you may be after all a compli ca tion .”

I contin ued  to brood.  “You’re very sure Miss Dadd’s
ailment isn’t an affec tion  that, being smoth ered , has
struck in?”  My joke, however, wasn’t well timed, for
I after wards  learned that the unfor tu nate  lady’s
state had been, even while I spoke, such as to forbid
all hope.  The worst symptoms  had appeared; she was
destined not to recover; and a week later I heard
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from Mrs. Munden that she would in fact “gurgle” no 
more.

CHAPTER II 
All this had been for Lady Beldon ald  an agita tion  so
great that access to her apart ment  was denied for a
time even to her sister-in-law.  It was much more out
of the ques tion  of course that she should unveil her
face to a person of my special busi ness  with it; so
that the ques tion  of the portrait was by common
consent left to depend on that of the instal la tion  of
a succes sor  to her late companion .  Such a succes sor ,
I gath ered  from Mrs. Munden, widowed child less  and
lonely, as well as inapt for the minor offices, she
had abso lutely  to have; a more or less humble alter
ago to deal with the servants, keep the accounts,
make the tea and watch the window-blinds.  Nothing
seemed more natural than that she should marry again,
and obvi ously  that might come; yet the prede ces sors
of Miss Dadd had been contem pora neous  with a first
husband, so that others formed in her image might be 
contem pora neous  with a second.  I was much occu pied
in those months at any rate, and these ques tions  and
their rami fi ca tions  losing them selves  for a while to
my view, I was only brought back to them by Mrs.
Munden’s arrival one day with the news that we were
all right again— her sister-in-law was once more
“suited.”  A certain Mrs. Brash, an Ameri can  rela tive
whom she hadn’t seen for years, but with whom she had 
contin ued  to communi cate , was to come out to her 
immedi ately ; and this person, it appeared, could be
quite trusted to meet the condi tions .  She was ugly—
ugly enough, without abuse of it, and was unlim it edly
good.  The posi tion  offered her by Lady Beldon ald  was 
moreover  exactly what she needed; widowed also, after
many trou bles  and reverses, with her fortune of the 
small est , and her various chil dren  either buried or
placed about, she had never had time or means to
visit England, and would really be grate ful  in her 
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declin ing  years for the new expe ri ence  and the pleas -
ant  light work involved in her cousin’s hospi tal ity . 
They had been much together early in life and Lady 
Beldon ald  was immensely fond of her—would in fact
have tried to get hold of her before hadn’t Mrs.
Brash been always in bondage to family duties, to the
variety of her tribu la tions .  I daresay I laughed at
my friend’s use of the term “posi tion "—the posi tion ,
one might call it, of a candle stick  or a sign-post,
and I daresay I must have asked if the special
service the poor lady was to render had been made
clear to her.  Mrs. Munden left me in any case with
the rather droll image of her faring forth across the
sea quite consciously and resignedly to perform it.

The point of the communi ca tion  had however been that
my sitter was again looking up and would doubt less ,
on the arrival and due initi ation  of Mrs. Brash, be
in form really to wait on me.  The situ ation  must
further, to my knowl edge , have devel oped  happily, for
I arranged with Mrs. Munden that our friend, now all
ready to begin, but wanting first just to see the
things I had most recently done, should come once
more, as a final prelim i nary , to my studio.  A good
foreign friend of mine, a French painter, Paul
Outreau, was at the moment in London, and I had
proposed, as he was much inter ested  in types, to get
together for his amusement  a small after noon  party. 
Every one came, my big room was full, there was music
and a modest spread; and I’ve not forgot ten  the light
of admi ra tion  in Outreau’s expres sive  face as at the
end of half an hour he came up to me in his enthu si -
asm.  “ Bonte  divine , mon cher —que  cette  vieille  est  
donc  belle !”

I had tried to collect all the beauty I could, and
also all the youth, so that for a moment I was at a
loss.  I had talked to many people and provided for
the music, and there were figures in the crowd that
were still lost to me.  “What old woman do you mean?”
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“I don’t know her name—she was over by the door a
moment ago.  I asked somebody  and was told, I think,
that she’s Ameri can .”

