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corporelle” in order to show how Lawrence writes the body in 

his treatment of dance as society entertainment, as the expression of 

“femme power” and, briefly, as the ritual expression of social 

solidarity. The final chapter is a rather baggy discussion of the 

treatment of war-trauma in Lawrence, Virginia Woolf and Pat 

Barker, setting out from the assertion that love is the main casualty 

of war, and focusing upon the role of the fictional father as a 

symbolic embodiment of civilisation and the effects of the war on 

gender construction and identity. This last chapter seems in some 

ways characteristic of the book, in that it is written by someone 

widely read, with a lively sense of what is interesting, whose flow 

of ideas sometimes lacks architectural control. 

 

Galya Diment. A Russian Jew of Bloomsbury: The Life and 

Times of Samuel Koteliansky. 

Montreal and Kingston, London, Ithaca NY: McGill-Queen’s 

University Press, 2011. 

Pp. xii+438. £40.00 (hardcover). ISBN 9780773538993 

 

Reviewed by Susan Reid 

 

Thanks to George Zytaruk’s volume of 346 letters from D. H. 

Lawrence to S. S. Koteliansky, “Kot” has long been recognised as 

one of Lawrence’s most frequent correspondents. But 

correspondence with Kot also peppers the collected letters and 

archives of many other celebrated modernists, including E. M. 

Forster, Mark Gertler, Katherine Mansfield, Ottoline Morrell, 

Dorothy Richardson, H. G. Wells, and the Woolfs. It is therefore 

astonishing that more than four decades elapsed without a full 

response to the question posed by Zytaruk: “Who, after all, was 

Koteliansky?” (The Quest for Rananim [Montreal and London: 

McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1970], xiv). Finally we have an 

in-depth biography by Galya Diment, scrupulously compiled from 

public and private archives, but also from the materials 

accumulated over many years by Zytaruk, “who at one time had 
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planned to write his own biography of Koteliansky” (ix). Instead, 

he acted as the first expert reader of Diment’s manuscript, which 

progressed into print sixteen months before his death. Sadly, the 

much respected Lawrence scholar passed away in April 2013.  

To get to Zytaruk’s point, then, who was Samuel Solomonovich 

Koteliansky? The key to Diment’s engaging biography is, as its title 

suggests, Kot’s identity as “A Russian Jew”. His first 31 years were 

spent in “the notorious Pale of Settlement, far away from the central 

parts of Russia from which Jews had been barred ever since 

Catherine the Great decreed it so in 1791” (28). The circumstances 

of his departure from Ukraine to London in 1911 remain unclear, 

but although he would never return to Russia, he remained deeply 

concerned about developments in his homeland. The pogroms he 

had grown up with intensified after he left, then post-revolution, in 

1918–20, Ukraine “served as the theatre of war for at least five 

armies” (99). His brother-in-law was shot by the Red Army, his 

father and one of his sisters died of the typhoid fever that ravaged 

the region, and Kot spent years planning the escape of his niece and 

nephew to Canada, accomplished in 1925. His attitude to the 

Bolsheviks therefore differed significantly from English enthusiasts 

like H. G. Wells, who enlisted Kot for “intensive lessons” in 

Russian ahead of a trip to Petrograd in 1920 (107).  

The events in Russia were, according to Diment, a significant 

cause of Kot’s infamous “black moods”, so often noted in the 

letters from his famous friends. But she also suggests that his black 

moods were a “burden” arising from the lack of understanding of 

“the Jewish Question” by those around him (224). She argues that 

his “depression, like Gertler’s, was fuelled throughout the 1930s by 

the persecution of German Jews”, while his worst fears about the 

fate of the Jews of his native Ostropol during the Second World 

War were eventually confirmed by “the grim revelations of the 

Nuremberg trials about the mass extermination of European and 

Soviet Jews” (275). This was an important factor in Kot’s 

attempted suicide in 1947. The years that followed, until his death 
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in 1955, were marred by mental breakdowns and their treatment by 

unnecessary dental extractions and electroshock therapy. 

