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In the third volume of the Cambridge Biography of D. H. 
Lawrence, Dying Game, David Ellis offers an account of 
Lawrence’s behaviour when those around him, and in particular 
Frieda Lawrence, gave themselves up to the diversions and 
distractions of contemporary popular music. Ellis writes: 

Through the figure of Clifford in Lady Chatterley’s Lover,
Lawrence had expressed vehement disapproval of the new, 
essentially passive instruments of entertainment: the radio in 
particular but by extension the gramophone. It may not have 
calmed his irritation … that a song to which Frieda particularly 
enjoyed listening again and again was Bessie Smith’s ‘Empty 
Bed Blues’ and either at Ermenonville, or later in the rue de 
Lille, he demonstrated that he was still susceptible to fits of rage 
by breaking that recording, and perhaps several others, over 
Frieda’s head. It was in response to these events that Harry 
Crosby promised, and indeed did eventually send, Frieda a 
gramophone of her own.1

It is also a matter of record that, if we take him at his word (we 
needn’t), when it arrived (something of a mischievous gift, surely), 
Lawrence permitted Frieda to listen to it in the kitchen only and 
with the doors shut, although his comments deal principally with 
the medium: “I do mortally hate it”, he wrote of the gramophone in 
a letter of 14 November 1929 (7L 566). What is striking in this 
description is what is also, in the first instance, funny, perhaps 
because of the slightly challenging, slightly childish behaviour that 
is revealed – the manifestation of a rage so vividly felt that, in 
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breaking records over the head of his beloved, Lawrence embodies, 
in a faintly self-parodic way, a self-fashioned and self-appointed 
guardian of cultural value. And Lawrence’s declaration that he 
hates the gramophone and by extension Frieda’s taste in popular 
music “mortally”, suggests an unwillingness ever to compromise, 
or even an unwillingness to agree to differ. There is, or so it 
appears, no debate to be had. While Lawrence was working on the 
effective distribution of the authorized Lady Chatterley’s Lover, in 
a context in which pirated versions based on Orioli’s edition were 
costing him money, and in a context when the authorities were in 
the business of seizing his books and preventing publication 
(Pansies was seized in 1929), he presented himself as more than 
capable of censorious behaviour and a firmly demonstrable belief in 
cultural separateness. 

The source for this account in Dying Game of Lawrence’s 
aggressive response to Bessie Smith is Harry Crosby, and the 
evidence is that by 1929 Crosby was disenchanted with Lawrence. 
David Ellis records Crosby’s diary entries describing Lawrence as 
“commonplace” and “unthoroughbred” (compared with the affluent 
Crosby himself). Furthermore, Crosby disliked Lady Chatterley’s 
Lover but patronisingly conceded that “I forgive him a great deal 
because of The Plumed Serpent”.2 Even if the account of 
Lawrence’s anger is exaggerated or fictitious, it demonstrably 
reproduces a strain of cultural elitism at work in Lawrence’s 
thought which finds expression in the novels, for instance in Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover.

Lady Chatterley’s Lover is quite clear about the differences 
between “good” and “bad” culture, good and bad art. In this 
discussion I want to begin by exploring the ways in which 
Lawrence objected to, and indirectly interrogated, women’s blues 
as part of his critique of popular, or even “democratic”, culture. 
Further, he does so in the context of his longstanding preoccupation 
with the threat that specific kinds of cultural production appeared to 
pose to his philosophy of cultural integrity (to which his final novel 
was dedicated, and of which it was the product), and to his self-
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evidently doomed project of changing human nature. In the course 
of this I also wish to draw attention to an aspect of the vernacular 
that his work shared with the blues in developing a discourse of the 
Other which implicates, as it might, language and desire.  

