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LAWRENCE AND DAVID GARNETT:  

A FRIENDSHIP REVISITED 

 

JANE COSTIN 
 

 

 

David Garnett (1892‒1981) – known as Bunny – was a physically 

attractive twenty-year-old when he met Lawrence (seven years his 

senior) in July 1912, and perhaps it is not surprising they took to each 

other at once. Bunny admired Lawrence’s work and they shared a 

keen interest in nature, Bunny studying botany at university and 

initially working as a scientist.1 As an only child, Bunny had 

developed a real knack for friendship, yearning “not for one friend 

… but a whole roomful”,2 many of his relationships lasted for 

decades and childhood companions became life-long friends. In 

language which has resonances to how Lawrence described Bunny, 

his biographer, Sarah Knights, depicts Bunny as a very likeable 

young man, who “came across variously as boyishly exuberant, shy, 

charming, affectionate and demonstrative. It was a fetching mix. But 

he had no idea of how attractive others found him”.3 Lawrence’s 

letters express his immediate attraction to Bunny, which was 

coloured by the heavy debt of gratitude he felt to his father, Edward 

Garnett (1868‒1937), who had become an important confidant and 

had done much to help him both personally and professionally.4 

Lawrence’s sense of indebtedness, and perhaps even an in loco 

parentis concern for the younger man, is evident in his pledge to 

Edward before meeting Bunny in Germany: “I can introduce him to 

Professor Jaffe, at the University … It would be lovely if we could 

do just a little for him – all we can” (1L 426‒7).  

Yet, despite this promising start, in April 1915, Bunny felt forced 

to break with Lawrence after receiving a somewhat hysterical 

missive from him, the well-known “black-beetles” letter (2L 320‒1), 

which David Ellis has described as an “untypical outburst of 

homophobic anger not easy to explain”.5 Therefore critics, whilst 

acknowledging the importance of this friendship to Lawrence, 
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usually regard it as a brief affair. But there is much in both men’s 

writing – and in Bunny’s actions after Lawrence’s death ‒ to suggest 

their strong, mutual affection survived this quarrel in 1915.  

Until recently, Bunny’s clouding of his sexuality helped to 

obscure such connections. But following Bunny’s death in 1981, and 

with the passage of time, his family became inured to the 

complications of his private life and gave Knights unrestricted access 

to his private diaries and memoirs, from which she compiled the first 

biography of Bunny in 2015, which, in improving our understanding 

of him, also helps to illuminate his relationship with Lawrence, 

disclosing details not available to earlier critics and revealing 

misinformation about Bunny’s life. 

 Lawrence’s letters give the main outlines of this relationship from 

his perspective, detailing how Lawrence and Frieda quickly became 

very fond of Bunny after meeting him in July 1912 (1L 429), how 

they walked with Bunny and Harold Hobson through the Alps on 

their “honeymoon” (443) ‒ also depicted in Mr Noon ‒ and how 

Lawrence greatly missed Bunny when he left to go home (444). 

Later, we are told of Lawrence’s embarrassingly awkward visit to 

Duncan Grant’s studio in January 1915 with Bunny and E. M. Forster 

(2L 263) and how he “hated” his visit to Cambridge in March 1915 

(305, 309). Lawrence attributed this visit to Cambridge – or, more 

specifically, to seeing John Maynard Keynes emerging from his 

bedroom at noon in his pyjamas ‒ with opening his eyes to the 

consequences of homosexuality and prompting the “black-beetles” 

letter to Bunny a few weeks later in April 1915.6 Lawrence’s startling 

letter, which demonstrates a marked lack of self-awareness about 

how his actions might affect his close friend, followed some visits 

Bunny and his friend, Francis Birrell, paid to Lawrence and Frieda, 

culminating in this particular occasion when Lawrence took a strong 

dislike to Birrell. Bunny thought this visit a success, but once his 

guests had left, Lawrence wrote a forthright letter to Bunny and, 

invoking his love for Edward as authority, instructed Bunny to 

renounce his life-long friends and homosexual tendencies and marry 

a woman like Eleanor Farjeon: 
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It is foolish of you to say that it doesn’t matter either way – the 

men loving men … it matters so much, David, to the man himself 

… Never bring B[irrell] to see me anymore. There is something 

nasty about him, like black-beetles. He is horrible and unclean … 

I feel, because I love your father, that you must leave these 

‘friends’, these beetles. You must wrench away and start a new 

life … You can come away, and grow whole, and love a woman 

and marry her, and make life good, and be happy. Now David, in 

the name of everything that is called love, leave this set and stop 

this blasphemy against love … Go away David, and try and love 

a woman. My God, I could kiss Eleanor Farjeon with my body 

and soul, when I think how good she is, in comparison. But the 

Oliviers, and such girls, are wrong. (2L 320‒1)7 
 

As we will see, in 1979 Bunny explained why this letter frightened 

him and made him very angry, but Mark Kinkead-Weekes’s 

influential biography stoutly defends Lawrence’s actions.8 

Acknowledging that Bunny was an “affectionate friend”, Kinkead-

Weekes labels him as an “Egotist and hedonist, bisexual and 

promiscuous womaniser” and berates him for not acknowledging 

“the pain and tenderness in Lawrence’s letter or the genuine concern 

that underlay the interference”. Kinkead-Weekes also accuses Bunny 

of enduring bitterness over the incident, claiming he “never forgave 

Lawrence, and most of his reminiscences contain an element of 

putting down”, an opinion this article will challenge.9 

Other biographers including John Worthen, Andrew Harrison, 

Paul Delany and Jeffrey Meyers have also had something to say 

about this friendship, and Bunny gave a guarded account in his 

autobiography.10 In addition, some critics have looked at this 

relationship in connection with their particular concerns, for 

example, Howard J. Booth’s careful analysis in his essay ‘D. H. 

