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THE INFLUENCE OF THE ALTAIC DEITY “ERLIK” 

ON D. H. LAWRENCE’S PORTRAYAL OF “LOERKE” 

IN WOMEN IN LOVE 

 

SHANEE STEPAKOFF 

 

 

 

Possible mythological sources for Lawrence’s portrayal of Loerke in 

Women in Love (1920) have centred primarily on the Norse god 

“Loki”, a trickster god who has both beneficial and disruptive 

qualities.1 Shamanic deities worshipped among the Turkic and 

Mongolic Indigenous peoples of Siberia and Central Asia as a further 

influence have not been considered.2 There are, however, interesting 

parallels between the Dresden sculptor and the Altaic god “Erlik”: 

these may suggest a further source for Lawrence’s depiction of 

Loerke.3  

 In support of this argument, I first discuss books that Lawrence 

read in the years leading up to and during the writing of Women in 

Love, which reflect his intellectual interest in several topics closely 

related to shamanism: mythology, anthropology, comparative 

religion, Jungian psychology, theosophy, astrology and the occult. I 

then examine textual evidence of correspondences in the 

representations of the mythic deity and the fictional character. Next, 

I discuss linguistic parallels in the names of these two figures. Last, 

I argue that Lawrence’s imbuing of Loerke with symbolic traces of 

Erlik functions to emphasise the death-and-rebirth archetype in the 

novel.  

 

Lawrence’s reading about shamanism 

 

A compelling basis for arguing that Lawrence was familiar with 

representations of Erlik before he wrote Women in Love is that in 

1915 he read the third edition of J. G. Frazer’s The Golden Bough 

(2L 470).4 Many critics have discussed the influence of Frazer on 
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Lawrence and although there is no explicit mention of Erlik in 

Lawrence’s letters or in his novel, this deity is described within The 

Golden Bough.5 For instance, in a chapter called ‘Absence and Recall 

of the Soul’ there is a sub-section titled ‘Buryat Mode of Recovering 

a Lost Soul from the Nether World’, which focuses on a Mongolic 

Indigenous ethnic group in Siberia:  

 

When a Buryat shaman is called in to attend a patient, the first 

thing he does is to ascertain where exactly the soul of the invalid 

is; for it may have strayed, or been stolen, or be languishing in the 

prison of the gloomy Erlik, lord of the world below. … [W]hen 

the whole world has been searched in vain for the errant soul, the 

shaman knows that there is nothing for it but to go down to hell 

and seek the lost one among the spirits in prison. … Sometimes 

the lord of the infernal regions will only agree to release the soul 

on condition of receiving another in its stead, and that one the soul 

of the sick man’s dearest friend.6 

 

Frazer paraphrased at length from an article titled ‘Shamanism in 

Siberia and European Russia’ by the Russian scholar V. M. 

Mikhailovskii, first published in English in 1894. In 1915 Lawrence 

also read Frazer’s Totemism and Exogamy (2L 470), a book that 

refers to shamanism more than fifteen times and that twice mentions 

Siberian totemism, and by April 1916, he had read Edward Burnett 

Tylor’s Primitive Culture (593), a book with a section on animism.  

 A letter of July 1916 (2L 631‒2) indicates that Lawrence had read 

A. F. Olufson’s Through the Unknown Pamirs: The Second Danish 

Pamir Expedition (1904), a first-person narrative of the author’s 

travels in a highland region of Central Asia.7 The forests of Siberia 

constitute the northern boundary of the region explored, and the 

deserts and steppes of Mongolia are at the eastern border. The Pamirs 

were inhabited largely by Persian speakers (i.e., Tajiks) but also by 

several different Turkic peoples. Many of the latter had oral literature 

about Erlik (which ethnographers translated into German by the early 

twentieth century)8 and Olufson’s travelogue features a chapter about 
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the Siah-Posh, an ethnic group native to Central Asia whose “religion 

is a kind of Buddhism mixed with many ancient Shamanistic 

elements”.9 The book also contains a chapter on “religion and 

superstition” among Central Asian peoples. Lawrence’s choice of 

this book suggests an interest in the traditional religious practices of 

the region. Moreover, in 1919 Lawrence read “a poem written by a 

Chinese princess who was given to a Tartar chief as a tribute” and 

indicated that he “knows it [that poem] well”.10 This is germane 

because representations of Erlik were part of the spiritual beliefs and 

practices of many of the Turkic ethnic groups referred to under the 

umbrella term “Tatars” in that era.11 All things considered, it would 

appear that in the period preceding and during his writing of Women 

in Love, Lawrence evinced an interest in the peoples and cultures 

associated with Altaic shamanic worldviews.  

