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Elephants play a prominent role in D. H. Lawrence’s poetic 
bestiary. Most of the elephant poems are found in Pansies. The 
tender, majestic ‘The Elephant is Slow to Mate’ is one of 
Lawrence’s best-known, most anthologized poems. The fact that 
Lawrence wrote this “happy myth of sexual possibility”1 at a time 
when sex was apparently no longer possible for him gives the poem 
a poignant dimension. Elephants are also featured in the cluster of 
circus poems in Pansies. Kenneth Innis comments that the very 
brief ‘Elephants in the Circus’, ‘Elephants Plodding’, and ‘On the 
Drum’, and the more developed ‘Two Performing Elephants’, 
“somehow appear to have got detached from the longer, more 
discursive poem ‘When I Went to the Circus’”,2 in which the 
elephants appear as one of the attractions. In all the circus poems 
Lawrence comments, obliquely or directly, on the incongruity of 
these massive, dignified, antediluvian beasts being reduced to going 
through their paces for the entertainment of shallow modern people. 
 But in my opinion the best and most interesting of Lawrence’s 
elephant poems is the Birds, Beasts and Flowers poem entitled 
‘Elephant’. The longest poem in Birds, Beasts and Flowers, it is 
one of eight poems in the ‘Animals’ section. ‘Elephant’ is the only 
literary souvenir of Lawrence’s unhappy sojourn in Ceylon, where 
he and Frieda visited their American friends Earl and Achsah 
Brewster for six weeks in March and April 1922. The poem strikes 
me as a significant poetic achievement, but somehow it wound up 
outside the canon of Birds, Beasts and Flowers poems critics praise 
or even discuss in detail. Rarely has the poem received more than 
passing attention, even in the books devoted to Lawrence’s poetry. 
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 This essay has three goals. I will begin by offering the first full-
scale reading of this oddly neglected poem. Second, I will attempt 
to answer the difficult question of where and when Lawrence wrote 
‘Elephant’. Did he write the poem in Ceylon during those six 
weeks? Did he write it in Taos early the following year as part of 
the process of rounding out and completing Birds, Beasts and 
Flowers? Or does the question of the poem’s composition have a 
more complex answer? Third and perhaps most significantly, no 
one has ever observed in print that the texts of ‘Elephant’ that 
appear in the two editions of Birds, Beasts and Flowers published 
in 19233 are not the same. The most important differences between 
the two versions are found in the concluding stanzas. These 
differences bear directly on Lawrence’s colonialist and racist 
attitudes during this period, and they also complicate the rebukes 
the poem has received for its politics. 
 I will quote the version of the poem found in the familiar, 
currently standard, “corrected” 1971 edition of the de Sola 
Pinto/Roberts Complete Poems. In the third section of the essay I 
will point out how problematic this text is. 
 
I. ‘Elephant’ 
Lawrence and Frieda arrived in Colombo on 13 March 1922. The 
next day they went up to Kandy with the Brewsters, who had rented 
a spacious hilltop bungalow outside the city. On the night of 23 
March the Lawrences and Brewsters witnessed a perahera—a 
colourful Sinhalese religious festival—at the Temple of the Tooth 
in Kandy. This experience was the obvious highlight of Lawrence’s 
difficult six weeks in Ceylon. Most of ‘Elephant’ consists of a 
detailed description of the perahera and its aftermath plus a pointed 
commentary on the experience. 

The perahera is a spectacular procession of drummers, 
musicians, acrobats, priests, and dozens of ornately decorated 
elephants. What is officially “the Buddha’s left eye tooth, the most 
prized possession of Sinhalese Buddhism”, is “carried under a 
golden dome on the back of a richly decorated and specially trained 
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elephant”.4 A fireworks display follows. Ordinarily the perahera 
takes place over ten days in high summer, but in March 1922 a 
special perahera had been arranged for the Prince of Wales (the 
future Edward VIII), who was touring the Empire. The Prince 
reviewed the perahera from an octagonal balcony attached to the 
Temple. It is a measure of the inadequate critical response to the 
poem that both L. D. Clark and the Roberts/Poplawski 
Bibliography of D. H. Lawrence actually have the prince “riding 
above the multitudes on an elephant”.5 

This night-time perahera was “illuminated by the light of 
blazing torches of coconut fibre”.6 Sir Percival Phillips reports in 
The Prince of Wales’ Eastern Book (his narrative of the imperial 
tour) that the perahera witnessed by Lawrence included over 150 
elephants. Phillips also describes the “‘Tooth’ elephant”, “wrapped 
in a long cloth-of-gold mantle”, which “moved off solemnly at the 
head of the column, covered by a canopy carried on poles by twelve 
men”. Sir Percival offers a distinctly colonialist view of the 
dancers, “who leaped and writhed furiously to the music of native 
drums”. Each delegation “tried to excel all the other contingents in 
the variety and vigour of their antics”.7 

