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AN OCCASION AND A TIME FOR REASSESSMENT OF  

D. H. LAWRENCE’S POETRY:  

AN INTRODUCTION 

 

HOLLY A. LAIRD 

 

 

 

With the completion of Christopher Pollnitz’s three-volume 

scholarly edition of The Poems for the ‘Cambridge Edition of the 

Works of D. H. Lawrence’, some tenacious myths about this poet’s 

development and charges made against his poetry may finally be laid 

to rest, while other dimensions of the verse open up for consideration. 

In the crowded world of twenty-first-century poets and with the 

attention of most contemporary scholars extended from a few 

canonical figures to inclusion of numerous previously marginalised 

writers from metropolitan centres and their global peripheries, it 

requires an authoritative assessment of the kind Pollnitz has 

produced to shift these waters for Lawrence’s wider academic 

readership. Because there were not the economic resources necessary 

to produce a complete variorum edition, it will also require other 

scholars’ close attention to seize the opportunities The Poems has 

provided for further, more specialised editorial and archival work, to 

complement the vast scholarly infrastructure now well established.  

 Not that all of this edition’s revelations are new. For at least four 

decades, scholars of Lawrence’s poetry, including Pollnitz himself, 

have been exposing some of the most prominent of the myths. But 

few scholars, even among Lawrentians, are apprised of these major 

developments in the scholarship on Lawrence’s poetry. Everything 

Pollnitz says, shows and makes available in this edition thus 

represents necessary interventions in Lawrence reception and leaves 

little room for continued ignorance about prior misconceptions and 

myths attached to the poetry.  

 A prominent example of the misconceptions that still attach to the 

poetry appears in one of the earliest twenty-first-century summaries 
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of Lawrence’s poetry. In The Cambridge Companion to D. H. 

Lawrence of 2001 (reissued in 2004 and 2006 and easily accessible 

now online), Helen Sword asserts what she sees as the universal 

consensus in her opening paragraph: 

  

That he was far too prolific and undiscriminating a poet, few 

readers would dispute: the posthumously published Complete 

Poems, at more than 1,000 pages long, functions better as a 

doorstop than as light bedtime reading. That a great many of his 

poems are didactic, prosy, irrational, undisciplined, sentimental, 

obscene, ranting, whiny or otherwise virtually unreadable, critics 

have agreed at least since 1919, when the rawly emotional 

marriage poems of Look! We Have Come Through! prompted 

Lawrence’s sometime friend Bertrand Russell to snort, ‘They 

may have come through, but I don’t see why I should look.’ 

Lawrence’s less fortunate poetic efforts do occasionally have 

value, if not as aesthetic masterpieces, then at least as historical 

documents of artistic struggle. His most memorable poems, 

however, stand alongside the finest poetic efforts of the twentieth 

century and are still widely anthologised and admired by readers 

today.1  

 

Sword is also the author of a pathbreaking book on Lawrence’s 

poetry, which juxtaposes his verse with Rilke’s and H. D.’s, giving 

each of these three poets equal attention.2 But in the statements 

quoted above, she tosses aside most of what was in four of 

Lawrence’s first books of verse, all his war writing, many pansies 

and nettles, numerous selected poems in Look! We Have Come 

Through!, Birds, Beasts and Flowers and ‘The Last Poems 

Notebook’, as well as his uncollected poems. Scholars need to be 

suspicious of claims as broad and unsupported as these. Several of 

the name-calling derogations ‒ especially “ranting” and “whiny” – 

are merely “stock responses”, as I. A. Richards termed them, rather 

than thoughtful engagement with the poetry,3 and several others – 

including the “didactic, prosy, irrational, undisciplined” ‒ have been 
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reconsidered and re-valued by critics of the late-twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries. The charge of “sentimentality” as a negative 

mode, for instance, when made about well-crafted and emotionally 

moving verse, is an artefact of modernist poets themselves, including 

Lawrence, battling to distinguish themselves from their mighty 

Victorian precursors and from rival contemporary, popular poets.4 

As for being “irrational” and “prosy”, these are perhaps not generally 

considered bad things in modern poetry? And what if we substituted 

the term “polemical” for “didactic”, though the “didactic” too has 

received reconsideration as a legitimate, centuries-old element of 

verse.5 About “obscene” tucked quietly, neatly, late in this list 

between the “sentimental” and the “whiny”, Lawrence had indeed a 

great deal to say: in and through his poems as well as his prose. We 

might well rank that as one of his foremost contributions as a poet; 

not only in essays like ‘Pornography and Obscenity’ or in the novel 

Lady Chatterley’s Lover, but also in the poetry (especially Pansies, 

as Joseph R. Shafer emphasises in Part 2 of this issue), Lawrence 

repeatedly challenged obscenity norms. Sword’s account is, of 

course, a rhetorical gesture ‒ a kind of apologia, possibly intended to 

disarm anti-Lawrentian readers prior to offering a more earnest 

reading of the verse ‒ but its final act of discrimination, in affirming 

“the most memorable poems” (tantalisingly unspecified) renders the 

prior judgements all the more decisive, reproducing a binarism 

between bad and good in this poetry that silences most of what he 

wrote in verse.6 

 Yet Sword’s list of adjectives is important, not only because of 

the high visibility of the Companion in which it appears, but also 

because it represents an assemblage of now-historical twentieth-

century aesthetic battle themes in which modernist writers, including 

Lawrence, took active part: over the Romantic and neo-Romantic 

versus the Classical and Neoclassical; the Pre-Raphaelite and 

Aestheticist versus the Christian and orthodox; the Decadent and the 

Symbolist versus the polemical and didactic; the sentimental and 

expressivist versus the impersonal and objectivist; the folkloric, 

vernacular and dialectal versus the Anglo-colloquial and sparely 
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modern; the dramatic versus the narrative-based; as well as more 

avant-garde contentions among the Imagists, Vorticists, Futurists, 

Surrealists, Dadaists, and their rhetorical targets. Lawrence was 

writing amid all those contentions, rhetorically presenting himself as 

taking this side or that or no side at all as he absorbed, used and 

transformed each of those strands on both sides. Lawrence became a 

“modern” poet at the same time as Yeats and Pound, while also 

possessing, like them, a distinctive voice and vision, publishing his 

verse in the little magazines of modernism.7 What is also overlooked 

in such broadsides is Lawrence’s keen sense of humour: he would 

probably have laughed at the sight of that 1,080-page tome of his 

Complete Poems (edited by Pinto and Roberts in 1964, revised in 

1971), “complete” with appendices and notes, yet felt momentarily 

pleased, but then become shruggingly bemused by its fate, having 

already moved on to other vistas, other horizons as yet unknown.8   

 The punchy set of adjectives cited above reflects, perhaps most 

obviously, the New Criticism’s war against not only prior historical 

but also competing contemporaneous modes. Much re-evaluative 

work is thus troublingly neglected in this left-over battery of 

judgements. Yet those judgements do linger in Lawrence’s case, 

even among today’s teachers and scholars of Lawrence’s work, 

clinging like cobwebs to the poems ‒ old myths. One often hears 

scholars at academic conferences and observes biographers treating 

the less frequently anthologised poems as of interest merely “as 

historical documents” (for example his Ceylon poem ‘Elephant’, 

which Susan Reid resituates in this number within the broader 

context of his poetic development). Beyond Lawrence circles, 

however, today’s scholars of poetry are well past the New Criticism 

and, instead, are actively reclaiming its single, greatest legacy: of 

close attention to texts, whether poetry or prose, tautly structured or 

free. When measured not by the selective criteria of the New Critical 

movement but according to their own kinds – from the rondeau to 

the folksong and dramatic monologue to the more metrically varied 

as well as free-verse long poem ‒ many more poems stand out. Every 

poem now reconstituted by Pollnitz in Volumes I and III of the 
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Cambridge Poems holds interest for readers as well as scholars 

across a remarkably wide range of kinds and versions. It is precisely 

such close attention to individual poems and clusters, to which the 

greater part of this special number of JDHLS is devoted. 

