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REVIEW ESSAY 

 

THE CAMBRIDGE EDITION’S POETIC CLIMAX? 

 

JONATHAN LONG 

 

 

 

Christopher Pollnitz, ed. D. H. Lawrence: The Poems, Volumes I 

and II.  

Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2013. 

Pp. xxxi + xvi + 1391. £130 (hardcover). ISBN 9780521294294 

 

Now at last we are fortunate to have two of the projected three 

volumes of the Cambridge Edition of The Poems. The initial titles 

in the Cambridge Edition were the first volume of The Letters, 

published in 1979, and Apocalypse and the Writings on Revelation, 

published in 1980, both acquired by me as a university student as 

they came out all those years ago. We have been waiting patiently 

for successive volumes to appear, in this enormous undertaking that 

has taken so long to (nearly) complete that sadly several of the 

original editorial board members have not lived to see their 

excellent work finished. Most recently we have lost general editor 

James T. Boulton, and also Keith Sagar (whose D. H. Lawrence – 

Selected Poems, and its successor Selected Poetry, for many years 

from its first publication in 1972 introduced so many 

schoolchildren, including me, to Lawrence’s poetry). The third 

volume of The Poems will “in due course” complete the 39 volume 

series of the Works and eight volumes of the Letters. No indication 

has been given of when publication might be, or why the three 

volumes are not being published together. 

Turning to the books’ vital statistics, they are uniform with the 

other titles in the Cambridge Edition (with red cloth boards and the 

Sebastian Carter dust jacket, the text in what appears to be the very 

readable Ehrhardt font). This is the only title in the Works series 
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that requires more than one volume, and it covers a longer period of 

Lawrence’s life than any other. The two volumes we have so far are 

Volume I: Poems and Volume II: Notes and Apparatus. The fact 

that the 860 poems printed here have all been included in the first 

volume has various consequences. One is that the arrangement of 

sections is inevitably different from the other titles in the 

Cambridge Edition of the Works. Here we have the general editor’s 

preface, acknowledgements and a chronology to start with, as usual, 

but only space for a four page introduction, which sets out the 

format for what is, perhaps surprisingly, the first critical edition of 

Lawrence’s poetry. After the texts of the poems, the first volume 

ends with appendices, comprising the prose prefaces and forewords 

that Lawrence wrote for his poetry collections. The second volume 

begins with a list of poetry collections and cue-titles, moves on to a 

masterly and pioneering essay on ‘Composition, Publication, 

Reception’ extending to 138 pages (comprehensively covering 

similar ground to the introductions in the other titles in the Works). 

The history of the publication of some of Lawrence’s poetry, Bay 

and Pansies are good examples, is a fascinating and sometimes 

amusing part of Lawrence’s biography. Then there are the textual 

notes, textual apparatus and explanatory notes on both the poems 

and the appendices. The volume ends with a combined index of 

first lines and titles. Another consequence is that this arrangement 

of material enables the reader to read the poems in the first volume 

while consulting the notes in the second, open next to it. Working 

with text and notes at the same time has not been so easy with some 

of the bigger volumes in the series. 

Christopher Pollnitz has therefore created a first volume that is 

almost entirely devoted to reproducing Lawrence’s texts, the 

greater part of those Lawrence wanted to see in print, and in a 

format he would have approved of, without the deliberate or 

accidental interference of others in what he wrote. The book is 

freed from being smothered by editorial material (not even the 

asterisks or superscript numbers used in the other Cambridge 

Edition titles). That is to be found in the second volume and is 
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therefore not obtrusive. The index provides the page number for the 

notes on each poem but they can be found readily anyway as the 

page number of the poem follows its title in the notes, the sequence 

being the same as the first volume. Each poem has (where 

applicable) notes under five headings: ‘Versions’, ‘Other Titles’, 

‘Transmission’, ‘Textual apparatus’ and ‘Explanatory notes’. The 

practice in other Cambridge Edition titles of having, for example, 

all the explanatory notes in one section of the book would be 

unhelpful here, and having all the information on a particular poem 

in one place is to be applauded. All those asterisks and superscript 

numbers are thereby avoided. In substance the ‘Textual apparatus’ 

follows the same principles as the other Cambridge Edition 

volumes, including punctuation variants for example ‒ even more 

significant with poetry than with prose. In addition the apparatus 

deals with differences in the layout of each poem in its various 

texts. So we are about as close as possible to the originals without 

having facsimiles.  