I. ‘Empty Bed Blues’ 
Listening to Bessie Smith singing the blues and responding as we 
think he might have done in 1929, Lawrence’s reactions bear the 
hallmarks of an outraged cultural superiority under attack from an 
unlicensed and unexpected source. Is it that the complexity, 
confidence and cultural presence of women’s blues challenged too 
many of Lawrence’s assumptions about value, about relations 
between men and women, about sexuality and class, about non-
European women, and from his perspective confirmed the 
ascendancy of a degraded, “cocksure” culture?  
 First, some details about Bessie Smith’s ‘Empty Bed Blues’ and 
the context in which Lawrence found himself forced to listen to it 
over and over again. Smith recorded the song in March 1928, at the 
high point of her career, as a double-sided 78, the only recording 
she made of this kind – hence it is often reproduced as ‘Empty Bed 
Blues’ parts 1 and 2 (part 1 about the lover and his talents; part 2 
about his conditional return). It is, in terms of its reviews, reception 
and longevity, a classic song.3

 As recent studies of classic blues and the influence of blues 
lyrics underline, some of the most successful blues singers of the 
1920s were women. Bessie Smith began her recording career in 
1923 and had so many successes relatively quickly that her public 
paid homage to her as “the Empress of the Blues”. Blues historian 
Angela Y. Davis is concerned that we understand Smith’s 
popularity in relation to her background. She maintains that 
African-American women of Smith’s generation and class had very 
few opportunities to exercise autonomy and hence to “distinguish 
their contemporary status from the history of enslavement”.4 An 
exception was provided, Davis argues, in the arena of personal 
relations in which black women, in particular poor and working-
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class black women, might exercise sexual agency. Davis explains 
how and why the most visible national bodies and societies which 
comprised predominantly middle-class African-American women 
(like the National Association of Colored Women) found it 
necessary to emphasize the moral purity of black women in the face 
of racist assumptions about moral laxity, irrationality and sexual 
promiscuity. However, she makes the assertion that any “[d]enial of 
sexual agency was in an important respect the denial of freedom for 
working-class black women”.5 Discussion about the implications of 
relating sexual subjectivity to social class characterizes much 
academic writing on women and the blues. Carol Batker, writing 
about discourses of sexuality in the blues and Zora Neale Hurston’s 
Their Eyes were Watching God, is right to caution against an 
oversimplification of the debates that centre on social class and 
women’s experience.6 She argues that “the classic blues took on 
issues of class and sexuality, but by no means constituted a uniform 
ideology. They were sung by working- and middle-class women 
and composed by women and men. The contingencies of perform-
ance often made blues thematics difficult to interpret”.7 Bearing in 
mind their differences as artists and performers Bessie Smith, 
Gertrude (Ma) Rainey (who had, and sang about, sexual relation-
ships with women), and Billie Holiday are the iconic figures, but 
many women, in singing the blues, took advantage of a platform – a 
performance and marketing environment – to articulate notions of 
women’s sexuality which often directly challenged chauvinist, 
sexist, racist and class-inflected assumptions about black women, 
and, through the medium of blues songs, asserted, for those women 
who were simply identified as “bad”, a new individuality.  
 The lyrics of ‘Empty Bed Blues’ deal with sexual pleasure, 
betrayal, desire and loss. The language is highly metaphorical, 
typically rich with double-meanings and highly codified. They 
assume a linguistic community within which they operate, but 
clearly they operate beyond that community highly effectively 
while enabling “unspeakable” sentiments to escape the notice of the 
censors. If the blues constitute an example of a subversive 
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vernacular to which Lawrence objected it is interesting that English 
folk lyrics offered a vernacular that he could not, in the same 
register, condemn.  
 The subject of ‘Empty Bed Blues’ is a black, working-class, 
woman (so she is thrice disenfranchised) lamenting the unforeseen 
effects of singing the praises of her man too loudly. Betrayal is 
engendered by a friend, worse, a confidante, which underlines the 
absence of female solidarity in the sex war, and expresses a 
cynicism about women’s friendships (something of a theme in 
blues songs of this period). She, the singer, is unequivocally the 
victim (of her poor decisions; and of her man’s universal sexual 
attractiveness). The lover whose infidelity motivates the song is less 
at the forefront than the feelings of the abandoned subject, and her 
lament. He remains, throughout, an object of unregulated desire.  
 In taking as its themes a woman’s autonomy (her sexual agency) 
and its fragility, ‘Empty Bed Blues’ reproduces a tendency in 
women’s blues directly to address taboo personal and social 
concerns (something Lawrence might have noticed had he listened 
better). The concentration on sexual love in women’s blues enables 
a self-conscious critique of the idealization of romantic love. 
Dominant or recurrent blues themes might include extra-marital 
relationships, the temporary or short-lived nature of idealised 
sexual partnerships (as in the ‘Empty Bed Blues’), abuse and 
domestic violence.8 In this regard, as it has been argued, the blues 
ignored the discursive and ideological divide between the private 
and public spheres.9 “The birth of the blues”, so Davis asserts, is 
“aesthetic evidence of new psychosocial realities within the black 
population”.10 Batker’s related point is that such realities need to be 
acknowledged in black women’s writing of the period and in 
particular in Their Eyes were Watching God.

