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A need for Lawrence criticism focused specifically on the function 
of the Bible in his fiction has emerged in recent years, a need which 
Shirley Bricout’s Itinéraire d’un prophète en fuite : le texte biblique 
et la réflexion politique dans ‘Aaron’s Rod’, ‘Kangaroo’ et ‘The 
Plumed Serpent’ (“Itinerary of a Prophet in Flight: Biblical Text 
and Political Thought in …”) addresses brilliantly. Not that the 
previous generation of critics – Hough, Daleski, Delavenay, 
Kermode, all duly cited in this book – did not see how much of 
Lawrence’s poetics derived from a revision of the accepted reading 
of the Bible. At the end of his career, in Apocalypse (1931), 
Lawrence himself left a retrospective testimony of the love-hate 
relationship he had with the Book of Revelation, the one text that 
never ceased to echo in his mind – at times inspiringly, at others, 
infuriatingly – as he wrote his own texts. But the earlier critics took 
this influence for granted: at the time, it did not seem necessary to 
devote full-length analyses to the function and evolution of Biblical 
allusion in Lawrence’s oeuvre – all readers being deemed fully 
equipped to deal with this question and appreciate the meaning 
effects it generated without the help of a master exegete. Now, with 
Biblical familiarity no longer widespread among the younger 
students of Lawrence, and with structuralism still fresh in the 
memory of literature scholars, leaving us more receptive to the 
structure and dynamics of intertextuality, Biblical Lawrence 
criticism is justifiably growing strong, with such books as Virginia 
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Hyde’s The Risen Adam: D. H. Lawrence's Revisionist Typology 
(1992) and Terry Wright’s D. H. Lawrence and the Bible (2000). 

As a handbook, Shirley Bricout’s book is particularly well 
devised and easy to use. It (wisely) focuses on the later so-called 
“leadership” novels (1922-1926), considered by the author, for the 
purpose of her argument, as a trilogy. It is equipped with a double 
index, of cited authors and Bible books, and with comparative 
tables of Biblical echoes in the three novels. Shirley Bricout’s 
French is clear, and suitably precise and technical; all her 
quotations are in the original English. Her knowledge of the King 
James Version is truly astounding, as is her familiarity with some of 
the founding texts of the industrial era, which surface time and 
again in the dialogues of Kangaroo. This enables her to trace and 
interpret with much accuracy and clarity the interwoven religious 
and political discourses which are brought, alternately, to cross-
fertilize or to debunk each other. She also provides carefully 
thought-out and theoretically supported descriptions of the various 
modes of Biblical borrowing in the three novels – parody, 
burlesque, travesty, pastiche, conversion. Let the reader be assured 
that her descriptions are neither tedious nor secondary in 
importance: they enable her to suggest, incidentally, that such a 
renowned critic as James C. Cowan, in spite of his vast knowledge 
of Lawrence and deep understanding of what was at stake in 
Lawrence’s quarrel with orthodox religion, failed to understand 
fully the intentions behind the use of the prophetic mode in the 
novels, for lack of a clear distinction between “parody” and 
“pastiche” (46-8 and 113). 

Shirley Bricout’s book is, however, more than a handbook. Her 
first part offers excellent pages on the dialogical potential of the 
Bible when read as a literary and historical product. In addition to 
the long-identified biblical borrowings and allusions, duly credited 
to their first discoverers and commentators, her useful 27-page 
comparative table of Biblical echoes – some formal, others thematic 
– puts forward new, arguable hypotheses. One may not go along 
with all of those new directions, but this does not make any less 
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pleasurable the exploring of hitherto neglected corners of the three 
novels, a pleasure yet heightened by the author’s rigorous and 
constant use of previous research and theory to back up her claims. 
One feels, as it were, in safe hands. The conclusion to be drawn 
from these pages, which serve as a methodological basis for the 
subsequent chapters, is that Lawrence programmed the reading of 
his novels very much in the way he himself read the Book of 
Revelation. He wrote in a way that required a multi-dimensional 
reading, a semiotics that did not neglect the deeper, all-but-
forgotten layers of meaning that lie dormant under the surface of 
signs. Like the Bible when approached as literature, his novels 
require a reading that oscillates between the monological and the 
easily overlooked dialogical dimension of text (28).  

The book’s second part shows how the prophet’s flight (a motif 
which typifies all prophetic rhetoric and, not coincidentally, 
characterizes this period in Lawrence’s career) should be under-
stood as a means for the prophet to stand back and take stock of his 
language, his identity, his own flaws and fears, from a critical 
distance, before committing himself. This would reflect Lawrence’s 
own compensatory rationale for having to leave Europe, but it also 
helps us to understand the critical position he adopted towards the 
texts that filled his intellectual consciousness, and which he must 
tear apart and piece together again along the lines of his own 
political agenda. Through the appropriation and dissemination of 
biblical metaphors, in the “trilogy” under scrutiny, Lawrence 
therefore proceeded to deconstruct the major power figures which 
he saw as the pillars of Europe – God, Fatherland, Woman – in 
order to sketch the first draft of a new political order. 

