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EARLY LAWRENCE: A CRITICAL EXERCISE 

 

KEITH SAGAR 

 

 

 

Before reading on, please read carefully the following two 

passages, asking yourself which you think is the better piece of 

writing, and why. 

 

A.  

 

The beauty of the night made him want to shout. A half moon, 

dusky gold, was sinking behind the black sycamore at the end of 

the garden, making the sky dull purple with its glow. Nearer, a 

dim white fence of lilies went across the garden, and the air all 

round seemed to stir with scent, as if it were alive. He went 

across the bed of pinks, whose keen perfume came sharply 

across the rocking, heavy scent of the lilies, and stood alongside 

the white barrier of flowers. They flagged all loose, as if they 

were panting. The scent made him drunk. He went down to the 

field to watch the moon sink under.  

A corn-crake in the hay-close called insistently. The moon 

slid quite quickly downwards, growing more flushed. Behind 

him, the great flowers leaned as if they were calling. And then, 

like a shock, he caught another perfume, something raw and 

coarse. Hunting round, he found the purple iris, touched their 

fleshy throats, and their dark, grasping hands. At any rate, he 

had found something. They stood stiff in the darkness. Their 

scent was brutal. The moon was melting down upon the crest of 

the hill. It was gone, all was dark. The corncrake called still. 
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B.  

 

The trees caught the wind in their tall netted twigs; and the 

young morning wind moaned at its captivity. As I trod the 

discarded oak-leaves and the bracken they uttered their last 

sharp gasps, pressed into oblivion. The wood was roofed with a 

wide young sobbing sound, and floored with a faint hiss like the 

intaking of the last breath. Between, was all the glad out-

peeping of buds and anemone flowers and the rush of birds. I, 

wandering alone, felt them all, the anguish of the bracken fallen 

face-down in defeat, the careless dash of the birds, the sobbing 

of the young wind arrested in its haste, the trembling, expanding 

delight of the buds. 

 

*** 

 

Until recently the School of English at Nottingham University had 

the enlightened policy of offering first-year students in all subjects 

an introductory course on Lawrence. This option was taken up by 

100 to 200 students each year. For several years I gave the first 

lecture on Sons and Lovers.
1
 

The course coordinator and chairman of each meeting was Sean 

Matthews. He suggested to me that we should break the talk with 

some form of student participation. I devised the above exercise. 

After ten minutes to think about it, the students were asked to vote. 

This vote was usually fairly evenly divided between the two 

passages. Sean then conducted an open discussion on the passages 

(in which I did not participate), after which he took another vote. 

There was usually a modest swing in favour of the first passage. I 

then gave my own opinion. 

I had, of course, the great advantage of knowing the source and 

context of both passages. The first passage is from Sons and Lovers 

(SL 337–8), the second from The White Peacock (WP 306). I 

suspect that the vote for the second passage might have been at 

least in part a negative vote, a vote, as it were, against the first 
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passage. These were largely not students of English, not readers of 

Lawrence, nor, indeed, in many cases, of any great literature. With 

the second passage they at least knew where they were. In the first 

they probably felt lost. They did not know what was going on, what 

was expected of them as readers.  

Both passages make extensive, but very different, use of floral 

imagery. In The White Peacock the first person narrative restricts 

the prose to an expression of the narrator’s consciousness. Nature 

does not have a life of its own, but is relentlessly and sentimentally 

anthropomorphised. There is plenty of life in the writing, but 

nothing to resist the pull towards whimsy. The literary “effects” are 

an end in themselves – a narcissistic showing-off both by Cyril and 

Lawrence. Lawrence himself came to find Cyril insufferable, and to 

hate him. In April 1908 he described the whole novel pretty 

accurately as: “all about love – and rhapsodies on spring scattered 

here and there – heroines galore – no plot – nine-tenths adjectives – 

every colour in the spectrum descanted upon – a poem or two – 

scraps of Latin and French – altogether a sloppy, spicy mess” (1L 

44). In October 1910 Lawrence wrote that “Paul Morel” 

(Lawrence’s original title for Sons and Lovers) “will be a novel – 

not a florid prose poem … but a restrained, somewhat impersonal 

novel” (1L 184). He described his new style as “visualized, in that 

hard, violent style full of sensation and presentation” (2L 132). 