Lawrence and Male Homosexual Desire’ (2002) helpfully places this 

friendship in a wider context.11 Work by S. P. Rosenbaum, in his 

edited collections of essays and memoirs, is more concerned with 

Bloomsbury, including its links with Lawrence, and an essay by Earl 
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G. Ingersoll identifies Bunny as a critical link between Lawrence and 

Bloomsbury.12 However, following the suppression of The Rainbow, 

Duncan Grant’s letter to Bunny whilst he was in Paris, shows 

Lawrence and Frieda maintaining this connection independently by 

visiting Vanessa and Clive Bell at 46 Gordon Square, London.13 

All these accounts acknowledge the strength of Lawrence’s 

affection for Bunny, and some put forward theories as to why this 

friendship faltered. For example, Rosenbaum concludes that 

Lawrence’s response to Cambridge and “his meetings with Duncan 

Grant and Francis Birrell cannot be understood apart from 

Lawrence’s intense and complex reaction to homosexuality”.14 

Furthermore, they all also remark on the sexual tensions in Bunny’s 

friendship with Lawrence. Worthen, perhaps referring to Lawrence’s 

discarded prologue to Women in Love, suggests that Lawrence’s 

feeling for Bunny “was a revelation to him of the way in which he 

himself might be homosexual, and did not want to be”.15 Observing 

that “the friendship, poignantly brief as it was, meant more to 

Lawrence than we have yet acknowledged”, and attributing Bunny 

with playing “a crucial role in Lawrence’s construction of male 

friendship”, Ingersoll reminds us that Mr Noon and Women in Love 

celebrate male friendship, and “more specifically the friendship with 

David Garnett”.16   

Although caution is necessary when attempting to factualise 

Lawrence’s fiction, Part II of Mr Noon written in 1921‒22 (published 

in 1984), six-seven years after the alleged ending of Lawrence’s 

friendship with Bunny, is an important text; Lindeth Vasey 

considering the similarities to Lawrence’s life “significant enough to 

become a source for the biographer” and that the important change 

in Gilbert Noon’s character means “He effectively becomes 

Lawrence and his experiences are those of Lawrence (and Frieda) 

from May to September 1912” (MN xl).  

It was during this time that Lawrence and Frieda met Bunny and 

travelled together through the mountains, the veracity of Lawrence’s 

fictionalised account being endorsed in part by his letters and also by 

Bunny’s early account of the same event in his preface to Love 
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Among the Haystacks and Other Pieces (1930), which describes their 

“botanising”: 
 

Every few yards Lawrence or I would find some new flower and 

tear it up by the roots to add to my herbarium, which was enriched 

in three days by nearly two hundred Alpine species. Lawrence 

was interested in botany and loved flowers, which at that time 

played a large part in his symbolism and personal mythology.17  
 

This journey is described more fully in the first part of Bunny’s 

autobiography, but in Mr Noon Bunny is the Terry character who 

Lawrence admiringly describes as:  
 

of that ephemeral school of young people who were to be quite 

natural, impulsive and charming, in touch with the most advanced 

literature … a nice, quaint youth … quite amiable, sophisticated. 

He swam in a fierce river, he clambered over mountains, he 

collected flowers and pressed them in a blotting-paper book, and 

he talked mysteriously and sententiously, in a hushed, cultured 

voice, and was never offensive. (MN 255)  
 

On parting, the two men vow their friendship will continue, Gilbert 

(the Lawrence character) states “‘I believe one should keep one’s 

friendships forever: even put a bit of eternal feeling into them’”, and 

Terry responds, “rather impressively”, “‘There is that feeling in me’” 

(269). Terry then tells Gilbert, “‘Remember I love you’” and the 

reader is told “Terry looked at Gilbert protectively” (270).  

The homoeroticism hinted at here is more fully expressed in 

Lawrence’s discarded prologue to Women in Love, most probably 

written in April 1916 (WL xxviii), so, again, after many critics 

assume the friendship of Lawrence and Bunny had ended. Here 

Gerald Crich is the Bunny figure and Rupert Birkin the Lawrence 

figure. When they part we are told: 

 

Yet there remained always, for Birkin and for Gerald Crich, the 

absolute recognition that had passed between them then, the 
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knowledge that was in their eyes as they met at the moment of 

parting. They knew they loved each other, that each would die for 

the other. (WL 490) 
 

Birkin attempts to suppress his desire for men, but acknowledges a 

powerful mutual attraction with Gerald Crich: 
 

This was the one and only secret he kept to himself, this secret 

of his passionate and sudden, spasmodic affinity for men he saw. 

