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No one is suggesting that the three-volume Cambridge biography, 
published between 1991 and 1998, and running to well over two 
thousand pages, should bring Lawrence biography to a grinding 
halt, but with interest in the author at a relatively low level is there 
a market or need for another book? Perhaps that low level of 
interest is why a particularly readable and accessible single-volume 
biography is just what is required. Let’s consider some of the 
themes of, and the main drivers for, several of the better known 
biographies. There was Richard Aldington’s Portrait of a Genius, 
But … (1950), partly based on his own experience of Lawrence. 
Harry T. Moore produced several editions of his biography, the last 
entitled The Priest of Love (1974). Some significant themes of 
those two books are evident from their titles. Keith Sagar’s The Life 
of D. H. Lawrence (1980), as well as being very readable, contained 
a mass of unfamiliar photographs and illustrations. In contrast, in 
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1990 and 1994 respectively, Jeffrey Meyers and Brenda Maddox 
attracted attention with biographies focusing less on the writing 
than on more controversial suggestions about Lawrence’s 
relationships. Meyers in particular developed a rather thin thesis 
about Lawrence and homosexuality, while Maddox emphasised his 
marriage to Frieda. The Cambridge biography, whilst not shy of 
analysis and some speculation, has become the standard Lawrence 
biography, with its great detail and use of unpublished materials. In 
particular it uses evidence only recently made available in the 
Cambridge Edition of the Letters and Works. John Worthen, having 
written the first of the three volumes, produced a single-volume life 
in 2005, D. H. Lawrence: The Life of an Outsider. Here we return 
to biography with a particular theme running through the narrative, 
in this case Lawrence’s commitment to writing coupled with his 
belief that he was an outsider. In between came Living at the Edge: 
A Biography of D. H. Lawrence and Frieda von Richthofen (2002), 
by Michael Squires and Lynn K. Talbot, again concentrating on 
Lawrence and Frieda’s marriage but aided by access to Frieda’s 
previously unpublished letters, and looking for new insights into the 
relationship. The importance of the emphasis on correspondence 
should not be ignored, as readers of the eight volumes of 
Lawrence’s letters will know the very particular impression it 
provides. So against this background, let us see how these two new 
biographical studies move matters forward. 

Michael Squires’ latest book, D. H. Lawrence and Frieda: A 
Portrait of Love and Loyalty is, according to the dust jacket, “an 
accessible biography of the Lawrences, written for the interested 
but non-expert reader”, which “freshly interprets the tensions in the 
Lawrences’ marriage and offers a succinct reconsideration of their 
nomadic life together”. Its overall dimensions are similar to the 
average paperback; it is surprisingly short, since the main part of 
the text runs to just 175 pages, divided into twenty-five chapters. 
With an average chapter length of precisely seven pages the 
narrative has a noticeably fast pace compared to what we have 
become used to with more recent Lawrence biographies. This 
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comes at a price, as we shall see. There is a ‘Selected Works’ 
running to just a page and a half. The notes for a book of this type 
and length are relatively long at 29 pages and in a form one would 
expect in a more academic text (for example, they list the location 
of manuscript materials). The index is only six pages long, but that 
is all that is required. There is neither a chronology, nor a biblio-
graphy. 