 That said, Lawrence did not make it easy for us. While he revised 

his work repeatedly, returning to the same poems while writing new 

ones throughout his career, he designed his poetry both to represent 

and evoke intra- and interpersonal conflicts, vexed relationships, 

difficulties of body, mind and utterance. Across all the varieties of 

aesthetic mode, the sub-genres of the lyric, his was never an aesthetic 

of comfort, though he finds moments for that too. While this is 

difficulty of a different kind from what Joyce produced in Ulysses or 

Eliot in The Waste Land, re-reading is no less important for 

Lawrence’s verse, and it is essential if we are to move beyond the 

gut reactions he loved to provoke, to see what he is actually doing, 

saying and how. When applied to Lawrence, then, the term 

“undisciplined” also becomes bizarre: this after all was a man famous 

precisely for defying convention. Meanwhile, in his domestic life (as 

generations of his biographers have informed us) he was as keen to 

get the dishes done in the morning as to “slog” his poems and novels 

into publishable shapes (1L 137). In the twenty years preceding the 

2001 Cambridge Companion to D. H. Lawrence scholars had already 

set the record straight in various studies of Lawrence’s practices of 

revision. Those practices produced major unforeseen snags, delaying 

various volumes of the Cambridge Edition, as Michael Black 

explained in a 1996 essay ‘Getting the Cambridge Edition Started’ 

and John Worthen details here in ‘The Cambridge Edition of 

Lawrence’s Poems: Seeing It Through, or How The Board Saw It’.9   

 I would not advocate, however, merely for outright trashing of the 

myths (even if that were possible), and it’s worth asking what might 

be lost in the process of abrupt demystification, asking what we 

might want to retain or how we might better understand what form 

these ideas or inclinations actually took in Lawrence’s practice. 

These myths were rooted in constructions of Lawrence’s own 

making and in the rhetorical poetics he developed to negotiate the 
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literary marketplace. In the manifesto-like ‘The Poetry of the 

Present’, he claimed to write for the “immediate” and “incarnate” 

moment (1Poems 646‒7), and in the oft-cited ‘Note to Collected 

Poems’, he deplored verse where the “young man” had sealed the 

“demon’s” mouth as opposed to verse in which the demon could “say 

his say” (656). “Spontaneity” and the “demon” are demystifiable 

truths in need, not of demolition, but of adumbration.   

 What might improve upon, enlarge or variegate the New Critical 

“well wrought urn” theory of the individual poem in Lawrence’s 

case?10 Instead of reading each poem as entirely autonomous (or, to 

quote Sword again, a stand-alone “masterpiece”), we might view the 

poem as a passing moment caught and often then recrafted to form 

variant versions, depending on changing contexts, interacting thus 

not only with the circumstances of their composition, but with those 

of later groupings of poems and re-sequencings for publication in 

journals and his books.11 In addition, though nearly all Lawrence’s 

poems may in fact be deemed “impersonal” rather than “sentimental” 

(and Lawrence himself valued the “impersonal”), they are not 

unemotional or abstract verbal portraits to be viewed from a distance, 

but readerly texts – crafted with a reader in mind, for various 

readerships. Moreover, his verse appears, from the start, to have been 

written not only with a view to different publication opportunities 

and readers, nor only in relation to a varied repertoire of formal 

vehicles, but also for the voice. His poems reward oral reading by an 

attentive, non-doctrinaire speaker. 

 In what follows, I offer various points of departure for new 

readings and scholarship on the poetry, beginning with a list of some 

of the myths, their sources, their misdirection and their revaluation. 

This Introduction is not intended, of course, as a comprehensive or 

systematic account, and I will surely overlook a few myths, leaving 

them for others to notice and take up. My aim is not to provide the 

definitive last word about any aspect of Lawrence’s poetics, but on 

the contrary to open the door to how much awaits the interested 

reader or scholar to discover or rediscover anew. To that end, after 

the section on the myths, I offer a theoretical justification for close 
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attention to Lawrence’s poems, and in the final section, outline not 

only the massive work this edition has accomplished, but also some 

of what remains to be done. The most important feature that goes 

missing from these volumes, as I will argue, are tables of contents 

for the individual poems, for each of the three parts of Volume I, and 

each of the eight sections of Volume III. We have been able to 

include a table of contents Volume III, for readers’ convenience and 

future use, in the Appendix to this Introduction; while the much 

lengthier contents of Volume I lie beyond the scope of this special 

issue, this crucial resource for readers and scholars is available online 

at <journalofdhlawrencestudies.com>. 

  

Myths about D. H. Lawrence’s poetry 

 

Myth 1: Lawrence’s “spontaneity” as a poet  

  

Lawrence provided the impetus for the enduring myth of his 

spontaneity as a poet, especially in ‘The Poetry of the Present’ and 

the ‘Note to Collected Poems’ as mentioned above, and in his 

cognate desire for “direct utterance” (‘Preface to New Poems’, 

1Poems 607). This myth underlies several key adjectives in Sword’s 

list, notably her charges of being “undiscriminating” and 

“undisciplined”, “ranting” and “rawly emotional”, and “irrational”. 

Lawrence is known to have written nearly as rapidly as he could 

think on first drafts, to have worked quickly and concentratedly also 

in revision, with intense focus, yet Pollnitz’s volumes have presented 

massive evidence of the revisions Lawrence undertook, his manifold 

efforts to shape the poetry into form, throughout his prolific career. 

Moreover, the myth of spontaneity he evokes is grounded in 

Romanticism, especially as articulated by Wordsworth in his own 

prefaces to the Lyrical Ballads (which have often also been read 

reductively, omitting Wordsworth’s detailed description of what 

needs to happen when spontaneous experience is “recollected in 

tranquillity”).12 Lawrence’s poetics warrants closer attention 

precisely as a neo- or post-Romantic aesthetic that he deliberately 
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developed beyond its earlier Wordsworthian as well as 

Whitmanesque forms. Earnest students will also find plenty more to 

do to develop accurate characterisations, not only of poetic form 

across Lawrence’s verse, but also of his uses of language – its 

allusiveness, playfulness and polymorphism (such as Tina Ferris, for 

example, elaborates in her reading of ‘The Yew Tree’, ‘“Surgeon Me 

Sound”’). Precise (and imprecise) word choice and diction remain 

among the richest remaining areas still to delve. 

