
JDHLS 5.1 (2018) 175 

(198), but despite long-term illness he continued working for 
Jonathan Cape until his death of a cerebral haemorrhage at the age of 
69.  

This is an enjoyable, deeply informative and wide-ranging 
biography for any reader interested in early-twentieth-century 
publishing culture and literary networks. It ends rather abruptly, 
leaving one wishing that Smith had rounded off her extensive 
research and evident admiration for her biographical subject by 
giving a final brief evaluation of the shape of Garnett’s life, career 
and his remarkable legacy.  
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In December 1919 Lawrence and Frieda spent nine days in an 
uncomfortable and poorly furnished villa near the mountain village 
of Picinisco on the western edge of the Abruzzi. They were the guests 
of Orazio Cervi, a “returned native” who had spent years in London 
working as a model for artists including Lord Leighton and Sir Hamo 
Thorneycroft. The latter was the father of Lawrence’s friend 
Rosalind Baynes, and the sojourn was partly to see if the villa was a 
suitable bolt-hole for Rosalind and her children, in flight from her 
marriage. 

The cold and discomfort, and the lure of a much warmer climate 
in Capri, proved too much for Lawrence, but he was profoundly 
impressed by the remoteness (perhaps the most remote place he 
experienced before his New Mexico ranch) and, in his own word, 
“primitiveness” of the Abruzzi. It became the setting for the closing 
chapters of The Lost Girl, which he wrote in March–May 1920, after 
retrieving the manuscript of ‘The Insurrection of Miss Houghton’ 
which he had abandoned in 1913. 
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Now Lawrence’s stay in Picinisco has inspired another novel by 
Anthony Pacitto, an Englishman with family roots in and intimate 
knowledge of the region. A Sense of Ancient Gods is set almost 
entirely in the period of the Lawrences’ visit and, though fiction, 
confines itself to events that either did take place or might plausibly 
have taken place during that period. Unlike Huxley’s Point Counter 
Point (1928) and Helen Dunmore’s Zennor in Darkness (1993) 
Pacitto does not make the Lawrences characters in someone else’s 
story; unlike H. D.’s Bid Me to Live (1960) they are not characters in 
the author’s own story. The novel focuses on the Lawrences 
themselves, their relationship to the place and to Orazio (Pancrazio 
in The Lost Girl). A fourth important character is Orazio’s brother 
Giovanni, an almost silent, apparently mentally disabled figure, who 
turns out to be the Lawrences’ initiator into the “ancient gods” of the 
region. 

It is a remarkable achievement. The most immediately striking 
thing about it is its style. Compare these passages: 
 

Two men stood below, amid the crumbling of finely falling snow. 
One, the elder, had a bagpipe whose bag was patched with 
shirting: the younger was dressed in greenish clothes, he had his 
face lifted, and was yelling the verses of the unintelligible 
Christmas ballad: short, rapid verses, followed by a brilliant 
flourish on a short wooden pipe he held ready in his hand. Alvina 
felt he was going to be out of breath. But no, rapid and high came 
the next verse, verse after verse, with the wild scream on the little 
new pipe in between, over the roar of the bagpipe. (LG 323) 
 
Below, two caped sheep-skinned natives, tall hats with red 
ribbons, long wild hair spilling over dark beards, were bellowing 
and blowing their instruments—the white animal-skin of a 
bagpipe, and a long pan-like flute—cheeks bulging, fingers 
flying, wild and frantic, clawing at the freezing air, ancient, 
primitive, yowling. 
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 They stood in the knee-deep snow, an occasional glance from 
under the brims of their hats up to the balcony. Then the flute 
player stopped, opened his lungs, and a fierce high screaming 
sound issued forth as to burst the arteries, repetitive, relentless, 
the awful sound of a soul fighting to wake from a dream, naked 
of anything civilized, insistent, unforgiving, while the bagpipe 
droned on like a dying angel. (73) 

 
Pacitto is perhaps “channelling” Lawrence – he is presenting this 
experience from Lawrence’s point of view – but the description is 
not at all a pastiche, and certainly not derivative. It is, if anything, 
more intense than the Lawrence and clearly derives from first-hand 
experience. His style is fluent, flexible and varied and, while 
obviously literary in the sense that the language is worth attending to 
for its own sake, is always natural-seeming. He creates a memorable 
and moving portrait of Orazio Cervi, the returned native lost between 
idealised but ultimately empty memories of his life in English 
society, and his civilised detachment from his home, symbolised by 
the outwardly rather fine but inwardly squalid “villa” that he has built 
there. His feelings tellingly counterpoint Lawrence’s own revolt 
from England and quest for a place beyond the reach of modernity. 
His chagrin at Lawrence and Frieda’s departure, and awareness that 
he has had a brief period of privileged existence that will never be 
repeated, are deeply affecting. 

But the novel’s greatest triumph is the portrait of Lawrence 
himself, seen mainly from the perspectives of Orazio and Frieda, the 
stranger and the wife, yet sharing an uncertainty about the man who 
bewitches them. Pacitto captures Lawrence’s gift of instant yet 
unintrusive intimacy, his mercurial humour, his attentiveness, his 
attunement to the atmosphere and historical resonance of a place, 
together with his bitterness and occasional self-pity. It is a 
sympathetic and entrancing portrait, less sanitised than those of 
Huxley and Dunmore. Frieda is also sympathetically portrayed, as a 
loving free spirit, made anxious by Lawrence’s unpredictability: 
more, perhaps, how Frieda saw herself than how others saw her. 



Reviews 
 

178 

Pacitto capitalises on his knowledge of the region and matches 
Lawrence himself in his evocation of its flora. 

The only flaws, apart from some minor errors inevitable in self-
published books, are some over-literal suggestions about the 
inspiration of Lawrence’s work, including an actual nephew of 
Orazio called Ciccio. I cannot imagine an admirer of Lawrence, or 
indeed any reader of literary fiction, who would not thoroughly enjoy 
Pacitto’s novel. 
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This volume gathers together fifteen out of about a hundred papers 
presented  at  the  13th  International  D. H. Lawrence  Conference, 
‘D. H. Lawrence: New Life, New Utterance, New Perspectives’, 
which took place in Gargnano in 2014. Dealing with many different 
topics ranging from ecocriticism to psychoanalysis, philosophy to 
ethnography, and including essays looking at religion, translation, 
theatre, dance, cinema, travel, as well as sexuality, Simonetta de 
Filippis has done a good job in structuring this book harmoniously in 
two parts, each subdivided into two sections. 

Part I includes new readings of Lawrence’s writings and ideology 
seen through different philosophical and theoretical approaches, 
which draw comparisons with philosophers including the 
existentialist Martin Heidegger, the surrealist Georges Bataille and 
the naturalist Charles Darwin. The opening section, ‘A Philosophical 
Focus’, compares some of Lawrence’s main themes, such as 
sexuality, primitive rituals, criticism of the industrial world and 
evolutionism, with these philosopher’s theories.  


