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PART 2 

 

NEW READINGS OF SELECTED POEMS 

 

CURATED BY HOLLY LAIRD 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Born from the editors’ determination to create space and time for 

scholars to embark on the study and reassessment of the poetry of 

D. H. Lawrence made possible by the long-awaited, authoritative 

Cambridge University Press Edition of The Poems, edited by 

Christopher Pollnitz, this special issue of JDHLS features fifteen 

splendid ‘New Readings’ of both uncanonical and canonical verse, 

illuminating the sheer depths and breadth of this major poet’s 

achievements. In company with the five new essays of Part 1, 

which flesh out the biographical background, the textual 

infrastructure, and three pivotal moments in Lawrence’s career as a 

poet – from his debut in Croydon through his newly disclosed 

writings as a noncombatant war poet to one of the least studied 

threads which culminated in the ‘Elephant’ poems following his 

brief tour through Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) – these fifteen 

‘Readings’ not only offer incisive new scholarly work on the 

poetry, but also go well beyond old myths to reflect, for the reader, 

the manifold pleasures evoked in poems throughout the oeuvre.  

 Initially, we called these ‘bits’ – borrowing an alternative title 

Lawrence gave to ‘All of Us’ – since we wanted to make this 

project seem doable for these fifteen (all-too-busy) scholars by 

asking for no more than 500 words each. But as the ‘bits’ grew and, 

with their scholarly findings, earned that growth, ‘bits’ came to 

seem far too casual a term as well as inappropriate for poetry 

mostly not written during Lawrence’s war years; and so we present 

these instead as the important new ‘Readings’ that they are. The 
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editors would urge readers, moreover, to read them all, in the order 

offered below, as they spin out a fresh, original narrative of the 

writing and revision of Lawrence’s poetry. From 1908 to 1911, 

1912 to 1918, 1919 to 1925, and 1926 to the end, these poems 

emanate not only from all the major phases (now established by 

The Poems), but across the career, as Lawrence reworked his 

versions, travelling, travailing, from one place and time to another.  

Although each reading works eloquently on its own, as a stand-

alone text, and although the authors themselves have not seen any 

pieces beyond their own prior to publication, each reading echoes 

and amplifies, complicates and resonates with the discoveries of 

others, as if intentionally, chorically.      

 

 

SOCKS AND FROCKS:  

RE-SEEING THE ‘DIALECT POEMS’ 

 

ANDREW HARRISON 

 

The care which Christopher Pollnitz takes with Lawrence’s dialect 

poems, as evidenced in their textual apparatuses in Volumes II and 

III of The Poems, is proportional to that exercised by the author 

himself in writing and revising them. The four ‘Dialect Poems’, 

first published together under that subtitle in Lawrence’s first book 

of verse, Love Poems and Others (1913) – ‘Violets’, ‘Whether or 

Not’, ‘A Collier’s Wife’ and ‘The Drained Cup’ – are important 

texts in Lawrence’s early career. The earliest of them, ‘Violets’ 

(initially entitled ‘Violets for the Dead’), was written in the winter 

of 1908–9 (probably c. January 1909), and nearly three years later, 

on 13 October 1911, Lawrence took this poem to show to his editor 

and mentor Edward Garnett, at his home, the Cearne. Garnett was 

so impressed by it that he submitted it (together with another of 

Lawrence’s most admired early poems, ‘Lightning’) to the Nation, 

who published it in their 4 November 1911 number. The other 

dialect poems may have been written at Garnett’s instigation.  
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Lawrence recalled how “the best of the dialect poems” – 

‘Whether or Not’ – was written during the evenings he spent “at 

Garnett’s house in Kent, by the log fire” (1Poems 653). The 

versions of the poems subsequently published in Love Poems and 

Others can helpfully be read (though I do not attempt that much in 

this short piece) alongside Lawrence’s 1912 sketches of Eastwood 

life: ‘The Miner at Home’ (which was also published in the Nation, 

on 16 March 1912), ‘A Sick Collier’ and ‘Strike-Pay’. These poems 

and sketches offer glimpses of Eastwood life from the inside, 

reproducing the behaviour, attitudes and speech patterns of 

working-class families, friends and lovers, and – of course – using 

the evocative dialect words (e.g. “slive”, “Scraightin’”).  

The care taken by Pollnitz with Lawrence’s transcription of 

Eastwood speech patterns in the dialect poems is evidenced in 

‘Violets’. I had often wondered, for example, about the speaker’s 

description of the mysterious female mourner’s actions in the Love 

Poems and Others text of ‘Violets’: “’En undid her black / Jacket at 

th’ bosom, an’ took from out of it / Over a double ’andful of 

violets”.1 Vivian de Sola Pinto and F. Warren Roberts reproduce 

these three lines verbatim in Appendix III of the Complete Poems 

(formerly the most complete edition available for readers).2 The 

text in Volume III of The Poems changes “’En” to “’Er” (3Poems 

1642), instantly restoring its sense. 

The dialect poems were substantially revised by Lawrence for 

inclusion in the ‘Rhyming Poems’ volume of his own Collected 

Poems (1928). The changes made to ‘Violets’ and ‘Whether or 

Not’ significantly alter the meaning of the poems. In ‘Violets’, the 

speaker is now implicated in his brother Ted’s mysterious death, 

since his sister notes that “a blither / Lad never stepped, till ’e got 

in with your lot.—” (1Poems 30), while in the revised ending to 

‘Whether or Not’, Tim Merfin is transformed from a rather cowed 

figure who is chastened by his infidelity with his middle-aged 

landlady and forced to accept his fiancée Lizzie Stainwright’s plans 

to salvage the situation, into an assertive young man who refuses to 

renounce his actions and bluntly rejects both women. Tim employs 
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a four-letter word, telling Lizzie that the “bit o’ cunt” he had with 

the Widow Naylor wasn’t “good enough … / For a permanent fit”, 

while Lizzie herself is “too much i’ th’ right” for him (1Poems 51). 

The transmission notes for ‘Whether or Not’ (the Collected Poems 

text) and ‘Whether or Not [I]’ (the text published in Love Poems 

and Others) record that Lawrence’s initial title for the poem was ‘A 

Widow’s Lodger’ (2Poems 851, 3Poems 1912). The change of title 

registers the shift in focus of the poem away from the comically 

perplexed and hapless nature of Tim Merfin to the complex moral 

and emotional situation his transgression creates, and the decisions 

it precipitates: is it really Tim who has made the Widow Naylor 

pregnant? Will Lizzie stand by him if it is? And (in the Collected 

Poems version) will Tim still want her if she does? 

Readers of Complete Poems had access to the Collected Poems 

texts of the four dialect poems; the earlier texts of ‘Violets’ and 

‘Whether or Not’ published in Love Poems and Others; and the 

earliest extant state of ‘Violets’ (‘Violets for the Dead’), transcribed 

from one of Lawrence’s University College Nottingham notebooks. 

But the new Cambridge Poems volumes offer freshly edited texts of 

the poems along with helpful annotations, both of which enable 

scholars and students to see and understand them with far greater 

detail and clarity. Volume I reproduces the Collected Poems texts, 

collated against the ‘Rhyming Poems’ carbon typescript. The 

explanatory notes in Volume II provide full and very helpful 

glosses of words and phrases. Volume III collates the poems as 

they appeared in Love Poems and Others against the corrected page 

proofs. The earlier texts of ‘The Collier’s Wife’ and ‘The Drained 

Cup’ were not reproduced in Complete Poems, and students 

needing help with understanding the speech patterns and dialect 

words in these poems were left disappointed. Changes in the texts 

can be illuminating. For example, the mother’s admonition to her 

fretful son in ‘A Collier’s Wife’ / ‘The Collier’s Wife’ (note the 

alteration of ‘A’ to ‘The’ in this title), as he troubles himself about 

the man at the door – “’E’ll gi’e thee socks!” / “E’ll gie thee 

socks!” (3Poems 1649, 1Poems 15) – was revised in an unused set 
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of corrected proofs to “I’ll put thee i’ frocks!” (3Poems 1914). In 

the poem as we know it, the mother responds abruptly to the boy’s 

skittishness by half-jokingly suggesting that the man will thrash 

him; in the intermediate version she taunts him for his lack of 

masculine courage. Pollnitz also provides a fresh transcription of 

‘Violets for the Dead’ which corrects mistakes in Complete Poems, 

and the textual apparatus for this poem painstakingly records the 

revisions made to it in the notebook.   

The editorial matter, by recording details of transmission of this 

kind, facilitates new interpretive understanding. It also incorporates 

a wealth of new biographical information in an understated but 

enlightening way. An explanatory note on the 1913 text of 

‘Whether or Not’ in Volume III makes it clear that the shocking 

outspokenness of Tim Merfin in the final lines of the revised 1928 

version was occasioned by Lawrence recalling Edward Garnett’s 

initial dissatisfaction with the ending of the poem. By this time the 

author of Lady Chatterley’s Lover had convinced himself that 

Garnett had wanted his writing to be more explicit. Accordingly, in 

August 1928 Lawrence sent Garnett an inscribed copy of his new 

novel, and in the ‘Note to Collected Poems’ he remarked that 

“Garnett disliked the old ending to ‘Whether or Not’. Now I see he 

was right” (1Poems 653). In reality, in the autumn of 1912 Garnett 

had asked for “the most unrespectable lines” (1L 462) in the poem 

to be toned down; as Pollnitz notes, “in 1928 Edward Garnett 

deprecated Lady Chatterley’s Lover’s sexual explicitness … much 

as he had the shameless language of the dialect poem in 1912” 

(3Poems 1913). David Ellis does not record the link to Garnett in 

the third volume of the Cambridge biography, where he simply 

comments that the 1928 ending to ‘Whether or Not’ was “what 

Lawrence felt he should have written as a young man”, but not 

“what he ever could have written, demon or not”.3 The pathos of 

Lawrence’s late misjudgement of Garnett’s views sheds important 

new light on his impetus for using the proscribed words and adds a 

fascinating footnote to our understanding of his relationship with 

his most important early mentor. 
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1  D. H. Lawrence, Love Poems and Others (London: Duckworth, 1913), 

xliii. 
2  Vivian de Sola Pinto and F. Warren Roberts, eds, D. H. Lawrence: 

Complete Poems (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1993), 914. 
3  David Ellis, D. H. Lawrence: Dying Game 1922‒1930 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 1998), 385. 