I looked about and saw one of my guests attach a pair
of fine eyes to Outreau very much as if she knew he
must be talking of her.  “Oh Lady Beldon ald !  Yes,
she’s hand some; but the great point about her is that
she has been ‘put up’ to keep, and that she wouldn’t
be flat tered  if she knew you spoke of her as old.  A
box of sardines is ‘old’ only after it has been
opened, Lady Beldon ald  never has yet been—but I’m
going to do it.”  I joked, but I was somewhat  disap -
pointed .  It was a type that, with his unerring sense
for the banal, I shouldn’t have expected Outreau to
pick out.

“You’re going to paint her?  But, my dear man, she is 
painted— and as neither you nor I can do it.  Ou 
est - elle  donc ?  He had lost her, and I saw I had made
a mistake.  She’s the great est  of all the great 
Holbeins.”

I was relieved.  “Ah then not Lady Beldon ald !  But do
I possess a Holbein of any  price unawares?”

“There she is—there she is!  Dear, dear, dear, what a
head!”  And I saw whom he meant—and what:  a small
old lady in a black dress and a black bonnet, both
relieved with a little white, who had evidently just
changed, her place to reach a corner from which more
of the room and of the scene was presented to her. 
She appeared unno ticed  and unknown, and I immedi ately  
recog nised  that some other guest must have brought
her and, for want of oppor tu nity , had as yet to call
my atten tion  to her.  But two things, simul ta neously
with this and with each other, struck me with force;
one of them the truth of Outreau’s descrip tion  of
her, the other the fact that the person bring ing  her
could only have been Lady Beldon ald .  She was a 
Holbein— of the first water; yet she was also Mrs.
Brash, the imported “foil,” the indis pens able
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accent,” the succes sor  to the dreary Miss Dadd!  By
the time I had put these things together— Outreau’s 
“Amer i can ” having helped me—I was in just such full 
posses sion  of her face as I had found myself, on the
other first occa sion , of that of her patroness.  Only
with so differ ent  a conse quence .  I couldn’t look at
her enough, and I stared and stared till I became
aware she might have fancied me chal leng ing  her as a
person unpre sented .  “All the same,” Outreau went on,
equally held, “ c’est  une  tete  a faire .  If I were
only staying long enough for a crack at her!  But I
tell you what and he seized my arm—"bring her over!”

“Over?”

“To Paris.  She’d have a succès  fou .”

“Ah thanks, my dear fellow,” I was now quite in a 
posi tion  to say; “she’s the hand somest  thing in
London, and"—for what I might do with her was already
before me with inten sity —"I propose to keep her to
myself.”  It was before me with inten sity , in the
light of Mrs. Brash’s distant perfec tion  of a little
white old face, in which every wrinkle was the touch
of a master; but something  else, I suddenly felt, was
not less so, for Lady Beldon ald , in the other
quarter, and though she couldn’t have made out the
subject of our notice, contin ued  to fix us, and her
eyes had the chal lenge  of those of the woman of 
conse quence  who has missed something .  A moment later
I was close to her, apol ogis ing  first for not having
been more on the spot at her arrival, but saying in
the next breath uncon trol lably :  “Why my dear lady,
it’s a Holbein!”

“A Holbein?  What?”

“Why the wonder ful  sharp old face so extraor di nar ily , 
consummately  drawn— in the frame of black velvet. 
That of Mrs. Brash, I mean—isn’t it her name?—your 
companion .”
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This was the begin ning  of a most odd matter— the
essence of my anec dote ; and I think the very first
note of the oddity must have sounded for me in the
tone in which her lady ship  spoke after giving me a
silent look.  It seemed to come to me out of a
distance immeasur ably  removed from Holbein.  “Mrs.
Brash isn’t my ‘compan ion ’ in the sense you appear to
mean.  She’s my rather near rela tion  and a very dear
old friend.  I love her—and you must know her.”

“Know her?  Rather!  Why to see her is to want on the
spot to ‘go’ for her.  She also must sit for me,”

“ She?  Louisa Brash?”  If Lady Beldon ald  had the
theory that her beauty directly showed it when things
weren’t well with her, this impres sion , which the
fixed sweet ness  of her seren ity  had hith erto  struck
me by no means as justi fy ing , gave me now my first
glimpse of its grounds.  It was as if I had never
before seen her face invaded by anything I should
have called an expres sion .  This expres sion  moreover
was of the faintest— was like the effect produced on a
surface by an agita tion  both deep within and as yet
much confused.  “Have you told her so?” she then
quickly asked, as if to soften the sound of her 
surprise.

“Dear no, I’ve but just noticed her—Outreau, a moment
ago put me on her.  But we’re both so taken, and he
also wants—”

“To paint  her?”  Lady Beldon ald  uncon trol lably  
murmured.