II. Language: “A brand new grind” 
So to the idiomatic, the vernacular. In Part 1 of ‘Empty Bed Blues’ 
the lover’s premium is high. He is a unique catch, uniquely gifted. 
His skills as a lover are reported euphemistically: he had “a brand 
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new grind”, “a stroke that can’t go wrong”, “He can touch the 
bottom and his wind holds out so long”. And here, crucially and 
unexpectedly, there is a co-incidence of metaphorical language 
between J. C. Johnson’s lyrics and Lady Chatterley’s Lover. The 
forlorn subject of ‘Empty Bed Blues’ confides:  

Bought me a coffee grinder, got the best one I could find  
Bought me a coffee grinder, got the best one I could find 
So he could grind my coffee, ’cause he had a brand new grind 

It is a not uncommon euphemism in classic blues songs (for 
instance Lucille Bogan’s ‘Coffee Grindin’ Blues’) for sex. As such, 
it is a part of the metaphorical field which deploys domestic 
imagery to talk about sex and sexual pleasure – food, eating and 
desire linked in a matrix of innuendo and metaphor – phallic 
grinding leaves the woman, ground. In ‘Empty Bed Blues’ the 
suggestion of a transaction is made possible – in what way has the 
coffee grinder been “bought”?  
 This striking metaphor occurs in Oliver Mellors’ description of 
Bertha Coutts as a selfish lover (Bertha victrix, perhaps) precisely 
because for sexual pleasure “[s]he had to work the thing herself, 
grind her own coffee” (LCL 202). We can very productively 
interrogate the provenance of this metaphor in Lawrence, its 
general comprehensibility and even its common usage, as well as 
its dynamic use in Lawrentian narratives of desire. Whether or not 
“grind her own coffee” was an insertion into the proofs of Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover is not exactly the point.11 In relation to Bertha 
Coutts it is the auto-erotic that excludes Mellors by reducing him to 
“use”. The corresponding metaphor in Smith’s lyric heightens our 
sense of the way in which the metaphorical, the colloquial and the 
vernacular operate together both to test and establish the limits of 
“art-speech” in the blues. Attention is drawn to the experience and 
the medium; it is a facet of the search for, if not quite a “language 
for the feelings” (STH 203) as Lawrence puts it in ‘The Novel and 
the Feelings’, then the extension of language-sense through what 
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Paul Ricoeur calls “live” metaphor in an investigation of the 
relation between figurative language and experience. In ways 
utterly alien to Lawrence ‘Empty Bed Blues’ participates in a field 
of codified, racialised discourse: the euphemistically-charged 
coffee grinding of the classic blues lyric draws attention to the 
provenance of the blues as black music in the identification, colour 
and history of coffee as the medium to be ground (“corn” is an 
operative noun in other examples of blues’ lyrics). “Coffee” is a 
local indicator which defines a community in which the lyric’s 
performativity is especially meaningful. Within the limitations of 
the English pastoral novel, then, is Bertha Coutts somehow 
symbolically black in the passage which deals with her sexuality as 
anathema to Lawrence’s “natural” man? A man, furthermore, who 
views himself as “bought” by his first wife (and first sexual partner) 
who, in the second version of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, eventually 
capitalises on the favour of having shown the adolescent boy her 
black pubic hair – which notably induces a neurosis in the mature 
man?   
 Lawrence shared with many in his generation of artists and 
writers a collection of misbegotten assumptions about blackness 
and unregulated sexuality, with an orientalist sense of the primal 