 

 

“SURGEON ME SOUND”: PLAYING DOCTOR UNDER 

THE YEW TREE 

 

TINA FERRIS 

 

When it comes to love poems, Lawrence isn’t Hallmark greeting 

cards. Instead, he offers a forthright exploration of the complexities 

and ambiguities of relationships. The development of one of 

Lawrence’s early poems, ‘The Yew Tree on the Downs’, can be 

traced through two versions of ‘Liaison’ presented in The Poems, 

Volume III (first composed c. September 1910). These early drafts 

were inspired by his relationship with Helen Corke and their walks 

along Surrey Downs between c. July 1910 – September 1911 

(3Poems 1754). According to her autobiography: 

  

[B]y the path at its emergence from the wood, stood a single, 

very ancient yew-tree. It indicated a resting place and we would 

sit beneath it, peering into the misty valley, listening to the 

voices of down and wood, while behind a near hedge rose the 

yellow plaque of the harvest moon. Formerly we both loved this 

place and felt its peace, but now, at twilight, David becomes 

restless and irritable.1  

 

The resulting poem contains a touch of youthful innocence and 

timid playfulness in contrast to the mystic philosophy demonstrated 

in the final version by the mature poet and “priest of love” (1L 

493),2 a shift in perspective from the personal to the cosmic. 
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The majority of changes are made between ‘Liaison [2]’, which 

starts out at eleven stanzas, and ‘Liaison [3]’, which cuts most of 

the mushy middle (stanzas 5‒8), although the tones of both remain 

similar. Later revisions to ‘The Yew Tree on the Downs’ (made in 

1927 for the Collected Poems) come predominantly in the last two 

stanzas, but they drastically alter the effect by placing emphasis on 

the sacred Tree of Life rather than the erotic tryst beneath it. There 

is movement away from the young poet, a suffering patient at the 

mercy of his lover who pleads “Surgeon me sound—” (3Poems 

1436), toward the mature poet, who instead takes over the doctor’s 

role by prescribing the cure. The root of surgeon is “handiwork”, 

and it is the lover’s action that potentially heals him. Thus the 

intervening years transform the yearning recipient of affection into 

a confident mentor of sexual initiation. 

All three versions make use of frankincense, an aromatic tree 

resin and symbol of the priesthood, to claim that “I could sear / You 

like frankincense into scent” (1Poems 77, 3Poems 1436, 1688). 

‘Liaison [2]’ (previously unpublished) elaborates on this analogy 

with the pheromones of the poet’s lover pervading the tree-tent: 

“Fill full this vaulted hole with the odour / Of you, as the sulphur 

primroses / Flagged loose and lovely” (3Poems 1436). “Flagged” 

suggests both the wafted fragrance that acts like a sexual signal flag 

as well as a flagstone path. Hence “loose and lovely” raises a moral 

dilemma between the perils of a Shakespearean “primrose path” to 

ruin and the salvation offered by following Wonderland’s “yellow 

brick road” homeward where bifurcated souls reunite.3 The evening 

primrose is also a symbol of young love, while sulphur, in addition 

to its yellow colour, is known as brimstone (or burning stone), an 

element used to make matches and fireworks. Like an incense 

burner, the smokiness from their ignited passion will fumigate and 

purify the nest. The poet then compares his lover to a “wing-folded 

moth” ready to flit away as he admits that “my quivering hands are 

my antennae learning / You—but do not be wrath—!” (1436).4 

While “waiting at your road-end”, his kisses are like bees gathering 

pollen and inciting thirst: “flower-dust filling my moustache a fine 
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drouth / Keen on my lips imposes”. The final stanza of ‘Liaison [2]’ 

is filled with frustration and acerbic wit as the speaker/Lawrence, a 

miner’s son, is burned down to a lump of charcoal: 

 

The flower-dust thick in my moustache, 

You will kiss to wholesome flame from the fire 

That smouldering, wears me down to ash 

Kiss flame then from the coke of my desire—! (1437) 

 

The title, ‘Liaison’, indicates not only a secret sexual encounter 

but also the tree’s facilitation of their connection by its providing a 

“pocket of night” as a hideaway where “not even the stars can spy 

us” (3Poems 1437). The implication is that with the tree’s 

collaboration, nature approves even if society does not. The “moon 

leans out of the twilight” and the spinning “Star-spiders, dropping 

their threads” are “Watching from overhead” with nonchalance, as 

if the affair is fated to be (1436). Spiders have a long history as 

weavers of destiny, and the moon as a symbol of feminine power 

shines her light on the couple. The busybody “ermine moth’s / 

Pallid, suspicious remark” is kept at bay by low-hung branches that 

“Curtain us in, so dark” and give welcome privacy within “this 

secret, swarthy tent / Whose black boughs flap the ground” (1436). 

Despite the tree’s assistance, the point of ‘Liaison’ is clearly the 

love affair. However, ‘The Yew Tree on the Downs’ places 

emphasis on the mythic Tree of Life, especially in the last two 

stanzas that ask us to forever “Put trust then now in the black-

boughed tree” (1Poems 77). The sibilant and plosive sounds 

(created in ‘Liaison [3]’) that excite the tip of the tongue with a 

selfish plea to “Waste me not, I beg you” and “Taste, oh taste and 

let me taste / Of joy in the fight” (3Poems 1688) become the 

grander and more inclusive “Waste not the yew-tree’s waiting” and 

“Open the core of gloaming, taste / The last dark delight” (1Poems 

77). There is a new sense of urgency beyond the couple as the night 

grows old and the tree, having provided this sacred space for 
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“delights”, becomes impatient of flirtatious “fights”. The wish is for 

both to gain insight through the sexual mysteries.  

Was it wise to let his youthful liaison grow into an ancient 

overarching yew tree? If nothing else, ‘Liaison’ provides snapshots 

of Lawrence’s poetic development in crafting ‘The Yew Tree on 

the Downs’. However, I expect that stanza 6 of the final version 

becomes problematic for many women. It helps to be steeped in 

Lawrentian philosophy in order to see past a knee-jerk 

interpretation of a submissive stance and read it as a decisive 

acceptance of what Lawrence believed (along with scientists of the 

day) were our sexual instincts: “Lie down, and open to me / The 

inner dark of the mystery, / Be penetrate, like the tree” (1Poems 

77). Lawrence advocates for a lover not to be an inert fallen log but 

rather to be rooted and fertile, strong and assertive, open-armed and 

sheltering. Is the yew tree submissive because it is still and 

enfolding as they sit beneath it? Its roots penetrate the soil while its 

branches reach skyward. Yews stand out as among the oldest living 

species on Earth, revered in mythology and sacred to the Druids. 

The drooping branches of the evergreen can take root to form new 

trees just as consummated love propagates the human race. But 

there’s no denying the poem’s origin in horny seduction. It remains 

an uncomfortable stanza, with which the older Lawrence prods us 

to grapple. The line “Be penetrate, like the tree” creates a spectrum 

of influence, a drawing in and a reaching forth: to be physically 

penetrated, echoing the couple’s refuge within the womb-like tree-

tent, or to be emotionally penetrating the mystical realms of the 

experience, like the piercing roots and branches. By leaving off the 

suffix (-ed/-ing), we cannot tell who is doing the penetrating, 

surgeon or patient. Even the reader must “trust” the tree and boldly 

engage, to “Be penetrate” into and by the poem’s broader 

meanings. 

The alliterative phrase “Surgeon me sound”, from the early 

drafts of ‘Liaison’, is what I miss most in ‘The Yew Tree on the 

Downs’. There is vulnerability in laying bare his soul to a lover, 

who has the power to heal or destroy, while imploring, “draw the 
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thorn from my discontent” (1Poems 77, 3Poems 1436, 1688). The 

dual meaning of “sound”, as “whole and healthy” in addition to 

“deep” (like tranquil sleep), puts the power plainly in the surgeon’s 

hands to both close wounds and ease passion. Perhaps that initial 

vulnerability is the yew tree’s saving grace. I find it oddly romantic 

and a much more interesting phrase than “bless the wound” of the 

final poem (1Poems 77). It chimes enticingly even on a Valentine 

card.  

 

 
1  Helen Corke, In Our Infancy: An Autobiography, 1882‒1912 

(Cambridge: Cambridge UP), 211‒12. 
2  Lawrence’s self-reference comes from a letter to Sallie Hopkin, dated 

25 December 1912, after he had eloped to Italy with Frieda: “I’ll do my 

life work, sticking up for the love between man and woman … I shall 

always be a priest of love, and now a glad one ‒ and I’ll preach my heart 

out …” (1L 492‒3). 
3  Lawrence had read Hamlet by 1906, and his short story ‘The Primrose 

Path’ explores similar themes; icons from L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful 

Wizard of Oz (1900) had a decade to become cemented in the popular 

culture; and Lawrence’s poem, ‘Song of a Man Who is Loved’, reinforces 

his idea of a woman’s body as “home” (1Poems 203).   
4  As Lawrence acutely observes, moths rest with their wings open, so to 

be “wing-folded” here suggests readiness to fly. They also have comb-like 

antennae, very much like fingers.   
 

 

A WANDERING PRAYER 

 

ELISE BRAULT-DREUX 

 

‘Maiden’s Prayer’ (1919) is the final product of successive layers 

whose intertextual foreign basis Lawrence first translated in 1910: 

Heinrich Schäfer’s ‘Schlechte Andacht’ (1903) – Song 21 of the 

German Egyptologist’s translation of fellaheen songs (3Poems 

1771) – which reveals a young boy’s wandering mind in a mosque 
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as he looks at doves.1 When Lawrence first translated and rewrote 

this song as ‘Irreverent Thoughts’, in 1910, he may well have been 

thinking of Louie Burrows whom he asked to marry at precisely 

this time and, possibly for this reason, he lends voice to a young 

girl whose thoughts flirt with erotic desire ‒ “Ah, if I might touch 

my tongue / In his hand and taste sweet of that sort—!” ‒ as she 

observes “gray doves in the fountain court / Feeding on pure white 

sugar” (3Poems 1446). Lawrence moves from mosque to church, 

from male to female – a metatextual “straying”, deliberately 

“irreverent” to the German intertext.  

