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‘Whistling of Birds’ is one of Lawrence’s finest short nature essays 
and deserves to be better known. Moreover, as his writing gains 
wider recognition as an inspiration for ecological awareness this 
essay serves as a rallying call. 
     Lawrence’s letters in the first two months of 1917 reveal his 
detestation of life in England: “I feel perfectly hopeless and 
disgusted with the world here” (3L 69). He was desperate to obtain 
passports for himself and Frieda so they could escape to America. 
After the banning of The Rainbow in 1915 he was able to publish 
barely any work. He spoke to his friend Eddie Marsh of his fear of 
becoming an “ignominious dependent” (3L 67). Women in Love 
was being rejected by publishers. The war ground on with 
monstrous carnage. It was an unusually cold winter, which is 
confirmed by Meteorological Office records (RDP note 23:3, 394). 
On 16 January he mentions “Esther Andrews’ cottage muffled in 
white, the door drifted up right to the knob” though “it is very 
beautiful” (3L 77). “I am in bed with a cold” (3L 81) he reports on 
25 January. Despite this, after books he had requested from friends 
began to arrive, he kept active by taking further a systematic 
reading of the classics of American literature he had begun in 
“early 1916” (SCAL xxiii). In January he also “reaped everything 
out of [his] old poetry notebooks” (3L 86) to prepare the MS of 
what was published as Look! We Have Come Through! on 29 
November. The introduction to the Cambridge edition of  
Reflections on the Death of a Porcupine and Other Essays, by 
Michael Herbert, dates the original composition of ‘Whistling of 
Birds’ to 17-23 February (RDP note 21:2, 394), with the possibility 
of revision in March 1919 prior to its publication in the Athenaeum 
soon after. 
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     ‘Whistling of Birds’ is recognised to be associated in theme and 
time of composition with the ‘Reality of Peace’ series (RDP xxvi-
xxviii). However, there is a more direct reference to the natural 
world in this essay, and the philosophy found in the series is more 
simply and cogently expressed in it. ‘Whistling of Birds’ is not only 
a quintessence of the series but one which can be referred to as a 
useful entry into his philosophical writings about creative polarity 
which span from the early ‘Foreword to Sons and Lovers’ to the 
very late Apocalypse. Considering the bleak context of early 1917 it 
is a remarkably positive and hopeful essay. The particular source of 
life affirmation is the revival after deathly cold that he saw, and, 
more specifically, heard, in birdsong. Across the span of his life his 
views on the supernatural point to various interpretations, but the 
natural was always an immediate inspiration, which inclines us to 
the opinion that in matters theistic he was more a pantheist than 
anything else. ‘Whistling of Birds’ is a salient example of this. 
     The severe frosts of February 1917 killed countless birds. There 
is no explicit mention of the First World War in the essay, but the 
wasteful deaths of the birds, victims of the blind forces of nature, 
are suggestive of the death and suffering in the trenches: 
“Everywhere in the fields and under the hedges lay the ragged 
remains of lapwings, starlings, thrushes, redwings, innumerable 
ragged, bloody cloaks of birds, whence the flesh was eaten by 
invisible beasts of prey” (RDP 21). It is against this backdrop of 
death that the essay establishes its positive thrust. 
 

Then, quite suddenly, one morning, the change came. The 
wind went to the south, came off the sea warm and soothing. In 
the afternoon there were little gleams of sunshine, and the 
doves began, without interval, slowly and awkwardly to coo. 
The doves were cooing, though with a laboured sound, as if 
they were still winter-stunned … At evening the wind blew 
gently, still gathering a bruising quality of frost from the hard 
earth. Then, in the yellow-gleamy sunset, wild birds began to 
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whistle faintly in the blackthorn thickets of the stream-bottom. 
(RDP 21) 

 
     Lawrence’s essay serves as a vivid example in itself of the 
powerful effect of birdsong on the human psyche. He shows us the 
way as he himself recounts the impact upon him, the awe and the 
wonder: 
 

Where does it come from, the song? After so long a cruelty, 
how can they make it up so quickly? But it bubbles through 
them, they are little well-heads, little fountain-heads whence 
the spring trickles and bubbles forth. It is not of their own 
doing. In their throats the new life distils itself into sound. It is 
the rising of the silvery sap of a new summer, gurgling itself 
forth. (RDP 21-2) 

 
There is in nature, exemplified here for Lawrence by birdsong, 
always hope for life whatever the level of destruction, human-
caused or natural: 
 

The blackbird cannot stop his song, neither can the pigeon. It 
takes place in him, even though all his race were yesterday 
destroyed. He cannot mourn, or be silent, or adhere to the dead.  
Of the dead he is not, since life has kept him. The dead must 
bury their dead. Life has now taken hold on him and tossed him 
into the new ether of a new firmament, where he bursts into 
song as if he were combustible. 
… 
Who can thwart the impulse that comes upon us? It comes from 
the unknown upon us, and it behoves us to pass delicately and 
exquisitely upon the subtle new wind from heaven, conveyed 
like birds in unreasoning migration from death to life. (RDP 23-
4) 

 



Jim Phelps 128 

     Lawrence emphasises the interaction between the human listener 
and birdsong. There are strong resonances in this passage of ‘Song 
of a Man Who has Come Through’ – “Not I, not I, but the wind that 
blows through me!” (Poems 250). We feel that ‘Whistling of Birds’ 
must also have played a part in this theory in Fantasia of the 
Unconscious: 
 

The singing of birds acts almost entirely upon the centres of the 
breast. Birds, which live by flight, impelled from the strong 
conscious-activity of the breast and shoulders, have become for 
us symbols of the spirit, the upper mode of consciousness. 
Their legs are become idle, almost insentient twigs. Only the 
tail flirts from the centre of the sensual will. 

But their singing acts direct upon the upper or spiritual 
centres in us. (PU 103, and note 103:30, 225) 

 
     ‘Whistling of Birds’ persuades us that there is a confluence of 
nature and life realised in particular living things, manifested by the 
whistling birds, that highlights our dependent, interactive, ecolo-
gical relationship with the natural world. It is an insight that has a 
particular resonance for us today. 
 

 



 
 
 

Lawrence’s inscription to Kai Götzsche  
in the Seltzer edition of The Captain’s Doll (1923) 

 
 



 
 

Radford family, c.1888:  
Maitland, Dollie holding Hester, and Ernest. 

 
(Photograph courtesy of The William Andrews Clark Memorial 

Library, University of California, Los Angeles) 