and the exotic reserved for black women. Mellors says to Connie, 
“I thought there was no real sex left: never a woman who’d really 
‘come’ naturally with a man: except black women—and 
somehow—well, we’re white men: and they’re a bit like mud” 
(LCL 204). In The Plumed Serpent (1926) Kate meditates on the 
“savage way of dissolving into an awful black mass of desire” (PS
400). Even though it might be unfair to impute to Lawrence a 
studied and deliberate racism, any more than it is wise or accurate 
to accuse him of a studied and deliberate sexism, these assertions 
trouble significant numbers of readers. An antagonism towards 
black women singing the blues might feed subconsciously on this 
kind of prejudice and preconception as black women, unbidden, 
talk back; and might be said to be an extension of the view 
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articulated by Freud that women are generally less effective than 
men at sublimating their instincts.  
 In the free play of metaphor which is so dynamic in Lawrence’s 
novels it is worth noting a particular example from The Virgin and 
the Gipsy. The “swarthy” Joe Boswell, whose nominal identity 
occurs only in the final line of the narrative (he is introduced as “a 
gipsy, one of the black, loose-bodied, handsome sort” [VG 20]) is 
constructed in a discourse that romanticises his difference in order 
to establish him as aboriginal, if not quite indigenous – a figure 
from a pre-industrial pastoral in his homely settlement of caravans, 
a “lair” (VG 21), who speaks one language to his family and (when 
he has to) slow, economical English to Yvette. In the episode of 
Yvette’s first return to the gipsies’ winter camp she shares their 
mutton stew and drinks their coffee: “And he, as he blew his hot 
coffee, was aware of one thing only, the mysterious fruit of her 
virginity, her perfect tenderness in the body” (VG 46). The trope 
has undergone some slippage in Lady Chatterley’s Lover, to return 
in a context that inverts the logic of the blues lyric and inserts it into 
the discourse of the negated, negligible male – the point of Mellors’ 
self-presentation as Bertha’s prey and victim which is the 
foundation of his misogyny, posited as symptomatic of his 
maltreatment. When Lawrence encounters the metaphor in ‘Empty 
Bed Blues’ tenderness is well and truly under erasure: women are 
positioned as knowing, sexual and autonomous.  
 In conversation with Connie Chatterley, Mellors warms to his 
theme which is to denigrate (as degenerate) women who acknow-
ledge a pleasure principle in sex and who assert a degree of 
autonomy, of sexual agency, that operates as an affront. The lover 
of ‘Empty Bed Blues’ is available to the audience only by repute 
and he is awarded no theme to develop: he remains without a voice 
(but that would be surplus to requirements). The significant 
relationship in the sorry tale, it could be argued, is between the 
jealous blues subject and her girlfriend, Lou; and by extension all 
women who might be perceived as rivals. The song concludes not 
with an address to her man but with advice to other women not to 
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broadcast their good fortune on finding a good lover, however he 
might be defined, because the sisterhood might prove weaker than 
anticipated.  
 In Part 2 of ‘Empty Bed Blues’ the lover returns from Lou with 
renewed sexual energy. He returns to give the singer a “lesson” 
with this effect, “from my elbow down was sore”, the language 
participating in the field of metaphor established in Part 1: “He 
boiled my first cabbage and he made it awful hot … put in the 
bacon it overflowed the pot”. While euphemistic language in the 
service of what Lawrence might think of as “just sensational 
excitation, worked from the ego and the personality” (FLC 440), or 