A second version, ‘Straying Thoughts’ (1916; part of 

Lawrence’s ‘All of Us’ sequence), provides the source of the poetic 

voice (“A girl”) and location (“cathedral church”), in a sort of 

introductory stage-direction (1Poems 141). The two four-line 

stanzas of ‘Irreverent Thoughts’ have now merged and developed 

into twelve lines free of any stanzaic division. Thus undivided, the 

successive lines simultaneously render the meander of the mind and 

the girl’s rational struggle to repress her instinctive emotions 

triggered by the presence of “grey doves”. Lawrence here acutely 

translates her awareness of failing to fulfil her “mission”, “to pray 

for her beloved” (implicitly endangered by war in the context of 

‘All of Us’), made clear in her exclamatory remorseful repetition: 

“But alas, what is this I am thinking? Alas I have fallen short! / 

Lord, I have fallen short!”. The expression of guilt at the end of 

‘Irreverent Thoughts’ (“my thoughts are wrong” [3Poems 1446]) 

becomes “Forgive me if I must think of the pigeons yet” (1Poems 

141) – a deep expression of guilt whose seriousness contrasts with 

the mundane nature of her fault, a mundane aspect further 

strengthened by the shift from “grey doves” to the much less 

symbolical “pigeon” and which emphasises the everyday 

experience of ordinary people during wartime.  

In the 1919 version, ‘Maiden’s Prayer’ (rewritten and retitled for 

the sequence ‘Bits’, a shortened version of ‘All of Us’), the 

wandering mind of the previous version reverts to four-line stanzas 

(though now three rather than the original two), thus easing the 
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sense of a hasty struggle in ‘Straying Thoughts’. Lawrence now 

moves still further away from Egypt as he anchors the situation in 

the First-World-War context of the girl’s efforts to pray for her 

“man Andrew” sent to the front.2 The words of the prayer are 

italicised, thus creating an estranging gap between the speaker and 

the formulaic discourse she merely quotes and that clashes with her 

own intimate language (while in ‘Straying Thoughts’, both 

addressees – herself and God – merge together, as though the words 

of the prayer were in fact hers). Although she attempts to keep the 

prayer going by invoking terrible material images of the war 

(“falling iron”), her prayer falters as she is cut short (“And Lord—”) 

by the vision of the lively pigeons whose ceaseless movements are 

magnified by the repeated use of “-ing” (“curving”, “dancing”, 

“fluttering”, “chattering”).3 This final interruption may suggest the 

difficulty of praying in a First-World-War context, a cataclysmic 

historical event that was preceded by the post-Darwinian and post-

Nietzschean modern crisis of faith. And yet, to some extent, the 

desolation of the historical context is defeated by immediate animal 

vitality and by the final expression of spontaneity rather than the 

guilt expressed in the two previous versions. ‘Maiden’s Prayer’ 

ends with the girl distractedly wondering what the mundane 

“pigeons … are chattering for?” – an echo of her own chatter to 

God whose purpose seems likewise uncertain.  

 

 
1  ‘Maiden’s Prayer’, D. H. Lawrence: Complete Poems, eds Vivian de 

Sola Pinto and Warren Roberts (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1993), 751. 

This poem is a reworking of the manuscript version of ‘Straying 

Thoughts’, part of the 1916 ‘All of Us’ sequence (published for the first 

time in 1Poems), from which Lawrence hastily revised and retitled 29 

poems as ‘Bits’ in 1919. For further details see 2Poems 696‒700 and 

914‒15. 
2  Pinto and Roberts, Complete Poems, 751. 
3  Ibid. 
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SMOTHERING SILENCE 

 

KATE McLOUGHLIN 

 

‘Silence’ (‘Since I lost you, I am silence-haunted’; 3Poems 1685) 

originally flowed from Lawrence’s grief for his mother. Her death, 

on 9 December 1910, when he was twenty-five, was painful and 

protracted. “She is my first, great love”, he wrote three days before 

she died, to his then-fiancée Louie Burrows (1L 195). The ensuing 

year was his “sick year” (‘Foreword to Collected Poems’; 1Poems 

653), a period of “dreadful loneliness” when his mother’s death was 

“at the back of everything”.1 In April 1911, he told Louie he felt “as 

quiet as a pebble” (1L 260). 

 In or around that cruel April, Lawrence wrote ‘Silence’ (2Poems 

867). He revised it for publication in Amores in 1916, a version 

which appears in Volume III of the Cambridge Poems. He then 

revised that text for the two-volume Collected Poems of 1928; that 

final version appears in Volume I of the Cambridge Poems. Here is 

the 1916 text: 

 

Since I lost you I am silence-haunted, 

Sounds wave their little wings 

A moment, then in weariness settle 

On the flood that soundless swings. 

 

Whether the people in the street 

Like pattering ripples go by, 

Or whether the theatre sighs and sighs 

With a loud, hoarse sigh: 

 

Or the wind shakes a ravel of light 

Over the dead-black river, 

Or night’s last echoing 

Makes the daybreak shiver: 

 

https://internetpoem.com/poems/lost/
https://internetpoem.com/poems/silence/
https://internetpoem.com/poems/moment/
https://internetpoem.com/poems/people/
https://internetpoem.com/poems/street/
https://internetpoem.com/poems/wind/
https://internetpoem.com/poems/light/
https://internetpoem.com/poems/river/
https://internetpoem.com/poems/night/


  New Readings of Selected Poems, Curated by Holly Laird 

 

224 

I feel the silence waiting 

To take them all up again 

In its last completeness, swathing 

The noise of men. (3Poems 1685) 

 

The fact of being published two years into the first global, 

industrialised armed conflict allows a poem born of a single, 

personal loss to make common cause with bereaved millions. The 

numbness of grief is imagined as an all-enveloping, ineluctable 

silence. What noises there are have become little, tired. Silence, felt 

rather than heard, waits to enfold them. In the brilliantly chosen 

word “swathing” are associations ranging from infants’ swaddling 

to army blankets to shrouds. There is something comforting, even 

sexual, about the prospect of sinking into this soft aural-tactile 

annihilation. Compare this silence with that surrounding Paul Morel 

after the death of his mother in Sons and Lovers (in its final version 

revised in the autumn of 1912): “On every side the immense dark 

silence seemed pressing him, so tiny a speck, into extinction, and 

yet, almost nothing, he could not be extinct” (SL 464). “Almost 

nothing”: the poem goes further than the novel in embracing the 

obliteration. 

Of the changes Lawrence made to the poem for the 1928 

publication, the most notable was to convert the seductive swathing 

silence into a deadly drinker, in the final stanza: 

 

I feel the silence waiting 

To sip them all up again, 

In its last completeness drinking 

Down the noise of men. (1Poems 73) 

 

Suffocation has turned into swallowing. More terrifying than its 

predecessor, this silence offers no comfort but feeds off human 

noise. If, in 1911 and 1916, Lawrence was expressing a numbed, 

exhausted willingness to be smothered in silence’s swathing 

blanket, by 1928 he saw a predator draining his glass. 

https://internetpoem.com/poems/feel/
https://internetpoem.com/poems/feel/
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1  John Worthen, D. H. Lawrence: The Life of an Outsider (London: 

Penguin, 2006), 95. 

  

 

GARGNANO, MOURNING AND MELANCHOLIA 

 

HOWARD J. BOOTH 

 
Since visiting Gargnano on Lake Garda for the two D. H. Lawrence 

conferences in 2012 and 2014, I have been fascinated by 

Lawrence’s time there and how he represented the complex 

emotions and feelings of this period. Many of the poems about his 

journey over the Alps and stay in Italy from the summer of 1912 to 

the spring of 1913 were later revised, with most appearing in Look! 

We Have Come Through! (1917). The Tagebuch in which he first 

drafted these poems has long been unlocated, and as Mark 

Kinkead-Weekes persuasively argued, we cannot use the later 

revisions as a window into his earlier thoughts and feelings.1 

 Most often when Lawrence revised his work, the style was 

clarified, and the intervention honed. However, that is not the case 

with ‘Everlasting Flowers’. First published in New Poems (1918), it 

is the only poem in that collection with a textual history that goes 

back to the Tagebuch and the poem’s initial composition around 

September 1912. The third volume of the Cambridge Edition of The 

Poems, moreover, includes two further versions. One, entitled 

‘Everlasting Flowers [2]’, is from the period leading up to New 

Poems and includes two stanzas later omitted from that collection 

for reasons of space. It becomes complex and knotty as it responds 

to the loss of the mother by claiming that she returns, now 

enthroned in the eyes of the I-voice. She does get to experience the 

Italian Lakes, after all, a possibility denied her during her 

constrained and damaged life in England. That this overcomes 

death will not convince many readers; rather they are likely to see it 

as further evidence that the I-voice is struggling to come to terms 
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with his loss. The effect is not so much to bring back the mother 

into the world of the living, as to associate the I-voice with death, 

despite the assertion that  

 

Your ghost in me is identical, 

Implicit with life. 

I am lord in you of the kingdom of death, 

Of the afterlife. (3Poems 1537) 

 

This version of the poem, then, can be said to develop awkwardly, 

though the claim could be made that the syntax and argument in the 

final stanzas capture the complexity of feeling. 

However, the third volume of the Cambridge Poems also prints 

an earlier version – its second alternative version to that from 

Collected Poems and included in Volume I (1Poems 183‒4) – 

which seems to me the more successful poem. Entitled ‘From the 

Italian Lakes’ – altered from ‘Too Late’ – Lawrence seems to have 

carried it over as a working version into the Porthcothan notebook 

from the Tagebuch. I kicked myself when I realised I could have 

reconstructed this poem all along from the textual apparatus of 

Carole Ferrier’s important early attempt at a full variorum edition in 

her doctoral dissertation (though one compiled without access to 

the full set of manuscripts available to Christopher Pollnitz).2 But 

this provides a reminder that it is hard to extract an alternative 

version from a textual apparatus; that version has to be written out 

in order to create a text to read and consider. ‘From the Italian 

Lakes’ asserts total separation from the mother-figure. All is final 

here – though, as the later versions show, this was not a position 

Lawrence could sustain. The short lines and rhymed stanzas help 

give the poem the atmosphere of a lyric addressed to a dead lover 

or even to a child who has died, rather than a parent. The stanzas 

do, however, have a truncated final line, the reason for which 

becomes clear in the closing verse paragraphs. The fall into total 

separation is caught in the enjambment across the final two stanzas, 

with the mid-line and heavy punctuation intimating the arrival of 
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death and separation. I will end with Lawrence’s own, now 

recovered words, which really do live on: 

 

And never now, my darling 

Can I gather the mountain-tips 

From the twilight like a nose-gay, 

To hold to your lips. 