The ‘Explanatory notes’ are as full as ever, expertly put together 

‒ this is the first edition of Lawrence’s poetry to provide such full 

annotation. The notes are rich in references to the Oxford English 

Dictionary, showing how much Lawrence’s vocabulary differed 

from our own, and the number of notes on Bible and Shakespeare 

references alone reflects what a man of learning Lawrence was. The 

‘Versions’ section lists the states of the text needed to edit a poem 

critically, from the base text to the final text, followed by any other 

titles applied to the poem (particularly important with the ‘All of 

Us’ sequence, where most of the poems have variant titles). 

Transmission notes provide the textual history of the poems but we 

will need to wait for the variorum apparatus in the third volume to 

recreate every extant version of a poem. Some might have liked to 

see an appendix listing the contents of each of the eleven volumes 

this edition is based on, for historical reasons, but that is not to be 

found here. Textual notes preface the other notes for each of the 

eight collections of poems this edition is divided into (the poems 

comprising Rhyming Poems are considered together, thereby 
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reducing the number of collection divisions), setting out the 

editorial principles applied and the difficulties faced. For example, 

the base text for a particular collection may be anything from a 

complete autograph manuscript to Lawrence’s copy of Look! We 

Have Come Through! used for Collected Poems, so those principles 

inevitably vary considerably. And it will be interesting to see if 

there is much debate about Pollnitz’s choice of base texts, as there 

has been with some other volumes. In accordance with the general 

editor’s preface he selects texts on the basis that they are the last 

states over which Lawrence had full (or nearest full) control 

(authorial intention). As with the Cambridge Edition of Sons and 

Lovers, there is the problem of how to deal with the censorship or 

editing by others that Lawrence expressly agreed to. Here again the 

original text is provided, the textual apparatus enabling the text the 

public saw when the poem was first published to be pieced 

together. 

The poetry printed in Volume I consists of what appeared in the 

eleven collections of Lawrence’s poems published between 1913 

(Love Poems and Others) and 1932 (Last Poems, edited by Richard 

Aldington and Giuseppe Orioli), together with unpublished poetry 

from his notebooks. A big additional attraction is the first 

publication in full of the 1916 sequence of 31 war poems titled ‘All 

of Us’ (one of them, ‘Rose, Look Out Upon Me’, found in the 

George Lazarus collection, has not been published previously in 

any version). Volume III, the introduction advises us, “will include 

his uncollected and unpublished poems, together with a variorum 

apparatus and a comprehensive manuscript listing”. That variorum 

apparatus will be particularly important for Lawrence’s earlier 

poems, many of which he substantially revised for the Collected 

Poems of 1928. Volume III will presumably have notes and 

apparatus similar in format to those in Volume II, reflecting the fact 

that Lawrence was so prolific that all his poetry would not fit into 

one volume. It will be interesting to see if another introduction is 

required but bearing in mind the more random nature of these 

“uncollected” poems perhaps longer notes for each of them will fill 
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in the necessary background generally found in a Cambridge 

Edition introduction. The poems appearing elsewhere in the 

Cambridge Edition, such as the hymns of Quetzalcoatl in The 

Plumed Serpent, of course are not repeated here. Examples are 

quoted, although a full list would be useful. A significant 

disadvantage with the separate publication of the third volume is 

that the combined index of first lines and titles in Volume II does 

not therefore cover all of Lawrence’s poetry. The reader will 

presumably need to know whether a poem comes within the 

“collected” or “uncollected” category. 

It is ironic that Lawrence’s first known work, his poetry, should 

be the last to appear in the Cambridge Edition. Indeed, in D. H. 