 

Myth 2: the “New Critical” ideal of the “well wrought urn” is the 

measure by which Lawrence’s verse should be judged ‒ and judged 

to fail  

 

Despite the demise of the New Criticism, this particular ideal lingers 

on, into the twenty-first century, especially among scholars, in part 

because its criteria have not been entirely superseded by rival 

theories and in part because the criteria have proven durably 

descriptive and usefully flexible. If evaluated not by what the New 

Critics explicitly negativised – namely, the Romantic (the 

“irrational”, the “emotional”, the “sentimental” and the “whiny” in 

Sword’s parlance) and the Victorian (the “didactic”, the “prosy”, the 

“ranting” and its continuance of the “whiny”) – but by what they 

advocated – the language of poetry paradoxically “emotional” and 

“irrational”, not only “intellectual” and “rational”; the poetic 

“image”, an “instantaneous” “complex” of intellect and emotion, and 

poetry “as well written as prose” rather than mechanically 

measured13 ‒ then most of Lawrence’s poems meet those criteria, and 

some of Lawrence’s images, language effects, and themes echo 

Keats’s, the poet from whom the New Critical notion of a “well-

wrought urn” was derived.14 (Within these pages, Eunyoung Oh 

plumbs the depths of paradoxicality – a central concept in New 

Critical thought – in the versions of ‘Eagle in New Mexico’; while 

the process of toggling between two versions enables Sarah Bouttier 

to plumb those of ‘Medlars and Sorb-apples’.) 
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 This means that Sword’s further charges of “uneven 

versification” and “indiscriminate taste” also fail the test of 

verifiability, given the evidence brought forward by Pollnitz’s work. 

Pollnitz, among others, clarifies the sorts of poetic “ideals” Lawrence 

in fact attains in individual poems, including the Imagist poem that 

became the New Critical ideal’s best-known genre, for example in 

Pound’s ‘In a Station of the Metro’. As with the myth of 

“spontaneity”, Lawrence himself fed this myth by declining to align 

himself closely with Pound, by speaking critically of Imagism late in 

his career, and by critiquing Amy Lowell’s approach to war poetry. 

But Lawrence wished to be taken as modern, and he succeeded in 

being published in avant-garde little journals of specifically 

“modern” poetry, including the anthologies of Georgian Poetry and 

Some Imagist Poets. Among Pollnitz’s most important contributions 

are his notations of the different forms Lawrence developed, 

including French stanzaic forms, dialect ballads, a form of narrative 

that Pollnitz terms “sacred drama”, the Baudelairean prose poem and 

various types of war verse.15   

 Still more work is needed to address charges that derive from 

modernist and New Critical scholars’ anti-Romantic and anti-

Victorian biases beyond even Pollnitz’s precise redescriptions of the 

early poetry in The Poems; and in his essay for D. H. Lawrence in 

Context (2018), Pollnitz has already offered an astute re-evaluation 

of Lawrence’s experiments with various verse forms.16 Lawrence’s 

relations with the New Critical ideal warrant further study, 

particularly given his inclination to retain a crack or chip in his urns, 

especially when he was working satirically with structured verse, as 

in Pansies (discussed below under Myth 7). Then too, he offers us 

some handmade urns, jagged at the edges, made without benefit of 

metrical machine or potter’s wheel, their transience glimmering 

through light imagistic touches and conversational sounds. 
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Myth 3: Lawrence’s poetry is unironically “emotional” and 

“irrational”, “uncontrolled” and “sentimental” 

 

Like numerous poets, not only among his predecessors, but also of 

his own time, Lawrence took it for granted that poetry excelled in 

expressing the “emotional” and that it could tap the rich, unknown 

regions beyond consciousness amid the irrational. The question was 

not whether verse should be “emotional” but rather if it should lean 

in the direction of Romanticism and Victorianism in exploring both 

the ordinary and extreme emotions or instead lean in the direction of 

classical and metaphysical poetry in approaching emotion more 

“drily” and with wit. But it is not the case, as Sword also says, that 

Lawrence was unironical in his expressive verse,17 and it is the case 

that he subscribed to “impersonality” as well as direct self-

expression; he deplored the sheerly sentimental. R. P. Blackmur did 

more than any other critic to turn this false charge into a bad 

reputation for Lawrence when he chose Lawrence as his prime 

example of a new poetic fallacy. To Ruskin’s “pathetic fallacy” and 

Wimsatt and Beardsley’s “intentional fallacy”, Blackmur added “the 

fallacy of expressive form”: the fallacy that “if a thing is only 

intensely enough felt its mere expression in words will give it 

satisfactory form, the dogma, in short, that once material becomes 

words it is its own best form”.18 (Dawid de Villiers returns in these 

pages to the “pathetic fallacy”, so-called, to probe Lawrence’s 

transformative usage of it in ‘The Sea’.) Among the least useful and 

most mythologised, or exaggerated, of the fallacies, this view also 

gained little traction against the arts movements of that day and after, 

from the German Expressionists, through the destructivity of the 

Dadaists, to the increasingly reputable post-war Confessionalists. 

Blackmur’s chapter on the expressive fallacy was eventually left 

behind in one of the many dustbins of history. A moot point today, 

treating this issue as closed, Pollnitz focuses instead on the highly 

complex and changing portrait of Lawrence’s work as a craftsperson 

of verse. Nonetheless, with the current lively interest in theories, 

types and ranges of “affect”, scholars will find a veritable treasure 
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trove in The Poems of nuanced affect to study, not only in individual 

poems, but also in their variants and different versions over time (as 

Kate McLoughlin does here as she tracks ‘Silence’ in its changes 

from 1910 to 1928). 

 

Myth 4: Lawrence’s meagre output and inauthenticity as a 

noncombatant writer of war poetry   

 

Among the important poetry that goes unremarked by Sword are 

Lawrence’s war poems. Though a few serious pieces have been 

written in the last four decades about the war verse, especially about 

Lawrence’s 1920 book Bay, the war informed considerably more of 

his writing than is contained in that nineteen-poem sequence.19 

Lawrence wrote and revised poems for four discrete verse 

publications during the war, beginning with Look! We Have Come 

Through!; then tackled his elegies in Amores and a third volume, 

which he referred to as Coming Awake, published instead as New 

Poems; to conclude with a small book explicitly about the war in 

Bay. By placing a previously unpublished sequence, ‘All of Us’, 

between ‘Rhyming Poems’ and ‘Unrhyming Poems’ in Volume I of 

The Poems, Pollnitz has demolished this myth and, in his 

introductory essays to the poetry in Volumes II and III, has 

succeeded in elevating the war verse in Lawrence’s canon as well as 

expanding that canon with publication of poems uncollected in 

Lawrence’s lifetime in Volume III. A quick return to Lawrence’s 

‘Note to Collected Poems’ of 1928 reminds us what this writing 

meant to him: its penultimate paragraph ends not with remarks about 

the “young man” or the “demon”, but with the assertion that “What 

was uttered in the cruel spring of 1917 should not be dislocated and 

heard as if sounding out of the void” (1Poems 656). That “utterance” 

reminds us too of the emphasis Lawrence placed in this ‘Note’ on 

reading poems ‒ not as if they were entirely autonomous, as the New 

Critics at first insisted ‒ but in relation to their historical and 

biographical contexts, as scholars now do once again. Reassessment 

of the war verse had already begun with JDHLS articles by Kate 
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McLoughlin and Lee M. Jenkins, bolstered now by Jenkins’s 

‘Underworlds and Afterlives: D. H. Lawrence’s Uncollected War 

Poems and Imagism’ in this special number.20  

 

Myth 5: Lawrence’s early poems in Volume I, ‘Rhyming Poems’, of 

the 1928 Collected Poems follow the original order of composition 

 

Although Lawrence began his ‘Note to Collected Poems’ saying he 

had “tried to arrange the poems, as far as possible, in chronological 

order, the order in which they were written”, he qualifies that 

statement when he notes his omission of the first poems he recalls 

having written as well as his inclusion of “fictional poems” (1Poems 

656). As Pollnitz confirms, and other critics have shown, we can only 

guess at the order of composition of many of those poems because 

prior drafts can be inferred or are known for many of the extant 

manuscript poems, and Lawrence continually constructed and 

reconstructed the orders in which he wished his poems to be read. 

