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​
The Approach to D. H.
Lawrence's World

 


"The business of the mind is first and
foremost the pure joy of knowing and comprehending, the pure joy of
consciousness."

The world D. H. Lawrence created cannot be
entered through the exercise of one faculty alone: there must be a
threefold desire of intellect, of imagination, and of physical
feeling, because he erected his world on a fusion of concepts, on a
philosophy that was against division, on a plea for whole vision:
"to see with the soul and the body." For the world he takes us into
is shadowed, intricate. It is "ultimately chaos, lit up by visions,
or not lit up by visions."

It is therefore above all the world of the
poets and it is the preponderance of the poet in him that is the
key to his work. He magnified and deepened experience in the manner
of a poet.

The most characteristic attitude of the true
Lawrence is a state of high seriousness and lyrical intensity.

His philosophy was not a coolly constructed
formula, an assemblage of theories fitting reasonably together: it
was a transcending of ordinary values, which were to be
vivified and fecundated by instincts and intuitions. To such
intuitional reasoning he submitted himself and all his
characters.

Thus to begin to realize Lawrence is to
begin immediately to realize philosophy not merely as an
intellectual edifice but as a passionate blood-experience.

He had both a tender and a violent, a sober
and an extreme way of probing feelings and entanglements. Beneath
the pounding and the sharpness we must sense the poet who works
through visions and the primal consciousness. "The primal
consciousness in man is pre-mental and has nothing to do with
cognition."

Reading Lawrence should be a pursuit of his
intuitions to the limit of their possibilities, a penetration of
his world through which we are to make a prodigious voyage. It is
going to be a prodigious voyage because he surrenders fully to
experience, lets it flow through him, and because he had that
quality of genius which sucks out of ordinary experience essences
strange or unknown to men.

Lawrence has no system, unless his constant
shifting of values can be called a system: a system of
mobility. To him any stability is merely an obstacle to
creative livingness.

"Commandments should fade as flowers do.
They are no more divine than flowers are... There is a principle of
evil. The principle of resistance to the life principle.

"If a man loves life, and feels the
sacredness and mystery of life, then he knows that life is full of
strange and subtle and even conflicting imperatives. And a
wise man learns to recognize the imperatives as they arise—or
nearly so—and to obey. But most men bruise themselves to death
trying to fight and overcome their own, new, life-born needs,
life's ever strange imperatives. The secret of all life is
obedience: obedience to the urge that arises in the soul, the urge
that is life itself, urging us to new gestures, new embraces, new
emotions, new combinations, new creations."
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Lawrence's World

​ The Background

 


In the beginning, the idyllic beginning,
when difficulties are felt only through a half-dim consciousness,
Lawrence has ample freedom to observe the background, and we have
the classical, almost naive surface landscape painting of the
White Peacock.

As Lawrence the poet evolves, the background
becomes ominous, as in Sons and Lovers. Further on it
becomes symbolical, as in Twilight in Italy. There, while
descriptions of nature are richer than ever, it is their reflection
in the mind and feelings which becomes more essential. As he
discovers the universe and pierces the crust of the earth with his
personal vision, the background becomes more and more
symbolical.

And now begins in Lawrence that
consciousness of planes: of twofold and multiple planes.

There is the plane of the visible universe,
nature, houses, churches, collieries, movies—the artist's eye sees
them all; there is the plane of corresponding thought perpetually
at work at its task of understanding and transforming. This is all
an upper plane, in the head, the brain. Then there is the plane of
subconscious life in continuous flow and movement, with its own
wisdom and its own impulses: the solar plexus, the
blood-consciousness. (Blake's Marriage of Heaven and Hell.)
"The blood consciousness is the first and last knowledge of the
living soul: the depths."

 


Its Axis

 


"...The absolute need which one has for some
sort of satisfactory mental attitude toward oneself and things in
general makes one try to abstract some definite conclusions from
one's experiences as a writer and as a man. The novels and poems
are pure passionate experiences. These" (the two books on
Psychology) "are made afterwards, from the experiences."

So we shall first study the experiences.

Since his world is the enlargement of his
own gigantic imagination, out to see and to experience all, the
characters have their roots in reality, but they are soon
dissociated from familiar moulds and absorbed by Lawrence. He is at
work on such a vast, almost impersonal comprehension, that
realities are not sufficient: he must use symbols.