Lawrence wrote about the perahera in four letters and a postcard 
while he was in Ceylon; he described it again in the long letter he 
wrote to Lady Cynthia Asquith while sailing for Australia on 30 
April 1922. “As a spectacle” the perahera was “wonderful” and 
made an “enormous impression” on him (4L 221, 234). Lawrence’s 
vivid letters describe the “wonderful, gorgeous and barbaric” 
perahera (4L 218) to a lesser or greater degree. Lady Cynthia 
received the most detailed account.   

All the letters comment on how lost, out of sorts, and 
incongruous the Prince of Wales seemed. The future Edward VIII is 
“nervy:  all twitchy:  and seems worn out and disheartened”.  He is 
“worn out, and thoroughly depressed, and so nervy and twitchy”. 
He is “sad and forlorn” and “seemed to be almost the butt of 
everybody, white and black alike”. He is “expressionless and 
ghastly”.  Lawrence takes his description of the Prince over the top 
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in his letter to Lady Cynthia:  “a lonely little glum white fish he was 
sitting up there at the Temple of the Tooth with his chin on his 
hands gazing blankly down on all the swirl of the east like a sort of 
Narcissus waiting to commit black suicide” (4L 215, 216, 218, 221, 
234). Lawrence organizes ‘Elephant’ around the contrast between 
the thrilling, darkly dynamic religious spectacle and the “pale little 
wisp of a Prince of Wales, diffident” (Poems 387) who is ostensibly 
presiding. The poem is more concerned with issues of leadership 
and power than with elephants. 

Most of the 126 lines of ‘Elephant’ are long and sinuous in the 
Whitmanesque manner of Birds, Beasts and Flowers. The poem 
essentially consists of three sections. Lines 1-15 are a pre-perahera 
prelude. The poem proceeds in line 16 to the perahera: “But the 
best is the Pera-hera” (Poems 16). Lines 16-81 narrate the perahera.  
In lines 82-126 Lawrence describes the fireworks that take place 
“when the Pera-hera was finished” (Poems 82) and reflects on the 
Sinhalese response to the Prince. The poem concludes with a 
remarkable fantasy in which Lawrence imagines himself as a 
replacement for the Prince: “I wish they had given the three 
feathers to me; / That I had been he in the pavilion” (Poems 392).  
Each of the three sections features an elephant or elephants 
kneeling before some sort of leader. These salaaming elephants 
structure the poem. 

The first section, lines 1-15, narrates a picture postcard daytime 
scene with a ferry crossing, “palm-trees” and “hollow paddy-
fields”, “monolithic water-buffaloes”, and “bread-fruit trees”. The 
poet meets a “huge and mud-grey elephant advancing his frontal 
bone, his trunk curled round a log of wood”. The elephant’s “slim 
naked” mahout “slips down”, the elephant carefully drops the log, 
the “keeper hooks the vast knee, the creature salaams” (Poems 386-
87):      

                           
White man, you are saluted. 
Pay a few cents.     
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The mahout forces the elephant to salaam to the white sahib. In 
lines 1-15 the beauty of the tropical scene gives way to a cynical 
commercial vignette masquerading as an acknowledgement of 
imperial power. Lawrence expresses all this tersely and ironically. 
The elephant’s salaam is a faux gesture of obedience to illusory 
authority. The work elephant in these few lines will yield to the 
myriad ceremonial elephants of the perahera. The elephants’ 
salaams to the Prince of Wales during the perahera are similarly 
illusory. Only at the end of the poem, as we will see, does 
Lawrence imagine Sinhalese princes and the perahera elephants 
bowing to true, sacred authority.   

In lines 16-81 Lawrence brings the perahera to life with brilliant 
poetic immediacy. In this exhilarating section of ‘Elephant’, 
Lawrence captures the colourful, chaotic, consciousness-expanding, 
rather overwhelming experience. He organizes his dynamic 
description of the perahera in sizeable verse-paragraphs with little 
internal end-punctuation. The lengthy, onrushing lines pile on top 
of one another, transporting the reader into the poem. The fact that 
29 of the 126 lines begin with the word “And” contributes a great 
deal to the feeling of relentless onrush. Often the breathless 
passages lack a verb.  Complete sentences would suggest completed 
actions, but instead Lawrence is trying to capture the “immediate 
present” in which “there is … no consummation, nothing finished” 
(‘Poetry of the Present’, Poems 182). ‘Elephant’ does not present a 
picture of the perahera; rather Lawrence attempts to find the words 
and rhythms that allow the reader to feel as if he/she is experiencing 
the perahera. The following four lines are typical: 

 
 More elephants, tong, tong-tong, loom up, 
 Huge, more tassels swinging, more dripping fire of new cocoa-

nut cressets 
 High, high flambeaux, smoking of the east; 
 And scarlet hot embers of torches knocked out of the sockets 

among bare feet of elephants and men on the path in the 
dark. (Poems 388)   
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The wonderfully kinetic quality of ‘Elephant’ has never been 
sufficiently appreciated. 