David Ellis’ Death & the Author: How D. H. Lawrence Died, 
and Was Remembered is rather different; Ellis calls it in his 
introduction an “experiment in biography”. Although its subject 
matter is potentially difficult, it is addressed in a refreshingly novel 
way. The book is divided into three parts, ‘Dying’, ‘Death’ and 
‘Remembrances’. There are Acknowledgements and Sources at the 
end (which include limited notes on the text) plus an index, with 
twenty-two chapters each covering a particular topic, building the 
narrative chronologically from the last months at Bandol through to 
events after Lawrence’s death. The topics include reflections about 
what it is like to have tuberculosis (a disease for which there was no 
real cure) and its effect on Lawrence and his contemporaries; his 
denial of the condition following diagnosis; conventional and 
radical treatments; the appeal of alternative medicine; the 
temptation of suicide for the terminally ill (a particularly topical 
theme today); the diminishing role of religion and belief in the 
afterlife in the modern world; famous last words; the consequences 
of dying intestate; how to celebrate the lives of the dead and keep 
alive their memory; and, of course, the fight over Lawrence’s 
estate. As the author of the third volume of the Cambridge 
biography, Dying Game 1922-1930, Ellis is only too familiar with 
the events in Lawrence’s life covered by this book, although there 
the ground was covered in not much more than twenty pages. The 
richness of this new book is located in the instructive way it blends 
themes in Lawrence’s life with material from other writers’ lives 
(and of course deaths), and the wise words they wrote about death 
and dying. It refers to famous literary consumptives such as George 
Orwell, Katherine Mansfield, Franz Kafka and Anton Chekhov.  
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Ellis has therefore found an original approach to one part of 
Lawrence’s life and perhaps to biography more generally. But with 
so much new material worked on by biographers over the last 
twenty years, what room is there for Squires’ new book, with its 
more traditional structure, and what distinguishes it? At the end of 
his preface Squires writes that his “new portrait gives readers the 
Lawrences’ most essential qualities – their joy in each other, and 
the shadows its frustrations cast … In this biography, [Frieda’s] 
forceful character and its influence appear more clearly than before, 
and the love and loyalty that bound the Lawrences can be given its 
full expression”. Is Squires’ claim justified? 

The use of so many of Frieda’s previously unpublished letters in 
Living at the Edge and in this new book showcases the forthcoming 
edition of around two thousand letters which Squires and Talbot 
have painstakingly collected. They really do offer new insights, and 
one is left wanting more. We learn for example that in spite of 
Frieda’s regular letters to her mother there is a two-year gap in the 
correspondence from 1926-7. Squires speculates that after meeting 
Ravagli, her letters about him may have become too frank to be 
kept. A brief glance at the notes will show that the letters are used 
extensively; along with Lawrence’s own correspondence, they 
account for most of the entries. Readers of more traditional 
Lawrence biography will feel plunged in medias res as we begin 
Chapter One with the events of 1912. This is a reasonable 
approach, but Lawrence dies on page 147, leaving the last four 
chapters dealing with Frieda’s life without him, extending the 
period over which her unpublished letters can be put to use. This is, 
of course, an interesting period and those chapters address Frieda’s 
championing of Lawrence’s work, how her relationship with 
Ravagli differed from that with Lawrence, etc., but they arguably 
lead the book away from a direct investigation of its main theme. 
Frieda’s life after Lawrence’s death has also been dealt with in 
greater depth in Living at the Edge and to a certain extent in 
Squires’ earlier (1991) book, D. H. Lawrence’s Manuscripts: The 
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Correspondence of Frieda Lawrence, Jake Zeitlin and Others (both 
of these titles are not infrequently referred to in the notes). 

D. H. Lawrence and Frieda is a book focusing on lives, not 
works: to be more precise, it concentrates on Lawrence’s life with 
Frieda as it is revealed in their correspondence. However, I would 
not be doing the book justice if I did not comment on the use it does 
make of Lawrence’s writings. In contrast to Living at the Edge, 
where Lawrence’s major works are all given some attention, this 
book generally refers to his work to make a point about the current 
state of his marriage. This results in some surprises. Sons and 
Lovers is given little consideration and most of the commentary on 
The Rainbow focuses on its publication and surrounding 
circumstances rather than content. Unusually, works such as 
Kangaroo, ‘The Captain’s Doll’, ‘The Border-Line’ and The 
Plumed Serpent are given relatively extended treatment (as they are 
in Living at the Edge). The wisdom of using fiction as biographical 
source material is a subject requiring much more space than is 
available here. Unsurprisingly, in view of his previous work on the 
novel and its importance to his theme, Squires includes a lengthy 
commentary on Lady Chatterley’s Lover in its three versions, 
extending over three chapters, including a section on the 
publication and distribution of the final version. He sees that 
version as standing “surprisingly close to Lawrence’s life. The 
married woman leaves her sick husband, as Frieda considered 
doing. The sick husband finds an alternative form of sexuality, as 
Lawrence attempted with Brett (managing, like Clifford, just some 
kisses)” (133-4). These chapters show the quality of the analysis 
Squires can produce, given the space to do so. 