Thus while Pollnitz includes speculative compositional dates for all 

the poems in his “transmission” notes, in ‘Poems 1905–1911’, for 

example, he follows the order primarily of the sequence in which 

poems were “entered” in Lawrence’s manuscripts or, in the case of 

the uncollected poems from ‘The Schoolmaster’ sequence, published 

in the Westminster Gazette in 1912, he follows the Gazette’s 

published order. In other words, the poems included here follow the 

textual orders from which they are drawn, whether from manuscript 

or publication; and those orders do not duplicate the precise order of 

original composition.21 The Chronology provided in the opening 

pages of Volume I by Pollnitz is less detailed than the chronological 

listing provided by John Worthen in the Cambridge Biography of 

Lawrence, but Worthen himself has indicated in discussion that the 

latter should no longer be consulted but rather is superseded by 

Pollnitz’s Chronology.22 Instead, what the new Poems brings 

excitingly to the surface are both actual and speculative dates for the 

different versions, manuscripts, typescripts and proofs for each poem 

in turn. Scholars of the poetry can and should now turn their attention 
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away from what, at best, is an incomplete reconstruction of 

chronological order, to the ways nearly every individual poem can 

be understood and reread carefully across time in their changing 

biographical, historical and textual contexts. 

 

Myth 6: There is a radical break from older forms of “rhyming” 

verse to shift, abruptly, to the innovative poems to Frieda and the 

Whitmanesque verse of the 1920s  

 

Although Sword considers the verse collected in ‘Rhyming Poems’ 

“far more conventional in their language, form, and subject-matter 

than most of his later verse”, she was submitting to another of the 

myths Lawrence propagated in disparaging remarks about that verse 

in his introductions to Collected Poems.23 Pollnitz effectively breaks 

the artificial dyad between ‘Rhyming Poems’ and ‘Unrhyming 

Poems’ in Lawrence’s Collected Poems of 1928, as I discuss below, 

by inserting the wartime sequence ‘All of Us’ between them. Though 

mentioned infrequently by scholars, what Lawrence says in his 

‘Note’ about the timing of his poetry becomes particularly 

complicated, as if switchbacking through the past, when he describes 

the first volume re-collected in ‘Unrhyming Poems’, which is Look! 

We Have Come Through!. Central to the development of that volume 

is a break in geographical scene, in 1912–1914, and personal 

relationship, when he “eloped” with his future wife Frieda, rather 

than a clean break in aesthetic or temporal compositional 

development. Lawrence explains what, also in that volume, belongs, 

first, to the “death-experience” marked by his mother’s decline and, 

second, to the “bitter winter of 1916‒1917” (1Poems 656). Both the 

maturity Lawrence reached (earlier than has usually been 

acknowledged) during his years in Croydon in 1909‒1911 (re-

examined in this issue in Pollnitz’s essay ‘D. H. Lawrence: Croydon 

Poet’)24 and the gradualness with which he developed his most 

distinctive styles of composition, from 1905 to 1920, are now wholly 

reconfirmed: Lawrence began to develop a Whitmanesque style at 

the start of his career as a published poet, and his breakthrough into 
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the type of “free” verse found in Birds, Beasts and Flowers generated 

a compositional practice more properly termed “Lawrentian” than 

“Whitmanesque”. 

 

Myth 7: Pansies and Nettles are mere angry, “ranting” “doggerel”  

 

As recently as Spring 2019, I heard a conference participant 

confidently present what they took to be the universal view that 

Lawrence’s satiric poetry is worthless. Yet this is far from the 

universal view today: so appealing is this verse to contemporary 

readers, especially emerging scholars of the 2010s, that these poems 

are among the most cited of all of Lawrence’s opus. Pansies and 

Nettles are widely viewed today (as in Andrew Keese’s ‘Thought on 

a Budding Pansy’ in this special issue), as deft bits of nonsense and 

satire about uncannily live topics, including class warfare, greed, 

bureaucracy and resurgent nationalism. “Doggerel” was Frieda’s 

term (7L 64; meaning comic verse written in irregular rhythms), and 

Lawrence instantly embraced it for this poetry. If it was angry, well, 

so was he, and he became the Swift of his generation in ranting in 

quasi-rhythmic, mnemonically catchy poems. Here again Pollnitz 

demonstrates how much time, energy and revision went into even 

those poems. With their spiralling movements also into more 

mythological verse, in which early-twentieth century physics plays 

as important a part as pre-Classical Etruscan imagery, today’s 

scholars are showing how prescient too these poems are, twittering 

cleverly in our twenty-first century ears. 

 

Myth 8: Lawrence’s aloofness from the pressures and influences of 

the commercial, literary marketplace  

 

Nothing could be further from the truth than the assumption many 

readers drew from Lawrence’s lifelong struggle against 

conventionality and his career-long battles with censorship, namely, 

that he held himself aloof from the pressures and influences of the 

commercial, literary marketplace or that he viewed any compromise 
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with an editor as pernicious. Lawrence read the literatures and 

sciences of his day eagerly, staying abreast of their developments 

whenever he could, and exhausted himself with the work involved in 

getting his writings published in appropriate venues, internationally, 

and well presented. In this context, also worth noting is a conclusion 

Pollnitz reaches in the third volume that Lawrence’s poems were not 

censored or omitted exclusively by cautious editors, but that, 

realising how much his poems sometimes hurt family and friends, he 

withheld versions that would have proved even more hurtful, some 

of these versions now lost, probably destroyed (3Poems xcix). In the 

two lengthy essays which introduce Volumes II and III as well as in 

the textual notes, Pollnitz shows precisely how engaged, responsive 

and assimilative Lawrence could be in his negotiations with the 

literary marketplace. Lawrence wanted to be read by those he defied 

as well as by those he wanted to reach. No one has shown himself 

more interested, in fact, in building the reader into his verse than 

Lawrence. The Poems positions us to tease out the details of those 

encounters, at long last, and to rewrite their trajectories across his 

lifespan. 

 

Myth 9: Lawrence was an outsider to “the men of 1914”, a maverick 

in the midst of modernism’s own early development 

 

When the “modern” was, and “modernism” is, limited to a self-

selected group of writers and reduced to a particular point in time ‒ 

to 1910, 1914 or 1922, for example ‒ it serves rhetorical purposes 

rather than a reliably definitional one. Yet some of these rhetorical 

devices have long outlived their historical moments to generate 

sometimes intractable mythologies in their wakes. In the case of this 

undying phrase, “the men of 1914”, its author was the acerbic 

misogynist Percy Wyndham Lewis (whom relatively few read, and 

fewer love, today), who self-servingly grouped himself with Pound, 

Eliot and Joyce, in a perfectly round number of four, which he 

opposed defiantly against the “massification” and “feminisation” of 
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culture by experimental women writers like Edith Sitwell and 

Virginia Woolf.   