“Don’t be afraid we shall fight for her,” I returned
with a laugh for this tone.  Mrs. Brash was still
where I could see her without appear ing  to stare, and
she mightn’t have seen I was looking at her, though
her protec tress , I’m afraid, could scarce have failed
of that certainty.  “We must each take our turn, and
at any rate she’s a wonder ful  thing, so that if
you’ll let her go to Paris Outreau promises her 
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there— ”

“ There ?” my companion  gasped.

“A career bigger still than among us, as he consid ers
we haven’t half their eye.  He guar antees  her a 
succès  fou .”

She couldn’t get over it.  “Louisa Brash?  In Paris?”

“They do see,” I went on, “more than we and they live 
extraor di nar ily , don’t you know, in that.  But she’ll
do something  here too.”

“And what will she do?”

If frankly now I couldn’t help giving Mrs. Brash a
longer look, so after it I could as little resist 
sound ing  my converser .  “You’ll see.  Only give her 
time.”

She said nothing during the moment in which she met
my eyes; but then:  “Time, it seems to me, is exactly
what you and your friend want.  If you haven’t talked
with her—”

“We haven’t seen her?  Oh we see bang off— with a
click like a steel spring.  It’s our trade, it’s our
life, and we should be donkeys if we made mistakes. 
That’s the way I saw you your self , my lady, if I may
say so; that’s the way, with a long pin straight
through your body, I’ve got you.  And just so I’ve
got her !”

All this, for reasons, had brought my guest to her
feet; but her eyes had while we talked never once
followed the direc tion  of mine.  “You call her a 
Holbein?”

“Outreau did, and I of course immedi ately  recog nised
it.  Don’t you?  She brings the old boy to life! 
It’s just as I should call you a Titian.  You bring 
Him to life.”
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She couldn’t be said to relax, because she couldn’t
be said to have hard ened ; but something  at any rate
on this took place in her—something  indeed quite 
discon nected  from what I would have called her. 
“Don’t you under stand  that she has always been
supposed—?”  It had the ring of impa tience ; never the -
less  it stopped short on a scruple.

I knew what it was, however, well enough to say it
for her if she preferred.  “To be nothing what ever  to
look at?  To be unfor tu nately  plain--or even if you
like repul sively  ugly?  Oh yes, I under stand  it
perfectly, just as I under stand —I have to as a part
of my trade— many other forms of stupid ity .  It’s
nothing new to one that ninety-nine people out of a
hundred have no eyes, no sense, no taste.  There are
whole communi ties  impen etra bly  sealed.  I don’t say
your friend’s a person to make the men turn round in
Regent Street.  But it adds to the joy of the few who
do see that they have it so much to them selves . 
Where in the world can she have lived?  You must tell
me all about that— or rather, if she’ll be so good, 
she  must.”

“You mean then to speak to her—?”

I wondered as she pulled up again.  “Of her beauty?”

“Her beauty!” cried Lady Beldon ald  so loud that two
or three persons looked round.

“Ah with every precau tion  of respect I declared in a
much lower tone.  But her back was by this time
turned to me, and in the movement , as it were, one of
the strangest little dramas I’ve ever known was well 
launched.
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CHAPTER III 
It was a drama of small smoth ered  intensely private
things, and I knew of but one other person in the
secret; yet that person and I found it exquisitely 
suscep ti ble  of nota tion , followed it with an inter est
the mutual communi ca tion  of which did much for our 
enjoy ment , and were present with emotion at its 
touch ing  catas tro phe .  The small case—for so small a 
case—had made a great stride even before my little
party sepa rated , and in fact within the next ten 
minutes.