 

And never the two-winged vessel 

That sleeps along the lake 

Can I catch it between my hands, like a moth 

For you to take. 

 

We have lost them all, and the darkness 

Alone is left, of all 

The wonderful things I had for you. 

—So the fall 

 

Of the latch through the night rings final. 

And on opposite sides of the door 

We are each shut out from the other now 

For evermore. (3Poems 1535‒6) 

 

 
1  Mark Kinkead-Weekes, ‘The Shaping of D. H. Lawrence’s Look! We 

Have Come Through!’, in Howard Erskine-Hill and Richard A. McCabe, 

Presenting Poetry: Composition, Publication, Reception (Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 1995), 214‒34.   
2  Carole Ferrier, The Earlier Poetry of D. H. Lawrence: A Variorum 

Text Comprising All Extant Incunabula and Published Poems Up To and 

Including the Year 1919, University of Auckland Ph.D., 1971. 
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REGARDING THE FREEDOM OF THE SEA 

 

DAWID W. DE VILLIERS 

 

D. H. Lawrence’s strategic use of the pathetic fallacy is a notable 

characteristic of his poetry, and one of the primary distinctions we 

might make between ‘The Sea’ (1Poems 158; first published in 

1917) and ‘An Address to the Sea’ (3Poems 1469; composed c. 

August 1911), the 63-line poem from which it was cut, is that the 

later poem significantly moderates the speaker’s association with 

the vast body of saline waters, thereby qualifying the representation 

itself.  

It is difficult, of course, to judge what exactly prompted the 

disassembling of the longer early version, but reflection upon the 

resulting effects suggests that ‘The Sea’ curtails the prominence of 

earth, moon and sun in a manner that allows its central figure to 

emerge as a distinct, if finally elusive, agent. This shift should be 

related to two other noteworthy changes: firstly, a revision of the 

analogy drawn between the sea and the figures of the artist and 

apostle, and, secondly, a different ending. It is these two changes 

that I would like to consider a little more closely here. 

A notable feature of ‘An Address to the Sea’ is that it refers to 

the sea both as an “artist” – “rare”, “great and lonely”, “supreme” – 

and as a “great Apostle” (3Poems 1469). The relation between 

these two figures is to some extent clarified when we consider the 

denotation of the latter (considered in the explanatory notes) in 

relation to the artist’s “high and splendid vigil, / Brooding and 

watching for the goal of all Life’s goings” (1469); it is the very 

vigilance and receptiveness of the artist that enables it to become an 

Apostle, or “Messenger” (1792). These qualities may help to 

account for the sea’s general aloofness from earthly concerns, yet 

they also qualify it, insofar as the sea is put in the position of 

witness to the great diurnal drama of moonrise and sunset, while 

distinguished from the earth for having fewer distractions from 

such a purpose. 
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The change to the “high and splendid purposelessness” of ‘The 

Sea’ (1Poems 158) marks the crux of the revision, insofar as the 

sea’s aloofness is essentially reconfigured as a form of aristocratic 

unconcern. The definitive common nouns “artist” and “Apostle” are 

excised from the poem, and what is accentuated instead is the sea’s 

freedom. Moreover, in making this change Lawrence tellingly came 

to characterise the sea as “sophisticated” (1Poems 159; see textual 

apparatus 2Poems 944), thereby modulating many of the details 

retained from the earlier poem, while leaving it to the reader to 

realise the association. In Lawrence’s oeuvre there is, of course, a 

consonance between the artistic and aristocratic comportments, yet 

it is nevertheless notable that in the revised work the sea’s relation 

to “life’s goings” comes to take the form of “delighting” in their 

“secret” (1Poems 159) rather than a “vigil” for their “goal” 

(3Poems 1469).   

These changes manage to increase the distance between sea and 

human world: whereas before the speaker could “turn to” the sea 

(3Poems 1469) and assume a limited kinship or sympathy – cf. 

“even you / Are restless and lonely” – in the final poem the speaker 

can but invite or challenge the sea to “mock us to death with your 

shadowing” (1Poems 159). It is the sea’s “high and splendid 

purposelessness” – one could almost call it a radical lack of intent-

ionality – that now places it beyond any serious appropriation and, 

one might venture, by the same token complicates the effect of the 

pathetic fallacy, which may come to strike us as precisely one of 

the forms the sea’s “shadowing” takes. In its very alterity, the sea 

inspires a compensatory characterisation, which in turn it exposes 

and undermines. Perhaps, then, what is at stake in that moment 

when, in rewriting the closing lines, Lawrence considered but 

finally decided against referring to the sea as a “Twilight” (2Poems 

944), a term with strong Nietzschean overtones, is a recognition 

that the sea, qua limit figure, is less an epochal marker than a 

perennial qualifier, “shadow of all things” (1Poems 159).  

 

 



  New Readings of Selected Poems, Curated by Holly Laird 

 

230 

UNDERWORLD-MAKING IN  

‘MEDLARS AND SORB-APPLES’ 

 

SARAH BOUTTIER 

 

Comparing the early version of ‘Medlars and Sorb-apples’ (3Poems 

1543‒4; composed c. 15 September 1920) with the final one 

(1Poems 235‒7; published 5 January 1921) sheds light not only on 

the genesis of this piece but on its mesmerising intricacy.  

In this poem, the soul, for Lawrence, resembles the alchemical 

subtle body ‒ neither quite material nor immaterial – and therefore 

the essence of life.1 Its ambiguity becomes more obvious when 

juxtaposed with the early version, which is less concerned with the 

underworld and questions of matter. ‘Medlars and Sorb-apples [1]’ 

sees the fermentation of the medlars and sorb-apples and the smell 

they exhale as the soul leaving the body and “Going down the road” 

(3Poems 1544). We understand this road to lead to the underworld 

since there are references to “Orpheus and Hades”, but they are not 

yet fully exploited. This first version tells the story of matter parting 

from itself and becoming immaterial, in a “potion of departure”, 

then a “fragrance of farewell”, which leads to a final “Farewell, and 

farewell, and farewell”, as it is deprived even of its fragrance. In 

contrast, in the second version, the more materiality the fruit loses, 

the more the underworld in which the decomposition takes place 

gains substance, its lanes “leaf-clogged” and its experience 

“wonderful” (1Poems 236). The oxymora add further substance to 

the vision – the flame “blown whiter and whiter” in “a deeper and 

deeper darkness” – and the experience both more “wonderful” and 

more “hellish”. The crux is that the “distilled essence of hell” has 

replaced the “potion of departure” as a metaphor for the essence of 

the fruit. The poem has moved from an integrated sense of loss to 

the oxymoronic association of a near-immateriality (essence) with 

an entity that has just been given a graphic and substantialising 

description.  
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Having access to that first, earlier version allows us to 

understand that the underworld fleshed out in the final version is no 

mere setting: it makes the medlars and sorb-apples not only more 

mysterious, but inherently oxymoronic and thereby more 

fascinating. Just as the fruit loses materiality to the underworld and 

then gets it back, our gaze gains insight in going back and forth 

between the mature version and its greener counterpart – a 

“wonderful” and “hellish experience”. 

 

 
1  There are numerous allusions to alchemy in both versions. In the 

Middle Ages, the alchemist’s dearest wish was indeed the production of a 

soul, through a process of whitening and purifying dead, black substance 

(nigredo). The final version of ‘Medlars and Sorb-apples’ alludes to the 

alchemical process of whitening, or albedo, as a “flame blown whiter and 

whiter” (1Poems 236) emanating from the dark, dead flesh of the fruit (“so 

brown and soft and coming suave / so morbid” [235]). For a detailed 

description of this process, see James Cowan, D. H. Lawrence and the 

Trembling Balance (Pennsylvania and London: Pennsylvania State UP, 

1990), 182‒3.  

 

 

SOUNDING OUT ‘THE ASS’ 

 

FIONA BECKET 

 

It is interesting to be able to view the published poem, ‘The Ass’, 

alongside an earlier incarnation, ‘The Ass [2]’ (a version of ‘The 

Ass [1]’, revised c. 22 March 1921). The poem was one of three 

copy-typed texts which were lost in the offices of Curtis Brown, 

prompting Lawrence to return to and revise his private manuscript 

for publication. Both poems rehearse the theme of emasculation 

encountered elsewhere in Lawrence. ‘The Ass’ is also one of the 

poems in Birds, Beasts and Flowers (1923) which makes use of 

onomatopoeia, and here Lawrence draws on several traditions that 

combine the figure of the ass with speech and piety. With his 
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chapel background, Lawrence was aware of the tale of Balaam’s 

ass that was miraculously given speech and consequently 

reproached Balaam for striking her when she sought only to protect 

him from the wrathful angel of the Lord, whom she could see while 

he could not (Numbers 22:28). In Judaic and Islamic traditions, the 

figure of the prophet is commonly one of riding on an ass and, in 

some versions, the Prophet Muhammad is said to have ridden an ass 

believed to be descended from that of Jesus when he rode into 

Jerusalem, iconography that is invoked later in the poem. In the 

Quran, the nineteenth verse of chapter 31 (sūrat luq'mān) on the 

theme of modest self-conduct calls the braying of the ass the 

harshest sound, associated with loud boorishness rather than 

“relief” (1Poems 331).  

At the poem’s beginning Lawrence claims, without providing 

any provenance for his assertion, that “the authentic Arabic 

interpretation” of asses’ baleful noise is “All mares are dead!” 