indeed, simply “frictional”, might annoy the author of Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover, much more is at stake here. The “education” of 
Connie Chatterley is framed by Mellors’ vernacular and the rituals 
of naming that identify John Thomas and Lady Jane as having a 
presence. Mellors, as his name suggests, ameliorates Connie’s 
stasis and stagnation; he cannot operate as a voiceless presence. He 
is also permitted to legislate against the worst excesses of (as it is 
perceived) female desire, and not without a turn to brutality. 
Violence in Mellors is overtly invested with a “moral” purpose: he 
shoots the verminous cat (“pussy”) in front of his small daughter 
(also called Connie) in order, ostensibly, to shock her out of an 
anthropomorphic sympathy with a “wild” animal (although the 
symbolic meaning of the pussy, and its demise, is there for the 
taking). In the catalogue of contemptible women that he outlines for 
Connie Chatterley in one of their private moments, it is “the 
Lesbian sort”, as he inexactly puts it, that he could “kill” because 
they offend both his “privacy” and, crucially, “decency” (LCL 203).  
 Given that Connie Chatterley’s difficulties might be summed up 
in essence by having to deal with the social consequences of having 
found a good working man, it is worth noting that there are 
sentiments in women’s blues that have an echo in Lady Chatterley’s 
Lover beyond a coincidence of metaphorical language. In ‘Foolish 
Man Blues’ (written by Bessie Smith) men are “getting worse every 
day / Actin’ like a bunch of women, they just gabbin’, gabbin’, 
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gabbin’ away”. Michael Bell has given sustained attention to the 
“chatter, talk, and gossip” in Lawrence’s final novel, heightened 
modes of verbal activity, as thematically significant as sex, that 
define the novel’s intellectuals and artists, as well as the intercourse 
between the book’s lovers.12 The cultural representation of modern 
gendered identities as interchangeable, performative, draws the fire 
of this lyric (“there’s two things I can’t understand / That’s a 
mannish actin’ woman and skippin’, twistin’, woman actin’ man”), 
a sentiment which is re-staged in Tommy Dukes’ analysis in 
Chapter 4 of Lady Chatterley’s Lover: “Love’s another of those 
half-witted performances, today. Fellows with swaying waists 
fucking little jazz girls with small boy buttocks, like two collar-
studs” (LCL 39).  
 There may have been a degree of mischief in Frieda’s subjecting 
Lawrence to continuous replays of ‘Empty Bed Blues’ which made 
her willing to risk an angry reprisal. Sexual relations between 
Lawrence and Frieda Lawrence are notoriously difficult to write 
about although biographers of both individuals occasionally feel 
duty bound to speculate. There had been difficulties (sometimes of 
attitude rather than facility on the part of Lawrence) through the 
middle to late 1920s. Frieda’s relationship with Ravagli continued 
throughout Lawrence’s final years (from 1926) with Lawrence’s 
knowledge – certainly the mythology surrounding Frieda Lawrence 
suggests that she was not one to put up with the empty bed blues for 
long, and Bessie Smith’s blues were, by all accounts, a form of 
empowering music. 
 The degree of Lawrence’s alienation from women singing the 
blues is worth our attention in part because it matters how a case of 
open dislike apparently informs his central projects. Attitudes 
which are the product of fear and hostility towards non-European 
races in encounters which render them free from the imperatives 
and fantasies of the novels will repel a modern audience, even if the 
audience accepts the necessity of locating Lawrence within the 
dominant discourses of his time – passages in ‘On Human Destiny’ 
and ‘On Being a Man’ provide examples enough.  