Diment’s biography thus provides rich context to the questions 

of race and revolution that deeply affected the modernist period, 

including the anti-Semitic attitudes of many of Kot’s literary 

friends in London, of whom Lawrence seems typical. But Kot the 

man also emerges from these pages, with all his strengths and 

weaknesses. Indeed, at the outset, Diment confesses her 

ambivalence towards her subject: “I have to admit that while 

writing this book I often did not know whether I like Koteliansky 

enough to wish I had known him personally” (7). Her honesty is 

refreshing and signals an absence of hagiography in her portrait. 

Although Kot inspired great love and devotion, particularly from 

the women who cared for him in old age – Juliette Huxley and 

Marjorie Wells – he quarrelled with almost all of his close friends, 

sometimes terminally. There were long periods when he broke off 

communication with Lawrence or Mansfield, for instance, and after 

their deaths he became embroiled in acrimonious disputes with 

their spouses, Frieda Lawrence and John Middleton Murry. His 

relationships were often disrupted by jealousy or moral disapproval 

or an inability to collaborate successfully on publishing projects. 

Although Diment meticulously chronicles the details of these 

disputes, she hesitates to relate them to his mental health, or 

definitively to diagnose a condition so clearly mismanaged by 

health professionals. But some passages hint at an “obsessive 

cleanliness” (112) suggestive of obsessive compulsive disorder, 

while elsewhere she posits “something akin to what we now refer to 

as post-traumatic stress disorder”, a reaction to the violence he 

witnessed in Russia and the deaths of his family members (168).  

Diment further speculates that repressed homosexuality may 

have governed his jealousy of Lawrence and Murry. Lawrence 

scholars will be familiar with existing readings of Kot as the 

character Kangaroo (although, curiously, Diment does not reference 

the Cambridge Edition of the novel and, for that matter, only the 

final volume of the tri-partite Cambridge biography of Lawrence), 
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but the documentation here of Kot’s real-life involvement on the 

fringes of several love triangles might give more pause for thought. 

Kot’s sexuality remains mysterious – mostly his relationships with 

women seem to have been fatherly (as with Mansfield) and he was 

often more interested in their partners. His rivalry with the wives of 

Lawrence and Murry brings to mind Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s 

formulation of repressed homoerotic attraction between two men 

involved in a love triangle with a woman (Between Men: English 

Literature and Male Homosocial Desire [New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1985]), while his “black moods” might relate to 

what Hugh Stevens has described as “queer melancholia” (Henry 

James and Sexuality [Cambridge UP, 2008]); though, admittedly, 

careful work would be needed to advance any arguments along 

these lines. What emerges more explicitly from Diment’s study is 

the way in which Kot’s closest friends came to substitute for the 

family he left behind in Russia – Mark Gertler and James Stephens 

as brothers – or for the children he never had – Mansfield, May 

Sarton, Marjorie Wells, Juliette Huxley.  

The book also makes a renewed case for Lawrence as a 

translator from Russian and an enthusiast of Russian literature, 

taking issue with David Ellis’s dismissal of Rozanov’s Solitaria as 

an influence on Lady Chatterley’s Lover (177–8). Perhaps it is time 

for a reappraisal of Lawrence among the Russians, or failing that a 

recognition of some of the less well-known writers mentioned here, 

such as Esther Polianowsky Salaman, who wrote two novels about 

her experiences in the Pale, Two Silver Roubles (1932) and The 

Fertile Plain (1946), collaborated on Poems from the Russian with 

Frances Cornford, and wrote a further two books about the use of 

memory in her own work and that of Aksakov, De Quincey, 

Tolstoy and Proust. Beyond Diment’s portrait of one particular 

“Russian Jew of Bloomsbury”, there remains a whole world of 

Russian, Jewish and Russian Jewish influences to explore, but this 

biography of Koteliansky is an excellent place to start. 

 