 Lawrence found himself in great company when he was excluded 

from that foursome, though he was in fact very present and 

contributing directly, at each major moment, in 1910, in 1914 and in 

1922, doing his part in both critiquing modern massification and in 

modernising art. Moreover, each and every one of the best-known 

modernists  ‒  including not only  Joyce and  Pound,  but also  H. D., 

E. M. Forster, Dorothy Richardson, W. B. Yeats and others ‒ was 

radically unlike every other modernist in aesthetic strategy and 

socio-political inclination, and each developed his or her own way to 

write against the grain of narrative and poetic conventions and 

precedents. Each earned the status Lawrence has made practically his 

own ‒ of the maverick. Scholars tend to refer to this modernist 

characteristic instead as “exilic” or “the exile” (though not all these 

writers left their native countries for lives abroad). Thus while it is 

not one of Pollnitz’s aims to discuss Lawrence’s relationship to 

modernism, his accounts reconfirm others’ work in this area: 

Lawrence cannot be viewed as an “outsider” to modernism when it 

was precisely through modernism’s little journals and editors that his 

poetry was launched and made visible from 1909 onward. Twenty-

first-century modernist scholars increasingly recognise him instead 

as an important hub in the interconnected networks of modernist 

writers.   

 

Myth 10: Lawrence was too prolific, indiscriminate and prolix 

 

Lawrence wrote novels as prolifically as he wrote poems, and he 

rewrote them in vast quantities, often waxing before waning in 

revised and edited versions – as in Sons and Lovers, The Rainbow 

and Women in Love, and the three versions of Lady Chatterley’s 

Lover. But as a poet, he rarely wrote a long, meandering poem like 

the earliest subjective poems of his Romantic and Victorian male 

predecessors, Wordsworth, Browning and Tennyson, or other 

modernists like Yeats and Eliot. Nor does he appear to have 
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considered writing an epic, though he played with epic attributes 

from time to time. He was content to write short and medium-length 

poems, sometimes lengthening them by one or two stanzas, 

sometimes deleting stanzas. Then again, instead of aiming for a 

massive Prelude or The Ring and the Book, he often conjoined 

shorter poems in sequences as well as in his books; then also broke 

the sequences and book orders apart, frequently re-conjoining them 

or reordering them in new sequences.25 Thus, unsurprisingly, I have 

not found in the scholarship any mention of Lawrence as too prolific 

a poet in criticism before 1964 when Vivien de Sola Pinto and 

Warren Roberts’s Complete Poems was published. Of the myths 

listed here, this is the most recent, yet it is no less sticky. But what 

do we find within the 1,000+ pages of Complete Poems? In the next 

section, I address that question in detail (and see note 33), not merely 

to indicate how the Complete Poems has been superseded, since that 

is not in itself a disputed point, but rather to persuade users of the 

Pinto and Roberts volume to shift to The Poems – to argue, in short, 

that it is worth the price.  

 The joke, as this account will indicate, is on the unwary scholar 

who does not look far enough to see how manageable this corpus is: 

sizeable enough to mark a serious poet who kept his art alive 

throughout his relatively short career from 1909 to 1930, but not 

verbose. Pollnitz contains all the previously published poetry in a 

single volume, reserving notes for the second volume and reserving 

uncollected poems, versions and variants for the third: with the result 

that these volumes honour what Lawrence actually published 

alongside the many paths he took to get there. What’s more, Pollnitz 

has deleted the term “juvenilia” altogether ‒ a term implying the 

stumbling first steps of an immature poet ‒ because all but a few 

poems extant are those of a mature, publishable and oft-published 

poet. 
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Why and how the poems might be reread, or a brief theoretical 

re-orientation, and what’s in this special number of the JDHLS 

 

My purpose in this Introduction is also to raise the question of 

whether a strength-weakness binary has skewed scholars’ 

understanding of the poems and to advocate a more collaborative 

project of thinking about what critics have often dismissed as 

weaknesses, reframing these instead, paradoxically, as alternative 

resources and as sources of strength. To do this, we need to ask, not 

how Lawrence does or does not conform to an established criterion 

for poetic success, but what effects any given choice he made – 

whether to conform or not – might have, no matter how 

uncomfortable it may make a reader feel, especially one attuned to 

particular schools or types of verse.  

 In a special issue on ‘Weak Theory’ published by 

Modernism/Modernity, Paul Saint-Amour asks what might happen if 

scholars of modernism were “to leave off theorizing weakness as a 

failure, absence or function of strength and instead theorise from 

weakness as a condition endowed with traits and possibilities of its 

own”.26 Several interrelated aims are at work in this emergent kind 

of theorising, across a range of sub-fields, including the new 

modernist studies, and involving various theorists, from Franco 

Moretti and Bruno Latour, through Victorianists like Sharon Marcus 

and Caroline Levine, to modernists like Heather Love and Rita 

Felski. One of their aims is to advance a “post-critical turn”, a turn, 

that is, away from deep interpretation and sharp critique to closer, 

more direct descriptions of texts and their contexts. Another aim is 

to bring “microsociological methods to literary study” through the 

development of data sets, digital transcriptions and networks. Saint-

Amour cites recent work in Physics and Sociology, in which the 

“strong” and the “weak” operate as neutral terms, for example, when 

sociologists show information flowing more rapidly and widely 

through a “weak” network of acquaintances than through the 

“strong” bonds of close friendship.27 A further aim is to take up Eve 

Sedgwick’s call for “reparative work”, following Silvan Tomkins’s 
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affect theory, that is, to redirect our attention from so-called 

“paranoid” or “suspicio[us]” reading (and negative critique), to re-

evaluation of “negative affect” or what has traditionally been 

understood as “bad” feelings.28 Much as “disability” has been 

reclaimed from its negative opposition to “ability” by scholars, the 

“queer” from the straight or, for that matter, “women” from “men”, 

negative affects need further study to be appreciated and understood. 

These “weak theory” critics are also jettisoning the more extreme, 

poststructuralist critiques, especially as popularly understood, to 

pursue development of the Heideggerian and Nietzschean 

dimensions of anti-foundationalist metaphysics – in which Lawrence 

himself was immersed – now further informed by Gianni Vattimo’s 

notion of “weak thought” (“pensiero debole”), Emmanuel Levinas’s 

revisionary I-other paradigms, and Rosi Braidotti’s “post-

humanism”, among others. These projects also call for greater 

collaboration rather than competition among scholars.29  

 All these aims are worth pursuing in Lawrence studies. As regards 

the poetry, I would argue for approaching it with analytical 

discernment rather than presumptive judgement, beginning by 

“weakening” my own prior emphasis of published versions over 

drafts and by reviewing my own earlier judgements, to re-describe 

the verse in inter-relational and intertextual terms rather than in 

hierarchical ones.30 “Close description”, as we might call it, need not 

and, in my view, should not exclude most of the critical skills and 

tools developed during the extraordinary period of English 

Literature’s modern emergence as an academic field. Thus, 

following Part 1 of this special issue, comprised of five major new 

essays on Lawrence’s poetry – by John Worthen, Paul Eggert, 

Christopher Pollnitz, Lee Jenkins and Susan Reid – Part 2 is devoted 

to briefer close descriptions of Lawrence’s verse alongside the 

pertinent ‘Notes and Apparatus’ in the Cambridge Poems, where the 

poems are newly contextualised and have been exhaustively 

researched. The editors of this issue asked fifteen authors to describe 

and appreciate what Lawrence does in each instance in ‘New 

Readings of Selected Poems’, refraining from asking them to judge 
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or assess the poetry in further evaluations, though a few 

reassessments interestingly also emerged.  