Meanwhile the elephants “approach and salaam” to “[t]hat pale 
fragment of a Prince up there, whose motto is Ich dien”. The 
“dispirited Prince, with his chin on his hands, his nerves tired out” 
(Poems 388) hardly sees the amazing spectacle: chieftains who 
“[strut] like peg-tops” and who “glimmer with tissue of gold”, 
“devil-dancers luminous with sweat” (Poems 388), and 

 
Men-peasants from jungle villages dancing and running with 

sweat and laughing, 
Naked dark men with ornaments on, on their naked arms and 

their naked breasts, the grooved loins 
Gleaming like metal with running sweat as they suddenly turn, 

feet apart, 
And dance, and dance, forever dance, with breath half sobbing 

in dark, sweat-shining breasts … (Poems 389)     
      

The ecstatic experience of the perahera is far beyond the “pale little 
wisp of a Prince of Wales” and the “white people in evening dress 
buzzing and crowding the stand” (Poems 387).   
 After the excitement of the perahera the rest of the poem (lines 
82-126) is rather detumescent. The elephants “as they were being 
dismantled” are “dejected”.  They had come “to hear the repeated / 
Royal summons:  Dient Ihr! / Serve!” But instead all they received 
was “the silent, fatal emission from that pale, shattered boy up 
there: / Ich dien”. The night falls “in frustration” (Poems 390). As 
“all the dark-faced, cotton-wrapped people” watch the fireworks, 
“[t]here was the faintest twist of mockery in every face” and “the 
shadow of a jeer, of underneath disappointment” (Poems 391). The 
people had come 
 

To bow before royalty, in the land of elephants, bow deep, bow 
deep, 
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Bow deep, for it’s good as a draught of cool water to bow very, 
very low to the royal. (Poems 391) 

 
The Prince of Wales, “a weary, diffident boy”, lacks true royalty.  
Instead of a true prince he is merely a sort of bureaucrat, a 
“[d]rudge to the public” (Poems 391).  
 After registering the disappointment of the Sinhalese, the poem 
concludes dramatically and rather astonishingly in a 12-line 
leadership fantasy that Sandra Gilbert refers to as “Carlylean 
longing”.8 The poet wishes that he had been “given the three 
feathers” and that he had “been in the pavilion” (Poems 398) 
instead of the prince. He would have said to the Sinhalese: 
 

Serve me, I am meet to be served. 
Being royal of the gods. 
 
And to the elephants: 
First great beasts of the earth, 
A prince has come back to you, 
Blood-mountains. 
Crook the knee and be glad. (Poems 392)  

           
It is difficult to take the poet seriously as a replacement for the 
Prince of Wales. The poem’s evocation of the perahera is brilliant 
and its debunking attitude toward the prince is plausible, but 
nothing in ‘Elephant’ suggests that the poet has the innate sacred 
authority to elicit obedience from the Sinhalese and salaams from 
the elephants. This startling conclusion, in which the white sahib 
becomes the ruler of the dark-skinned multitudes, has an element of 
wish-fulfilment about it, but it has received only scattered criticism, 
as I shall discuss in Section III of this essay.   

One wonders if Lawrence knew that the friends and family of 
the Prince of Wales—Edward Albert Christian George Andrew 
Patrick David Windsor—called him by his last given name: David.   
Earl and Achsah Brewster, who witnessed the perahera with the 
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Lawrences, were among the very few people who called their 
friend, the English writer, David. In effect, the conclusion of 
‘Elephant’ replaces one David with another.   

The key reiterated words in ‘Elephant’ are “naked”, “dark”, 
“sweat”, “blood”, and of course “Elephant”. Forms of the word 
“shadow” appear four times, as if the poet’s experience lacks 
clarity.  The elephants embody the timeless primal energies of life. 
They work on uncomplainingly, even though, like the Sinhalese, 
they have been subjugated. Lawrence effectively evokes them and 
the “flat, flaccid mountains of [their] standing haunches, / Vast-
blooded beasts” (Poems 390). 