(3Poems 1552, 1Poems 331). The poet hears a lament for the long-

gone mares of the “frisky steppes” (3Poems 1553), a phrase which 

is fortunately amended to the plainer “Steppes of Tartary” in the 

revised version (1Poems 331).1 In the earlier poem, ‘The Ass [2]’, 

Lawrence attends to the parallels between men and asses, both 

subjugated and domesticated by “love”, and from line 59 emphasis 

is placed on a shared and lost “lordship” manifested in unfettered 

freedom, which includes, of course, rutting masculinity. Such 

lordship is far from the mystery represented in the missed encounter 

in ‘Snake’ between the poet and “one of the lords / Of life” 

(1Poems 305). The published version of ‘The Ass’ preserves the 

alignment of men with geldings: both have become detached from 

an assumed ancestral prowess, unlike the modern, domesticated ass, 

whose braying betrays the sharpness of his ancestral memory. In 

the earlier poem, Lawrence does not resist colloquialisms: “But the 

ass, he can’t forget. / And that’s why he is the silly ass” (3Poems 

1554), which echoes the judgement that he is attractive, “Yet such 

an ass” (1553). The published poem forgoes this tendency, and at 

this point in the poem asserts, “But the ass is a primal creature, and 
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never forgets” (1Poems 333). This line suggests greater integration 

of the poem with the more substantial animal poems in Birds, 

Beasts and Flowers, where the quality of observational writing and 

the prioritisation of the animal and the vegetal force us to attend to 

biodiversity in ways that resonate with urgency in our moment. Not 

that Lawrence omits the human but, in the strongest poems, he 

allows the human to recede and make visible the non-human. In 

this, in my view, resides his strongest claim to an eco-poetics.  

The earlier iteration, ‘The Ass [2]’, retains the ideas and the 

language of those of Lawrence’s discursive essays which have 

Nietzschean echoes.2 The ass’s “obstinate love-will” towards man 

precipitates its decline “to domesticity, pack-slavery, and asininity” 

(3Poems 1553). But in this poem, the movement towards this 

conclusion is incomplete, even incoherent. The emphasis shifts 

from the ancestral memory of the Steppes and “wild mares” to 

domestication by men, towards whom the “obstinate love-will” has 

driven the ass (1553). “Love” (unexplained and unexplored) has put 

“a halter on the nose”. The poem concludes with the weakly 

misogynistic line of speculation: “Perhaps he wishes by now all 

mares were dead” (1554). There is no suggestion here of the 

positive love manifested in the published version; the latter recalls 

the iconography of the ass as the bearer (“meek”, 1Poems 333) of 

Jesus into Jerusalem. In a version of the central idea in ‘Tortoise 

Shell’ of the geometry of the true cross on the animal’s shell 

markings (“The Cross! / It goes right through him”, 1Poems 309), 

our attention is drawn to the ass’s markings: “the black cross on his 

shoulders” (332). That line fuses the final figure of Christ bearing 

the cross (on foot) with the markings of the ass. Mares, in the 

published version, assert their presence as the bearer of Mary 

(mares/Mary) on the journey out of Egypt, and this cameo recasts 

the sentiment of the ass’s cry.3 The onomatopoeic lines at the start 

of the poem which articulate desire, have been reinscribed as 

elegiac: “All mares are dead! / Or else I am dead!” (1Poems 333). 

By implication the ass shares a trajectory of desire and downfall 

with his human counterpart in a poem that becomes a lament for the 
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self, humiliated and servile, crucified on the cross of love. The 

transformation of the Tartary mare, from the “obstacle” to be 

mounted into the “goal” to be followed, leaves the wrong-footed 

ass no choice but to question the durability of his ancestral 

superiority (332). The “grunt of agonised relief” (331) at the end of 

the ass’s first outburst is erased ultimately by the destabilising 

uncertainty of his final cry. 

 

 
1  Until recently it was thought that the donkey developed from the wild 

ass in Asia, rather than from the African wild ass. Lawrence seems to have 

North, East and Central Asia in mind.  
2  Study of Thomas Hardy provides an example of Lawrence developing 

his thought in response to ideas drawn from his interpretation of 

Nietzsche, characterised by the authorial voice manoeuvring between 

positive reciprocal notions of sexual love and negative wilful and, 

therefore, arresting notions (STH 103‒5).  
3  In English a female ass is a “jenny”, but the sounds of “mare”, applied 

more usually to horses, serve the language play of the poem more usefully.  

 

 

PLACE, FREEDOM AND “THE DEEPEST SELF”  

IN LAWRENCE’S ‘EAGLE IN NEW MEXICO’ 

 

EUNYOUNG OH 

 

The human can feel free only in “a living, organic, believing 

community”, Lawrence says in Studies in Classic American 

Literature: “The freest are perhaps least free” (SCAL 17). The 

paradoxicality of this statement is compounded when he adds that 

“Men are only free when they are doing what the deepest self likes” 

(18). This paradox of freedom indicates that “believing”, 

“community”, “the deepest self” and “what [it] likes” are all 

essential building blocks in both a whole self and an organically 

whole society. Implicitly, “place” also is essential as he reiterates 
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its determining “spirit” throughout Studies. His border crossing to 

the American continent entailed an ongoing search for a place of 

living spirit, unlike England, which “seems full of graves to me” 

(‘Spirits Summoned West’, 1Poems 361). Although describing 

himself as “homeless” in poems such as ‘The Red Wolf” and 

‘Spirits Summoned West’, the word “homeless” ironically betrays 

his sense of relief that he had finally escaped his homeland full of 

graves.  

Four versions of ‘Eagle in New Mexico’ (first composed 11 

October 1922) in the Cambridge Edition of The Poems enable us to 

trace Lawrence’s hope for a free and living land. He invokes the 

‘Eagle in New Mexico’ as a pathfinder for the homeless, as they 

grope towards a living, organic, believing community. To capture 

the spirit of the American South-west, Lawrence portrays an eagle 

flying over the wild west as something august yet also as 

threatening as “the sickle dripping darkly above” in the first version 

(3Poems 1555). Interestingly, he simultaneously emphasises the 

image of the eagle embracing the sun “like an infant you love” 

(1557), not vice versa. The eagle carrying the sun in his breast is 

called “Sun-breaster” (1556). In version [2], the sun is its “first-

born, Only begotten” son of the bird father (1559). In the third 

version, the eagle arises, as a “soldier-erect and phallic” (1562). 

The images of the eagle mount upon each other to reach a 

crescendo, from the dark father who immerses the poet in darkness 

(1557) to a sacrifice bringer who performs a religious ritual in the 

final version (1 Poems 326). Through the four versions, Lawrence’s 

“vindictive” and “sinister” eagle of America in version [2] (1560) 

eventually displaces the Christian symbolism of “moaning dove of 

the Perfect Son / And the Spirit” that “I have cuddled … till I’m 

almost obscene” (in version [3], 1561). It is “the sickle dripping 

over and above” (1562) that cuts through the deeply rooted 

conventions of Western civilisation. 

It is intriguing that throughout these versions Lawrence describes 

the eagle as the bird father with the sun as the eagle’s only son. 

Even though he kept exploring the otherness of the Native 
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American way of life in the 1920s, he does not idealise any place or 

civilisation as the eagle’s rightful son. The American continent may 

be as rotten as Europe, and the Aztec civilisation was helplessly 

conquered. In the second version, the poet overthrows the hierarchy 

between the eagle and the sun that the Aztec worshipped as the 

centre of the universe, asking the eagle, “Will you strike the sun’s 

heart out again? / Will you? like an Aztec sacrifice reversed” 

(3Poems 1560). In the final version’s ending, the poet says, 

 

Even the sun in heaven can be curbed and chastened at last 

By the life in the hearts of men. 

And you, great bird, sun-starer, your heavy black beak 

Can be put out of office as sacrifice bringer. (1Poems 326) 

 

The eagle flying over the desert, still and indifferently, holds a 

living spirit that cannot be curbed or chastened by any human 

civilisation. In the eagle he encountered in New Mexico, the poet 

perceives an untameable spirit to lead human beings back to a 

living place. Since humans cannot be as free as an eagle, however, 

they are doomed to fail; nonetheless they must continue the attempt 

to be free. For Lawrence, the attempt alone revived the deepest self. 

 

 

D. H. LAWRENCE’S ‘CHANGE OF LIFE’ 

 

ANNALISE GRICE 

 

D. H. Lawrence’s  intriguing  poem  ‘Change of Life’  was  written 

c. April 1925 at the Kiowa Ranch in New Mexico; it is the last 

extant poem Lawrence is known to have written in the US. 

Lawrence was convalescing after a severe collapse in Oaxaca in 

February and was diagnosed with tuberculosis “in the third 

degree”.1 David Ellis observes that Lawrence thought his illness 

was “associated with the male equivalent of the menopause”, and 
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Christopher Pollnitz reads the poem as having enabled Lawrence to 

explore his illness under the cover of writing about menopause 

(3Poems cxiv).2 Notwithstanding the immediate context of 

Lawrence’s ill health, however, the poem valuably indicates his 

genuine interest in menopause as one of the bodily and psychic 

changes that occur during the life cycles of women and men. In 

1929 he called the change “psychological-organic” (7L 420) and 

claimed interest in the diagnosis offered by a “very modern” 

German doctor who told him that it affected men between the ages 

of “42 and 49” (7L 466). Similarly to contemporary advice now 

given to menopausal women, the prescription was for dietary 

change and to “go back to simple food” like millet porridge, sour 

milk and nuts.3  

Importantly, Lawrence had written ‘Change of Life’ in response 

to reading Mabel Dodge Luhan’s poem ‘Change’, which was 

published in the Christmas 1924 number of Palms magazine 

alongside four of Lawrence’s poems (‘Bombardment’, ‘After the 

Opera’, ‘The Little Town at Evening’ and ‘Last Hours’); he too 

utilises a female speaker.4 The composition of ‘Change of Life’ is 

another example of Lawrence’s adaptive creative practice in which 

he entered into imaginative engagement with others and used their 

writing as source material. Our ability to conduct this reading 

benefits from the reproduction in The Poems of the full text of 

Dodge Luhan’s poem (3Poems 1858‒60).5 ‘Change of Life’ had 

first been published in Fire and Other Poems (1940) and then 

included in Vivian de Sola Pinto and F. Warren Roberts’s edition of 

Complete Poems (1972), but without mention of Dodge Luhan’s 

original. Now readers can trace the extent to which Lawrence draws 

on ‘Change’ in the first three parts of his sequence, adding four 

further sections of his own which emphasise the divine renewal of 

life for the speaker after experiencing the menopause and which 

also present the speaker meeting her male counterpart on newly 

peaceable terms.  