 The authors responded magnificently to our call by foregrounding 

the new insights they gleaned from particular poems and, in one 

instance (Shafer), prose poetics against a background of various 

combinations of archival, historical, biographical, comparativist and 

metaphysical dimensions. Redescribing selected poems and on 

fathoming the editorial apparatus of The Poems, to show what they 

say, how they say it, what they leave unsaid, these fifteen critics 

disregarded conventional evaluative categorisation of the poems, 

relative to each other, to their kinds, to parallel efforts by other poets 

and to any particular school of poetic criteria (as do, respectively, 

Paul Franz in ‘On “Widdershins”’, Masashi Asai in ‘Lawrence and 

Yeats on Death’ and Bethan Jones in ‘Fire’). Nonetheless the brief 

did not preclude authors from contrasting one version with another, 

evaluatively, and as we soon discovered this process prompted 

authors to greater enthusiasm than they might otherwise have 

experienced, as well as occasional dismay. Although we often edited 

out unnecessary intensifiers, we welcomed these evaluative, readerly 

touches. As a result, paradoxically, these Readings also suggest how 

much more there is to be enjoyed and, yes, admired by readers of 

Lawrence’s verse. (Fiona Becket, for example, shows us what, by 

turns, is Nietzschean, eco-poetical and destabilising in ‘The Ass’; 

while Annalise Grice details Lawrence’s rewriting of Mabel Dodge 

Luhan’s ‘Change’ to generate the first exploration by a male poet of 

menopause in his ‘Change of Life’). Yet the rough edges of the verse 

remain rough, as these authors often indicate; the polemics remain 

sharp; there is plenty here also to enable the reader to draw his or her 

own conclusions about Lawrence’s choices. From 1908 to his last 

writing, the Readings of Part 2 not only transport us through all the 

major phases in Lawrence’s career (as established by The Poems), 

but also track individual poems’ journeys across his career as 

Lawrence revised the poems travelling along with him around the 

earth. The results thus prove eye-opening when, arranged roughly 

chronologically (using the composition date of any given’s poem’s 
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first version), these Readings accumulate into a new narrative of 

Lawrence’s preoccupations in verse. Thus, though these Readings 

are all brilliant, separate pieces, the editors strongly recommend that 

these Readings be read in the order accorded them here, not only 

individually. 

 

The Poems: What is here, what has changed and what goes 

missing? 

 

While this special issue begins to address those questions of what is 

here, what has changed and what goes missing, the first fact to 

register about what’s in The Poems is the sheer quantity of 

information confronting the reader. These three volumes should keep 

critics happily busy, not only with fathoming any discoverable gaps 

but with reanalysis and reassessment, for some time to come: they 

open up a vast, new horizon for future readers, poets and scholars. 

There is certainly too much for the first forays of this special issue to 

do much more than scratch the surface and nibble at the edges, yet 

the results of those forays already probe and recover important new 

dimensions of Lawrence’s verse. As with any great new scholarly 

undertaking, The Poems will not, of course, be the last word, and 

where some things have gone inevitably missing, there will be plenty 

for those who enjoy the deep dive even into further textual editing of 

the poems – as Paul Eggert demonstrates in his article on ‘How to 

Read the Cambridge Edition of D. H. Lawrence’s Poems’. In the 

remainder of this Introduction, my aim is to describe what meets the 

eye as one encounters this new edition, contrasting it with previous 

collections, and to call attention to what arguably is its most 

important omission. The essays that follow fill in the historical 

background, provide a guide for its usage, and begin rereading the 

poetry with new assessments of individual poems and verse clusters 

freshly contextualised by The Poems, from throughout Lawrence’s 

career as a poet.   

 What meets the eye? The design for these three durably handsome 

new books of The Poems replicates that of the prior 37 volumes in 
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the Cambridge Edition, and The Poems’ editor, Christopher Pollnitz, 

surpasses the already high expectations for his editing in producing, 

first, a splendid new reading edition in Volume I; second, an 

immaculately collated textual apparatus, notes and some crucial 

appendices for the important prose prefaces Lawrence attached to 

most of his verse books; and, third, a major new collection of verse 

and variant versions mostly uncollected in Lawrence’s lifetime 

(along with transmission notes, textual apparatus and explanatory 

notes) in Volume III. This much readers had hoped for and now have. 

What exceeds even this are the edition’s inclusions of: a previously 

unpublished manuscript sequence, ‘All of Us’, in Volume I; the 

equivalent of a major new monograph on the poetry in the form of 

Pollnitz’s comprehensive introductions to Volumes II and III 

(deserving of extraction and re-publication as a stand-alone 

monograph); and the first modern editions of two of Lawrence’s 

earlier books in Volume III, namely Love Poems and Others (1913) 

and Amores (1916). (I confess to including on my wish list a 

monograph extracted also from the voluminous explanatory notes in 

Volumes II and III, as illuminatingly informative and interpretative 

as they are.) This much is easy to see and already known to Lawrence 

scholars.   

 How do these three volumes compare with prior collections of the 

poems? How have they changed the poetry’s print-landscape? 

Lawrence himself, like any other mature poet, with seven books of 

poetry published (much of it acclaimed by other poets and critics of 

his time), set about revising, rearranging and drafting prefaces for his 

first Collected Poems in 1927‒1928. That new work was contained 

in a dignified two-volume set of Collected Poems of D. H. Lawrence, 

published by Martin Secker in 1928, republished by Jonathan Cape 

and Harrison Smith in the US in July 1929, and reprinted by Secker 

in December 1929 and 1932 in two- and one-volume editions, 

respectively.31 Inside dark brown covers, with title and author’s name 

inscribed in gold on their spines,32 the two volumes of the first 

editions bore the subtitles Lawrence gave them of ‘Rhyming Poems’ 

and ‘Unrhyming Poems’. That bi-partite division set the stage for 
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most reading and reactions to his pre-1929 poetry, with unfortunate 

results, for the next half-century.   