He kept this secret even from himself … His a priori were: “I 

should not feel like this,” … Therefore, though he admitted 

everything, he never really faced the question. He never accepted 

the desire, and received it as part of himself …  

Gerald Crich was the one towards whom Birkin felt most 

strongly that immediate, roused attraction … In both men were 

the seeds of a strong, inflammable affinity. (WL 505)  
 

However, both Lawrence and Bunny, either innocently or 

consciously, employed various degrees of obfuscation about their 

relationship. Hesitancy is to be expected because of the illegality of 

homosexuality in Britain until 1967 (although many homosexual 

men bravely resisted this stricture on their natural sexuality, a series 

of high-profile court cases ensured an atmosphere of fear impeded 

even Bunny’s actions). Subsequently, the charismatic Bunny, whose 

protective love for his family made him very guarded about revealing 

his private life, willfully misled Delany (regarded by Ingersoll as the 

pre-eminent biographer of this relationship) and Meyers when they 

were compiling their accounts, both firmly claiming that Bunny was 

heterosexual. Angelica Garnett (née Bell [1918‒2012]), Bunny’s 

second wife, was also less than truthful in her 1984 autobiography 

when she indicated that Bunny “allowed himself to be seduced” by 

Grant, and that Bunny was “only temporarily homosexual”.18 Even 

Ingersoll, who observes “Garnett’s participation in the construction 

of his own unqualified heterosexuality persisted to the end of his 

life”, seems to have fallen under Bunny’s spell, stating that “Despite 

his youthful homosexuality, Garnett was drawn back, it would seem, 
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by the force of what Adrienne Rich has termed ‘compulsory 

heterosexuality”’.19  

But the truth about Bunny’s sexuality is somewhat different. In 

defining Bunny’s bisexuality, Knight observes that for him, in his 

many sexual relationships with both sexes, it was the person who was 

of importance not their gender. She also carefully explains Bunny’s 

firm commitment to what he understood as libertinism, illuminating 

how that differs from promiscuity. Furthermore, in drawing attention 

to the significance of Bunny’s upbringing in shaping his character, 

Knights unwittingly offers a useful insight into why Bunny was 

particularly offended by Lawrence’s letter; Bunny had become a 

young man of independent thought and actions, not someone who 

was willing to be Lawrence’s disciple.  

 

Bunny’s upbringing 

 

Bunny’s family, and the location of his family home, were significant 

aspects in shaping his character. Born in 1892 into an unconventional 

and unusually liberated family, Bunny’s paternal grandfather, Dr 

Richard Garnett, was a renowned scholar, writer and the editor of the 

twenty-volume set of books, The International Library of Famous 

Literature (1899); a prized possession in the Lawrence household 

that played an influential role in Lawrence’s education. Bunny 

described his paternal grandmother, Olivia Narney Singleton, as 

coming from an Anglo-Irish family of “warm-hearted, passionate, 

lavish, open-handed libertines and duellists”. Thus his father, 

Edward, was “raised in an atmosphere of Victorian respectability 

combined with complete liberality of opinion”.20  

Bunny’s mother, Constance Garnett (née Black [1861‒1946]), 

gained a First in Classics from Newnham College Cambridge in 

1883; a committed Fabian, she was independent and adventurous, an 

exiled Russian revolutionary helped her to learn Russian. 

Subsequently, she made trips to Russia, possibly carrying letters and 

books from Russian political refugees and, on one occasion, 

accompanied by twelve-year-old Bunny. This led to her much-
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admired translations of works by Russian authors including Tolstoy 

and Dostoyevsky, which significantly fuelled the craze for all things 

Russian that swept Britain at the turn of the century. Constance lived 

with Edward before they were married in 1889 but, following the 

difficult birth of Bunny and her subsequent health problems which 

caused her to lose her libido, encouraged Edward to take a mistress. 

From 1899 the artist Ellen “Nellie” Heath (whose family lived 

nearby) became a much-loved member of the Garnett family, 

although she didn’t live with Edward until 1914. Knights observes: 

“For Bunny, the triumvirate of Connie, Edward and Nellie 

exemplified conjugal contentment, familial warmth and fulfilled 

creativity”.21 Noting that Bunny sought to model his life on this 

template, she points out that Bunny “felt no need to rebel against his 

parents: he had no reason to counter Victorian mores because they 

had done it for him”.22 

The location of the family home, The Cearne, was also a 

formative experience in Bunny’s life. The decisive factor in 

attracting the Garnetts to move to Limpsfield – an isolated rural 

location with a train service to London – was Constance’s long-

standing friendship with Margaret Olivier.23 Constance thought the 

four Olivier daughters would make the perfect friends for Bunny, as 

the two families also shared political and social aspirations; the 

Oliviers quickly attracting a growing community of like-minded 

free-thinkers to this area – which Bunny dubbed “The Limpsfield 

Intelligensia”.24  

This location offered Bunny a remarkable amount of freedom – 

and the friendships he craved. As a child, Bunny spent many hours 

wandering in the countryside around The Cearne exploring the flora 

and fauna. At school, he met Harold Hobson who became a life-long 

friend. However, school was not a success, so Constance arranged 

for Bunny to be home-tutored and soon he was joined by Harold, his 

sister Mabel and the four Olivier sisters. Bunny developed a 

particular bond with the youngest sister, Noel, because they were the 

same age and shared a keen interest in nature and the outdoor life.25 

Bunny’s prowess in outdoor pursuits is reflected in Mr Noon when 
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Terry is admiringly described as “a great camper-out” (MN 255) and, 

together with his other skills, leads Gilbert to conclude Terry 

“altogether was as portentous as an alchemist concocting the elixir 

of life” (260). 

Bunny also enjoyed friendships with those in his parents’ circle 

including Constance’s Russian exiles and Edward’s many eminent 

authors. Thus Bunny’s unconventional parents enabled him to have 

an unusual upbringing amongst freethinking people, which helped 

him to become a person who thought – and acted – independently. 

