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when she shies away from his rather open homosexuality, which 
was obviously a rarity early in the twentieth century. 

Maurice Magnus: A Biography is a very short book: only 139 
pages of text (plus 21 pages of footnotes). These pages do not 
include an account of the Lawrence-Douglas controversy, one of 
the most notable literary feuds of the mid-1920s. Others have told 
this story, but it seems odd to omit it from a biography of Magnus, 
especially since Wright has a clear point of view about the 
controversy. Wright devotes only a few sentences to Lawrence’s 
fictional portrait of Magnus as Mr May in The Lost Girl. She notes, 
for example, that Mr May’s sense of responsibility in supporting his 
wife and daughter might “have some truth in it”, “given Lawrence’s 
generally negative attitude toward Magnus” (107). Why does 
Wright choose to believe only the positive aspects of Lawrence’s 
fictional portrait? 

It’s not as if Magnus actually did support his wife and daughter. 
In a document he left behind at his suicide, he asked that the 
American Consul in Valletta be advised to “please bury me first 
class—the expenses will be paid by my wife” (IR 427). This 
request, one of Magnus’s last, seems to me to be truly in character: 
spare no expense and let his abandoned wife pay. That’s precisely 
the aspect of Magnus’s personality that this biography chooses to 
overlook. We can be grateful for Louise Wright’s splendidly 
researched life of Maurice Magnus, but her portrait of him would 
have been more persuasive if she had set aside her airbrush. 
 
Jae-kyung Koh, D. H. Lawrence and the Great War: The Quest 
for Cultural Regeneration.  
Bern: Peter Lang, 2007.   
Pp. 237. £35.60 (paperback). ISBN 9783039109760 
 
Reviewed by Oliver Taylor 
 
Although this book sets itself the ambitious task of demonstrating 
the resemblances between Lawrence’s and Foucault’s views of 
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history and, in turn, their shared debt to Nietzsche in this respect, it 
is, in large part, a study of Lawrence’s response to the Great War. 
Through a selection of post-wartime novels (Women in Love, The 
Plumed Serpent, Lady Chatterley’s Lover) and novellas (‘The Fox’, 
‘The Captain’s Doll’, ‘The Ladybird’, St. Mawr), Koh seeks to 
illustrate “the polymorphous effects, social, political, psychological, 
of the war, on and in Lawrence’s work” (15). In addition, his 
reading of the war emphasises what he calls Lawrence’s post-war 
optimism and the accompanying “cultural regeneration” he 
envisioned. 
 One of the most obvious problems with the book is that, during 
this period, the majority of the writings in which Lawrence has such 
social and cultural regeneration specifically in mind come in the 
form of essays and letters. Of these, ‘Education of the People’ and 
‘Democracy’ go unmentioned, ‘The Reality of Peace’ is touched on 
in passing, while the ‘Study of Thomas Hardy’ and ‘The Crown’ 
receive only a little more attention (although Koh, in introducing 
the latter, says that it was “published in 1925” [33]). This is 
indicative. Indeed, no mention is made at all of John Middleton 
Murry or Katherine Mansfield and The Signature or the 12 Fisher 
Street meetings. The account of the relationship with Bertrand 
Russell is also limited to a paragraph on page 42. Given that the 
planned series of lectures with Russell was perhaps Lawrence’s 
major engagement with practical social regeneration during the war 
Koh’s brief gloss is surprising to say the least. 

And what of Rananim? By turning to “this ideal dream of a 
utopian community of like-minded believers living together in 
peace and harmony in a peaceful corner of the world”, Koh says, 
“Lawrence brought himself out of the depression which he had 
suffered in the early years of the war”. But he goes on to say that 
although it “was intended to bring about a full-scale regeneration of 
English life, it quickly faded away after Lawrence quarrelled with 
Bertrand Russell” (42). But was Rananim really intended to bring 
about a full-scale regeneration of English life, or was it, in its very 
conception, exclusive, small scale, escapist? And how quickly did it 
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really fade? (One thinks of Lawrence’s New Year letters to Kot in 
which he remembers and refreshes the idea again and again). The 
tensions in the passages quoted show that Koh is clearly aware of 
these competing and contradictory aspects of Lawrence’s thought, 
but here, as elsewhere, a little finesse is lacking in his treatment of 
important nuances. Koh says that “it is unlikely that Lawrence 
would have thought in such a radical way about [the] construction 
of alternative societies or religions had it not been for the 
experience of the war” (24). This is clearly a moot point, but         
by omitting altogether such formative pre-war influences on 
Lawrence’s radical social thinking as the Eastwood Pagans and 
Willie Hopkin the book loses the sense of balance which a broader 
intellectual contextualisation might have produced. 