In that space of time two things had happened one of
which was that I made the acquain tance  of Mrs. Brash;
and the other that Mrs. Munden reached me, cleav ing
the crowd, with one of her usual pieces of news. 
What she had to impart was that, on her having just
before asked Nina if the condi tions  of our sitting
had been arranged with me, Nina had replied, with 
something  like perver sity , that she didn’t propose to
arrange them, that the whole affair was “off” again
and that she preferred not to be further beset for
the present.  The ques tion  for Mrs. Munden was natu -
rally  what had happened and whether I under stood .  Oh
I under stood  perfectly, and what I at first most 
under stood  was that even when I had brought in the
name of Mrs. Brash intel li gence  wasn’t yet in Mrs.
Munden.  She was quite as surprised as Lady Beldon ald
had been on hearing of the esteem in which I held
Mrs. Brash’s appear ance .  She was stupe fied  at learn -
ing  that I had just in my ardour proposed to its 
propri etress  to sit to me.  Only she came round 
promptly—  which Lady Beldon ald  really never did. 
Mrs. Munden was in fact wonder ful ; for when I had
given her quickly “Why she’s a Holbein, you know, 
abso lutely ,” she took it up, after a first fine
vacancy, with an immedi ate  abysmal “Oh is  she?” that,
as a piece of social gymnastics , did her the great est
honour; and she was in fact the first in London to
spread the tidings.  For a face—about it was magnif i -
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cent .  But she was also the first, I must add, to see
what would really happen—though this she put before
me only a week or two later.  It will kill her, my 
dear—that’s what it will do

She meant neither more nor less than that it would
kill Lady Beldon ald  if I were to paint Mrs. Brash;
for at this lurid light had we arrived in so short a
space of time.  It was for me to decide whether my
aesthetic need of giving life to my idea was such as
to justify me in destroy ing  it in a woman after all
in most eyes so beau ti ful .  The situ ation  was indeed 
suffi ciently  queer; for it remained to be seen what I
should posi tively  gain by giving up Mrs. Brash.  I
appeared to have ’in any case lost Lady Beldon ald ,
now too “upset"— it was always Mrs. Munden’s word
about her and, as I inferred, her own about herself— -
to meet me again on our previ ous  footing.  The only
thing, I of course soon saw, was to tempo rise  to drop
the whole ques tion  for the present and yet so far as 
possi ble  keep each of the pair in view.  I may as
well say at once that this plan and this process gave
their prin ci pal  inter est  to the next several months. 
Mrs. Brash had turned up, if I remember , early in the
new year, and her little wonder ful  career was in our 
partic ular  circle one of the features of the follow -
ing  season.  It was at all events for myself the most 
attach ing ; it’s not my fault if I am so put together
as often to find more life in situ ations  obscure and
subject to inter pre ta tion  than in the gross rattle of
the fore ground .  And there were all sorts of things,
things touch ing , amusing, mysti fy ing —and above all
such an instance as I had never yet met--in this
funny little fortune of the useful Ameri can  cousin. 
Mrs. Munden was promptly at one with me as to the
rarity and, to a near and human view, the beauty and 
inter est  of the posi tion .  We had neither of us ever
before seen that degree and that special sort of
personal success come to a woman for the first time
so late in life.  I found it an example of poetic, of 
abso lutely  retribu tive  justice; so that my desire
grew great to work it, as we say, on those lines.  I
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had seen it all from the orig i nal  moment at my
studio; the poor lady had never known an hour’s 
appre ci ation —which moreover , in perfect good faith,
she had never missed.  The very first thing I did
after induc ing  so unin ten tion ally  the resent ful
retreat of her protec tress  had been to go straight
over to her and say almost without prelim i nar ies  that
I should hold myself immeasur ably  obliged for a few
patient sittings.  What I thus came face to face with
was, on the instant, her whole unen light ened  past and
the full, if fore short ened , reve la tion  of what among
us all was now unfail ingly  in store for her.  To turn
the handle and start that tune came to me on the spot
as a temp ta tion .  Here was a poor lady who had waited
for the approach of old age to find out what she was
worth.  Here was a benighted being to whom it was to
be disclosed in her fifty-seventh year—I was to make
that out—that she had something  that might pass for a
face.  She looked much more than her age, and was
fairly fright ened —as if I had been trying on her some 
possi bly  heart less  London trick— when she had taken in
my appeal.  That showed me in what an air she had
lived and—as I should have been tempted to put it had
I spoken out— among what chil dren  of dark ness .  Later
on I did them more justice; saw more that her wonder -
ful  points must have been points largely the fruit of
time, and even that possi bly  she might never in all
her life have looked so well as at this partic ular
moment.  It might have been that if her hour had
struck I just happened to be present at the strik -
ing .  What had occurred, all the same, was at the
worst a notable comedy.