 Additionally, from 1914 onward, Lawrence’s access to Russian 

literature in translation was assured through his close friendship with 

S. S. Koteliansky and extensive contact with other Russian exiles in 

London.12 Siberia had long been part of the Russian Empire and was 

inhabited not only by Indigenous peoples but also by Russian-

speaking populations who had migrated there from Eastern Europe 

after the eighteenth century. By the time he wrote Women in Love 

Lawrence had developed an interest in Russian history and had come 

to believe that Russia’s future would require that it differentiate itself 

from European civilisation.13 Given Lawrence’s interest in 

anthropology and his close ties to exile communities in London it is 

possible that he read Maria Czaplicka’s memoir My Siberian Year, 

published in 1916 in London, where she resided. Czaplicka had 

conducted extensive ethnographic research in Central Asia and her 

book, which contains detailed observations on shamanic beliefs and 

practices among a range of Indigenous peoples of Siberia (e.g., 

Ostyak, Tungus, Dolgan, Samoyedic, Yurak, and Yakut) and which 

mentions Erlik, received enormous public attention.14 It is reasonable 

to suggest that Lawrence may have encountered her and/or her work 

before her tragic suicide in 1921. When taken together, these 

circumstances contribute to the plausibility of the argument that a 
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deity that is part of Siberian Indigenous worldviews and is discussed 

in several Russian texts had an influence on Lawrence’s 

representation of Loerke. Let us now turn our attention to textual 

clues of the influence of representations of this Altaic deity on 

Lawrence’s depiction of the German sculptor. 

 

Made from mud 

 

A key correspondence between Erlik and Loerke concerns their 

respective connections to mud. Most strikingly, Gudrun uses an 

unusual term when she thinks about Loerke: “A certain violent 

sympathy … came up in her for this mud-child” (427, my emphasis), 

a compound noun coined by Lawrence in this novel but reminiscent 

of “mudlark”, meaning “a child who plays in mud” (OED). It bears 

mentioning that the word “lark” is closely related to “Loerke” in its 

use of the consonants “l”, “r”, and “k” in the same overall sequence 

and has a similar sound when said aloud, and that the concept or 

image of a person made from mud is not part of mythological 

depictions of Loki. This highly specific representation of Loerke as 

having been made from mud, when viewed in conjunction with an 

awareness of Altaic mythological beliefs about the role of mud in the 

creation of Erlik, provides support for the argument that Lawrence’s 

representation of Loerke was informed by his (conscious or 

unconscious) knowledge of folkloric/mythological descriptions of 

Erlik.  

 Mud or a mud-like substance is part of virtually all descriptions 

of the creator-god’s process of bringing Erlik to life. A Finno-Ugric 

account within a larger text on myths among Indigenous Peoples of 

Siberia notes how “God Olgen saw some mud with human features 

floating on the ocean. God gave a spirit to it, and to the being thus 

born he gave the name Erlik”.15 Moreover, in addition to Erlik 

himself having been crafted from mud, references to mud as his 

habitual abode or as akin to a prima materia are integral parts of the 

creation myths of many Turkic and Mongolic Indigenous peoples. 

For example, Julius Krohn reports a folktale of the Buryats in which 
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the earth is created from mud and clay that are brought forth from the 

primeval sea.16 Similarly, among the Yakuts (a Turkic people 

indigenous to Siberia) the world is made from “creative ooze” that 

has been fetched from the ocean floor.17 In another creation story 

recorded among the Yakuts, Erlik tells God that he “lives on the sea 

floor”.18  

 This image of mud as the primal substance from which the Altaic 

deity Erlik is crafted can be viewed within the context of the idea ‒ 

espoused by Lawrence in the years during which he wrote Women in 

Love ‒ that putrefaction is a prerequisite for renewal. Vincent Sherry, 

for instance, discusses how in the ‘Gudrun in the Pompadour’ 

chapter the letter by Birkin refers to “‘this process of active 

corruption, with all its flowers of mud’”, after which the Pussum 

replies, “‘We’re all flowers of mud’” (WL 383‒4), although Sherry, 

among other critics, interprets these as references to Baudelaire’s 

Fleurs du mal.19 Similarly, Colin Clarke observes that many aspects 

of Women in Love hint that there is “virtue in degradation” and that 

there is “in corruption and disintegration an essential life-energy”, 

citing John Middleton Murry’s 1931 memoir of Lawrence to argue 

that “Lawrence was attracted by the mud as well as repelled”.20 

Clarke further notes that mud plays a role in Chapter X 

(‘Sketchbook’), when Gudrun is “staring fixedly at the water-plants 

that rose succulent from the mud of the low shores. What she could 

see was mud, soft, oozy, watery mud, and from its festering chill, 

water-plants rose up” (WL 119). In Clarke’s view, the novel is 

suffused with the notion that “we are all of us caught up in the mud 

(inevitably, since our culture is in its death-throes) and further, that 

there is virtue in the mud; it is the source of new life”.21 Lawrence’s 

ideas about degeneration may have been influenced by his 

knowledge of representations of Erlik, especially those in which a 

mud-like material is the substance used to give form to a god. 
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An underworld abode 

 

Both Erlik and Loerke are associated with a subterranean abode. 