That said, however, Koh’s readings of his selected materials are 
sound. Women in Love is a constant touchstone throughout the book 
and the reading of the destructive-creative flux of the novel, though 
owing much to Colin Clarke’s groundbreaking River of Dissolution 
(1969), works well in the context of the enquiry. For Koh, 
Lawrence laid the ultimate blame for the war on “the over-
emphasis, during the Christian era of European history, on the 
supremacy of submission and humility at the expense of the 
assertive elements in the psyche” (44). The readings of the fiction, 
then, are all largely psychoanalytically inflected and emphasise the 
tension between Christian and pagan elements in Lawrence’s 
writing. The chapter on St. Mawr is no exception to this pattern; 
however, it also contains some interesting reflections on “the 
difference between the Celtic and the Saxon traditions in British 
culture” with “the two ‘races’ standing for opposed qualities” in 
Lawrence’s writing, the Celts being the “original, native inhabitants 
of Britain who were here before the Germanic peoples came, and 
they are associated with the survival of indigenous pagan beliefs” 
(124). This is supported, later, by quotation from Lawrence’s letters 
on the Cornish in early 1916 (146). However, other quotations from 
the letters are used less judiciously. For example, at the end of the 
second chapter Koh argues that, after the war, Lawrence thought 
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“the imbalance between Christian and pagan ideas would be 
resolved because of a recognition that over-emphasis on meekness 
had been the cause of the catastrophic war” (45). Lawrence’s 
“hatred of that Christian meekness” is then illustrated through “the 
symbolic comparison of lambs and pigs” which Koh finds in a 
letter to Kot of 11 May 1917. Certainly on one level the quotation 
works, but given the broader context of the letter in which the 
comments are made (Lawrence had been struggling to grow 
vegetables in his Cornish garden, since they were being eaten by 
the lambs) to what extent can we read his comments as 
intentionally committed statements on Christian idealism and 
symbolism rather than spontaneous and knowingly tongue-in-cheek 
responses to his obvious exasperation? 

The final chapters, in which Koh gives sustained treatment to 
Lawrence, Foucault, Nietzsche, the war and history, are among the 
best and most original in the book. However, his conclusion that 
“Lawrence’s historical vision turns from the pessimistic view of 
history in the war years to a more optimistic one in the post-war 
period” (218) perhaps requires more argument in order to fully 
convince; it would, at any rate, need to include an account of the 
views expressed in the late poetry. The thesis is demonstrated 
through Koh’s reading of the “optimistic outlook” of Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover, in which the “love between Mellors and Connie 
gives the hope of social renewal, of a kind of community where the 
inhabitants are transformed into free, fulfilled beings, possessed of 
‘wholeness of being’” (182-3). The novel is obviously well chosen, 
enabling Koh to pursue Lawrence’s thoughts about social and 
cultural regeneration, but too much time is spent on what Mellors 
represents and not what he says in this regard. His visionary speech 
to Connie in the hut during the rainstorm is not discussed at all, and 
nor are Lawrence’s own significant revisions of his theories on the 
modes of socio-cultural regeneration through the different versions 
of the novel itself. 

In conclusion, the book’s use of often neglected sources such as 
Movements in European History is worthwhile, and the theoretical 
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parallels with Foucault’s reading of history are enlightening in 
places. However, more attention to the contexts chosen for the 
exposition of these trends in the fiction would have been welcome, 
as would a more thorough engagement with the essays and letters, 
and with a wider selection of texts. 
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