Lawrence: A Personal Record, Jessie Chambers wrote that as early 

as 1904 Lawrence told her that he would be a poet (quoted by 

Pollnitz, 673). A poem he wrote for Mabel Thurlby is believed to 

date from spring 1897, others from 1905. There are good reasons 

for this apparent delay. One only has to read the acknowledgements 

(comfortably the lengthiest in the Cambridge Edition of the Works, 

reading like a Who’s Who of D. H. Lawrence studies) to see what 

an enormous amount of dedicated scholarship has been involved on 

the texts alone, without even venturing into the scholarly apparatus, 

Pollnitz generously noting the contributions of many other 

Lawrence scholars over a long period of time and the research 

grants he received over two decades. The long list of manuscript 

locations across the world for the first two volumes alone 

underlines this. And of course poetry was not just amongst 

Lawrence’s first work it was also amongst his last, as he was 

correcting the proofs for Nettles ‒ the “poems with a sting”, as he 

called them (7L 589) ‒ less than a month before he died. Pollnitz’s 

huge challenge (surely The Poems is about the largest gauntlet 

taken up by a Cambridge Edition editor) was compounded by the 

number of difficult decisions that have to be made when dealing 

with such a large and diverse body of work, appearing in different 

manuscript and printed forms (the latter full of errors, unwelcome 

printing-house conventions and bowdlerisation), with inevitable 
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publisher pressure on him to keep the finished product to an 

affordable size. 

The most obvious decision that Pollnitz has made is to use the 

format of the two-volume Collected Poems of 1928 as the basis for 

the earlier poems in the edition rather than the separate Love Poems 

and Others, Amores, New Poems and Bay collections that Lawrence 

moulded into Rhyming Poems in the first volume of Collected 

Poems, and Look! We Have Come Through! and Birds, Beasts and 

Flowers collections that became Unrhyming Poems in the second 

volume. After all, Lawrence was heavily involved in the Collected 

Poems project and approved this format, coming up with the two-

part idea and typing out many of the poems to produce new and 

final versions of a number of them. This format has been applied 

strictly by Pollnitz so that the poems ‘Song – Day in Autumn’, 

which had appeared in Love Poems and Others, together with 

‘Disagreeable Advice’ and ‘Restlessness’, which had appeared in 

Amores, are not included here, as Lawrence excluded them from 

Collected Poems. At first this may seem to sit uncomfortably with 

the book’s inclusion of unpublished poetry from his notebooks – 

such as alternative versions of ‘Gladness of Death’ and ‘Glory of 

Darkness’; ‘Butterfly’ (two early versions); interlined, mostly 

cancelled poems such as ‘Meditation’ and ‘The gods are us’; and 

even the entirely deleted poem ‘Love’ – but not the deleted versions 

of earlier manuscript versions that “lie at a further remove from the 

printed versions” (1164). This is justified on the basis that 

Lawrence “had no final opportunity to choose between, or produce 

a new synthesis of, versions of a poem” (914, and see also 1184 

which notes an antecedent version’s “intrinsic interest”). There is a 

conflict here with some other Cambridge Edition volumes where 

early superseded versions not intended for publication have been 

reproduced.  

Another issue was whether to include the ‘All of Us’ sequence 

(between Rhyming Poems and Unrhyming Poems in Volume I), 

particularly as the full sequence had not been published before, 

none of it in separate book form as a collection, and it arguably 
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belongs to Volume III. Only twelve of the poems appeared as ‘War 

Films’ in Poetry magazine in July 1919, and even The Complete 

Poems of D. H. Lawrence (1964), edited by Vivian de Sola Pinto 

and Warren Roberts, omitted one from the sequence, which they 

called ‘Bits’, being the title on the manuscript (‘All of Us’ being the 

title of the authorial typescript used here as the base text). But there 

will be cynics who say that their inclusion at this stage made a 

better financial return on these first two volumes more likely. 