Lawrence contrasts the naked, sexualized, dark, earthy Sinhalese 
dancers (“Naked dark men with ornaments on, on their naked arms 
and their naked breasts, the grooved loins / Gleaming like metal 
with running sweat”) and their chieftains (“dark-faced royalty”) 
with the “white people in evening dress” and the “pale little wisp of 
a Prince of Wales” (Poems 389, 388, 387).  ‘Elephant’ effectively 
pivots on the sharp contrast between darkness, energy, cosmic 
ritual, and blood on the one hand and whiteness, effeteness, 
tourism, and bloodlessness on the other.   

 
II. The Composition of ‘Elephant’ 
On 30 November 1920, D. H. Lawrence reported to Amy Lowell 
from Taormina that he had completed a new book of poetry:  “I did 
a little book of vers libre – Birds, Beasts and Flowers” (3L 629). 
Presumably Lawrence believed that this book would be especially 
interesting to Lowell, who was herself a free-verse poet. Lawrence 
and Frieda had been back in Italy for approximately a year. Only 
Italian flora and fauna figured in the “little book” he had 
“completed” by the end of November 1920. By the time Birds, 
Beasts and Flowers was published almost three years later, in 
October 1923, it had grown substantially. It had also taken on some 
characteristics of a travelogue, with a number of poems set in the 
American Southwest and two poems marking way-stations in 
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Lawrence’s journey from Italy to New Mexico: ‘Elephant’ and 
‘Kangaroo’. 
 The greatest mystery concerning ‘Elephant’ is the question of 
when and where Lawrence wrote it. Like nearly all the Birds, 
Beasts and Flowers poems, the text of ‘Elephant’ is followed by an 
italicized place-name that seems to identify the place where 
Lawrence encountered the creature, plant, or fruit and wrote the 
poem. The city that follows ‘Elephant’ is Kandy. But these place-
names turn out to be ambiguous signifiers. 
 In D. H. Lawrence: A Calendar of His Works, published in 
1979, Keith Sagar points out that although Lawrence identifies the 
place of composition of ‘Humming-Bird’ as Espanola (a village 
near Taos), an identical version of the poem had already been 
published in May 1921 “when Lawrence had never heard of 
Espanola and never seen a wild humming bird, or probably even a 
live one”.9 He had derived the poem from the vivid description of 
hummingbirds in Crevecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer, 
which he had read for Studies in Classic American Literature. 
Lawrence added ‘Humming-Bird’ to the ‘Birds’ section of Birds, 
Beasts and Flowers, where it is one of only four poems. He had 
written the poem in Sicily, but hummingbirds are found only in the 
Americas, including the American Southwest. Thus the place-name 
following a Birds, Beasts and Flowers poem does not necessarily 
prove that Lawrence encountered the creature or plant in that place. 
It certainly does not prove that he wrote the poem there.    
 In the third volume of the Cambridge biography, David Ellis 
acknowledges that the “appearance of the word ‘Kandy’ at the end 
of ‘Elephant’ does not … guarantee that the poem was composed in 
Ceylon”, but then he asserts that “in this case … it makes it 
likely”.10 But an opinion based on nothing more than the 
“appearance of the word ‘Kandy’ at the end” of the poem seems 
like a guess. Nevertheless, this is essentially the received opinion of 
the few scholars who have thought about the composition of 
‘Elephant’. In their notes to the Complete Poems, de Sola Pinto and 
Roberts describe ‘Elephant’ as “apparently the only poem written 
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by Lawrence when he was in Ceylon” (Poems 999). In D. H. 
Lawrence: Life Into Art, Sagar declares that “Lawrence wrote only 
one poem in Ceylon, ‘Elephant’”.11 In D. H. Lawrence: The Life of 
an Outsider, John Worthen also asserts that Lawrence “was … 
drafting his ‘Elephant’ poem” in Ceylon.12 Gail Porter Mandell is 
somewhat more circumspect when she writes that “within one 
month of his arrival in New Mexico, Lawrence was composing 
poems based on his American experience for inclusion in [Birds, 
Beasts and Flowers]. Already written were ‘Elephant’ and 
‘Kangaroo’”.13 Written when and where? 
 The main circumstantial evidence pointing to composition in 
Ceylon is the elaborate, very precise detail of the poem’s lengthy 
description of the perahera and its aftermath. The poem reads like 
the work of someone who has the experience he is describing fresh 
in his memory. Of course Lawrence’s remarkable memory, one of 
his great gifts as a writer, operates as a counter to this argument.  
Still, the detailed immediacy of ‘Elephant’ has a documentary 
quality that argues for composition in Ceylon—or shortly after he 
left Ceylon. 
 In my view the arguments against Lawrence’s having written the 
poem while he was in Ceylon are stronger than the argument based 
on the poem’s thorough description of the perahera. First of all, 
Lawrence by his own account could not do original creative work 
on the island. The extreme heat and enervating humidity left him 
sick throughout his six-week sojourn. Culture shock and the 
inability to adjust emotionally to Ceylon’s tropical luxuriance 
contributed to his unhappiness. In Ceylon he “nearly sweated 
[him]self into the grave”. His “inside has never hurt me so much in 
all my 36 years as in these three weeks” (4L 227, 224). Achsah 
Brewster records that in Ceylon “Lawrence sat disconsolately, his 
voice reduced to a minor key, reiterating that he felt his ‘heart’s 
blood oozing away, but literally ebbing out drop by drop’”.14 
 The debilitating climate and Lawrence’s sickness prevented 
Lawrence from doing any writing apart from his translations of 
Verga’s Mastro-don Gesualdo (1923) and some of the stories of 
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Little Novels of Sicily (1923). He wrote Mary Cannan that he 
wouldn’t “be working a stroke” (4L 234), which makes it clear that 
he didn’t consider translating to be genuine work.  Indeed “I merely 
translate Giovanni Verga – Sicilian – Mastro-don Gesualdo – and 
Novelle Rusticane … to keep myself occupied” (4L 235). He 
couldn’t work in Ceylon because his “being require[d] a different 
physical and psychic environment”.15 Furthermore, in his letters 
from Ceylon describing the perahera, Lawrence does not mention 
that he plans to write a poem about the experience. 
 It is also striking that Lawrence’s description and evocation of 
the perahera in ‘Elephant’ is intellectually developed beyond 
anything in the four letters and one postcard about the perahera he 
wrote in Ceylon. The one constant in the Ceylon correspondence is 
the debunking account of the “depressed, and so nervy and twitchy” 
(4L 216) Prince of Wales. In fact all the correspondence about the 
perahera begins with the Prince of Wales, as if seeing him had 
given Lawrence an illuminating insight into the decline of empire.  
In the letters and postcard Lawrence is always enthusiastic about 
the “heaving procession of elephants and princes and devil-dancers 
and torch flames … and tom-toms” (4L 221). But, significantly, he 
describes the perahera as “wonderful, gorgeous and barbaric”, “so 
barbaric – as a spectacle wonderful” (4L 218, 221). Labeling the 
perahera “barbaric” distances it into the realm of primitive culture. 
Calling it a “spectacle” reduces it to the realm of empty 
entertainment. 
 But in ‘Elephant’, Lawrence has elaborated the colourful 
description of the perahera and the satirical response to the Prince 
found in his letters into an impressive meditation on the decadence 
and decline of the white race and the power and energy of the 
subjugated dark people of the world. The poem subliminally 
suggests that inevitably the dark people will not remain subjugated 
forever. The Prince and the “white people” in their incongruous 
“evening dress” (Poems 387) perceive the perahera as local colour.  
In ‘Elephant’, Lawrence works up the perahera dancing into an 
ecstatic expression of cosmic harmony. The description brings to 
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mind Lawrence’s response to the ceremonial dances of the 
Southwestern Indians that he witnessed as early as September 1922, 
not long after his arrival in Taos. He vividly, breathlessly evokes 
the “[n]aked dark men with ornaments on”, their “grooved loins / 
Gleaming like metal with running sweat” (Poems 389): 
 