Here the imagery is no longer the icing on the cake; it is the cake 

itself. The imagery carries the main theme of the book.  

In the first part of passage A, the imagery is all of a kind, moon-

lit and passive: “dusky”, “sinking”, “dull”, “dim”, “white”, “fence”, 

“lilies”, “rocking, heavy scent”, “barrier”, “flagged all loose”, 

“panting”, “drunk”. The flowers “leaned as if they were calling”. 

They are indeed calling Paul, calling him back to relationships 

which have become a barrier to his development, his maturity and 

independence. They are images associated with the mother and 

home, but mainly with Miriam, who has become for him the 

destructive female, drawing him like a drug into her virginal world. 

This is Lawrence’s first step towards the fully developed imagery 
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of Women in Love where Birkin stones the reflection of the moon in 

the mill pond. 

But suddenly the whole feel of the passage changes. The 

imagery becomes active and dark: “like a shock he caught another 

perfume, something raw and coarse”. White, virginal lilies are 

replaced by purple flowers with “fleshy throats”. The diction 

becomes brutal: “hunting”, and “grasping hands”. What Paul has 

found is an intimation, expressed entirely through natural imagery, 

of another life mode towards which the corncrake’s hoarse voice 

calls him, the world which in real life had meant for Lawrence 

freeing himself from home and its women, from England. It had 

meant Frieda and Italy. In the novel it means Clara’s unrestrained 

sexuality. 

Nothing has happened in this passage at the level of plot. Nor 

has the author intervened to tell us anything directly. Yet it is the 

turning point of the whole novel for Paul, the moment when, in his 

unconscious, his mother and Miriam become his past, Clara his 

future. 

 

*** 

 

In the past, in spite of the efforts of critics such as I. A. Richards to 

claim for literary criticism an almost scientific objectivity, it has 

remained for most readers a matter of opinion. I cannot “prove”, 

though I try to demonstrate, that the first passage is “better” than 

the second. 

But now, within the last year, a scientific measure of proof has 

emerged. Using brain scanners, researchers at the University of 

Liverpool monitored the brain activity of volunteers as they read 

pieces of English literature both in their original form and in a more 

dumbed-down, modern translation.
2
 The experiment showed the 

more “challenging” prose and poetry set off far more electrical 

activity in the brain than the pedestrian versions. The academics 

were able to study the brain activity as readers responded to each 

word, and noticed how it “lit up” as they encountered unusual 
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words, surprising phrases or difficult sentence structure, shifting the 

brain to a higher gear and encouraging further reading. I would love 

to have been able to scan the brains of my students as they read my 

two passages, and thus prove to them that Sons and Lovers is 

“better” than The White Peacock.  

The research also found that poetry, in particular, increased 

activity in the right hemisphere of the brain, an area concerned with 

“autobiographical memory”, which helped the reader to reflect on 

and reappraise their own experiences in the light of what they had 

read. 

Philip Davis, an English professor who worked on the study 

with the university’s magnetic resonance centre, said: “Serious 

literature acts like a rocket-booster to the brain. The research shows 

the power of literature to shift mental pathways, to create new 

thoughts, shapes and connections in the young and the staid alike”.
3
 

The core discipline of literary criticism is learning how to receive 

this charge and helping others to do so. 

The next phase of the research is looking at the extent to which 

great imaginative literature can affect psychology and provide 

therapeutic benefit, using the work of, among others, Shakespeare, 

John Donne, Wordsworth, Dickens, T. S. Eliot, Philip Larkin, Ted 

Hughes – and, one hopes, D. H. Lawrence. The claim that some 

books are better than others, not just better written, but better for us, 

will no longer be a matter of opinion. 

  

                                                 
1
  The University now offers a full level three module on Lawrence. He 

is still taught at all levels in the University.  
2
  http://www.telegraph.co.uk/science/science-

news/9797617/Shakespeare-and-Wordsworth-boost-the-brain-new-

research-reveals.html 
3
  Ibid. 