Having thus shown how Biblical allusion was put to decon-
structive use, Shirley Bricout next focuses on its creative uses. In 
the 1922-1926 novels, denomination is presented as a magical deed, 
and the Word as all-powerful. The Word is indeed made flesh, with 
disastrous consequences for the natives when the said Word is 
wielded, in distorted form, by a Europe bent on travestying native 
lands and cultures into an extension of itself. Lawrence’s narratives 
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attempt to counter this aggression on its own terms, through 
travestying the Biblical hypotext on which Western civilization 
relies. Shirley Bricout rightly specifies that this does not clear 
Lawrence’s characters and narrators of all imperialist guilt, since 
they cannot but partake of the imperialist error; in other words, their 
departure or “flight” can never be quite effective, and their 
conversion never quite complete. They nevertheless take it upon 
themselves to lay the foundations of a new political model, by 
means of a syncretism in which the Bible is alloyed with various 
pagan traditions (some of which are already manifested in the 
sacred text itself) to devise the framework of a theocracy, where 
communion and community are one and the same thing (184-96). 
At the formal level, this corresponds to the emergence of pastiche 
as the writing mode which best characterizes a novel such as The 
Plumed Serpent, where pastiche makes it possible to express what 
Kangaroo, in a Nietzschean-sounding phrase, terms “the anti-idea”. 

The fourth and final part freshly takes up a vexed issue in 
literary criticism. How close was Lawrence to adhering to the 
stance of totalitarianism, on either end of the ideological spectrum? 
According to Shirley Bricout, Lawrence ultimately rejected both 
fascism and Marxism in favour of his own idiosyncratic and open-
ended models, but undoubtedly made use of them – or of discourses 
akin to them – in his works, thus at times appearing to adhere. At 
this stage, the reader is reminded, for instance, that Ben Cooley 
only partially partakes of the fascist charismatic leader model, and 
that Struthers, in Kangaroo, departs from the international socialist 
model on more than one occasion. Among the most stimulating 
pages of this chapter are those which give the reader a glance at the 
vast intertextual network which somehow connected Engels’s ‘On 
the History of Early Christianity’, Marx’s Das Kapital, and the 
Bible. For Engels and Marx, after all, had to start from the Bible 
just as Lawrence did; the political dialogue with the Bible in 
Aaron’s Rod, in Kangaroo or in The Plumed Serpent is theirs 
before it is Lawrence’s. This results in a palimpsest of Marxist or 
pseudo-Marxist readings of recurrent Biblical motifs, used by 
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Shirley Bricout to make sense of the bewildering instability of 
meaning in the ‘Battle of Tongues’ in Kangaroo. However, the 
narratives are shown to evolve from playful, open-ended dialogism 
to monologism, as the vision of a self-enclosed political system 
materializes. The author confirms this impression through an 
innovative chromatic analysis of the more violent or theatrical 
scenes in the three novels. The use and gradual impoverishment of 
colour in these scenes lead her to the conclusion that the original 
apocalyptic symbols are being emptied and devitalized as they are 
misappropriated for totalitarian political purposes (278). Yet the 
dialogic potential survives in spite of everything, in the emblematic 
shape of the dragon, which lies in the detail of all three novels. 

Intriguingly, the author of Itinéraire d’un prophète en fuite 
concludes that as the Bible loses its sanctity and sacredness in the 
process of its rearrangement in Lawrence’s novels, a sacredness is 
gradually and deliberately bestowed on the narrative and on the 
very act of writing. The characters, and sometimes the narrator, in 
whom Shirley Bricout does not hesitate to see the author himself, 
self-consciously cast themselves in the part of the prophet, 
complete with all the attributes of Old Testament prophecy: a 
painful awareness of his neighbour’s erroneous ways, a professed 
faith in the coming of a saviour and a new alliance, and persuasive 
skills verging on charisma. The distance that separates the well-
intentioned and historically important words of the late Vivian de 
Sola Pinto, who first described Lawrence as the ‘Prophet of the 
Midlands’ in a public lecture given at the University of Nottingham 
in 1951, from those of the author of L’itinéraire d’un prophète en 
fuite, gives the measure of progress in Biblical Lawrence 
scholarship over the last half century. Though no less enthusiastic 
about Lawrence, Shirley Bricout, in this erudite, thorough study, 
successfully reclaims the “prophetic” epithet from the overly 
hagiographic sense it once had when applied to Lawrence. This, if 
nothing else, makes her book a worthwhile read. 
 