as they suddenly turn, feet apart, 
And dance, and dance, forever dance, with breath half sobbing 

in dark, sweat-shining breasts, 
And lustrous great tropical eyes unveiled now, gleaming a kind 

of laugh, 
A naked, gleaming dark laugh, like a secret out in the dark, 
And flare of a tropical energy, tireless, afire in the dark, slim 

limbs and breasts, 
Perpetual, fire-laughing motion, among the slow shuffle 
Of elephants … (Poems 389)  

 
Surprisingly, The Plumed Serpent links the dancing and drumming 
of the Quetzalcoatl cult with Ceylon. In Chapter XXI the “sound of 
drums, of tom-toms rapidly beaten” reminds Kate of the “same 
sound she had heard in the distance, in the tropical dusk of Ceylon, 
from the temples at sunset” (PS 332-33). In the late essay called 
‘New Mexico’, Lawrence, referring to the perahera, observes that 
the “utter dark absorption of these naked men, as they danced with 
their knees wide apart, suddenly affected me with a sense of 
religion, I felt religion for a moment” (P 143-44). Perhaps—but 
Lawrence never articulated this feeling when he was in Ceylon.  I 
believe that “religion” became part of the moment only 
retrospectively. The perahera took on new meaning for Lawrence 
after his experience of the ceremonial dances of the American 
Indians.   