This was a significant factor in his initial attraction for Lawrence; 

Bunny was not then part of Lady Ottoline Morrell’s circle, or the 

Cambridge set, or Bloomsbury Group (although he later became 

involved with all of these). But this independence of spirit also 

underpinned Bunny’s resistance to Lawrence’s meddling advice and 

in this account, written over fifty years later, we can still feel his 

indignation: 

 

Lawrence’s letter upset me, frightened me and made me very 

angry. I was frightened because my friends were homosexuals, 

and I thought that if Lawrence went on talking like that, it might 

lead to prosecution, or do their reputations harm. 

But Lawrence’s letter made me very angry for his daring to tell 

me that I had always known the wrong people, and for instancing 

the four Olivier girls, who had been my playmates since I was 

four years old. I loved Noel Olivier more than I could have loved 

any sister; we were bound together by all the ties of childhood 

and adolescence. And Harold had been my closest friend since I 

was five years old. And the whole of my past life was to be wiped 

out for … Eleanor Farjeon!—a woman I had only met once or 

twice in my life.26 

 

In this context, more notice should also be paid to Bunny’s later 

opinions that “Lawrence was too bossy altogether telling me who I 

ought to know, and who I oughtn’t to, that didn’t work”, and that 

“Lawrence wanted disciples, and I wasn’t disciple material”.27 This 



Jane Costin, Lawrence and David Garnett 

 

170 

all points to how Bunny’s upbringing, which encouraged him to be a 

free-thinker, was a significant contributor to the tensions in his 

relationship with Lawrence. 

Nevertheless, Bunny reiterates the deep unhappiness he felt at 

being forced to break with Lawrence and, in a seeming effort to 

deflect any accusations that Lawrence’s attraction to him was 

homoerotic, offers his opinions of what may have prompted 

Lawrence’s comments.28 However, later critics including Ingersoll 

and David Ellis, have focused more on Bunny’s sexuality and the 

complex sexual tensions within his friendship with Lawrence. 

 

Bunny’s sexuality 

 

Bunny’s sexuality was the root cause of many complications in his 

life. When he met Lawrence in July 1912, Bunny was twenty years 

old and confused about his sexuality, but described himself as a 

womaniser. By April 1915, when his friendship with Lawrence 

stalled, apparently over Lawrence’s concerns that Bunny was 

becoming a promiscuous homosexual, he had become Duncan 

Grant’s lover. Grant could be seen as Bunny’s way into Bloomsbury, 

but this overlooks Bunny’s prior connection with Adrian Stephen.29 

Angelica claimed Grant seduced Bunny but that ignores their mutual 

passion; Duncan’s diaries admitting his love for Bunny: “He inspired 

me suddenly with a passion born partly of curiosity about the darling 

strange creature so like an animal and so full of charm”.30 But 

Bunny’s three-year affair with Grant ran into difficulties. 

Characteristically, Duncan lived instinctively, and fully in the 

moment, untroubled by the vicissitudes of the past or the 

uncertainties of the future. Hence Grant was carefree and 

undemanding of his many male lovers, Angelica describing him as 

“that very rare thing a man almost without preconceptions … allied 

to an instinctive acceptance of the other person”.31 But with Bunny, 

he became untypically possessive, jealous and prone to frequent 

emotional outbursts; a reaction prompted by his inability to cope with 

Bunny’s honest declaration “that he could only love Duncan in the 
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context of being free to love women as well”.32 This was a painful 

lesson for a young man who was trying to come to terms with his 

sexual orientation. Grant was homosexual, but his involvement in 

Bloomsbury’s complex sexual relations may have confused Bunny. 

Grant was living with Vanessa Bell and her two sons by her husband, 

Clive, who was mainly living with his mistress Mary Hutchinson, 

but often visited, frequently with Mary and her husband. In 1918 

after a deliberate, but passionless, sexual dalliance with Vanessa (the 

rest of their long relationship being platonic), Grant fathered 

Angelica, the child they both (for different reasons) desired. But 

Grant was only sexually attracted to men, and he found Bunny’s 

bisexuality unacceptable. Therefore, having experienced this highly-

charged rejection of his true nature, it seems unsurprising Bunny 

sought to conceal his bisexuality – and continued to do so throughout 

his life – although he did give hints for those who understood his 

meaning.  

Bunny’s 1955 volume of autobiography comes as close as he 

dared to indicating his true sexuality. Describing how, following a 

Christmas party in 1914, a conversation with Lytton Strachey 

resolved him to be honest in his love affairs, Bunny became Grant’s 

lover. Attributing Grant with preventing him from becoming a purely 

conventional person by turning him into a libertine, Bunny defines 

what he means by this term: 

 

I became and for the rest of my life have remained, in what I take 

to be the true meaning of the word, a libertine: that is a man whose 

sexual life is free of the restraints imposed by religion and 

conventional morality. But I am not, and had little impulse ever 

to become, a rake; that is a man whose loose life is the result of a 

reaction against the restraints imposed by his upbringing, or one 

who has a psychological craving for self-destruction and seeks it 

in the brothel, or the gutter.33 

 

This definition is important. Knights points out, “Bunny recognised 

libertinism as an intellectual movement which elevated the pursuit of 
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pleasure”. Observing that there are two kinds of libertine the 