The famous “irony of fate” takes many forms, but I
had never yet seen it take quite this one.  She had
been “had over” on an under stand ing , and she wasn’t
playing fair.  She had broken the law of her ugli ness
and had turned beau ti ful  on the hands of her
employer.  More inter est ing  even perhaps than a view
of the conscious triumph that this might prepare for
her, and of which, had I doubted of my own judge ment ,
I could still take Outreau’s fine start as the full 
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guar antee —more inter est ing  was the ques tion  of the
process by which such a history could get itself
enacted.  The curious thing was that all the while
the reasons of her having passed for plain—  the
reasons for Lady Beldon ald ’s fond calcu la tion , which
they quite justi fied —were written large in her face,
so large that it was easy to under stand  them as the
only ones she herself had ever read.  What was it
then that actu ally  made the old stale sentence mean 
something  so differ ent ?—into what new combi nations ,
what extraor di nary  language, unknown but under stood
at a glance, had time and life trans lated  it?  The
only thing to be said was that time and life were
artists who beat us all, working with recipes and
secrets we could never find out.  I really ought to
have, like a lecturer or a showman, a chart or a 
black board  to present prop erly  the rela tion , in the 
wonder ful  old tender battered blanched face, between
the orig i nal  elements and the exquisite final it
style.”  I could do it with chalks, but I can
scarcely do it with words.  However, the thing was,
for any artist who respected himself, to feel  it— -
which I abun dantly  did; and then not to conceal from 
her  I felt it— which I neglected as little.  But she
was really, to do her complete justice, the last to 
under stand ; and I’m not sure that, to the end—for
there was an end—she quite made it all out or knew
where she was.  When you’ve been brought up for fifty
years on black it must be hard to adjust your organ -
ism  at a day’s notice to gold-colour.  Her whole
nature had been pitched in the key of her supposed 
plain ness .  She had known how to be ugly— it was the
only thing she had learnt save, if possi ble , how not
to mind it.  Being beau ti ful  took in any case a new
set of muscles.  It was on the prior convic tion , 
liter ally , that she had devel oped  her admirable
dress, instinc tively  felic i tous , always either black
or white and a matter of rather severe square ness  and
studied line.  She was magnif i cently  neat; every thing
she showed had a way of looking both old and fresh;
and there was on every occa sion  the same picture in
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her draped head—draped in low-falling black—  and the
fine white plaits (of a painter’s white, somehow)
disposed on her chest.  What had happened was that
these arrange ments , deter mined  by certain consid er a-
tions , lent them selves  in effect much better to
certain others.  Adopted in mere shy silence they had
really only deep ened  her accent.  It was singu lar , 
moreover , that, so consti tuted , there was nothing in
her aspect of the ascetic or the nun.  She was a good
hard sixteenth-century figure, not with ered  with 
inno cence , bleached rather by life in the open.  She
was in short just what we had made of her, a Holbein
for a great Museum; and our posi tion , Mrs. Munden’s
and mine, rapidly became that of persons having such
a trea sure  to dispose of.  The world— I speak of
course mainly of the art-world— flocked to see it.

CHAPTER IV 
“But has she any idea herself, poor thing?” was the
way I had put it to Mrs. Munden on our next meeting
after the inci dent  at my studio; with the effect,
however, only of leaving my friend at first to take
me as allud ing  to Mrs. Brash’s possi ble  previ sion  of
the chatter she might create.  I had my own sense of 
that— this provi sion  had been nil; the ques tion  was of
her conscious ness  of the office for which Lady 
Beldon ald  had counted on her and for which we were so
promptly proceed ing  to spoil her alto gether .

“Oh I think she arrived with a goodish notion,” Mrs.
Munden had replied when I had explained; “for she’s
clever too, you know, as well as good-looking, and I
don’t see how, if she ever really knew Nina, she
could have supposed for a moment that she wasn’t
wanted for what ever  she might have left to give up. 
Hasn’t she moreover  always been made to feel that
she’s ugly enough for anything?”  It was even at this
point already wonder ful  how my friend had mastered
the case and what lights, alike for its past and its
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future, she was prepared to throw on it.  “If she has
seen herself as ugly enough for anything she has seen 
herself— and that was the only way—as ugly enough for
Nina; and she has had her own manner of showing that
she under stands  without making Nina commit herself to
anything vulgar.  Women are never without ways for
doing such things— both for communi cat ing  and receiv -
ing  knowl edge —that I can’t explain to you, and that
you wouldn’t under stand  if I could, since you must be
a woman even to do that.  I daresay they’ve expressed
it all to each other simply in the language of
kisses.  But doesn’t it at any rate make something
rather beau ti ful  of the rela tion  between them as
affected by our discov ery —?”