Mikhailov reports that all of the Turkic-speaking and Mongolian-

speaking ethnic groups in the Altai-Sayan region worshipped Erlik 

as “sovereign of the underground kingdom”.22 Nora Chadwick 

remarks, “When the Tatars wish to obtain … contact with spirits they 

visit them in the Heavens and the Underworld. … [The shaman must 

journey] underground to the realm of the god Erlik K[h]an”.23 In one 

representative story, the heroine passes through Erlik’s palace in the 

Underworld on a journey to retrieve her deceased brother and as a 

result she is able to restore him to health. Chadwick further notes that 

in the oral literature “the prince or ruler of the Underground realm is 

Erlik Khan, who has an underground yurt and watering place of his 

own … His abode is approached over mountains, across a lake or 

sea, and is underground”.24 Maria Czaplicka remarks that “Erlik 

Khan … lives on the lowest floor, where the sun and moon are 

supposed to give only a very feeble light”.25  

 Loerke is portrayed in comparable terms. Consistent with the 

traditional belief that the subterranean domain Erlik inhabits must be 

approached by traversing mountains, Loerke makes his first 

appearance in the novel only after the four main characters arrive in 

an alpine setting. The narrator observes, “To Gudrun, there was in 

Loerke the rock-bottom of all life” (WL 427). The phrase “rock-

bottom” bears striking resemblances to Czaplicka’s aforementioned 

comment that the Altaic deity lives on the “lowest floor”. To Gudrun, 

when she contemplates Loerke, “He seemed to be the very stuff of 

the underworld of life. There was no going beyond him” and “he 

wandered in hell” (427, 468, my emphases). In the ‘Snow’ chapter, 

when Gerald and Birkin discuss why women are drawn to Loerke, 

Birkin says that women “‘seem to creep down some ghastly tunnel 

of darkness, and will never be satisfied till they’ve come to the end’” 

(428), and when Gerald then asks him what the end is, Birkin replies, 

“‘I’ve not got there yet, so I don’t know. Ask Loerke, he’s pretty 

near. He is a good many stages further than either you or I can go’”. 
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In this vein it is also worth recalling that Loerke is associated with 

sewers. For instance, when Gerald asks Birkin why anyone would be 

interested in Loerke, Birkin replies, “‘They want to explore the 

sewers, and he’s the wizard rat that swims ahead’”. Birkin then states 

that Loerke “ebbs with the … sewer stream” and tells Gerald, “‘He 

lives like a rat, in the river of corruption, just where it falls over into 

the bottomless pit’” (my emphasis).  

 The novel contains several instances in which Lawrence 

juxtaposes Loerke’s dark underground realm with its counterpart 

above ground or in the sky. Loerke is temporarily ensconced in a 

mountainous area. Ursula “looked round this silent, upper world of 

snow and stars and powerful cold”, while Gudrun “had no ideals of 

rising in the world. She knew … that to rise in the world meant to 

have one outside show instead of another” (WL 409, 418, my 

emphases). Similarly, when Gudrun goes tobogganing with Gerald, 

he feels that he can almost make the toboggan “pierce into the air and 

right into the very heart of the sky” (421). The first days of their visit 

to the Austrian Alps are filled with “white light” and as he skis, 

Gerald’s “body projected in pure flight”. This contrast between an 

upper world and a lower world finds its starkest expression in the 

scenes, toward the novel’s end, that depict Gerald’s death in the 

snow-covered mountains. Lawrence vividly evokes the visual and 

tactile qualities of iciness and frozenness, qualities that differ from 

the images of the dark underground domain that characterise his 

representation of Loerke.  

 In the first year of the war, Lawrence wrote a letter to Bertrand 

Russell in which he pleaded with him to “be with me – in the 

underworld … Keep somewhere, in the darkness of reality, a 

connection with me” (2L 307). This remark indicates that even 

before he wrote Women in Love, the word and concept of the 

“underworld” were on Lawrence’s mind, and that he did not view 

them in the conventional sense, that is, as constituting only a place 

of death or horror, but rather ‒ or simultaneously ‒ as a dark place in 

which deep connections could be built, preserved and nurtured. This 

view would be congruous with Lawrence’s interest in the importance 
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of the underworld in Greek mythology (the river Styx providing a 

parallel with Erlik’s underground “watering place”) and in Dante’s 

Divine Comedy.26 Much as Lawrence hints at the potentially positive 

connotations of mud, he also evokes soul-nourishing associations to 

journeys of descent. For example, Birkin, on visiting the 

mountainous site of Gerald’s death, muses that Gerald “might have 

gone on, down the steep, steep fall of the south side, down into the 

dark valley with its pines, on to the great Imperial road leading south 

to Italy” (WL 478, my emphases). Though Birkin admits to himself 

that there is no guarantee that a southward trek would have spared 

Gerald a painful end, he nevertheless ponders the possibility that if 

Gerald had taken that path, he might have found a chance for new 

life. Given that a descent into darkness recalls imagery associated 

with Loerke, perhaps Lawrence sought subtly to imply that in 

contrast to the deathlike qualities that inform his depiction of Gerald, 

Loerke may embody the possibility of renewal after degeneration. 