So when and where did Lawrence write ‘Elephant’? I propose 
that he drafted the poem aboard the R. M. S. Orsova, bound for 
Australia, not long after he had left Ceylon. He would have revised 
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this draft in Taos early in 1923 as he was preparing Birds, Beasts 
and Flowers for publication. 

Lawrence and Frieda travelled on the R. M. S. Orsova bound 
from Colombo to Perth between 24 April and 4 May 1922. I believe 
that he drafted ‘Elephant’ at about the same time that he wrote the 
summing-up letter to Lady Cynthia Asquith dated 30 April 1922. 
My main evidence is verbal. Lawrence uses the phrase “with his 
chin on his hands” as part of his description of the Prince only in 
the letter to Lady Cynthia and in ‘Elephant’ (4L 234, Poems 388). 
Only in the letter to Lady Cynthia and in ‘Elephant’ are the 
Sinhalese princes “like peg-tops”. (In the letter they are “like peg-
tops swathed round and round with muslin”; in the poem they are 
“like peg-tops, wound around with hundreds of yards of fine linen” 
[4L 234, Poems 388].) The image of the “princes like peg-tops” has 
the sharp feel of new discovery. This is language ready to be 
incorporated into a perahera poem. In contrast, “with his chin on his 
hands” is purely descriptive. The very ordinariness of the phrase 
argues for letter and poem having been written at about the same 
time. Lawrence regularly repeats phrases when he writes more than 
one letter on the same day.   

Lawrence’s refreshed state of mind as he sailed toward Australia 
bolsters my argument that he drafted ‘Elephant’ at about the same 
time he wrote the letter to Lady Cynthia. He was feeling better both 
physically and emotionally. He had left the misery of Ceylon 
behind forever, and he was looking forward to the new adventure of 
Australia. He was able to work again. As it turned out, he drafted an 
entire novel during six weeks in Australia. And he had already 
gained the perspective on Ceylon that allowed him to transform his 
one singular experience there into a Birds, Beasts and Flowers 
poem. 
 In September 1922, not long after Lawrence’s arrival in Taos, 
Tony Luhan drove him to the Jicarilla Apache Reservation, where 
he saw the annual ceremonial dances. Lawrence wrote the essay 
entitled ‘Indians and an Englishman’, a complex account of the 
dances, in the early autumn of that year. The experience of 
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Southwest Indian dancing enriched Lawrence’s understanding of 
the dancing at the perahera. Looking back, he responded to the 
perahera dancing as an expression of religion rather than as merely 
a spectacle. This new interpretation of the perahera dancing is a 
fundamental component of ‘Elephant’. 

The letter Lawrence wrote to his American publisher Thomas 
Seltzer from Taos on 7 February 1923 reports that he was sending 
to him “a complete MS. of Birds, Beasts and Flowers”. Four days 
earlier Lawrence had fired his American agent Robert Mountsier. 
This letter includes some concrete information about the 
composition of ‘Elephant’. Lawrence asked Seltzer to “have fair 
type-copies made” (one for the Seltzer edition, one for the English 
edition to be published by Secker). He also wondered if Seltzer 
(now that Lawrence was without an American agent) had thought 
of “sending any of the poems out to the magazines”. He lists ten 
“new and unpublished” poems (4L 378), six of which are New 
Mexico poems. ‘Elephant’ is the “new and unpublished” poem that 
heads the list. 

Unfortunately, the reliability of this list is torpedoed by the 
inclusion of ‘Bat’ and ‘Man and Bat’, both of which Lawrence had 
written in Florence in September 1921 (4L 88). ‘Bat’ was in fact 
neither new nor unpublished, since it had already appeared in the 
English Review in June 1922. Lawrence’s letter to Seltzer of 7 
February 1923 can’t be taken to prove anything about the 
composition of ‘Elephant’, but in my view it can nevertheless be 
construed as suggestive evidence.  
 In A Poet and Two Painters, Knud Merrild, one of the two 
young Danish painters who lived in the small cabin near the 
Lawrences at Del Monte Ranch in the winter of 1922-23, describes 
Lawrence’s daily regimen. After Lawrence had finished “his 
domestic work”, he “would answer his letters, write poetry or other 
works”.16 In Taos Lawrence was writing such poems as ‘Autumn at 
Taos’, ‘The Red Wolf’, ‘Bibbles’, ‘Mountain Lion’, and ‘The Blue 
Jay’ for Birds, Beasts and Flowers. He was also revising poems for 
the collection. In February 1923 ‘Elephant’ wasn’t exactly “new” 
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because he had already drafted it as he sailed away from Ceylon in 
the spring of the preceding year. But the version he sent Seltzer 
along with the other Birds, Beasts and Flowers poems in February 
1923 was new in the sense that it was freshly revised. At the time 
the poem was also “unpublished”, but ‘Elephant’ appeared in the 
English Review in April 1923, the only poem on Lawrence’s list to 
receive subsequent magazine publication. 
 I can only argue my case that Lawrence drafted ‘Elephant’ at the 
end of April 1922 while sailing aboard R. M. S. Orsova bound for 
Australia. I can’t prove it, but I believe that my case is grounded in 
strong evidence and solid reasoning. The verbal echoes are the most 
telling feature of my argument, and Lawrence’s poor health and 
culture shock in Ceylon also argue against his having written the 
poem on the island. Furthermore, he discovers an expression of 
cosmic harmony in the perahera dancing in a way that he never did 
while in Ceylon. He definitely revised his draft of the poem in Taos 
early in 1923. 
 