Another significant quandary for Pollnitz was that although 

Lawrence was closely involved in the publication of the Pansies 

and Nettles collections he was not of course involved with the 1932 

Last Poems, yet all of these poems (and other unpublished ones 

from his last two notebooks of poems, which Pollnitz calls ‘The 

“Nettles” Notebook’ and ‘The Last Poems Notebook’) appear in 

Volume I not Volume III. Pollnitz provides a proper justification for 

these decisions in his ‘Composition, Publication, Reception’ essay. 

His untangling of the muddle that Aldington and Orioli created in 

1932 is a particular pleasure to read. 

So, did we need the Cambridge Edition treatment for all those 

Lawrence’s poems? Indeed, Keith Sagar could not find as many as 

two hundred that were what he called “successful, achieved” for his 

selections, but views will differ on which are up to scratch.
1
 As 

early as 1928 Ernest Benn Ltd. published a book containing a 

selection of Lawrence’s poems (not 1934 as Pollnitz states here 

[808]) and there have been numerous successors, each making a 

different judgement on what the best poems might be. The answer 

to the question, then, is undoubtedly in the affirmative, one reason 

being the simple lack of a complete edition from which to make 

that judgement. There have been a number of claims to 

completeness over the years and the Cambridge Edition has been 

conservative and circumspect in its choice of title for The Letters 

(which we know from the succession of newly discovered letters 

published in this journal was not “complete”), The Plays and now 

The Poems. Heinemann published in three volumes in 1957 

Complete Poems, adding nothing to the earlier separately published 
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collections. In 1959 Mondadori published its two volume Tutte Le 

Poesie, suggesting completeness in its title and adding to 

Heinemann’s compilation by including a number of previously 

uncollected poems only previously found in periodicals (or 

“serials” as Pollnitz calls them). The 1964 two volume The 

Complete Poems of D. H. Lawrence, referred to above (used by 

Penguin for its weighty single volume paperback edition), was a 

serious attempt by two great Lawrence scholars to produce what the 

dust jacket rashly called a “definitive edition”, including 

uncollected poems from printed and manuscript sources. It was a 

great step forward and remained the standard edition until now but 

was dogged by errors, many not addressed in the 1967 and 1972 

revised editions. Pollnitz details the problems in his ‘Composition, 

Publication, Reception’ (809–10). And Volume III of the 

Cambridge Edition will provide us with yet more previously 

unpublished poems. The 2002 Wordsworth Poetry Library’s The 

Complete Poems of D. H. Lawrence added nothing to the ambition 

of completeness, only containing material from the collections 

published up to 1932.  

Another reason for a new edition, which was emphasised by the 

Press and in reviews at the time of publication, is the fact that the 

Cambridge Edition publishes the poems “in their original 

uncensored form” (his poems as well as his novels were of course 

censored – we have another six lines of ‘Cypresses’ here, for 

example) and “restores deleted passages and lines removed by 

publishers who feared government intervention because of 

Lawrence’s anti-war stance and his attacks on British imperialism”, 

to quote the Cambridge University Press website. A good example 

of this is the ‘All of Us’ sequence, a series of adaptations of a 

German translation of some contemporary Fellaheen songs from 

Egypt. It has received virtually no critical attention but is likely to 

now that a complete critical edition is available. Few would 

consider it amongst Lawrence’s best work but the powerful anti-

war themes are relevant today. Scholars will be grateful for a host 

of other corrections too, unconnected to any form of censorship. 
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This is important even down to the order in which the poems are 

printed – the pensées appearing here for the first time in the 

sequence Lawrence intended. He would not have approved of such 

scholarly attention but he clearly approved of the concept of a 

collection of his poems, albeit not every one of them, as he 

excluded the few mentioned above from Collected Poems in 1928. 

And some of the earlier collections were just that, with many poems 

previously published in periodicals. 