“dissolute and licentious character” and the “philosophical libertine, 

a free thinker” she maintains that it was with “this second, more 

cerebral version that Bunny identified”. But she considers that even 

this brave attempt to admit truthfully his love for men and women 

“has been misconstrued. The term ‘libertine’ has been taken up as 

shorthand to dismiss Bunny as exactly what he said he was not: a 

rake”.34 Considering that Bunny’s friends “of course, understood 

what he meant by the term ‘libertine’”, Knights observes that in 

“advocating that sexuality was not fixed, but a continuum, that it was 

the person who mattered, rather than gender, Bunny … challenged 

established ideas of ‘normal’ sexual behaviour”.35   

This was something that Angelica seized on after Bunny’s death, 

in her bitter memoir of their life together, where she levels significant 

accusations against him. For example, she claims Bunny only 

married her in 1942 because of his “unacknowledged resentment” 

that her mother, Vanessa Bell, rejected his sexual advances in 1918, 

seeing his “only outlet lay in abducting her daughter … his purpose 

… at least in part, to inflict pain on Vanessa”.36 We are also told of 

Bunny’s “shattering rages, which, disconcertingly and tragically, 

often included the children” (they had four daughters together).37 But 

the allegation that many critics cite to explain Angelica’s anger, is 

that she was “the only person successfully kept in the dark” that her 

biological father was Duncan Grant, which meant “Neither did I 

understand how incestuous my relationship with Bunny was”.38 Yet, 

the veracity of this is challenged by other statements in her own book. 

Angelica acknowledges that Vanessa told her Grant was her real 

father when she was eighteen years old (four years before she 

married Bunny), that “at the age of 6 or 7 I had chosen him [Duncan] 

as my ‘husband’ in preference to Clive [Bell] … probably because I 

felt instinctively that he was my father”,39 and that, when she was 

about fifteen, her best school-friend, Beetle, told her she “was 

illegitimate, the daughter of Duncan”, Angelica  stating  “a flash of 

clairvoyance told me that she was right”.40  
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There are further surprising disclosures in Angelica’s book. She 

was undoubtedly aware, as many were, of the accepting, broad-

mindedness about complex sexual relationships within the 

Bloomsbury Group. But many Bloomsbury outsiders disapproved of 

these intertwined relationships seeing them as morally unacceptable; 

a view encouraged by the illegality of homosexual relationships. Yet 

despite being brought up within Bloomsbury ‒ and with knowledge 

of her father’s and husband’s many homosexual affairs – it seems 

Angelica harboured feelings that can only be described as 

homophobic: “Nor had I ever really allowed myself to realise how 

close Bunny and Duncan’s relationship was from 1915 to 1918 … I 

was shocked, not morally but physically, by the idea of 

homosexuality … and I was unable to bring myself to think about 

it”.41  

Knights’s recent work on previously unseen papers has revealed 

many obvious, and significant, inaccuracies in Angelica’s book. 

Although Angelica revised this in 1995 to be less venomous, the 

damage was done; Knights observing “Once in print, Angelica’s 

authoritative portrayal of Bunny became enshrined as ‘truth’ … he 

[Bunny] has become tarnished with the taint of incest and sex-

addiction … [and] typically described as ‘the libidinous novelist’”.42 

Knights also records the damage wrought: “Angelica’s version of 

Bunny not only eclipsed all others, but in tarnishing him, 

marginalised his published work and diminished his reputation. Only 

Lady into Fox and Aspects of Love remain in print”.43 Illustrating how 

this has influenced other writers, Knights cites Delany’s account of 

Bunny in The Neo-pagans which uses “the language of blame and 

entrapment [that] echoed Angelica’s”.44  

 Therefore, it would be surprising if Angelica’s account had not 

also coloured Ingersoll’s 1995 essay about Bunny’s relationship with 

Lawrence. And perhaps that underpins Ingersoll’s unequivocal 

identification of an immediate and strong sexual element in their 

friendship: “It is quite clear that something more than conventional 

male friendship was involved from the outset”.45 Ingersoll bases his 

claim on Lawrence being “green with envy” at seeing Bunny swim 
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naked in the Isar (1L 429), then considers, at length, where Bunny 

swam naked and how many times “Lawrence with or without Frieda, 

saw David swimming” and puts forward the idea that Lawrence was 

a voyeur: “Then too it is very possible that Bunny swam often in the 

Isar, recognising how much Lawrence seemed to enjoy his 

spectatorship”.46 Ingersoll concludes “It is the swimming, however, 

which is revealing as a metonym for Lawrence’s desire”, and he cites 

the other examples of George Neville and William Henry Hocking 

to whom Lawrence was attracted and who were thought to be 

swimmers.47  

However, even without Angelica’s clouding of the issue, 

contextualising Lawrence’s remarks regarding Bunny makes these 

conjectures appear overstrained; they place too much significance on 

communal nakedness and disregard Lawrence’s ardour for Frieda. 

Early in their relationship Lawrence wrote many letters describing 

his passion for Frieda, one to Edward, some days before Bunny 

arrived, describing swimming naked in the Isar and hinting they were 

sunbathing naked whilst he wrote (IL 425). A later letter to Edward, 

confides that their love-making is prolific (420).  