Lawrence, Manliness and the Blues 155 

III. Women’s sex and manly purity 
The bulk of the correspondence from Paris in 1929 shows 
Lawrence preoccupied with timid publishers, the seizure of 
Pansies, and his plans for essentially undercutting the pirated 
editions by producing a paper-bound edition for sale at sixty francs. 
However, he found time to write to Ottoline Morrell about the 
limitations particularly of a young readership for his work. He 
wrote, “I find the young so strangely afraid of having genuine 
feelings, and especially any feeling of attachment, of warm 
affection. They want to be so detached, like bits of glass” (7L 235). 
This is the very audience, then, that he hopes to change by the 
publication of Lady Chatterley’s Lover; it is also the enthusiastic 
audience, not exclusively of course, but not insignificantly, 
animated by jazz and the blues (we can’t forget that in the 
metropolitan centres are the manifestations of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 
“jazz age”; and the blues enjoyed the “craze” years of 1920-24).  
 When Lawrence sends Connie Chatterley to the continent, Paris 
(a city which depressed Lawrence) is depicted as “weary of its 
now-mechanical sensuality … and still not sufficiently American-
ised or Londonised to hide the weariness under a mechanical jig-
jig-jig!” (LCL 254). Connie is permitted to think that, if she loses 
sight of Wragby and gives herself up to the hedonism of Paris she 
will be “lost utterly in this world of riff-raffy expensive people and 
joy-hogs … Oh, ‘enjoying oneself!’ Another modern form of 
sickness” (LCL 256). David Ayres comments on the tendency 
among the modernists to view jazz music and dance as “mechanical 
– a reflection in music of the domination of modern society by the 
machine, at a time when machines harnessed human bodies en 
masse to their own rhythms of mechanized mass production”; he 
sees points of contact between Lawrence’s cultural critique and the 
later writings of Adorno.13 In Lady Chatterley’s Lover we learn that 
Hilda – so disapproving of Connie’s subjection, as she sees it, to a 
man socially her sister’s inferior and who appears incapable of 
knowing his place –   
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liked jazz, because she could plaster her stomach against the 
stomach of some so-called man, and let him control her 
movements from the visceral centre, here and there across the 
floor, and then she could break loose and ignore “the creature.” 
He had been merely made use of. (LCL 259) 

And here we see the extent to which the tastes, trends and modes of 
the fashionable centres represent the threat, not only of cultural 
degradation and a decline into “sickness”, but also a snub to the 
qualities of manliness that underpin the philosophy of Lawrence’s 
final novel.  
 In a text which seems almost over-populated with men, most of 
them wanting, it is Clifford Chatterley who embodies in the most 
sustained manner the zombification of the modern alienated male. 
The beginning of Chapter X is clear in this regard. And what is 
Clifford doing at this point in the narrative? He is listening to the 
radio. In keeping with the polemical tone of the whole novel 
Lawrence creates an opportunity to denounce radio represented as a 
form of mechanical reproduction which is as dehumanising as the 
gramophone, and perhaps more so. If Crosby was telling the truth 
about Lawrence’s angry destruction of gramophone records then 
the anecdote is as much about Lawrence’s dislike of the arts of 
disembodiment – photography (which Lawrence refers to on 
several occasions with contempt as “Kodak” objectivity,14 a view 
which is as much about branding and mass-production as it is about 
the medium), film, radio and the gramophone – in which a 
transparent membrane seems to insinuate itself between 
performance (subject) and audience. In Lady Chatterley’s Lover the 
denunciation operates through the point of view of Connie who is 
amazed to see Clifford “sit, with a blank entranced expression on 
his face, like a person losing his mind, and listen, or seem to listen, 
to the unspeakable thing” (LCL 110). This is, in relation to the 
individual, a domestic equivalent of the kind of collective, incipient 
trauma represented in Mark Gertler’s painting, ‘The Merry-Go-
Round’, to which Lawrence reacted so positively in 1916 (and in 
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which he saw the same “ultimate processes” as those given to 
Birkin confronting the African fetish object in Women in Love;
Lawrence writing to Gertler that he, a Jew, belonged to “an older 
race” than Lawrence and was, as Lawrence saw it, more capable of 
this insight [2L 660]). Connie’s impression of Clifford as a 
dehumanised auditor, whose responsive faculties are withheld by 
the operations of the wireless, intensifies and expands into an 
interesting and unexpected metaphorical field. Of Clifford she asks 
herself and, by extension, the reader: 