Probabilities of the literal kind do not
bother him, and his dialogue is as often impossible as possible,
his situations unreal as real. He is outside of that. A great part
of his writing might be called "interlinear" because of his
constant effort to make conscious and articulate the silent
subconscious communications between human beings.

First of all he asks us to begin at the
beginning of the world with him. By his own questions, put as
seriously as a child's, and with a child's obstinacy, he will take
each man back to the beginning of the world, as if each had to
settle it all for himself, begin his own world, find his god.
(The Boy in the Bush.)

To retrogress with Lawrence is to question
every value, and thus begins his reversal of ordinary values.

It is an effort to recapture genuine
evaluations, like those of children before they are taught. A child
will say to an older person who has been playing with him and
participating wholeheartedly in his make-believe: Are you older
than me? How can that be?

How can that be if the older person has been
playing, conceiving fancies with him? The child does not see any
difference, if age is a closeness to death, and death is simply not
being able to play, not being alive in feeling. The child is
looking at the essence quality of livingness, not at any
outward appearance of age, which is irrelevant.

Thus Lawrence says with the same pure,
profound disregard of appearances: everything is either alive or
dead, according to transcendental definitions of life and
death.

Lawrence's chief preoccupation is precisely
the choice between life and death, or rather: between complete
life and death. Livingness is the axis of his world, the light,
the gravitation, and electromagnetism of his world.

​​
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Experiences

​


Lawrence approaches his characters not in a
state of intellectual lucidity but in one of intuitional
reasoning. His observation is not through the eyes but
through the central physical vision—or instinct. His analysis
is not one of the mind alone, but of the senses.

In his characters there is usually a double
current of life: there is the act of living with corresponding
articulateness, and there is also the articulateness of
dreams, in symbols.

He recognized a deep, subterranean
connection between what he called the "dark gods" in us, entirely
apart from the sophistries of the intelligence. Lawrence had
divined that the intelligence is a juggler, an adroit juggler who
can make everything balance and fall right. But the "dark gods" are
instinctive, undeceived, undeceivable. They are intent on that flow
of blood-life. We have tried to deceive them in our modern life. We
have felt mind, the juggler, omnipotent. Lawrence is hostile to the
juggler.

 


"And don't, with the nasty, prying mind,
drag it" (sex) "out from its deeps and finger it and force it, and
shatter the rhythm it keeps when it's left alone, as it stirs and
rouses and sleeps."

 


(The deeps are also the "darkness." There is
"beauty and dignity in the darkness.")

When the realization came to the moderns of
the importance of vitality and warmth, they willed the warmth with
their minds. But Lawrence, with the terrible flair of the genius,
sensed that a mere mental conjuring of the elemental was a
perversion.

So here are his people struggling to achieve
complete life and a sincere understanding of the gods in the
center of our bodies.

Lawrence believed that the feelings of the
body, from its most extreme impulses to its smallest gesture, are
the warm root for true vision, and from that warm root can we truly
grow. The livingness of the body was natural; the interference of
the mind had created divisions, the consciousness of wrong-doing or
well-doing.

Imprisoned in our flesh lives the body's own
genie, which Lawrence set out to liberate. He found that the body
had its own dreams, and that by listening attentively to these
dreams, by surrendering to them, the genie can be evoked and made
apparent and potent.

He well knew that often the body's dreams
came out in awkward or ugly forms. Many modern realistic novels
showed to what triteness these dreams had dwindled—pitiful,
graceless attempts.

Lawrence was patient. He gave his characters
time. (The Lost Girl.) They are to find their own way and
hour of resurrection. It was very slow, this gaining of confidence
in the wisdom of the body. So Lawrence was patient, through a maze
of timidities, retractions, blunders, awkwardnesses.

In Sun a woman gives herself to the
sun, and is "vivified." Her body now walks beautifully, and
her soul is realized. The life-flow stirred in her is a state of
grace. The object to which her realization now urges the woman is
unimportant. With the creator's strange indifference to
personalities, Lawrence pursues a more important creation. It does
not matter that the woman in Sun now desires a peasant. It
matters that the woman now desires. Lawrence raises us to a
plane of vital, impersonal creation and recreation.

Why should not an impulse be wise, or wisdom
become impulsive?

"Real knowledge comes out of the whole
corpus..."