Not all readers will warm to every aspect of Squires’ writing 
style. It is a popular biography in the positive sense, but, in spite of 
its knowledgeable and succinct qualities, it perhaps contains rather 
more statements of opinion than we would expect, or feel 
comfortable with. The book’s relative brevity lends itself to 
throwaway lines. For example, Mabel Dodge Sterne is described as 
“a version of England’s Ottoline Morrell” (64), and Maurice 
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Magnus is “the ultimate conman” (65); both are briskly sketched in 
due to the lack of space needed to give a more meaningful account 
to the “non-expert” reader. If you have read Living at the Edge you 
might find reading this biography somewhat frustrating. There are 
perhaps too many elements that appear in both. The reader does not 
have the feeling that the author started with a blank canvas. But to 
give Squires his due he has chiefly achieved what he set out to do. 
As he says in his final remarks: “Detailing the struggles that both 
ennobled and diminished them, this book has offered a portrait of 
love and loyalty, and the challenges they posed to a complex writer 
and his strong-willed wife” (173). 

Looking in more detail at Ellis’ approach, although the events of 
Lawrence’s last months are the focus of the narrative, Ellis appeals 
to a much wider readership through the continual reference to other 
writers and to the more philosophical aspects of death and dying. 
Lawrence enthusiasts will often ponder what he might have done if 
he had survived for as long as his sisters. They will also 
contemplate their own mortality in the context of someone who 
lived for only 44 years and who died of a disease now generally 
readily curable and rare, other than in developing countries; they 
will wonder how they would have coped with the choices Lawrence 
had to make. It is this multi-layered aspect of the book that will 
hopefully ensure its success, taking it well outside the realms of 
standard Lawrence biographies. Indeed the first chapter goes 
straight into events at Bandol in 1929 and assumes some knowledge 
of what has gone before and why Lawrence is there. The subject 
matter is of course of relevance to us all, but this is no gloomy 
account of last days; the frequent black comedy keeps the writing 
bright and witty. Ellis has not only captured the drama of the final 
events in Lawrence’s life, but also the more humorous ones after 
his death, the best known of course being the story of what 
happened to his ashes.  

My main criticism of the Ellis book is that although we are told 
that it has made use of access to new materials, these do not shine 
through. More significantly, the endnotes can be frustrating. I 
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appreciate the desire to keep the narrative flowing and to avoid 
cluttering up the text with superscript numbers. However, as there 
are notes at the back, they ought to be complete, with page numbers 
for specific references; frustratingly, quotations are used, or other 
evidence referred to, without a full reference being given. This is 
unfortunate, since Ellis makes wide and effective use of many 
accounts by Lawrence’s contemporaries, for example those so 
expertly collected by Edward Nehls. 

In conclusion, these two books do show that there is still room 
for new Lawrence biographies, whether it is the special study 
focusing on a short period of Lawrence’s life (Ellis) or a more 
interpretive one covering the whole or the greater part of his life 
(Squires). Hopefully, when the Cambridge Edition is complete, we 
might have a revised edition of the Cambridge biography 
(embellished perhaps by the publication of Frieda’s letters, as well 
as by other new materials), with updated references and corrections 
to reflect new findings. We might also wish, in an ideal world, for 
an expanded edition of Nehls’ Composite Biography, to include 
extracts from works he could not secure copyright permission for, 
and other memoirs and letters unavailable to him in the 1950s. 