Thus Ingersoll’s comments ignore Lawrence’s own increasing 

passion for swimming naked and, encouraged by Frieda, of being 

both individually and communally naked,48 the latter suggesting 

empathy with a philosophy Frieda probably knew about, the German 

free body movement Freikörperkultur. Furthermore, at this time, 

nude outdoor bathing for men in Britain was commonplace. For 

example, the Serpentine in London (the setting for Duncan Grant’s 

sensuous 1911 painting Bathing) remained a male-only, naked 

swimming spot until the 1930s – with all the homoerotic implications 

that entailed, of which Grant was well aware and knowingly presents 

in his work.49 In the context of her essay on ‘Dance’, Susan Jones 

also discusses Lawrence and Frieda’s engagement with the German 

movement Nacktkultur (or nudity culture), and points to Mr Noon 

where “Johanna swims naked in the Isar river in the manner of the 

physical exercise practices of Nacktkultur”, also noting how in 

Women in Love Ursula and Gudrun swim naked.50 



JDHLS 6.1 (2021) 175 

Therefore, it seems more probable that in his letter to Edward, 

Lawrence’s mention of being “green with envy” was complimenting 

Bunny in return for kindnesses Lawrence had received from Edward, 

rather than declaring a homosexual passion for his son. Indeed, these 

comments are preceded by effusive praise of Bunny, likening him to 

his father, and are followed by overt admiration for his parents (1L 

429).  

Furthermore, although noting Bunny’s enthusiasm for Neo-

paganism, Ingersoll seems to overlook the ethos of that group and its 

relevance to the events he describes. As an ardent Neo-pagan, Bunny 

was in the habit of swimming naked, and often in mixed company. 

Whilst this could be misunderstood by outsiders, for Neo-pagans, an 

outdoor life swimming, sunbathing, walking, camping and sleeping 

naked with other members of the group was a natural, not a sexual, 

activity, these encounters were entirely chaste.51 

Nevertheless, on first meeting Bunny, Lawrence does seem to 

have felt something for him that did greatly unsettle him. Here 

Booth’s convincing analysis offers a very plausible account of 

Lawrence’s initial naivety concerning homosexuality, which casts 

considerable doubt on the idea that he immediately recognised his 

attraction to Bunny as homosexual desire. Yet, it does seem probable 

that Bunny was the man who made Lawrence think more deeply 

about male homosexual desire, which we see later reflected in Mr 

Noon and Women in Love.  

 

Lawrence, Bunny and male homosexual desire 

 

Booth has identified that Lawrence became “aware of the sexological 

category of ‘the homosexual’ between 1911 and 1913”;52 

coincidentally, a period that covers Bunny’s visit to Lawrence in July 

1912. Booth has also drawn attention to how The White Peacock 

(1911) “is surprisingly open in its language about male-male 

relations” but insists that “Lawrence did not see such writing in terms 

of ‘homosexuality’”. With specific reference to ‘A Poem for 

Friendship’ in that novel, which contains a scene of men swimming 
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naked, Booth suggests: “While Lawrence’s narrator does not 

recognise this encounter [between George and Cyril] as ‘sexual’ he 

is aware that the feelings lie beyond the linguistic resources of his 

everyday world: they are ‘vague’ and ‘indecipherable’”. Booth goes 

on to cite E. M. Forster who thought this chapter “most beautiful” 

but, using his personal knowledge of Lawrence, felt that “he has not 

a glimmering from first to last of what he’s up to”. Booth suggests 

that Forster “sees the writing as offering insights that the author 

himself was unaware of at a conscious level”.53 Hugh Stevens has 

also looked at ‘A Poem for Friendship’ and compared it with the 

‘Shame’ chapter in The Rainbow (1915).54 Stevens sees this as 

showing Lawrence moving from a marked innocence regarding 

homosexual desire (notably, prior to knowing Bunny) to one of 

knowledge. 

However, Lawrence’s initial reaction to thinking more deeply 

about male homosexuality seems to have been one of horror, which 

instigated the uncharacteristic bout of homophobic panic expressed 

in letters written in 1915 to Bunny, Lady Ottoline Morrell and 

Samuel Koteliansky. Whilst Lawrence acknowledges to Bunny that 

his emotions were unreasoned, his powerful images of predation and 

madness underline the strength of his feeling: “a knowledge passed 

into me, which has been like a little madness to me ever since. And 

it was carried along with the most dreadful sense of repulsiveness – 

something like carrion – a vulture gives me the same feeling. I begin 

to feel mad as I think of it – insane” (2L 321). Perhaps attempting to 

distance himself from accusations of homophobia, Lawrence 

attributes his reaction to seeing John Maynard Keynes: “I myself 

never considered Plato very wrong, or Oscar Wilde. I never knew 

what it meant till I saw K. … at midday … blinking from sleep, 

standing in his pyjamas … Truly I didn’t know it was wrong, till I 

saw K. that morning in Cambridge” (2L 320‒1). This underlines both 

Lawrence’s initial naivety regarding male homosexuality, and the 

suddenness of his awareness, Harrison seeing Lawrence’s “strong 

emotive language” as indicative of his: 
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very conscious desire to grasp and make sense of his feelings; it 

is not simply a case of visceral recoil from something 

unspeakable. It would be reductive, therefore, to see the disgust 

he expresses as a straightforward symptom of his own repressed 

homosexuality or of a hatred of homosexuality in others.55  
 

Harrison goes on to suggest that it was Lawrence’s “assumption 

about the attitudes of Keynes and Birrell that horrifies Lawrence” 

and he links this to the “kind of predatory voluptuousness which he 

considered wholly repulsive, reducing other people to objects of 

use”.56   

In this light, Lawrence’s focus on homosexuality in this letter may 

suggest he was trying to protect Bunny from the predatory 

homosexual promiscuity that he considered endemic amongst the 

people Bunny was mixing with in Bloomsbury. But Lawrence also 

extended his sweep of condemnation to include Bunny’s closest 

friends, who were not homosexual, the Olivier sisters and Harold 

Hobson, and proffered his “advice” with seemingly little awareness 

of the effect it might have on Bunny.57 And certainly in the case of 

the Olivier sisters, Lawrence’s judgements were based on incorrect 

assumptions and flawed intuitions. In consequence, it seems 

unsurprising that the independent thinker, Bunny, was greatly upset 

by Lawrence’s dictatorial remarks, his disparagement of Bunny’s 

lifelong friends, denial of what he thought was Bunny’s sexual nature 

and his advice that Bunny should “try to love a woman”. Thus Bunny 

felt he was being forced to break with Lawrence.  