This is a theme I will explore further in my final section ‘A deity of 

death-and-rebirth’. 

  

Demoniacal traits 

 

Both Erlik and Loerke are represented as possessing the attributes of 

demons. Grigory Nikolayevich Potanin (1835‒1920), a Russian 

ethnographer who travelled extensively in Siberia and Mongolia, 

portrayed Erlik as analogous to the devil.27 Martin Puhvel observes, 

“Among the Tatars of the Altai area God’s evil-natured assistant in 

Creation is frequently called “Man” or “First Man”, who in the 

course of it becomes the devil, called Erlik”.28 Such depictions rely 

on efforts by ethnographers from external (including Russian) 

cultural backgrounds to find equivalences with Christian culture; as 

a result Lawrence may have been engaging with Christianised 

foreigners’ versions of Erlik rather than indigenous beliefs about the 

Altaic god. There is evidence that Lawrence was aware of this 

process of the Christianisation of pagan gods, for instance in his 

writings on Pan, who was similarly linked with the Christian devil. 
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Nevertheless, Lawrence’s repeated use of demon-associated words 

to describe Loerke has significant parallels with folklore about Erlik. 

 For instance, after tobogganing with Gudrun, Loerke faces Gerald 

with a “devilish leer” and mocks him “in a satirical demoniac frenzy” 

(WL 471, all emphases in this paragraph my own). And after Gerald 

physically assaults him, Loerke looks at Gerald, “his eyes 

demoniacal with satire”. Earlier, as he watched Gudrun while they 

conversed at the Reunionsaal, we learn that Loerke “knew her 

[Gudrun] verily, with a subconscious, sinister knowledge” (427). 

Moreover, his “eyes flickered darkly, evilly at her [Gudrun]” (459). 

In Gudrun’s view, Loerke’s hands are “prehensile, and somehow like 

talons” (423), anatomical traits associated with Satan. Gudrun, after 

seeing Loerke’s photogravure reproduction of his bronze sculpture 

of a horse, “looks up at him [Loerke] with a certain dark homage” 

(429), a phrase evocative of devil-worship.  

 Before closing this section, it is important to note that, as with 

most archetypes, many devil-like figures in mythology and folklore 

have the potential to bring positive benefits rather than only doom. 

In this regard, the representations of Erlik as a figure who tempts and 

seduces people toward evil can be viewed as consistent with the idea 

that in some instances temptation leads to expanded opportunities for 

a fuller and more satisfying life. Agnieszka Halemba, a Polish social 

anthropologist who conducted extensive research in southern 

Siberia, remarks: “Erlik-bii is not evil. Rather, the realm of his 

influence includes human misfortunes, illnesses, and weaknesses. He 

can also be helpful, as he can help to overcome difficulties”.29 As 

James C. Cowan aptly demonstrates, in much of Lawrence’s work a 

demonic figure personifies an unconscious force that may appear to 

subvert the self but that in fact is guiding one toward greater 

authenticity and self-actualisation.30 Similarly, as I discuss below, 

Loerke can be viewed as a figure whose impact on other characters 

(chiefly, Gudrun and Ursula) results in an enlargement of their 

awareness and options. 
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Linguistic parallels 

 

In the English writings available to Lawrence before he wrote 

Women in Love, the name of the god of death within the mythology, 

religion, oral literature, and folktales among many of the Turkic and 

Mongolic Indigenous peoples of Siberia was rendered as “Erlik” or, 

occasionally, “Aerlik”.  

 Several authors have been struck by the similarities between the 

names “Loerke” and the Norse god “Loki”,31 but when letter-play 

and anagrammatic features are analysed, the names “Erlik” or 

“Aerlik” equally or even more strongly evoke “Loerke” than does 

“Loki”. Further, “Loerke” is a Germanic name in which the “o” is 

modified by the “e” and has phonemes similar to those in “Erlik” and 

“Aerlik”, albeit in a dissimilar sequence. A focus on sound-pattern 

rather than spelling makes it clear that “Erlik” and “Loerke” have 

closely related phonemes; this may reflect an unconscious tendency 

to closely attune to the sound-patterns and letter-combinations of 

words and then to form symbolic connections to concepts and to 

other words based on similarities in letters and sounds, though it is 

also possible that Lawrence chose the surname for the fictional 

character so as to purposely evoke the mythic god. Whether 

consciously rendered or unconsciously determined, it is statistically 

improbable that these linguistic correspondences arose purely by 

chance. In English, it is rare to find a letter combination such as “aer” 

or “oer”, which are found (respectively) in “Aerlik” and “Loerke” 

and it is also uncommon to encounter words that contain the letters 

l, e, r, and k, as do both Erlik and Loerke. Indeed, in some 

pronunciations or accents the surname Loerke can be heard almost 

as an anagrammatic homophone for “Erlik”.  