Aged 45 in 1924, Dodge Luhan entitles the first section in her 

two-part poem ‘Transition’ (3Poems 1858‒60). She begins by 
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stressing the monthly “Recedence of life in every cell” and the 

feelings of “Departure” and “Absence”, which the speaker 

experiences “cruelly”, with her body’s “Motor power growing 

fainter”. Lawrence’s opening poem, ‘I. The Woman Weeps her 

Change of Life’, quickens the passage of time and the cessation of 

menstruation: “Minute by minute ebbs / My brood in retreat” 

(1568). It is easy to scan the word “brood” here erroneously as 

“blood”, a word that appears in the next stanza (“Departing, 

departing, departing / Out of the blood”), but “brood” effectively 

captures the woman’s sense of the uncontrollable loss of her 

fertility. Her clutch of eggs is rapidly diminishing, and she broods 

over them. This latter sense of the word – as deep in worry – 

appears in the third stanza as “my brood-soul withering”. The 

speakers of both poems initially call for “Death!”: Dodge Luhan’s 

as a means to “preserve” her from a “naked and helpless 

vulnerability” (1860) and Lawrence’s “to spare me” the torment of 

being left as “naked, pallid, helpless, vulnerable remains” (1569).  

The second, briefer poem in Dodge Luhan’s dyad, ‘Intimation’, 

reveals the speaker embracing her change since “The hardy blood 

was never / More true than now” (3Poems 1860). Lawrence 

reworks  these  lines in the  third  poem of his  sequence,  entitled 

‘III. Yet through the Tears steals a sense of Peace, and Greater 

Being’: “This blood that was once my own / Is my own as ever, and 

faithful” (1569‒70). While Dodge Luhan’s speaker reclaims her 

self-assurance, Lawrence’s sequence begins to take flight from her 

imagery of the “power of the virgin”: his fourth poem (‘IV. She 

Rejoices in her New Nakedness’) speaks of “Eve in the afterward” 

as she enters “The high, virgin valley … Paradisal” (1570). Like the 

phoenix rising from the ashes, Eve can “emerge at last / In another, 

softened springtime / As a flower above charred remains”. Into this 

new Paradise come “men of the afterwards” (1571; in ‘V. She Sees 

Men walking towards her, under the Trees’), who are also “virgins 

at last from the furnace” (1572). In Lawrence’s final poem of the 

sequence (‘VII. And the serpents wander their own ways, 

reconciled, without any more envy’), the men and women “meet, in 
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the glade between morning and evening / Where peace like a river 

flows, / Saying nothing, no more to be said” (1572).  

‘Change of Life’ demonstrates a respectful – even reverential – 

attitude towards ageing. It concludes that the post-menopausal 

period frees men from “the toil of sweat” and the “bitterness of 

reproach” (3Poems 1571) and lifts women to “a higher place” 

(1570), liberated from the domestic labour of hearth and home and 

released from the “battle” of the “will-to-live” and the “will to 

love” (1571). Dodge Luhan’s poem allowed Lawrence to think 

through the middle-aged woman’s experience of the menopause in 

ways that related to his own bodily experiences of life’s changes. 

Whether it helped him to furtively confront his tuberculosis 

diagnosis or the male menopause (or both), his urge was always to 

work through complex feelings creatively and in correspondence 

with someone else. Despite the many charges of misogyny that 

have been laid against this author, it is hard to imagine another 

male modernist writing about female menopause in such a 

considered and enlightened manner, affording the older woman 

peace and liberty. He was, however, working with good source 

material: Dodge Luhan’s poem bears attention in its own right. 

 

 
1  Frieda Lawrence, “Not I, But the Wind …” (Santa Fe: Rydal Press, 

1934), 167. 
2  David Ellis, D. H. Lawrence: Dying Game 1922‒1930 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 1998), 507‒8. 
3  See, for example, advice given by the Association of UK Dietitians 

<https://www.bda.uk.com/resource/menopause-diet.html>. Last accessed 

22/09/2020. 
4  Mabel Dodge Luhan, ‘Change’, Palms, ii, 5 (Christmas 1924), 136‒8; 

reprinted in 3Poems 1858‒60. 
5  Holly A. Laird also observes that Lawrence’s poem was based on 

Mabel’s ‘Change’ and reflects his own experience of a “change in life”, in 

Self and Sequence: The Poetry of D. H. Lawrence (Charlottesville, VA: 

UP of Virginia, 1988), 155.  
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THE STINK OF LAWRENCE’S PANSIES 

 

JOSEPH R. SHAFER 

 

The Cambridge Edition of The Poems has nicely framed just how 

feculent Lawrence’s Pansies can be. His penultimate collection, 

largely composed at Le Beau Rivage Hotel a year before his death, 

is indeed a sporadic assortment of casually composed snippets on 

ranging topics, written as Lawrence fiddled half-annoyed, “fairly 

nimble” and nearly “blank” (1Poems 435), under a sun he wanted 

to bathe in alone and embody – an “aristocrat of the sun” (457). 

These sun-sprouted pansies are full of fantastically caustic, 

cryptically blunt, and hopefully sarcastic one-liners, calling for 

money to be abolished, revolution to be made exclusively for fun, 

the beastly male bourgeois to be kicked and buried under the soil, 

narcissistic Aldingtonian English nobles to face their Don Juan 

egos, lesbians to be less possessive, elderly disgruntled women to 

stop forcing their will, and men and women to work immortally for 

themselves in a kindred sun ‒ or else “I want to work a guillotine” 

(457). With the questionable nature of its content, Pansies 

necessitated a ‘Foreword’ capable of delivering a critical thema. 

That ‘Foreword’ began by transfixing contemplative pensées into a 

physical “handful of thoughts” (659), snatched from a blazing, 

brazen, dirty earth.  

 The gross nature of such fruitful ground was the main subject of 

drafts now adjoined in The Poems, Volume I: ‘Draft Introduction to 

Pansies’, ‘Second Draft Introduction to Pansies’, ‘Introduction to 

Pansies’, ‘Unused Foreword to Pansies’, and ‘Foreword to 

Pansies’, from 1928‒29. We are warned that approaching these 

flagrant bits involves a “peppery sort of little smell”, stemming 

from the “dung that roots love” (1Poems 657). Unlike admirers of 

Keats’s polished urn, we shall seek out “the dung of earthly sensual 

life from the potter who made the urn”. Mocking the “Keatsily” 

form of a beautiful funeral, “Pansies”, on the other hand, “may live 

for ever, with their roots in dung and earth” (657‒8). His ‘Second 
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Draft’ is where such dung becomes the “manure” whence the thesis 

concerning “obscene words” grows (660). To exemplify what 

crowds find obscene, Lawrence does not offer the obvious “fuck” 

from Chatterley, but the proximate “arse”: “It is the mind which has 

made the word arse filthy and objectionable”. For if Christ is the 

Word, argues Lawrence, what does it say when the letters of arse 

seem so shitty? The concluding section of the ‘Second Draft’ and 

‘Introduction’ then proffer a beautiful illustration. Lawrence is 

fascinated by Jonathan Swift’s anger, in his poem to Celia, over the 

thought that Celia shits: “But–Celia Shits!” (661). It is “obvious” 

the “thought tortured Swift to agony and madness”. Swift appears 

“a mental lunatic”, like today’s “mass-insanity” regarding “taboos” 

(666). Taboos dehumanising women (Celia in this case) are 

poignantly interlinked with ideations of beauty, which come 

wrapped concisely in fetishes over the word itself (e.g. shit). 

Pansies’ worms, odours, distastefulness, flora, sunbeams and 

deteriorating organs will recompose, the ‘Second Draft’ tells us, a 

new body, a politic, or “body politic” (659). And while nearly all 

the arse-fecal references were washed from the final version, 

Pansies repeatedly demands that readers grasp its perfumed forms 

of protest, arising naturally whenever thought dead.  

 

 

A THOUGHT ON A BUDDING PANSY 

AND ITS TRANSFORMATION 

 

ANDREW KEESE 

 

 

When British authorities seized the typescript of D. H. Lawrence’s 

first version of Pansies in the mail in January 1929, his letters 

understandably show that he was upset. After all, he would need to 

retype the poems if he wanted to see them published, and he set to 

work almost immediately. During that process, Christopher Pollnitz 

notes, “As he typed, he also revised and expanded the collection” 
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(2Poems 762). How the typescript changed has the potential to 

reveal much about what Lawrence thought about the government in 

his homeland and its treatment of him, and perhaps even how his 

outlook on life was altered by the censorship experience. 

Thankfully, Pollnitz’s third volume of the Cambridge Poems now 

brings to the public the earlier versions of Pansies ‒ the ones that 

changed after the first typescript was confiscated. An example of 

how the first versions evolved can be seen in ‘What’s to be done!’ 

(3Poems 1600; composed c. 24 November 1928), which was later 

rewritten as ‘Be Still!’ (1Poems 446; published 16 August 1929). 

 In comparison with its earlier version, ‘Be Still!’ is rendered 

more ambiguous by its greater reliance on metaphorical language 

that is more fatalistic and even apocalyptic. Among its companions 

in the Pansies volume, this poem does not stand out significantly in 

either message or style, but it is more compact than its poetic 

predecessor and more fitting for the over-arching theme of thoughts 

suggested by the title of the book as a play on pensées (the word for 

thoughts in French). ‘What’s to be done!’, however, makes explicit 

what Lawrence suggests in the published versions of his animal 

poems  in  Pansies  ‒  such  as  ‘Little fish—’,  ‘The  mosquito 

knows—’ and ‘Lizard’ ‒ which is to be true to our instinctual 

nature:1 “Man is kept sane, not by his mind, which is by nature 

unstable / But by the heavy drift of his unperverted instincts / And 

his intuition” (3Poems 1600). This sentiment is reminiscent of the 

Introduction to Pansies and his comments on Jonathan Swift. It is 

the mind, not the body, that’s obscene in humans:  

 

 For at present, in the whirring insanity of the mental 

  consciousness 

 We violate ourselves every moment, and violate everybody else  

 In a cog-wheel clatter of violation. (1600) 

 

Society is driven by a collective mental consciousness, which 

perverts what it should mean to be human. This thought, of course, 
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is related to Lawrence’s ideas about blood consciousness, also 

articulated in Lady Chatterley’s Lover. 

