The Uncle Speaks in the Drawing Room 

by Adrienne Rich

Commentary on themes of class difference, change, passing of time:

The “I” character (line 1) is the Uncle of the title. He seems to be one of the higher classes who feels somewhat under threat from the lower classes – “our grandsire stood aghast/To see his antique ruby bowl/Shivered in a thunder roll”. Under this threat he feels that the aristocratic way of life is weak and vulnerable, which could explain why uses the symbolism of glass – “Certain frailties of glass”. Made of fragile glass the “crystal vase and chandelier” represent the lives of the upper classes – their way of life could be under threat from the lower classes (“mob”) who are getting restless – “Some have talked in bitter tones/Some have held and fingered stones”. 

This threat of violence is a worry to the Uncle, but at times he doesn’t think the mob has what it takes to actually rebel – “Not that missiles will be cast/None as yet dare lift an arm”. But the “as yet” suggests that upheaval may occur in the future. The Uncle feels he’s in a kind of middle time, between past and present (“between the dead glass-blowers/And murmurings of missile-throwers”). 

There isn’t much understanding or appreciation of the problems or complaints of the lower classes – they are described as “sullen”, as “the mob”, jealous perhaps as they “stare” at the high class properties of the aristocracy (“window, balcony and gate”). Their complaints/restlessness are described as “follies”, they are seen as cowards (“None as yet dare lift an arm”), and finally they are just seen as “missile-throwers”. 

By contrast the rich are seen in good light – “treasures handed down/From a calmer age”. Yet the lower classes are described in stronger terms and the implication may be that in the end they will win out – like glass the aristocracy is too fragile to hold out – and anyway their “glass-blowers” (those who make their “crystal vase and chandelier”) are dead. 

Imagery/Symbolism
The main symbolism is of glass – their fancy glass pieces are fragile just like their way of life. The idea of the stones of the mob breaking glass symbolises an uprising or rebellion of the lower classes. The stones symbolise uprising and rebellion. The “storm” may be a real storm that damaged some glassware, symbolising the threat of rebellion and the greater harm it will do, or it could be an image for an earlier attempt at rebellion. 

Point of View: 

Though the author, Rich, has the Uncle as the poem’s speaker, she probably doesn’t like his arrogance and lack of concern for the poor. It seems unlikely we are meant to sympathise with him. 