 There are also similarities in sound-patterns and letter-

combinations between the names “Birkin” and “Burkhan”. Birkin is 

usually regarded as the Lawrence-character in the novel, and the 

surname was extant in Lawrence’s hometown of Eastwood 

(Nottinghamshire). Nevertheless, it may be more than mere 

coincidence that the homophonic name “Burkhan” refers to a figure 
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in shamanic lore of the Altaic region.32 Similarly, “Burkhan” as a 

figure in Mongolian religious works is comparable to a bodhisattva 

and is also the Mongolic name for the Buddha.33 In these 

religious/mythological systems, Burkhan is an opponent of Erlik, 

with the latter sometimes portrayed as analogous to the Christian 

Satan.34  Prominent phonemic similarities ‒ Birkin-Burkhan and 

Erlik-Loerke ‒ point to the possibility that Lawrence may have 

unconsciously and/or intentionally linked these pairs of names in a 

conceptually meaningful manner.35  

 

A deity of death-and-rebirth  

 

This final section elaborates on qualities associated with lords of 

death-and-rebirth that are discernible in both Erlik and Loerke. 

Although Erlik is usually portrayed as a lord of death – for instance 

in one account, Erlik “lives as the ruler of the spirits in the kingdom 

of death” –36 in many depictions Erlik also functions as a lord of 

potential rebirth. In narrative poems and other literature about 

shamanic practices, “the motive for these [trance-state] journeys to 

… the Underworld is that of rescuing or saving souls. The soul to be 

saved or rescued is sometimes that of a dead person, perhaps also at 

times that of a sick person. Sometimes again it seems to be … a kind 

of spiritual initiation”.37 Common beliefs among Turkic and 

Mongolic Indigenous peoples of Siberia and Central Asia include the 

view that in addition to the usual (nonphysical) journeys for the 

purpose of “conducting a soul to its final abode” after death, in many 

instances a shaman can undertake a journey to “rescue souls from the 

dead, or to procure the means of restoring them to life”.  

 Maria Czaplicka similarly maintained that despite Erlik’s primary 

identification as a death-god he also possesses the power to grant 

blessings, including salvation and renewed life: “The great spirit 

(Erlik) is moved by the offerings of the kam [shaman], and promises 

increase of cattle, declares which mare will foal, and even specifies 

what marking the young one will have. The kam returns in high 

spirits”.38 These portrayals are consistent with the idea that the very 
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god who brings about destruction may simultaneously (or soon after) 

bestow new life. Therefore, it is important to consider the ways that 

in Women in Love Loerke too functions as both a lord of death and a 

catalyst for rebirth.  

 In several instances, Lawrence uses carefully chosen words to 

depict Loerke in a manner that hints at deification: “In both sisters 

he commanded a certain homage” (WL 427, my emphasis). Gudrun 

views him as “lordly” and later, Gerald derisively tells Gudrun that 

in his view, she is “in worship of” Loerke (433, 455, my emphasis). 

To more fully examine whether Lawrence’s interest in the archetype 

of death-and-rebirth influenced his characterisation of Loerke, 

however, we must consider not only explicit descriptions but also the 

implicit ways in which Loerke functions as an inaugurator of a death-

and-rebirth process in a manner analogous to the Altaic deity. Let us 

first consider his role in Ursula’s decision to leave the Tyrol (434), 

and then turn to the ways that he is implicated in the divergent 

respective fates of Gerald and Gudrun. 

 At first glance Ursula’s epiphany in ‘Snow’ (chapter XXX) – in 

which she realises that she can and must leave the Tyrol ‒ might seem 

to have been precipitated by her rejection of the values that Loerke 

had just espoused in their conversation. A closer reading, however, 

suggests that Ursula’s departure from Austria resulted not from 

disgust with Loerke but from a deeper (and perhaps largely 

unconscious) process. W. R. Martin has noted that Lawrence depicts 

Ursula’s decision to flee as soul-nourishing both for her and for 

Birkin, but he does not note the role of Ursula’s contact with Loerke 

in catalysing this choice.39 Thus it is important to recall that it is 

immediately after their interaction that she comes to a pivotal 

realisation:  

 

… She had felt so doomed up here in the eternal snow, as if there 

were no beyond. 