Life is a process of becoming, a
combination of states we have to go through. Where people fail is
that they wish to elect a state and remain in it. This is a kind of
death.

Did Lawrence remain in this state of
physical consciousness, in the mere efflorescence of his
blood-life? No. We shall see later how he progressed from this
point in his own way.

Meanwhile he did want to bring us into the
plenitude of this physical state so that from there we could go
along with him. But at the very first step of his philosophy he
encountered opposition. The Rainbow was burned by the
authorities.

In himself he was utterly convinced of the
soundness of his philosophy. No man ever wavered less in his
convictions. But he was waiting for the world to catch up with him
and so he remained long on this first ground, propounding,
pleading, emphasizing and re-emphasizing his ideas. This accounts
for much in his work that seems redundant and over-emphatic.

But there was another reason.

Lawrence had been educated a Christian, the
neutral, inoffensive (to society), restrained kind. He, himself,
has found it very difficult to express his "primordial flow." In
the world about him the mind and the will were supreme, and it
required something like a miracle to reestablish confidence in the
wisdom of the flesh.

His accents, while those of a man who knew
how deeply right he was, exposed the relentless struggle within
himself to throw off the mind and the will he was born with and to
let the miracle accomplish itself in him.

In Kangaroo, where Lawrence himself
is most revealed, there are curious pages.

Somers (Lawrence) and Harriet see Jack and
Victoria, the next-door neighbors, openly express their feelings
for each other.

"Victoria looked up with a brightly-flushed
face, entirely unashamed, her eyes glowing like an animal's. Jack
relaxed his grip on her but did not rise" (to accompany the Somers
who are leaving).

And the Somers leave precipitately, and with
distaste. "'Well,' said Harriet, 'I think they might have waited
just two minutes before they started their love making. After all,
one doesn't want to be implicated, does one?'"

And Somers agrees.

This is a most un-pagan reaction. It is a
revelation of hypersensitiveness and self-consciousness which is in
clear contradiction with Lawrence's philosophy. But it is true to
his feelings.

There is another moment when Somers realizes
that Victoria is silently offering herself to him. But he
refuses.

"Why not follow the flame, the moment sacred
to Bacchus? Why not if it was the way of life? He did not know why
not. Perhaps only old moral habit. It was Victoria's high moment—;
all her high moments would have this Bacchic weapon-like
momentaneity: Should not a man know the whole range? But his
heart of hearts was stubbornly puritanical."

When William Blake was constructing his
world he made no attempt to exteriorize his imaginings in his own
life; he knew that the time had not come. His life would have been
a failure, and unconvincing. His poetry and prose had been flung
out beyond his own boundaries, to future generations. He was
content to live as others did, to go on perfecting his prophecies
and his visions.

The very nature of Lawrence's philosophy, on
the other hand, forbade any attempt on his part at detachment. His
convictions were the emanations of a life deeply lived
through all its failures and contradictions. He was personally
involved. And this personal presence that we feel in Lawrence's
world gives it a warmth lacking in other prophets. He gave much of
his strength; and over and over again he exposed himself recklessly
to bitter criticism and hostility because he would not evade the
last test of his sincerity. He gave of his own blood. The denial
and detachment of Blake is a sacrifice. But so is the giving of
blood.

Lawrence had that quality of genius which
makes a man realize experiences unknown to other men.

Middleton Murry tells us in his
Reminiscences of D. H. Lawrence that Lawrence wanted
"men who would understand a bit along with him...it was beyond the
experience of his friends to go along with him." Murry admits that
"somewhere in ourselves we were set against the experiences he
wanted us to partake...there were realms of experiences, which
Lawrence knew, which I had not entered. Even now I cannot pretend
that the fearful struggle between Anna Lensky and Will Brangwen in
The Rainbow is a thing I understand."

Had Lawrence detached himself so much from
current human problems that he could not be understood by the
intelligent men of his time? Precisely that. He detached himself
from the current human problems which current writers could
fathom.

There was an unknown world within the known.
He had a vision. Will it take us one hundred years to understand
Lawrence's vision as it took us one hundred years to understand
Blake's?

What were those experiences his friends
could not enter with him?
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“Ilearned a great deal from it. ] am amazed
at the scholarly and critical reaches, which
theoretically no woman should possess.”
John Erskine