I had a laugh for her plural posses sive .  “The point
is of course that if there was a conscious bargain,
and our action on Mrs. Brash is to deprive her of the
sense of keeping her side of it, various things may
happen that won’t be good either for her or for
ourselves.  She may consci entiously  throw up the 
posi tion .”

“Yes,” my companion  mused—"for she is consci entious . 
Or Nina, without waiting for that, may cast her 
forth.”

I faced it all.  “Then we should have to keep her.”

“As a regular model?”  Mrs. Munden was ready for
anything.  “Oh that would be lovely!”

But I further worked it out.  “The diffi culty  is that
she’s not a model, hang it— that she’s too good for
one, that she’s the very thing herself.  When Outreau
and I have each had our go, that will be all;
there’ll be nothing left for any one else.  There fore
it behoves us quite to under stand  that our atti tude ’s
a respon si bil ity .  If we can’t do for her posi tively
more than Nina does—”
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“We must let her alone?”  My companion  contin ued  to
muse.  “I see!”

“Yet don’t,” I returned, “see too much.  We can  do 
more.”

“Than Nina?”  She was again on the spot.  “It
wouldn’t after all be diffi cult .  We only want the
directly oppo site  thing— and which is the only one the
poor dear can give.  Unless indeed,” she suggested,
“we simply retract— we back out.”

I turned it over.  “It’s too late for that.  Whether
Mrs. Brash’s peace is gone I can’t say.  But Nina’s 
is.”

“Yes, and there’s no way to bring it back that won’t 
sacri fice  her friend.  We can’t turn round and say
Mrs. Brash is ugly, can we?  But fancy Nina’s not
having seen !”  Mrs. Munden exclaimed.

“She doesn’t see now,” I answered.  “She can’t, I’m
certain, make out what we mean.  The woman, for her
still, is just what she always was.  But she has 
never the less  had her stroke, and her blind ness , while
she wavers and gropes in the dark, only adds to her 
discom fort .  Her blow was to see the atten tion  of the
world deviate.”

“All the same I don’t think, you know,” my inter -
locutress  said, “that Nina will have made her a scene
or that, what ever  we do, she’ll ever make her one. 
That isn’t the way it will happen, for she’s exactly
as consci entious  as Mrs. Brash.”

“Then what is the way?”  I asked.

“It will just happen in silence.”

“And what will ‘it,’ as you call it, be?”
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“Isn’t that what we want really to see?”

“Well,” I replied after a turn or two about, “whether
we want it or not it’s exactly what we shall  see;
which is a reason the more for fancy ing , between the
pair there— in the quiet exquisite house, and full of 
supe ri or i ties  and suppres sions  as they both are—the 
extraor di nary  situ ation .  If I said just now that
it’s too late to do anything but assent it’s because
I’ve taken the full measure of what happened at my
studio.  It took but a few moments—but she tasted of
the tree.”

My companion  wondered.  “Nina?”

“Mrs. Brash.”  And to have to put it so minis tered ,
while I took yet another turn, to a sort of agita -
tion .  Our atti tude  was a respon si bil ity .

But I had suggested something  else to my friend, who
appeared for a moment detached.  “Should you say
she’ll hate her worse if she doesn’t  see?”

“Lady Beldon ald ?  Doesn’t see what we see, you mean,
than if she does?  Ah I give that  up!”  I laughed. 
“But what I can tell you is why I hold that, as I
said just now, we can do most.  We can do this:  we
can give to a harmless  and sensi tive  crea ture  hith -
erto  prac ti cally  disin her ited —and give with an unex -
pect edness  that will immensely add to its price— the
pure joy of a deep draught of the very pride of life,
of an acclaimed personal triumph in our supe rior  
sophis ti cated  world.”