 Now suddenly, as by a miracle, she remembered that away 

beyond, below her, lay the dark fruitful earth, that towards the 

south [Italy] there were stretches of land dark with orange trees 
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and cypress, grey with olives, … Miracle of miracles!—this 

utterly silent, frozen world of the mountain-tops was not 

universal! … 

… She wanted at this instant to have done with the snow-world, 

the terrible static, ice-built mountain tops. She wanted to see the 

dark earth, to smell its earthy fecundity … (WL 434) 

 

In the above-quoted passage, it is clear that Ursula repudiates the 

“dazzling whiteness” of the alpine world and is drawn, instead, to a 

world described in terms evocative of Loerke. For instance, the word 

“beyond”, which appears twice in this excerpt, is reminiscent of 

Gudrun’s reflection that “There was no going beyond him [Loerke]” 

(427). And here, for Ursula, the new, miraculous world is “below” 

her, and the word “dark” appears three times. Lawrence thus 

represents Loerke in a manner that contrasts markedly with the snow-

covered alpine realm that has been so deadening for Ursula and that 

she intuits she must escape from for the sake of her soul and her life. 

Both the timing of her epiphany and the language she uses to describe 

it suggest that Loerke served to catalyse her decision. Ursula’s 

remarks to her sister reinforce the idea that at this juncture she has 

constellated the archetype of death-and-rebirth (437‒8). For 

instance, “‘One has a sort of other self, that belongs to a new planet, 

not to this.—You’ve got to hop off’”. Lawrence’s underlying 

message is that in order for a new life-configuration to emerge, it is 

necessary to let the existing one die. Ursula seems to sense that her 

inchoate “other self” can only come forth if there is a rupture with 

the past.  

 Let us now consider additional ways in which the German 

sculptor functions as a deity of death and rebirth. The paragraph in 

which Loerke is introduced is immediately followed by a one-line 

paragraph consisting of just three words: “It was over” (WL 405). 

Setting this short, three-word paragraph apart imbues it with an 

allegorical resonance. Carl Krockel observes, “[T]he German artist 

Loerke acts as a catalyst in the development of their [Gudrun and 

Gerald’s] relationship to its tragic end”.40 Here it is helpful to recall 
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that Gudrun’s sudden realisation about Gerald’s true nature – an 

epiphany she compares to the Biblical account in which Daniel 

suddenly sees writing appear on the wall ‒ also occurs right after she 

first encounters Loerke (413). Whereas Krockel links this dynamic 

to the unstated backdrop of war and to the sculptor’s ties with 

industry, a different – though not necessarily incompatible – 

interpretation is that Lawrence has deliberately represented him as 

embodying the characteristics of a death-god. 

 In the final chapter, after the fact of Gerald’s death is confirmed 

and his frozen corpse retrieved, Gudrun immediately goes out to look 

for Loerke and, finding him in the lounge, asks him: “‘We haven’t 

killed him?’” (WL 475). Her use of the pronoun “We” implies that 

she senses that she and Loerke have jointly precipitated Gerald’s 

death. To clarify Loerke’s role in Gerald’s demise, it is necessary to 

reconstruct the sequence of events on the mountainside on the fateful 

(and for Gerald, fatal) day. 

 In the morning, Gerald goes skiing alone and Gudrun goes 

tobogganing with Loerke. Gudrun and Loerke continue tobogganing 

until “the sun went down” (WL 469), reprising the association 

between Loerke and darkness that was evident in earlier parts of the 

novel. Loerke suddenly produces a thermos of hot coffee along with 

a packet of biscuits and a bottle of Schnapps. Gudrun exclaims “what 

an inspiration!” and invokes the French term “comble de joie” for 

“absolute bliss” (584). These words have religious connotations, and 

subtly intimate that she and Loerke are about to take part in a process 

akin to a sacred ritual. This impression is reinforced by the 

associations between the biscuits and a Eucharistic wafer, and 

between Schnapps and libation. In West African traditional religions, 

a few drops of Schnapps are poured into the ground as an offering to 

a deity and/or to honour deceased ancestors. Dribbles of alcohol are 

also used in shamanic religious rituals: for instance, preparing a 

shaman’s drum entails pouring beer onto the skin and wood of the 

drum.41 The anthropologist Marjorie Mandelstam Balzer, who has 

conducted fieldwork among Indigenous shamans in Siberia, remarks 

that “libations consisting of pouring alcoholic drinks (e.g., fermented 
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mare’s milk – kumys) into the ground are common in Turkic 

ceremonies in Siberia, especially for solstice ceremonies”.42 At this 

juncture, Gudrun takes “tiny sips” of the alcoholic beverage and 

ingests the wafers that Loerke gives her (469). The scene has many 

resonances to a holy rite.   

 Soon after this, the omniscient narrator likens Loerke to 

Zephyrus, the Greek mythological god of the west wind (WL 470), 

commonly associated with the end of winter and themes of renewal. 

Suddenly, Gudrun and Loerke become aware that Gerald is nearby. 