 

The enduring friendship of Bunny and Lawrence 

 

But although Lawrence’s lack of self-awareness in writing that letter 

to Bunny strained their friendship, it didn’t break it. There is 

significant evidence to show their steadfast affection for each other 

and how, after Lawrence’s death, Bunny continued to demonstrate 

his love for Lawrence by promoting his work. Indeed, it seems 

notable the “black-beetles” letter was signed “Love D. H. 
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Lawrence”, and Bunny repeatedly mentions his deep unhappiness at 

feeling forced to break with Lawrence, also reiterating his love for 

Lawrence and Frieda. After this breach in their friendship, Bunny 

and Lawrence only met once more, by chance, on Armistice Day, 11 

November 1918, at an impromptu party in Montague Shearman’s flat 

at the Adelphi. At the time, Lawrence’s apparent enjoyment in his 

“fierce prophecies of evil” greatly upset Bunny – he seemed 

markedly changed from the Lawrence of 1912 – hence Bunny did 

not seek his company again when Lawrence was in England. 

Nonetheless, Bunny “was delighted when he wrote a warm and 

friendly letter three years later when I got married”.58 Bunny’s word-

portrait of Lawrence in his poignantly titled 1979 book Great 

Friends, concludes Lawrence was “the great writer and poet who 

later on could express our emotion better than any of us dancing on 

that night”.59 Here Bunny is probably referring to Lady Chatterley’s 

Lover, a book he admired, having received an “extremely warm and 

friendly letter in reply to one from me about Lady Chatterley’s Lover 

saying that I liked the book and congratulated him on it, and he was 

very pleased I think to get that letter”.60 

Furthermore, others also continued to regard Bunny as 

Lawrence’s friend; Koteliansky including him on a list of friends 

who, after Lawrence’s death, were to organise the collection of his 

letters, oversee any emerging memoirs and to possibly raise funds 

for a museum.61 Noting his father’s inability to place the stories 

Lawrence wrote in 1912 during their trip together through the 

mountains, Bunny reveals, “After Lawrence’s death they were 

brought to me to publish: and they aroused vivid memories of my 

20th year”.62 The result was Nonesuch Press’s Love Among the 

Haystacks & Other Pieces (1930). Although the fine book market 

was in a state of collapse and Bunny was nearing the end of his work 

with Nonesuch Press, he undertook the task producing a beautiful 

edition printed in Caslon Monotype on Auvergne hand-made paper 

at The Curwen Press, limited to 1600 copies. 

In his preface to this book Bunny states how he thought 

Lawrence’s “values, his instinctive code of ethics, always seemed to 
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me incontrovertible”.63 It also contains the earliest account I have 

found of Bunny’s impressions on first meeting Lawrence (also 

featured in later memoirs). In this Bunny makes various comments 

that some critics have used to denigrate their relationship, for 

example, that Lawrence’s hair was “incredibly plebeian, mongrel 

and underbred”, his nose “too short and lumpy” and how he “looked 

like a mongrel terrier among a crowd of Pomeranians and 

Alsatians”.64 Nevertheless, when read in its entirety, Bunny’s lengthy 

word-portrait of Lawrence is a positive portrayal of a well-known, 

and well-loved, friend. It is an honest rather than a fawning account. 

In particular, the ending describes Bunny’s strong attraction to 

Lawrence: 
 

He was all this, but once you looked into his eyes you were 

completely charmed, they were so beautiful and alive, dancing 

with gaiety. His smile lit up all his face as he looked at you, asking 

you silently: “Come on … let’s have some fun”, and the invitation 

of this look was irresistible, at least to me. I could no more hold 

out against it than a well-behaved spaniel can resist the mongrel 

terrier’s invitation to slip off poaching.65  
 

Bunny’s much-admired word-portrait of Lawrence in Great Friends 

also reveals that Lawrence offered to lend him the money to 

accompany them to Italy, Bunny reflecting, “Though much tempted, 

I refused, and have regretted doing so ever since”.66 This all 

demonstrates that Bunny’s love for Lawrence continued long after 

his death.  

Bunny’s actions show a similar devotion. In 1959 he flew to 

Illinois, meeting Harry T. Moore,67 then to New Mexico for lunch 

with Dorothy Brett in Taos (he hadn’t seen her for forty years) and 

to visit “the D. H. Lawrence ranch at San Cristobel, where he ‘felt 

the ghost of the poor unhappy devil behind every bush’”. Bunny also 

saw Lawrence’s paintings, which he had first viewed at the Warren 

Gallery exhibition in 1928, “remarking that they were exactly as he 

remembered them ‘not in the least indecent but very bad’”.68 In 1970, 

at the invitation of Moore and James T. Boulton, Bunny again flew 
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to New Mexico to take part in the D. H. Lawrence Festival that was 

held at the Kiowa ranch from 30 September to 4 October, Bunny 

being one of the panellists leading two discussions on “Lawrence the 

Man” and “Lawrence as Artist and Critic”. 69 Bunny’s biographical 

sketch for that Festival lists some of his achievements, in different 

fields, and reaffirms his close association with Lawrence: 

 

DAVID GARNETT. Born Brighton, Sussex, England, March 9, 

1892. Studied University College School, London; A. R. C. Sc., 

Imperial College of Science and Technology, London, 1913, D. 