III. Seltzer and Secker 
As I write this, Christopher Pollnitz is in the final stages of bringing 
the three-volume, immensely complicated Cambridge Edition of the 
poems of D. H. Lawrence to completion. In the meantime, 
Lawrence scholars continue to use the de Sola Pinto/Roberts 
Complete Poems, first published in 1964. A “corrected” edition 
followed in 1971. The primary base-text used by de Sola Pinto and 
Roberts is the two-volume Collected Poems of D. H. Lawrence, 
published by Secker in 1928. (Oddly, the editors say that 
Heinemann rather than Secker published the Collected Poems 
[Poems 23]). The Complete Poems contains a generous selection of 
uncollected and unpublished poems plus a “certain number of 
variants and early drafts” (Poems 25). These features, along with 
the substantial heft of the book—almost 1,100 pages—give the 
Complete Poems the reassuring appearance of scholarly authority. 
The editors do not pretend that they have traced the evolution and 
transmission of individual poems, nor have they tried to establish 
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authoritative texts. The Complete Poems is not a critical edition. 
The book aims merely to “provide a reliable text of the whole of 
Lawrence’s extant writings in verse” (Poems 23).  
 Unbeknownst to almost everyone, de Sola Pinto and Roberts’s 
unquestioning acceptance of the Collected Poems texts of Birds, 
Beasts and Flowers in the Complete Poems creates serious 
problems. The Collected Poems versions of Birds, Beasts and 
Flowers can only be considered unreliable. I find it surprising that 
de Sola Pinto and Roberts didn’t at least spot-check some sample 
Birds, Beasts and Flowers poems as printed in the Seltzer17 and 
Secker first editions. If they had, they would have discovered 
numerous differences. Those differences would have raised the 
question of which first edition, Seltzer or Secker, printed the most 
accurate texts of the poems—that is, the texts that take Lawrence’s 
final revisions into account. 
 This is not the place to attempt a detailed account of the final 
stages of the textual history of Birds, Beasts and Flowers. Indeed to 
do so would be both redundant and foolhardy considering that 
Christopher Pollnitz, the world’s leading expert on the texts of 
Lawrence’s poetry, provides a full account of the very complicated 
textual transmission of Birds, Beasts and Flowers in his essay 
‘Travel and Transmission: Textual Instability in the Tourist Poems 
of Lawrence’s Birds, Beasts and Flowers’, on pages 59-89 of this 
issue of the JDHLS.   
 To greatly simplify and abridge, Lawrence arrived in New York 
City on 19 July 1923. Between 20 July and 7 August he was at the 
Seltzers’ New Jersey cottage correcting proofs for three of his 
books, one of which was Birds, Beasts and Flowers. Lawrence 
completed his correction of the Seltzer proofs by 26 July. He had a 
set of duplicate revised proofs sent to Secker, but Secker chose to 
ignore most of Lawrence’s revisions of these proofs. Seltzer made 
some changes of his own, mostly bowdlerizations. Nevertheless, 
the Seltzer American first edition is closer to Lawrence’s intentions 
since it includes most of Lawrence’s proof revisions while the 
Secker English first edition allows only a few. 
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 The Birds, Beasts and Flowers section of Collected Poems 
(1928) is based on Secker’s English edition, partly because Seltzer 
went bankrupt in 1926. Lawrence made corrections in ink in his 
own copy of the Secker Birds, Beasts and Flowers to serve as 
setting-copy for the Secker Collected Poems. As regards 
‘Elephant’, the only difference between the versions in the Secker 
Birds, Beasts and Flowers and the Secker Collected Poems is a 
hyphen added to “devil dancers”. But, more importantly as regards 
‘Elephant’, Lawrence’s revisions—both substantives and accident-
tals—that went into the Seltzer edition are not present in the Secker 
Birds, Beasts and Flowers, the Secker Collected Poems, or the de 
Sola Pinto/Roberts Complete Poems. 
 My purpose here isn’t to catalogue all the differences between 
the Seltzer and Complete Poems texts of ‘Elephant’. But before I 
proceed to the radically different conclusions of the two versions of 
the poem, let me call the reader’s attention to a few of the 
substantive differences. 
 One of the revisions seems like a clear improvement.  In Secker 
Lawrence describes the crowd “like a field of rice in the dark” as it 
gives way to the “dark / Looming gallop” of the elephants, which 
go “over the hill-brow” in the “obscure light” (Poems 390-91).  
Lawrence erases the dark/light confusion in Seltzer by changing 
“obscure light” to “festive night” (BBFUS 142). Many of the 
substantive changes seem rather neutral, for example replacing the 
“pale, shattered boy” (Poems 390) with the somewhat milder 
“nervous pale boy” (BBFUS 142). Two substantive changes seem 
unnecessarily underscored: changing a comment about the Prince 
from “He is royalty” to “He is white men’s royalty” (Poems 388, 
BBFUS 138), changing a comment about the Sinhalese princes 
from “They are royalty” (Poems 388) to “They are different 
royalty” (BBFUS 138). On page 71 above, Pollnitz explains that 
mistranscription (“glare” should be “flare”) plus in-house editing 
caused one particularly clumsy change: the Secker “O faces 
upturned to the glare, O tropical wonder” (Poems 391) became the  
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Seltzer “Oh, faces upturned to the glare, oh, tropical wonder” 
(BBFUS 143). 
 But the most significant revisions are found at the conclusion of 
the poem. In the Seltzer first edition Lawrence for whatever reason 
thought better of the fantasy of “receiving the three feathers”, 
replacing the Prince of Wales “in the pavilion”, and accepting the 
obeisances of the Sinhalese princes and the salaams of the 
elephants. I am speaking of the fantasy found near the conclusion of 
the Secker and Complete Poems ‘Elephant’: 
 