Loerke uses a term for calling on the Virgin Mary, and “elevates” the 

bottle of Schnapps “in the air” (470‒1), a gesture that calls to mind 

the image of a sacramental observance that blends Christian and 

Indigenous Siberian shamanic components given that both these 

traditions use the pouring or ingestion of alcohol. Gerald rejects this 

gesture and violently knocks the bottle out of his hands. Then, after 

Gerald punches him in the head, knocking him down, Loerke “rose” 

and is then described as “looking full at Gerald …, his eyes 

demoniacal with satire” (my emphasis). In these moments, the 

adjectives Lawrence uses are more consistent with known 

representations of Erlik than Zephyrus or Loki.  

 Gerald then nearly strangles Gudrun. He is described as 

“watching the unconsciousness come into her swollen face, watching 

her eyes roll back” (WL 471). Without immediate intervention, she 

will die. Just then, Loerke “roused himself on the snow”, he is 

physically too injured to stand up but confronts Gerald by use of his 

“roused voice” (472). At that moment, Gerald “had let go his grip, 

and Gudrun had fallen to her knees”. Gudrun’s posture, adopted the 

instant after Loerke’s intervention saved her from imminent death, 

evokes the image of kneeling in prayer as in a gesture of gratitude 

for having been restored to life. Now, as if enacting the symbolic 

process of exchanging one life for another, Gerald makes his “last 

confession of disgust in his soul” and is then “weak”, “finished”, 

“unconscious”, and “sunk”. He passes by a “half-buried crucifix, a 

little Christ under a little sloping hood, at the top of a pole”, but 

“sheers away” from it (473). Though Lawrence’s brief description of 
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the crucifix evokes associations to Catholicism, Gerald’s action of 

bypassing an epitomic symbol of Christian practice hints at the view 

‒ espoused by the literary critic John Stoll ‒ that Women in Love is a 

“nearly complete and angry denunciation of the debased Protestant 

ethic”.43 More specifically, the “little” crucifix, “half-buried”, which 

Gerald “veers away from” represents the idea that the Christian god 

has lost his/its power. The implication is that the key figure of death 

and rebirth in Christianity is ineffectual, incapable of saving or even 

comforting him.  

 In this poignant passage, Gerald thinks about his own impending 

death: “He looked round in terror at the snow, the rocking, pale-

shadowy slopes of the upper world” (WL 473, my emphasis), these 

last two words alluding to the cosmologies of many Turkic and 

Mongolic Indigenous peoples of the Altaic region. Gerald’s final 

thoughts include two silent invocations of the phrase “Lord Jesus”. 

The recurrent religion-suffused imagery and words, and the explicit 

reference to the “upper world”, suggest that what is occurring is a 

process akin to a spiritual rebirth, which highlights the contrast 

between Gerald’s location and the underworld realm associated with 

Loerke. Now, however, the usual implications of each of these 

worlds have been reversed: whereas traditionally in mythology the 

Underworld is connotative of Death and the upper world implies the 

land of the living or ‒ in the case of the high Alps ‒ the realm of the 

immortal gods (such as Mount Olympus in Greek mythology or 

Valhalla in Norse mythology), in this instance Gerald’s region of icy 

mountains is the abode of the dead, whereas Loerke, who is 

symbolically linked with the underworld, has functioned as a god of 

renewal for Gudrun. This reversal of the usual connotations of the 

upper and lower worlds serves to heighten the impression that Loerke 

is associated not only with death but rebirth.  

 This impression of a reversal of the customary connotations of the 

upper and lower worlds is reinforced by the fact that in Chapter I 

(‘Sisters’) the image of an underworld was evoked by the coal mines 

and therefore was associated with the deathly aspects of Gerald’s 

mine-owning family: “‘It is like a country in an underworld,’ said 
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Gudrun. ‘The colliers bring it above-ground with them, shovel it up. 

… Everything is a ghoulish replica of the real world. … all soiled, 

everything sordid” (WL 11). Thus, whereas in the novel’s opening 

chapter the underworld was associated with death while the “high-

road, that went between high banks, towards the church” (12) where 

Gerald’s sister Laura was about to get married, seemed a place of 

hope and possibility, by the novel’s end, the implications of upper 

and lower have turned into the opposite of what they were before.  

 According to Tawfiq Yousef, Lawrence was “deeply concerned 

with the revival of the ancient mythic vision” and Women in Love 

reflects its author’s interest in “the myth of the cosmological cycles, 

according to which the world is continually destroyed and re-

created”.44 Jack Stewart points out the “vital difference” between two 

types of dissolution that are present in this novel: “destructive 

regression … and destructive creation”.45 Lawrence’s portrayal of 

Gerald’s death in a cold, alpine setting and later the frozen, rigid state 

of his corpse may reflect the former aspect, whereas the links 

between Loerke and subterranean domains of darkness and mud 

suggest the latter, namely, a process of putrefaction as a necessary 

part of a larger and ultimately fertile renewal. Here it is useful to 

reflect on Daniel Schneider’s idea that “the central choral passage of 

the novel is Birkin’s reflection on the two ways of death” ‒ one 

characterised by “ice abstraction” and the other by “pure sensation 

and mindlessness”.46  

 Is there, perhaps, a third way of death that is captured by neither 

of these metaphors? A representation of expiring that is inextricably 

linked with regeneration? According to Schneider, Lawrence’s work 

on Women in Love was informed by “his reflections on … the need 

to accept death in one’s understanding, as a precondition for renewed 

life”.47 In Schneider’s analysis of Lawrence’s oeuvre it is usually 

“the woman who makes possible the male’s self-obliteration in the 

darkness of the infinite and thus his resurrection as a new self with 

the pride and power to cast off the dead world and to build a new 

world”.48 In this instance, however, it appears that it is a male 

character, Loerke, who twice “makes possible” the “resurrection” of 
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a woman ‒ first Ursula and now Gudrun. In further contrast to the 