I. C., 1915, Fellow 1956. Author of Lady Into Fox, 1922 

(Hawthorne Prize, James Tait Black Prize, 1923); A Man in the 

Zoo, 1923; The Sailor’s Return, 1924; Go She Must, 1927; No 

Love, 1929; The Grasshoppers Come, 1931; A Rabbit in the Air, 

1932; Pocahontas, 1933; Beany-Eye, 1935; War in the Air, 1941; 

The Golden Echo, 1953; Flowers of the Forest, 1955; Aspects of 

Love, 1955; A Shot in the Dark, 1958; A Net for Venus, 1959; 

The Familiar Faces, 1962; Two by Two, 1963. Serves as Flight 

Lieutenant, R. A. F., 1939–40; with Department of Foreign 

Office, 1941‒46. Decorated Commander, Order of the British 

Empire; Fellow Royal Soc. Lit., Imperial College Science and 

Technology. Mr Garnett was closely associated with D. H. 

Lawrence for a number of years.70 

 

These are not the actions of a man who no longer had any affection 

for his dead friend. Moreover, this bio-sketch refutes any suggestion 

that Bunny was trading on his friendship with a famous author, his 

own list of achievements is impressively long. Between 1919 and 

1977 Bunny published twenty-one novels on an eclectic range of 

topics.71 His first novel, written under a pseudonym, was the 

sensational and successful Dope-Darling (1919), based on his 

acquaintance with Betty May a model and drug user who frequented 

the Café Royal, selling about 15,000 copies.72 The next, Lady into 

Fox (1922), which could be described as magical realism, established 

Bunny’s reputation, world sales (to 1955) being around 500,000 
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copies.73 As Bunny states, it was awarded both the Hawthorne Prize 

and the James Tait Black Memorial Prize (the prize Lawrence was 

awarded the previous year for The Lost Girl, and described by Mark 

Kinkead-Weekes as “at that time probably the most prestigious prize 

for British fiction”).74 Many of Bunny’s novels were reprinted, 

Penguin also publishing several in their popular orange striped 

editions, and numerous titles were translated into French, German, 

Italian and Spanish. Lady into Fox and The Sailor’s Return were used 

as the basis for two ballets for Ballet Rambert in 1939 and 1941. In 

1989, Andrew Lloyd Webber based his highly successful musical 

Aspects of Love on Bunny’s 1955 novel of the same name. 

However, some critics have not noticed this evidence of Bunny’s 

enduring friendship with Lawrence. As we saw earlier, Kinkead-

Weekes was convinced the breakdown of their friendship in 1915 

permanently soured Bunny’s opinions of Lawrence. Ingersoll 

accused Bunny of a deception that “has cost us something in our 

understanding of Lawrence” and asserted that “Garnett seems intent 

upon portraying himself as a saddened victim of a ‘mad’ Lawrence 

bent on interfering in his social life for no reason whatever”, blaming 

Bunny’s accounts which, “fed the notion of an irascible, angry 

Lawrence”.75 Meyers also considers Bunny was “biased by his 

quarrel with Lawrence in 1915”, and points to Bunny’s much later 

account of their meeting as evidence that he found Lawrence 

“unattractive and emphasized his proletarian aspect”.76  

However, I consider Bunny’s clear-sighted reminiscences of 

Lawrence show he was not blinded to Lawrence’s many flaws but 

loved him in spite of them. Perhaps this reveals the secret of Bunny’s 

knack for friendship, he did not demand perfection. Bunny loved 

Lawrence just the way he was, not the version of the man that later 

generations – and critics ‒ might have him to be. Significantly, 

Bunny’s 1979 book, Great Friends, is equally warm towards 

Lawrence. Written in the wake of Kate Millett’s ferocious and 

unbalanced attack on Lawrence that decimated his reputation and 

damaged his literary standing,77 it demonstrates Bunny’s loyalty and 

enduring affection for, a now discredited, Lawrence. A courageous 
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act for an eminent author. Thus it seems cruelly ironic that Bunny’s 

reputation would suffer a similar posthumous fate just a few years 

later at the hands of Angelica, Knights’s biography going some way 

to offering a more balanced view of Bunny:  

 

Bunny was not perfect. He espoused honesty but lacked self-

awareness. His need for distraction was often destructive. He was 

cruel to Ray [his first wife who died]. Perhaps he was selfish in 

loving Angelica and marrying her. But as an imperfect example 

of humankind he created courageous stories, wrote beautiful 

prose, supported his friends, helped other writers, remained true 

to his convictions and loved his family.78  

 

Reading this, it is not hard to see some striking similarities between 

the two men, which perhaps offers a useful insight into their 

friendship. They shared some important attributes, Lawrence’s 

writing is characteristically honest to his thoughts and feelings of the 

moment, but a greater sense of self-awareness might have spared 

Bunny from the contentious comments in that didactic letter which 

so strained their friendship. 
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