 In the later ‘Be Still!’, mental consciousness becomes the 

ominous “waves of our undoing” (1Poems 446), as if the postal 

seizure of that early Pansies typescript further soured Lawrence’s 

outlook on the fate of humanity. The individual (in this case 

Lawrence) cannot overcome the collective mental consciousness, 

which uses a repressive state apparatus to rid itself of errant 

pensées; the poet is thus likened to “the tiny grain” (446) of sand on 

a beach being pounded by the waves. People are very much a part 

of society and subject to its collective thoughts, which can snuff out 

independence. Lawrence’s solution, then, is to “keep quiet, and 

wait” for “Resurrection” (446). In that sense, what has been will 

have to die. Perhaps societies as we have known them will have to 

crumble in order for Lawrence’s vision to be realised. Or maybe 

something even uglier, such as a destructive war, would have to 

befall humanity for it to have the chance to be truly reborn. Yet, 

unlike the earlier version of the poem, ‘Be Still!’ does not provide 

the remedy to mental consciousness: the instincts, as reiterated 

three times in ‘What’s to be done!’. Those are demonstrated in 

other poems in the book, as in the animal poems. But alone, ‘Be 

Still!’ is dark and brave and fatalistic, as Lawrence needed to be in 

order to bring his thoughts, his Pansies, to light. 

 
1  See Andrew Keese, ‘Pansies: Lawrence’s Search for the Animal Other 

in Human’, in D. H. Lawrence Studies (Korea), 20.2 (2012), 137‒54. 

 

 

ON ‘WIDDERSHINS’ 

 

PAUL FRANZ 

 

‘Widdershins’ (3Poems 1603) displays characteristic inventiveness 

in presenting ideas its author had been turning over continually in 

his   writing.   “Life”,   as   another   poem   of  the  same   period  
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(c. December 1928) puts it, “is a thing you’ve got to be flexible and 

intelligent about, / and steer according to the currents and winds 

and tides, and the vessel itself” (‘What’s sane and what isn’t—’, 

3Poems 1614‒15). ‘Widdershins’ presents a version of the same 

thought as a movement in what Christopher Pollnitz calls a 

“cosmological fantasia”: an eight-poem “cycle centred on sun, salt 

and water … exploring the notion of water traversing ‘space to the 

sun’, then coming purified ‘back out of the sun’ to the rivers and 

the sea” (3Poems cxviii). 
 This idea is stated clearly in a poem, called ‘Peace’, appearing 

on the same manuscript page as ‘Widdershins’, which is “interlined 

around [it] in darker ink” (3Poems 1888):  

 

Fresh waters come out of the sun 

And peace comes out of the further sun, father of suns,  

Peace flows from the sun behind the sun. (1603) 

 

From this conceit ‘Peace’ draws images and an (implied) 

admonition:   

 

And people, moving, brush the low clouds of peace  

And bring down rain  

A man may be a river of fresh flowing peace.  

 

But most people are like sand hills 

Dry, peaceless, heaps of friction. 

Then they go mad.  

 

The admonition is not altogether straightforward. Are the people 

who “brush the low clouds of peace / And bring down rain” – a 

mild abrasion that seems life-giving – the same as or different from 

the people “Like sand hills / Dry peaceless, heaps of friction” 

(“friction” being Lawrence’s usual word for compulsive activity, 

likewise for forms of sexual gratification he wishes to stigmatise)? 

Perhaps they are as like and unlike as any two re-imaginings in 
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fresh imagery ‒ as similar and dissimilar, perhaps, as ‘Peace’ is to 

‘Widdershins’, the poem with which it shares a page.  

One way of stating the relation between the two poems would be 

that ‘Widdershins’ presents an exhilarated expansion of ‘Peace’. 

This sense of exhilaration comes, in the first instance, from the new 

presence in the longer poem of the words “breath” and “breathing”: 

 

Fresh waters come out of the sun 

and the sun draws back his breath from autumn, out of the 

 turning leaves. 

It is all breathing, intake and out-breath— (3Poems 1603)   

 

‘Widdershins’, like ‘Peace’, illustrates the consequences of going 

against natural prompting. In ‘Widdershins’, however, the moral is 

less emphatic: going “backward” (the meaning of the title word’s 

German cognates, though the OED also supplies a sense of moving 

“In a direction contrary to the apparent course of the sun: 

considered as unlucky or causing disaster”)1 is presented matter-of-

factly, as what “sometimes” occurs. The poem’s final stanza 

describes such action and its consequences:  

 

But sometimes men move counter to the sun 

sometimes they brush hostile against the sky 

like marauders through thickets of thorns 

and then they are torn, each sun-beam scratches like a thorn 

each shaft of rain whips back across the face 

and the breath of the sun is like a headache 

when men move counter-sunwise 

widdershins (3Poems 1603)   

 

What Holly Laird has observed of the sequence technique of 

Pansies – that it “manages to be both more open and more tightly 

woven than Lawrence’s previous books” and that this “is the 

method also of verse clearly serious in nature in Last Poems”2 – is 

no less true of individual poems of this period, ‘Widdershins’ 
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included. Like such Last Poems as ‘Shadows’ and the various 

versions of ‘The Ship of Death’, ‘Widdershins’ hovers around, 

without strictly binding itself to, the iambic pentameter. Lines of 

strict metre (“But sometimes men move counter to the sun”; “each 

shaft of rain whips back against the face”) feel just as natural as, 

and provide a baseline for, adjacent lines’ rhythmic departures. Knit 

together by internal rhyme (“thorns” / “torn”) and assonant line-

endings (“face” / “headache”), such modulations give the verse-

paragraph an effect of subtle, unforced cohesion.  

 Often Lawrence’s memorable imagery is neither visual nor 

sonic, but tactile. ‘Widdershins’ presents a simultaneous 

aggrandisement and diminution of sense-perceptions. To “brush” 

the sky, to feel how “each sun-beam scratches like a thorn” is to 

sense the cosmos intimately. Such imagery can also be 

proprioceptive: relating not to outward perceptions, but to the 

feeling of the body – the “flame of the soul”, as Kate calls it in The 

Plumed Serpent (PS 300) – for its own inner dispositions. Here, the 

concluding image of “headache” – a distant cousin of the harsher, 

but still low-key internal sensation that “my wrists seem broken” in 

‘Shadows’ – is particularly beguiling. We are accustomed to saying 

that Lawrence is not a writer of the “mot juste”, that he is among 

those who (as John Gould Fletcher put it) “depend rather on the 

extension of emotion, than on its minute concentration”.3 But it is 

no less true that his repetitions and reformulations, whether across 

his career or within its distinct phases, provide a background 

against which particular words and phrases – “brush hostile”; 

“marauders”; “the breath of the sun is like a headache” – flash out 

with freshness. 

 
1  OED entry for “Withershins, widdershins”.  
2  Holly Laird, Self and Sequence: The Poetry of D. H. Lawrence 

(Charlottesville, VA: UP of Virginia, 1988), 208.  
3  John Gould Fletcher, ‘A Modern Evangelist’ (Review of Look! We 

Have Come Through!), in Poetry: A Magazine of Verse (August 1918), 

273. 
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LAWRENCE AND YEATS ON DEATH 

 

MASASHI ASAI 

 

Lawrence, like W. B. Yeats, writes death poems as an “anticipation 

of death” (to use Heidegger’s term), in acknowledgement that “It is 

not easy to die ... / For death comes when he will / not when we 

will him” (‘Difficult death’, 1Poems 634).1 Both poets meditate on 

death to feel their lives more fully. As Lawrence writes in ‘Song of 

Death.’: “Sing the song of death, Oh sing it! / For without the song 

of death, the song of life / becomes pointless and silly” (versions 

[1] 1Poems 597 and [2] 637).  

In ‘The Ship of Death. [1]’ (from ‘The Last Poems Notebook’, 

composed by mid-November 1929), Lawrence shows how the 

dying goes through the first and the last experience of death and 

resurrects. This attempt is, as Christopher Pollnitz’s note says, 

inspired by the Etruscan bronze ship and the ship in the Egyptian 

Book of the Dead (2Poems 1299). Pollnitz also points out a parallel 

biblical reference to the “ark” that Lawrence makes in his Sketches 

of Etruscan Places: “the ark of the covenant, in which lies the 

mystery of eternal life” (SEP 20; 2Poems 1299). Indeed, 

Lawrence’s scheme is how to reach, or attain, the “mystery” to be 

found in “oblivion”. But the explanatory note referring to P. D. 

Ouspensky’s Tertium Organum is unexpected (2Poems 1300), 

because Lawrence’s reaction to it when he read it in New Mexico 

was quite negative.2 Nonetheless, the reference is apt for it strongly 

connects “disorientation” in the forthcoming death voyage to a 

“terrible trial before initiation” (Ouspensky qtd. 1300), through 

which the dying attains “oblivion”, where (in Lawrence’s words), 

“the cruel dawn of coming back to life” begins, and hence “the 

whole thing starts again” (1Poems 633). A petty resistance of 

reason ‒ “Is it illusion?” ‒ is put aside by the sheer fact that “the 

cruel dawn” occurs as a “flush of rose”.  

In the related, earlier poem ‘Ship of Death’ (from ‘The “Nettles” 

Notebook’, composed earlier in 1929), Lawrence contrasts the 
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agony of “the poor gaunt dead that cannot die” (1Poems 595), who 

haven’t built the ship of death, with the poet himself, who is going 

to build it.3 The voyager “takes the oars” and “row[s] on”, and only 

at the very end, “the oars have gone” (596). But in ‘The Ship of 

Death. [1]’ the poet focuses on his voyage in a serene and detached 

tone; the voyager “cannot steer” but only lets the “drifting” ship 

take him away (632, 633). This passive tone may suggest that 

Lawrence “calmly and even serenely acquiesces” to “the prospect 

of death”, as one of the early reviewers wrote (2Poems 805). Yet in 

this “acquiescence” Lawrence shows a firm resolution of “coming 

back to life”, perhaps partly because of his sympathy for Plutarch’s 

view of death, as noted by Pollnitz (1301). While in ‘Ship of 

Death’, the voyager is not sure of returning to life (“But can it be 

that also it is procreation?” [1Poems 597]), in ‘The Ship of Death. 