pattern that Schneider described in which a woman drags a man 

toward acquiescence and sameness, Loerke urges Gudrun to reject 

the status quo and embrace the new. Though most critics view 

Loerke as solely a destructive figure, in a number of ways the 

opportunities he offers Gudrun if she will join him in Dresden are 

preferable to the monotony and deadness that she would be entombed 

in if she were to reside in England as Gerald’s wife (WL 464). Loerke 

may thus emblematise a phenomenon present in some 

representations of Erlik, whereby temptation toward sin can lead to 

expansion and growth in the purported transgressor. Viewed in this 

manner, we might consider both the Altaic deity and the Dresden 

artist as carrying evocations of Milton’s Satan. Judith Ruderman’s 

argument that Lawrence believed in the value of “enlarging the self 

through engagement with difference” is a closely related idea.49  As 

Schneider has proposed, Lawrence’s worldview was informed by a 

Nietzschean belief in the necessity for a force that acts as a “hammer” 

or “tablet breaker” to “destroy all dead and dying forms of social 

life”.50 Here it is important to mention an observation set forth by 

Fiona Becket, that “Lawrence articulates, often in a highly 

metaphorical language, his own preoccupation with the birth of the 

self, most frequently as the result of an encounter with an other”.51 

From this perspective, it may well be that Loerke functions as the 

prototypical “other”, akin to a mysterious subterranean god who 

surfaces periodically to subvert and overturn an outmoded or 

desiccated form (e.g., a mentality, plan, or life-configuration).  

 The novel’s final chapter is titled ‘Exeunt’, a Latin word 

signifying the point at which the characters in a drama leave the 

stage: of the four survivors this chapter features, most scholars view 

only Birkin and Ursula as likely to have a vitalising future. By the 

novel’s concluding sections, however, Loerke has recognised 

Gudrun as a “remarkable” and “extraordinary” woman and expresses 

respect for her artistic talent (WL 457). He discourages her from 

returning to what would clearly be a stagnant existence in England 

(458). He urges her not to let financial considerations determine her 
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choices. She finds it “a relief … to be acknowledged extraordinary” 

(457). David Ellis perceives the attraction between Gudrun and 

Loerke as arising from their mutual belief that “only art can relieve 

the pointlessness of human life”.52 In Janet Eldred’s view, the idea of 

an alliance between two artists may constitute a key subplot of the 

novel.53 All things considered, perhaps some literary scholars have 

judged the Gudrun-Loerke dyad too harshly. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The cultural origins of the myths to which Lawrence was drawn were 

remarkably wide-ranging, encompassing – at a minimum – Greek, 

Norse, Germanic, Hebraic, Peruvian, Aztec, and Egyptian 

influences. To these I would add that he may have also been 

influenced by myths from the Altaic region – in particular, Turkic 

and Mongolic worldviews that include the god “Erlik”. Given 

Lawrence’s intellectual voraciousness and his interest in theosophy 

and pantheism, it is probable that he would have embraced the 

opportunity to learn about the beliefs and rituals of Indigenous 

Altaians. In this essay, I have sought to present a combination of 

historico-biographical, linguistic and textual evidence to argue that 

Lawrence’s depiction of Herr Loerke was influenced by the Altaic 

deity “Erlik” (sometimes rendered as “Aerlik”), an important figure 

in the traditional beliefs and practices of the Turkic and Mongolic 

Indigenous peoples of Siberia and Central Asia. This view does not 

require that Lawrence’s representation of Loerke was exclusively 

shaped by Altaic worldviews. In fact, it is quite possible that 

Lawrence creatively blended qualities associated with more than one 

deity, and Loki and Zephyrus are viable contenders for mythical 

deities that contributed to his depiction of Loerke. Still, I have 

endeavoured to present evidence that folklore about “Erlik” – an 

Altaic god with whom many Indigenous peoples of Siberia were well 

acquainted – may have exerted a stronger influence than these other 

sources. In Altaic mythology, when Erlik is given appropriate respect 

and homage – through prayer, libation, and other offerings – he may 
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overturn a fatal decree. By imbuing Loerke with symbolic hints of 

this underworld god, Lawrence gave prominence to the idea that 

death and deliverance are closely entwined.   
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