I wish they had given the three feathers to me; 
That I had been he in the pavilion, as in a pepper-box aloft and 

alone 
To stand and hold feathers, three feathers above the world, 
And say to them: Dient Ihr! Dient! (Poems 392) 

 
Secker did not use Lawrence’s revision of these lines that went into 
the Seltzer edition: 
 

I wish some dark-faced man could have taken the feathers three 
And fearless gone up to the pavilion, in that pepper-box aloft 

and alone 
Held the three feathers out on the night, with a dark fierce hand 

above the host, 
Saying softly: Dient Ihr! Dient! (BBFUS 144) 

 
The dark-faced, genuine Sinhalese leader of the Seltzer text also 
utters five additional royal lines that do not appear in the Secker 
Birds, Beasts and Flowers  or in the Complete Poems: 
 

I with the feathers. 
I with the flower-de-luce. 
I with the scarab-wings. 
I from the marshes of blood, 
Am back again. (BBFUS 144) 
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Perhaps Secker believed that this passage took the poem over the 
top; we’ll never know. But we do know that although Lawrence 
intended for these lines to be the penultimate section of ‘Elephant’, 
the lines cannot be found in the Complete Poems. 
 Of course, Lawrence’s replacement of the white poet (himself) 
as leader of the “dark-faced, cotton-wrapped people” (Poems 391) 
with “some dark-faced man” has major implications for the poem, 
rendering it impossible to charge Lawrence with exercising a will to 
power, or even with harbouring dreams of glory. Sandra Gilbert 
seems seriously mistaken when she includes even the Complete 
Poems text of ‘Elephant’ among Birds, Beasts and Flowers poems 
in which Lawrence seems the “stridently theoretical ‘Salvator 
Mundi’”.18 The familiar version of the poem is devoid of such 
preachiness, and the Seltzer revision of the ending makes it 
impossible to perceive the poem in this way. Jeffrey Meyers, also 
unaware of the Seltzer text, is stridently incorrect when he asserts 
that the poem “expresses the same authoritarian ideas as the novels 
of power”.19 
 In any event, the Cambridge Edition of the poetry will at last 
make Lawrence’s intended version of ‘Elephant’ available to the 
readers of his poetry, along with corrected texts of the other Birds, 
Beasts and Flowers poems. I hope that one day ‘Elephant’ will be 
recognized for what it is: a splendid poetic achievement. 
  
                                                   
I wish to thank Christopher Pollnitz for his expert advice during the 
development of this essay. 
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