 In the subsequent collection of his verse, published forty-five 

years later in 1964 by Viking in the US and Heinemann in the UK 

and edited by Vivian de Sola Pinto and F. Warren Roberts (revised 

and republished in 1971 by Viking Penguin – as the hefty one-

volume, 1,080-page Penguin Books edition noted above by Sword), 

the two Volumes I and II turned into unnumbered parts, still bearing 

their respective titles. But these were now followed by the material 

that post-dated 1928 (the two books Pansies and Nettles; two 

notebooks, ‘The “Nettles” Notebook’ and ‘The Last Poems 

Notebook’, heretofore known by the titles Richard Aldington first 

gave them, More Pansies and Last Poems) and extensive appendices 

of previously uncollected verse and “juvenilia”, discursive Notes 

annotating the poems, and a Glossary of dialect, older English and 

non-English words, followed by an index of first lines and an index 

of titles. In prior centuries, this large corpus would have been 

presented to the public, not in the thick mass-market paperback that 

had become possible by the second half of the twentieth century, but 

in a four- or five-volume set. In academic circles, this edition has 

been considered an embarrassment, due to important errors and 

arbitrary interventions in Lawrence’s prior choices.33 Still, precisely 

due to its familiarity (for afficionados of the poetry), its longstanding 

tenure and its easy availability still today, I return to it here: it 

provides a useful foil for the accomplishments of the new Cambridge 

Poems.34 

 The three volumes of the Cambridge Edition of The Poems are 

presented in fiery red hard covers and ebony dust jackets featuring 

an iconic black, white and red graphic image of the Lawrentian 

phoenix, rising from flames: as market savvy as he was, Lawrence 

would probably have welcomed this new rendition. In Volume I, the 

two parts, unnumbered and still bearing the titles ‘Rhyming Poems’ 

and ‘Unrhyming Poems’, now constitute the first and third sections, 

thanks to the new insertion of the verse sequence ‘All of Us’. Each 

book preface is included in a separate appendix, amounting to eight 
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appendices altogether. The Poems, Volume II is devoted to the 

eagerly anticipated ‘Notes and Apparatus’, followed by (1) a list of 

stanza breaks that coincide (and are hidden by) page breaks, (2) a 

note on pounds, shillings and pence, and (3) a single index of first 

lines and titles. This can be consulted simultaneously with the poems 

in Volume I (the two volumes sitting side by side on one’s desk, as 

their reviewers like to point out). Published in 2013, Volumes I and 

II are sold as a two-volume set, like Lawrence’s 1928 edition, though 

without a box (and for £165, a surprisingly low cost for a definitive 

edition of this kind). To this elegant set, the third volume of poems 

was added in 2018 and is sold singly; its title announces what is as 

crucial a contribution as any other of the volumes in the ‘Cambridge 

Edition of the Works of D. H. Lawrence’: ‘Uncollected Poems and 

Early Versions’. Uncollected refers in this instance not only to poems 

not gathered in any of the books published in Lawrence’s lifetime 

(including some verse published in magazines); this third volume 

also republishes two of those earlier books, Love Poems and Others 

(1913) and Amores (1916), in part because they include numerous 

autonomous versions, in part because their contents have drawn more 

attention, in themselves, than Lawrence’s other pre-1928 books as: 

respectively, Lawrence’s first book of poems and his book of elegies. 

(Volume III includes no further appendices; a stanza break list and 

index of first lines and titles again close out Volume III, while the 

Note on British currency is replaced by a list of Corrigenda for 

Volumes I and II.)  

 The most dramatic new contribution of the three-volume Poems 

is, nonetheless, the insertion of the war poem sequence ‘All of Us’ 

between the reconstituted two parts of Lawrence’s arrangement for 

the 1928 Collected Poems. Thanks to the timely publication of 

Volumes I and II in 2013, just ahead of the worldwide, four-year 

commemoration of the centenary of World War I, Pollnitz’s work 

enabled scholars to reassess Lawrence’s contributions to 

noncombatant war poetry, and ‘All of Us’ brought previously little-

known wartime manuscripts to light alongside the war verse, drawn 

primarily from Lawrence’s wartime book, Bay, with which 
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‘Rhyming Poems’ ends. Pollnitz provides a brilliant, critical mini-

essay ‘All of Us’ in the Introduction in Volume II (696–700).    

 It is impossible to know what Lawrence would have thought 

about this insertion, wedged between his original Parts I and II, but 

he had tried repeatedly, without success, to find a publisher for ‘All 

of Us’, and in restoring that sequence, Pollnitz revalues this 

important period in Lawrence’s career as a poet, ending what 

Lawrence considered his farewell to the “old world” of England in 

‘Rhyming Poems’ and embrace of a “new world” of travel with 

Frieda in Look! We Have Come Through! in ‘Unrhyming Poems’. 

Moreover, this insertion breaks the artificial dyad of the ‘Rhyming’ 

and ‘Unrhyming’, which Lawrence had constructed for rhetorical 

purposes, to generate an interlude or pause, in-between, which 

Lawrence favoured in his philosophic writings, for example, in Study 

of Thomas Hardy, as well as in his poems. 

 Immediately visible to the eye, as we move to Volume III, but 

their significance not necessarily apparent to a reader or scholar not 

previously immersed in this poetry, are the chronological phases into 

which Pollnitz has divided the sections via sub-titles: ‘Poems 1905‒

1911’; ‘Poems 1912‒1914’; ‘Poems 1914‒1919’; ‘Poems 1920‒

1925’; ‘Poems 1926‒1927’; and ‘Poems 1928‒1930’. With the 

exception of the period 1905‒1911 where, because so few poems 

remain extant from the pre-1908 years, Pollnitz combines 

Lawrence’s earliest poems with the first period of Lawrence’s career, 

each of these sets of dates marks a major shift in Lawrence’s work 

as a poet and even in his poetics. Despite the variability in length, 

between the five years of the wartime period, on the one hand, and 

the three years of Lawrence’s American period, each of these indeed 

registers a distinctive phase. In contrast, although Pinto and Roberts 

endeavoured to present their ‘Uncollected Poems’ in a speculatively 

chronological order of composition, they did not indicate the 

different periods in Lawrence’s career, instead confusing the issue 

by titling two intermediate subsections – ‘Poems from The Plumed 

Serpent’ and ‘Additional Pansies’ – while leaving the other sub-

sections un-subtitled in their introductory table of contents. With the 
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publication of The Poems, Volume III, the periods of Lawrence’s 

poetic development are at last established.  

 Another key difference between the Pinto and Roberts and the 

Pollnitz editions, this one invisible to the eye, is a fundamental 

change in the meaning of ‘Uncollected Poems’. In Pinto and 

Roberts’s ‘Uncollected Poems’, a reader finds only poems that were 

previously published in magazines and books and left uncollected by 

Lawrence in his own verse books. The previously unpublished verse 

in Lawrence’s earliest manuscripts instead appears in Pinto and 

Roberts’s ‘Appendix II: Juvenilia:1904‒1912’, while ‘Variants and 

Early Drafts’ are placed in Appendix III. Poems derived from all 

these sources are combined in Pollnitz’s ‘Uncollected Poems’ 

alongside substantive variants (or versions). The term “juvenilia” has 

disappeared from Pollnitz’s edition, surely by choice, since Pinto and 

Roberts’s so-called “juvenilia” extended well beyond the few poems 

extant from 1904 to 1908 to include the period of Lawrence’s 

emergence at age 24 as a respected “new London poet” in 1909‒

1911.35 (The Transmission-Textual-Explanatory Notes sections in 

The Poems is nowhere more essential than for detection of the 

manuscript versus magazine versions.) What is thus also not 

immediately obvious to a former user of the Pinto and Roberts 

edition is the extent to which the Cambridge Edition has recuperated 

Lawrence’s earliest verse in Volume III’s ‘Uncollected Poems’. In 

point of fact, only five or six of the first poems in the Pinto and 

Roberts’s ‘Uncollected Poems’ derive from Lawrence’s earliest 

years as a published poet, from 1909‒1911; in contrast, this phase 

generated what is by far the largest segment and developmental 

phase of poems in Pollnitz’s edition: 88 altogether (and if the 

individual poems in the sequences and dyads are included in that 

number the total rises to 127). When combined with all the other 

phases for which poems are selected in Volume III, this volume 

provides, as Pollnitz explains, “access to more than 120 poems which 

Lawrence either chose not to collect or was, for various reasons, 

unable to collect during his lifetime, and which have therefore been 
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largely neglected. The volume also includes more than 190 early and 

variant versions” (3Poems lxxix). 