Was he really listening? Or was it a sort of soporific he took, 
whilst something worked on underneath in him? Connie did not 
know. She fled up to her room, or out of doors, to the wood. A 
kind of terror filled her sometimes: a terror of the incipient 
insanity of the whole civilised species. 
 But now that Clifford was drifting off to this other weirdness 
of industrial activity, becoming almost suddenly changed into a 
creature with a hard, efficient shell of an exterior and a pulpy 
interior, one of the amazing crabs and lobsters of the modern 
industrial and financial world, invertebrates of the crustacean 
order, with shells of steel, like machines, and inner bodies of 
soft pulp, Connie herself was really completely stranded. (LCL
110).  

In this passage the word “creature” is significant. The language 
invokes a Darwinian-Wellsian scene; the evolution of barely 
differentiated crustaceans into efficient and invulnerable machines, 
industrious and unassailable. It is echoed in the passage quoted 
earlier about Hilda’s fondness for dancing to jazz, breaking loose 
from her dancing partner alluded to in modish slang as “the 
creature”. Slang, like cliché (positioned in the domain of dead 
metaphor), yet offers up a facet of the novel’s truth. While Clifford 
listens to the radio, catatonic, the thing that works on underneath 
him reduces what Lawrence calls “the emotional and humanly-
individual part” of him to “pulp”. This is a kind of “grinding” that 
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the writer of ‘Empty Bed Blues’ had not apparently foreseen 
(although Lawrence contrived to see it at once) – the reduction of 
the emotional self to a kind of dull mash, with ramifications for the 
survival of the species. Connie’s bolt-holes are her room – a 
private, feminine space “upstairs”, which precludes the admission 
of the paralysed Clifford – or the woods, the habitat not of crabs 
and lobsters but of Lawrence’s “green” man and, more 
significantly, a sanctuary from “the incipient insanity” which 
characterises the species. Evolution has been put into reverse by the 
processes of modern culture. In this way Lawrence makes reference 
to the long-term processes of evolutionary change, subordinated to 
his views on long-term cycles of cultural change.  
 The emphasis in this context on manliness is not a digression, 
far from it. By the late 1920s notions of manliness provide the 
dominant metaphors for cultural purity in Lawrence’s thought. 
Manliness supplements the phases of species-mutation, which are 
the inevitable processes of biological evolution, and is invoked in 
the context of a continually splitting masculinity – backwards, like 
Clifford and the pulpy impotent modern men whose sexual energy 
is sublimated into industrial projects; forwards like Mellors and the 
different precursors of the gamekeeper, like The White Peacock’s 
Annable and Joe Boswell in The Virgin and the Gipsy whose 
manliness is regarded as redemptive, the one reliable antidote 
available to the imprisonment of bourgeois marriage.  

IV. Conclusion 
Lawrence’s meditations on manliness in the modern era are 
implicated in his response to Smith’s rendition of ‘Empty Bed 
Blues’. Possibly his stated aversion to popular music supports 
David Ayres’ view that somehow it offered an affront to the 
organic. Formally, if Angela Y. Davis is correct, the blues with its 
“aesthetic incorporation of several perspectives and dimensions” 
that “may be interpreted as reflective of West African philosophical 
outlooks and representational strategies … reflecting the complex-
ity with which reality is perceived”15 shares a degree of self-
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consciousness that Lawrence opposed in the work of his modernist 
contemporaries. More to the point, perhaps, Lawrence’s writings on 
pornography support the sense that modern music had gratification 
in its sights rather than tenderness. If Lady Chatterley’s Lover
satirises the easy impulse to “jazz”, the blues’ subversive 
vernacular presented a different challenge to Lawrence precisely 
because of the way in which the specificity of the context 
complicated the discourses of sexuality worked out in his novels.  
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