Mrs. Munden had a glow of response for my sudden
eloquence.  Oh it will be beau ti ful !
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CHAPTER V 
Well, that’s what, on the whole and in spite of 
every thing , it really was.  It has dropped into my
memory a rich little gallery of pictures, a regular
panorama of those occa sions  that were to minis ter  to
the view from which I had so for a moment extracted a
lyric inspi ra tion .  I see Mrs. Brash on each of these 
occa sions  prac ti cally  enthroned and surrounded and
more or less mobbed; see the hurry ing  and the nudging
and the press ing  and the staring; see the people
“making up” and intro duced , and catch the word when
they have had their turn; hear it above all, the
great one—"Ah yes, the famous Holbein!"— passed about
with that perfec tion  of promp ti tude  that makes the
motions of the London mind so happy a mixture of
those of the parrot and the sheep.  Nothing would be
easier of course than to tell the whole little tale
with an eye only for that silly side of it.  Great
was the silli ness , but great also as to this case of
poor Mrs. Brash, I will say for it, the good nature. 
Of course, further more , it took in partic ular  “our
set,” with its posi tive  child-terror of the banal, to
be either so foolish or so wise; though indeed I’ve
never quite known where our set begins and ends, and
have had to content myself on this score with the 
indi ca tion  once given me by a lady next whom I was
placed at dinner:  “Oh it’s bounded on the north by
Ibsen and on the south by Sargent!  Mrs. Brash never
sat to me; she abso lutely  declined; and when she
declared that it was quite enough for her that I had
with that fine precip i ta tion  invited her, I quite
took this as she meant it; before we had gone very
far our under stand ing , hers and mine, was complete. 
Her atti tude  was as happy as her success was prodi -
gious .  The sacri fice  of the portrait was a sacri fice
to the true inward ness  of Lady Beldon ald , and did
much, for the time, I divined, toward muffling their 
domestic  tension.  All it was thus in her power to 
say—and I heard of a few cases of her having said 
it— was that she was sure I would have painted her 
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beau ti fully  if she hadn’t prevented me.  She couldn’t
even tell the truth, which was that I certainly would
have done so if Lady Beldon ald  hadn’t; and she never
could mention the subject at all before that person -
age .  I can only describe the affair, natu rally , from
the outside, and heaven forbid indeed that I should
try too closely to, recon struct  the possi ble  strange 
inter course  of these good friends at home.

My anec dote , however, would lose half the point it
may have to show were I to omit all mention of the 
consummate  turn her lady ship  appeared grad ually  to
have found herself able to give her deport ment .  She
had made it impos si ble  I should myself bring up our
old, our orig i nal  ques tion , but there was real 
distinc tion  in her manner of now accept ing  certain
other possi bil i ties .  Let me do her that justice; her
effort at magnanim ity  must have been immense.  There
couldn’t fail of course to be ways in which poor Mrs.
Brash paid for it.  How much she had to pay we were
in fact soon enough to see; and it’s my inti mate  
convic tion  that, as a climax, her life at last was
the price.  But while she lived at least— and it was
with an inten sity , for those wondrous weeks, of which
she had never dreamed—Lady Beldon ald  herself faced
the music.  This is what I mean by the possi bil i ties ,
by the sharp actu al i ties  indeed, that she accepted. 
She took our friend out, she showed her at home,
never attempted to hide or to betray her, played her
no trick what ever  so long as the ordeal lasted.  She
drank deep, on her side too, of the cup—the cup that
for her own lips could only be bitter ness .  There
was, I think, scarce a special success of her compan-
ion ’s at which she wasn’t person ally  present.  Mrs.
Munden’s theory of the silence in which all this
would be muffled for them was none the less, and in 
abun dance , confirmed by our obser va tions .  The whole
thing was to be the death of one or the other of
them, but they never spoke of it at tea.  I remember
even that Nina went so far as to say to me once,
looking me full in the eyes, quite sublimely, “I’ve
made out what you mean--she is  a picture.”  The
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beauty of this moreover  was that, as I’m persuaded,
she hadn’t really made it out at all— the words were
the mere hypocrisy of her reflec tive  endeav our  for
virtue.  She couldn’t possi bly  have made it out; her
friend was as much as ever “dread fully  plain” to her;
she must have wondered to the last what on earth
possessed us.  Wouldn’t it in fact have been after
all just this failure of vision, this supreme stupid -
ity  in short, that kept the catas tro phe  so long at
bay?  There was a certain sense of great ness  for her
in seeing so many of us so absurdly mistaken; and I
recall that on various occa sions , and in partic ular
when she uttered the words just quoted, this high 
seren ity , as a sign of the relief of her sore ness , if
not of the effort of her conscience, did something
quite visible to my eyes, and also quite unprece -
dented , for the beauty of her face.  She got a real
lift from it— such a momentary  discernible sublim ity
that I recol lect  coming out on the spot with a queer
crude amused “Do you know I believe I could paint you 
now?”