[1]’ he confidently writes, according to his life-long belief, that the 

dead must resurrect, “emerge strange and lovely”, as “the body” 

(633). In ‘The Ship of Death. [2]’ (typescript of Last Poems, 

composed by mid-November 1929), the last of this related triad, the 

poet recommends that we “think” of the “last journey” (633) while 

building the ship, but in version [1], he virtually experiences this, 

the longest journey, as an initiate, thus claiming the sureness of 

resurrection.  

Further worth noting is Lawrence’s use of the pivotal word 

“oblivion”. In ‘New Heaven and Earth’, a poem composed in his 

prime (c. 1915, revised 1916‒17), the poet falls into a vital 

“oblivion of uttermost living!” after physical contact with “the 

woman I loved” (1Poems 214), whereas the “oblivion” in his last 

phase is the “end”, “quietus”, of his life (594). Yet, though 

strikingly contrasting in that way, both evoke an “unknown” sphere 

of resuscitation or resurrection, a strange returning point of going 

“back to life” (633). In ‘Ship of Death’, “oblivion” is equivalent to 

“the greatest goal” (596), but in ‘The Ship of Death. [1]’ the term 

“goal” is dropped to foreground the significance of “oblivion” as 

potential – or a state in which some mysterious change occurs, 

making “the little ship wing[] home” (633). 



JDHLS 5.3 (2020) 

 

249 

I. A. Richards, another early reviewer, comments that these 

poems on death “proceeded from no more than Lawrence’s 

unscientific view of life, [and] could amount to no more than ‘a 

piece of case-history’” (2Poems 805). His view is ironically true, 

for every meditation on death is bound to be a “case-history”. In 

his, Yeats shows the way he faces his death. While Lawrence’s 

poems concentrate on his inner journey towards his imminent 

death, Yeats’s ‘Under Ben Bulben’ at first takes form as a will: a 

will to the Irish people, especially poets, encouraging them to work 

hard to be “the indomitable Irishry”.4   

But then Yeats changes tone, and even theme, to reaffirm his life-

long doctrine of the “mask”: as he once wrote, “If we cannot 

imagine ourselves as different from what we are, and assume that 

second self, we cannot impose a discipline upon ourselves ... Active 

virtue ... is therefore theatrical, consciously dramatic, the wearing 

of a mask”.5 His poem, ‘A Dialogue of Self and Soul’, is his last 

effort to play out this faith. What he wants to affirm yet again is his 

deep belief in “tragic joy”: 

 

I am content to live it all again 

And yet again, if it be life to pitch 

Into the frog-spawn of a blind man’s ditch, 

A blind man battering blind men; 

Or into that most fecund ditch of all, 

… 

 

I am content to follow to its source 

Every event in action or in thought; 

Measure the lot; forgive myself the lot! 

When such as I cast out remorse 

So great a sweetness flows into the breast 

We must laugh and we must sing, 

We are blest by everything, 

Everything we look upon is blest.6  
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Facing his death, Yeats’s poet is not looking for “oblivion” or some 

such mysterious sphere as Lawrence does; instead rebirth is a 

premise for him, based on his firm belief in reincarnation (“Many 

times he died, / Many times rose again” in ‘Death’).7 On that 

premise he resolves to “live it all again”, despite all the miseries 

and tragedies: “What matter though numb nightmare ride on top / 

And blood and mire the sensitive body stain?”.  All he wants is to 

hear “a voice” that comes “Out of Cavern … / And all it knows is 

that one word ‘Rejoice’” (‘The Gyres’).8 The last epitaph of ‘Under 

Ben Bulben’ ‒ “Cast a cold eye / On life, on death. / Horseman, 

pass by!” ‒ sounds like an imperative to himself.9 Though the 

overall vigorous tone makes a sharp contrast with that of 

Lawrence’s death poems, both modernists are determined to live 

this earthly life again, in their respective ways. 

 

 
1  In his Introduction to Being and Time (1927), Martin Heidegger draws 

a key distinction between anticipation (Vorlaufen) and expectation or 

awaiting (Erwarten). On “anticipation of death” see Division II, Part I 

‘Dasein’s possibility of Being-a-whole, and Being-towards-death’. 
2  See also T. E. Tedlock, ‘D. H. Lawrence’s Annotation of Ouspensky’s 

Tertium Organum’, Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 2 (1960), 

206‒18. 
3  ‘Ship of death’ is from ‘The “Nettles” Notebook’, composed over six 

months in 1929; it predates versions [1] and [2] of ‘The Ship of Death.’ 

from, respectively, ‘The Last Poems Notebook’ and its unlocated 

typescript, both completed by mid-November 1929. 
4  W. B. Yeats, The Poems, ed. Daniel Albright (London: J. M. Dent, 

1994), 376. 
5  W. B. Yeats, ‘Per Amica Silentia’, Mythologies (New York: Collier 

Books, 1969), 334. 
6  Yeats, The Poems, 286. 
7  Ibid., 284. 
8  Ibid., 340. 
9  Ibid., 376. 
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UNEXTINGUISHED FIRE 

 

BETHAN JONES 

 

Fire flickers at the heart of Lawrence’s “cosmological fantasia” 

(3Poems cxviii), as exemplified by five poems composed during his 

last thirteen months of verse-writing. Three of them are printed in 

The Poems, Volume III, within a cluster of uncollected or 

superseded drafts. To these may be added ‘Fire’ from Pansies 

(1Poems 439; hereafter ‘Fire’ [P]) and ‘Phoenix’ (641). Indeed, the 

prominence of fire within the late elemental poems is indicated by 

the fact that ‘Phoenix’ is the final piece within ‘The Last Poems 

Notebook’, while the prose poem beginning ‘Fire: did you ever 

warm your hands’ is the latest poetic work Lawrence ever wrote.    

 The verse-draft printed by Christopher Pollnitz as ‘Fire [I]’ 

(3Poems 1601‒2) had never previously been published. Written in 

late November 1928, it served as the kindling for newly emerging 

poems over the following year. It exhibits many stylistic and 

polemical traits characteristic of Lawrence’s late verse, from its 

incantatory opening – “Ah, the fire” ‒ to the rhetoric (reminiscent 

of his poem ‘Lizard’) measuring humanity against a natural, 

elemental phenomenon: “If people only were like fire / And one 

could sit near them and gloat in the glow of them” (1601). In 

keeping with multiple Lawrence poems emphasising the 

impoverished nature of modern man, this poem pits intensely 

radiating heat – “put out one’s hands, yet never right in the fire!” – 

against the “cold thin draughts of conversation and self-

consciousness” often experienced when people are nearby. In an 

inventive reworking of a stock metaphor for sorrow, such cold 

currents are said to “blow in your neck and down your ears, / And 

put your heart out” (1602).  

 In the untitled prose poem mentioned above, ‘Fire: did you ever 

warm your hands’, it is analogously suggested that excessive 

thought ‒ “a thousand damp equivocations” (3Poems 1616) ‒ may 

douse the power of flame. In ‘Fire.’ (previously published in Fire 
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and Other Poems and Complete Poems; Lawrence’s punctuation), 

the myriad “dead twigs of pallid and chafing people” simply fail to 

ignite, spiralling instead into a slow, cold, “fungoid” process of 

disintegration (1611): the antithesis of “quick”, vital burning. 

Supplementing the cold/heat dichotomy, pallor contrasts in both 

poems with the rippling brightness of red, yellow, gold and white 

flame.  

 So, what can fire offer those capable of being kindled? Certainly 

the “hot, hurrying, gold-lapping, rose-glowing element!” (‘Fire [I]’, 

3Poems 1601) invigorates Lawrence’s free verse, as does the 

sequence of imperative verbs in ‘Fire.’: “Wave then”, “Flap”, “Fly 

then, fly!” (1611). In ‘Fire’ [P], the combining of people’s inner 

fires creates a force that “rushes up in a huge blaze like a phallus 

into hollow space / and fecundates the zenith” (1Poems 439). As in 

‘Fire [I]’ the intense, regenerative power is too hot to handle: it 

“singes us, and burns the house down” with an apocalyptic flourish 

(439). 

In ‘Fire.’, the fire is inhaled and exhaled by a “vast and 

unknown” cosmic body: it is seen as paradoxically “travelling, 

travelling” whilst remaining “ever there, on the hearth” (3Poems 

1611). Its flight is likened to that of (non-migrating) winter 

starlings, and attributes of a phoenix are omni-present. Pollnitz 

points to a Heraclitean influence while also indicating a correlation 

with imagery in Lawrence’s Apocalypse (1897). Dynamic 

movement in the form of revolving, turning and wheeling similarly 

connects this poem with other late verse evoking planetary motion. 

Significantly, such revolutions are associated here with the “breath 

of life” and with instantaneous change – just as, in the prose poem, 

fire “writhes a little, changes upon itself, … faintly withdraws” 

(1611). This swift, bright, rustling, ruddy, pulsing, gold-feathered 

force possesses a ceaseless capacity for metamorphosis and 

renewal. ‘Phoenix’ poses the question: “Are you willing to be 

sponged out, erased, cancelled, / made nothing? ... If not, you will 

never really change” (1Poems 641‒2), establishing nullification as 

a necessary precursor to rebirth.  
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The stirring of a newly emerging firebird within its nest of ash 

in ‘Phoenix’ anticipates the gold-pinioned flames that “nest and 

crackle” in Lawrence’s last composition – the untitled prose poem 

(3Poems 1616). Yet the latter also ties off a thread of imagery 

running through the three poems collected for the first time in The 

Poems, Volume III: imagery relating to inwardness and the bodily 

interiorisation of fire. In ‘Fire [I]’, it is cold breath – not flame – 

that seeps in and extinguishes the heart. In ‘Fire.’, fire “Rush[es] in 

and fill[s] the living cavities” (1601), but the process remains 

abstract and cosmic, removed from the experience of people in their 

clammy process of decay. The prose poem, however, offers a more 

personal and hopeful vision in which fire can be assimilated: “Oh 

again I am a wine-cup, and my chill heart is empty of wine. Oh 

pour, pour, pour in to the vessels of my heart, run in through the 

branched hands …” (1616). Inverting the idea of a heart being “put 

out”, the last poem Lawrence wrote ends with receptivity – a 

willingness to internalise intoxicating warmth in order to alleviate 

chill emptiness: “But I am before the fire, and my heart is open”.  

 
 