One hesitates to mention some niggles when the overwhelming 

impression is one of excellence in the face of a massive 

undertaking. They will appear to be nit-picking but can, where 

appropriate, be addressed in Volume III. The first is that the system 

of textual abbreviations Pollnitz uses is not entirely clear (but will 

no doubt become so when we have the promised complete 

manuscript listing). For example, the two College notebooks are 

‘MS1’ and ‘MS6’ without us knowing what MS2 might be or why 

the ‘E’ manuscript references in Roberts and Poplawski are 

inadequate here.
2
 Each text has an alphanumeric reference 

reflecting the type of text it is, for example P25b is a page proof, 

TS48b is a typescript and AC138 is a printed text with autograph 

corrections. These replace the historical ‘E numbers’, and the 

Pollnitz system also includes newly found texts and unlocated texts 

that must have existed but are now missing. We can guess how it all 

works but an explanation at the outset would enhance matters. The 

same comment applies to his valuable system for cross-referencing, 

for example ‘Trans 825’ means one of the Transmission notes on 

page 825. 

There are some typographical errors and minor slips, inevitable 

in an undertaking of this size, which will no doubt be addressed in 

future printings. There are a couple of minor factual inaccuracies 

too. The commentary on page 727 concerning the publication of 

Tortoises repeats the assertion of Boulton and Vasey in the Letters 

(5L 175 n.4) that the book’s boards are decorated with a Hiroshige 

print but Takeo Iida’s note in the D. H. Lawrence Review makes it 

clear that the cover is merely based on another artist’s copy of the 
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Hiroshige print, as there are discrepancies.
3
 Finally, an explanatory 

note on page 1307 states that The Letters of D. H. Lawrence was 

published by Methuen in 1932 – it was Heinemann (and Viking too 

in the case of the limited edition). 

Leaving those niggles to one side, it is fair to say that Pollnitz 

has done an excellent job on what was a daunting task. The 

significant demands of the Cambridge Edition have definitely been 

met; the poems have indeed been edited to the exacting standards 

required by the prospectus for volume editors produced in 1977. 

These volumes are a pleasure to read and the presentation is 

inspired. At last it all dovetails: the Letters, the Works, the three-

volume biography and the bibliography. It is difficult to imagine 

the ‘Composition, Publication, Reception’ essay being surpassed: 

lucidly and, where appropriate, amusingly and ironically written, 

Pollnitz effortlessly links the poems to events in Lawrence’s life, 

his relationships with women, his other publications and where he 

was on his travels around the world. The textual apparatus and 

explanatory notes are works of brilliant scholarship. And he had 

some enjoyable times too as well as a lot of hard work, as some of 

the anecdotes make clear in his article ‘Watermarks in a Cigar Box: 

Recent Findings in D. H. Lawrence’s Manuscript Verse’.
4
 

Hopefully this authoritatively produced edition will enhance and 

extend Lawrence’s reputation as a prolific and successful poet, not 

only the writer of some much anthologised poems, not just well-

known as a novelist. 

At the end of his ‘Composition, Publication, Reception’ Pollnitz 

rightly claims that these volumes make possible “a properly 

informed critical judgement on Lawrence as poet, the poet whom 

he set out to become in 1905 and whose final poems seem to be his 

finest epitaph” (810). At last these excellent poems are getting the 

scholarly treatment they deserve, at the same time as the writings of 

other great modernists, including Joseph Conrad and Virginia 

Woolf, and indeed ahead of many. The sober Cambridge Edition 

book design reminds us perhaps of the even more sober design used 

by Martin Secker for his Lawrence titles in the 1920s. One could be 
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forgiven for thinking that he was trying to restore the reputation so 

badly damaged by the prosecution of The Rainbow and to present 

an author appropriate for the “Establishment” to read. Hopefully the 

Cambridge Edition is helping to restore Lawrence’s reputation too, 

and he will attract the attention of many more scholars and be part 

of mainstream university studies. It will be interesting to see what 

Cambridge University Press does with this excellent work, to make 

the most of its new copyright. Presumably it will produce its own 

hardback Selected Poems, in the way that it produced a Selected 

Letters once the first seven volumes of the Letters were available, 

with a shorter introduction and explanatory notes but none of the 

textual apparatus, followed by a paperback Penguin edition. We 

await Volume III with eager anticipation. 
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