She was a fool not to have closed with me then and
there; for what has happened since has altered every -
thing —what was to happen a little later was so much
more than I could swallow.  This was the disap pear -
ance  of the famous Holbein from one day to the 
other— produc ing  a conster nation  among us all as great
as if the Venus of Milo had suddenly vanished from
the Louvre.  “She has simply shipped her straight 
back"—the expla nation  was given in that form by Mrs.
Munden, who added that any cord pulled tight enough
would end at last by snap ping .  At the snap, in any
case, we might ily  jumped, for the master piece  we had
for three or four months been living with had made us
feel its pres ence  as a lumi nous  lesson and a daily
need.  We recog nised  more than ever that it had been,
for high finish, the gem of our collec tion —we found
what a blank it left on the wall.  Lady Beldon ald
might fill up the blank, but we couldn’t.  That she
did soon fill it up—and, heaven help us, how was put
before me after an inter val  of no great length, but
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during which I hadn’t seen her.  ’I dined on the 
Christ mas of last year at Mrs. Munden’s, and Nina,
with a “scratch lot,” as our hostess said, was there,
so that, the prelim i nary  wait being longish, she
could approach me very sweetly.  “I’ll come to you 
tomor row  if you like,” she said; and the effect of
it, after a first stare at her, was to make me look
all round.  I took in, by these two motions, two
things; one of which was that, though now again so 
satis fied  herself of her high state, she could give
me nothing compara ble  to what I should have got had
she taken me up at the moment of my meeting her on
her distin guished  conces sion ; the other that she was
“suited” afresh and that Mrs. Brash’s succes sor  was
fully installed.  Mrs. Brash’s succes sor , was at the
other side of the room, and I became conscious that
Mrs. Munden was waiting to see my eyes seek her.  I
guessed the meaning of the wait; what was one, this
time, to say?  Oh first and fore most  assuredly that
it was immensely droll, for this time at least there
was no mistake.  The lady I looked upon, and as to
whom my friend, again quite at sea, appealed to me
for a formula, was as little a Holbein, or a spec i men
of any other school, as she was, like Lady Beldon ald
herself, a Titian.  The formula was easy to give, for
the amusement  was that her pret ti ness —yes, liter ally , 
prodi giously , her pret ti ness —was distinct.  Lady 
Beldon ald  had been magnif i cent —had been almost intel -
li gent .  Miss What’s-her-name contin ues  pretty, 
contin ues  even young, and doesn’t matter a straw! 
She matters so ideally little that Lady Beldon ald  is 
prac ti cally  safer, I judge, than she has ever been. 
There hasn’t been a symptom of chatter about this
person, and I believe her protec tress  is much
surprised that we’re not more struck.

It was at any rate strictly impos si ble  to me to make
an appoint ment  for the day as to which I have just
recorded Nina’s proposal; and the turn of events
since then has not quick ened  my eager ness .  Mrs.
Munden remained in corre spon dence  with Mrs. Brash—to
the extent, that is, of three letters, each of which
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she showed me.  They so told to our imag i nation  her 
terri ble  little story that we were quite prepared— or
thought we were—for her going out like a snuffed
candle.  She resisted, on her return to her orig i nal  
condi tions , less than a year; the taste of the tree,
as I had called it, had been fatal to her; what she
had content edly  enough lived without before for half
a century she couldn’t now live without for a day.  I
know nothing of her orig i nal  condi tions —some minor 
Ameri can  city— save that for her to have gone back to
them was clearly to have stepped out of her frame. 
We performed, Mrs. Munden and I, a small funeral
service for her by talking it all over and making it
all out.  It wasn’t— the minor Ameri can  city— a market
for Holbeins, and what had occurred was that the poor
old picture, banished from its museum and refreshed
by the rise of no new movement  to hang it, was
capable of the miracle of a silent revo lu tion ; of
itself turning, in its dire dishon our , its face to
the wall.  So it stood, without the inter ven tion  of
the ghost of a critic, till they happened to pull it
round again and find it mere dead paint.  Well, it
had had, if that’s anything, its season of fame, its
name on a thou sand  tongues and printed in capi tals  in
the cata logue .  We hadn’t been at fault.  I haven’t,
all the same, the least note of her—not a scratch. 
And I did her so in inten tion !  Mrs. Munden contin ues
to remind me, however, that this is not the sort of 
render ing  with which, on the other side, after all,
Lady Beldon ald  proposes to content herself.  She has
come back to the ques tion  of her own portrait.  Let
me settle it then at last.  Since she will  have the
real thing— well, hang it, she shall!
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