 It became necessary, in the end – for the inescapable reasons 

detailed by John Worthen in this special issue – for some poems and 

variants to be omitted from Volume III. Scholars who had hoped for 

a variorum edition do not find it in Volumes I‒III of The Poems, 

though they find far more information than in many standard 

variorum editions of the past. Moreover, this assemblage brings 

numerous distinctly different versions of previously published 

poems to the forefront: with alternate versions easily accessible in 

their entirety, it becomes considerably easier to see how Lawrence’s 

vision and style changed from one version to the next than in a 

variorum (see, for example, Andrew Harrison’s discussion of the 

evolution of the four ‘Dialect Poems’ in this special issue and 

Howard Booth’s ‘Gargnano, Mourning and Melancholy’, which 

examines the versions leading from ‘Everlasting Flowers’ to ‘From 

the Italian Lakes’). What remains to collate is far more manageable 

than the epic task that faced the Cambridge editors at the outset, and 

this edition can inspire other scholars to take up the threads of this 

important work. The first place to look for more variants is probably 

among poems derived from New Poems (1918) since only Love 

Poems and Others and Amores are republished in the Cambridge 

Poems (in this special number, Elise Brault-Dreux features a poem 

found neither in The Poems’ ‘Uncollected Poems and Early 

Versions’ nor in Lawrence’s earlier books: ‘Maiden’s Prayer’ from 

the sequence ‘Bits’ – a rewritten version of ‘Straying Thoughts’ 

found in the earlier ‘All of Us’).36 Unless a magazine version is 

identical to a poem collected by Lawrence in his own books, that 

version is not necessarily available in The Poems; the magazine 

versions may be sought in digitalised editions of those magazines. In 

addition, as Pollnitz explains in note 1 of the first volume of The 

Poems, these new volumes omit poems previously published in other 

editions of the Cambridge Works and Letters (1Poems xxxiii). That 

verse thus appears only in its original textual contexts: those poems 

include the songs and choruses in David (in The Plays), the hymns 
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of Quetzalcoatl (in The Plumed Serpent), the two poems of the 

collier’s wife in the story ‘Jimmy and the Desperate Woman’ (in The 

Woman Who Rode Away and Other Stories), the illustrative verse 

from the essay ‘Him With His Tail in His Mouth’ and the parodies 

of Wordsworth’s ‘Peter Bell’ in ‘. . . Love Was Once a Little Boy’ 

(in Reflections on the Death of a Porcupine and Other Essays), 

among numerous parodies found in Lawrence’s letters and some of 

the ‘Poetic Pieces’ from Phoenix (included in Sketches of Etruscan 

Places). Let us hope some energetic scholar out there will take on the 

challenge of developing a list of all such instances. In short, Volume 

III is a deliberately selective set of Lawrence’s lesser-known earlier 

versions and previously unpublished poems. 

 

Lawrence’s tables of contents 

 

Also omitted from The Poems are tables of contents for the poems 

collected in Volumes I and III; nor are Lawrence’s own tables of 

contents appended. Readers of the Pinto and Roberts edition will not 

be taken aback by the absence of the otherwise standard introductory 

table of contents in the new Cambridge Poems: they are used to being 

dropped directly into a large tome of verse. Readers of the 

Wordsworth edition, on the other hand, have enjoyed a full table of 

contents.37 I have often wondered why Pinto and Roberts did not 

render Lawrence a service regularly delivered for the other major 

modernist poets of his day. Evidence abounds for the seriousness 

with which Lawrence took his tables of contents. The Poems’ 

Indexes assume prior knowledge of titles one wants to look up. All 

the republished books in The Poems, from Collected Poems, through 

Pansies and Nettles, to Volume III’s Love Poems and Others and 

Amores lack prefatory framing by their content tables.  

 Tables of contents were included in every volume of Lawrence’s 

verse published during his lifetime, including Collected Poems 

(though unlike all his other verse books, headed by tables of contents, 

the table in Collected Poems appeared at the back, as in continental 

editions). As I showed in Self and Sequence: The Poetry of D. H. 
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Lawrence, the SUNY Buffalo library collection contains one of 

Lawrence’s copies of his first book, Love Poems and Others, where, 

on the unnumbered front pages iv–vi, Lawrence wrote out, then 

carefully  reworked  the  order  for  Collected Poems,  leaving  behind 

the evidence in multiple handwritten deletions, insertions and 

reinsertions to produce this sequence. So densely is it reworked in 

some spots as to become illegible.38 More than a matter of 

convenience, then, one of Lawrence’s foremost inclinations was, 

first, to write his poems in sequences and, latterly, to reorder them in 

new sequences; he oversaw the arrangements of contents for nearly 

all his books of poems, and in his best-known book, Birds, Beasts 

and Flowers, he made the sequencing not only of the book, but of its 

nine subsections, visible in a table of contents for his readers.   

 This special issue can only begin to repair the omissions of tables 

of contents by including one for the ‘Uncollected Poems’ in Volume 

III (see the Appendix to this Introduction). Nonetheless readers 

should note that Pinto and Roberts took liberty with the contents and 

order of poems in compiling their influential edition; far from being 

replicated in  The Poems volumes, both contents and order have been 

corrected to reflect “the last states of the text over which Lawrence 

had full (or nearest to full) control” (2Poems 812). The ordering of 

‘Rhyming Poems’, ‘All of Us’, ‘Unrhyming Poems’, Pansies, 

Nettles, the two last manuscript notebooks, and even Volume III’s 

‘Uncollected Poems’ all follow orders previously indicated by 

Lawrence, in his manuscripts, typescripts, corrected proofs, 

correspondence and other manuscript evidence as well as in his 

published books. When my Appendix below is consulted, 

Lawrence’s early interest in writing verse sequences, which became 

a lifelong practice, becomes immediately apparent. By the time he 

was writing his last poems, including Pansies and the poems of the 

final notebooks, he was routinely highlighting these sequences 

through cognate titling as well as numbering. 

 All this adds to the argument for a digital Lawrence.39 As much 

as we love books and as vital as the print book market remains, 

digitisation of the poems is a must for readers as well as scholars to 
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see, enjoy and study Lawrence’s various versions, variants and 

sequencings made available in a searchable digital archive. The first 

two volumes of The Poems are now available in an e-book form, for 

only $9.99, from Rosetta Books. That’s a beginning. But we also 

need, not only Volume III, but searchable databases of Lawrence’s 

poetic works. In the meantime, given the savings made possible by 

the new e-book, the price listed by Cambridge University Press of 

£94.99 for Volume III is a steal: it belongs in the hands of all 

Lawrence afficionados, scholars, and in our libraries. 
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