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Freud wrote, in the late 1890s:  “I found myself in constant love for  my mother, and jealousy of my father – I now consider this to be a universal event in childhood”.  In 1907 Picasso painted the “Demoiselles d’Avignon”,  
featuring ladies of the night.  In 1913, Stravinsky incited Paris with  “The Rite of Spring”.  In 1915 DH Lawrence wrote The Waterfall, precursor to tonight’s novel, Women in Love.  Such  is the explicitness of The Waterfall, that Lawrence suffered and almost had to drop out of writing, when the book came to market.  His salary dropped from a  comfortable 450 pounds to a miserable 100.  He had to flee to deep country, Cornwall, to keep eating. And Lawrence came under fire not only for writing too directly about sex –but for marrying a German woman when Britain was fighting Germany in World War I.  Such are underpinnings of one of the most miserably unlucky lives in literary history.

Lawrence was born to a warring couple in a village near Nottingham, in the English Midlands, in 1885.  The village made its living by mining coal, and his father was a successful coal miner – a subcontractor with eight employees.  His mother gave herself airs, and despised her husband and his trade.  She had two girls and three boys – but David Herbert Lawrence was the one she fixated upon.  He contracted a bronchial ailment and almost died soon after birth.  She nursed him assiduously, through bout after bout of   illness, mostly tubercular but probably including mumps. He grew up small,  
stooped and sickly.  He preferred playing with girls, so naturally he was the butt of the boys.  He was extremely shy.  His mother succeeded in keeping him out of the mines, and he started to shine in his academic work, securing  a  scholarship to Nottingham High School – a mixed blessing, as it involved a long journey to school, and six 12-hour days a week.  He was convinced by his mother of his father’s inferiority – though later, when he had seen more of life, Lawrence was not so sure his father was the drunken irresponsible his mother thought him.  And the Lawrences gradually improved in their living standards – though not in their family lives.  The mother kept her husband out of her bed. “Their marriage had been one carnal, bloody fight,” Lawrence wrote later.  His mother used her religion and her dislike for her husband to poison Lawrence against sex. Congregationalism was Lawrence’s family creed – but he, perhaps observing the worldly and unpleasant way his mother behaved under its influence, came to regard Jesus as an anti-sexual leader of losers.

At 16, Lawrence graduated from high school, and started as a clerk, at around 34 pounds a year, at a  manufacturer of  surgical appliances and  
artificial limbs. The workers were mostly girls, and a fairly spirited lot. The biographer who I have relied on for this paper, Jeffrey Meyers, speculates that they took against Lawrence for his knowledge of French, and his clean hands. They tried to strip him at the workplace – and he bit, scratched, and kicked them, tore their dresses, and drove them off.  But they made their mark on him – he came down with pneumonia, and became too feeble to work in the factory any more. He was a priggish virgin, and he suffered.

Lawrence applied for the post of student teacher in the village school. First year’s salary – five pounds. In 1904 Lawrence performed brilliantly well in an examination for King’s Scholarship, and came among the first 11 candidates in England.  He worked another year in the village school to gain seniority, and earned 65 pounds a year. In 1906 Lawrence was admitted to University College, Nottingham, for a two year course focused on a Teaching Certificate.  He could not go for a full BA, as he lacked profic-iency in Latin.  He was thoroughly disillusioned by the little men who  
taught him at Nottingham, so far from the intellectual giants of his imaginings.  But he took up with Mrs. Frieda Weekley, wife of his favorite English professor, four years after graduating from Nottingham, in 1912 .

This was not his first amorous incident.  That was with Jessie Chambers, who wanted a normal heterosexual relationship – and found Lawrence was too  impressed with the sanctity of woman (drummed into him by his mother) to be easy or stimulating with her.  He was also very aware of the confines her life would have locked him in – more life in Nottinghamshire, and a low temperature relationship. 

A second encounter was with Mrs. Alice Dax, a realistic sexual opportunist who enjoyed grappling with Lawrence, but was happy enough with her husband not to want to move in with a new man.  A third affair may or may not have wound up in bed.  Now to take a breather from the boudoir – an arena of inevitable interest in this author’s life – Lawrence moved to Croydon, near London, to a new job at a new school, paying 95 pounds a year – about what his father had achieved down the mine.

Lawrence had begun writing in earnest and now he had access to the London literary world.  Ford Madox Ford, as he was later called, edited the English  
Review – with such contributors as Wyndham Lewis, Pound, James, Conrad  and Norman Douglas, and recognized as Britain’s leading literary journal from its first issue in 1908. Ford published Lawrence’s poems, and saw Lawrence’s first novel as having ”every fault the English novel can have ... But you’ve got genius.”

It is important to realize quite how startling an impression Lawrence made on London’s intellectual society of the day.  Bertrand Russell, Maynard Keynes, EM Forster, Aldous Huxley, Pound  - all were struck by Lawrence’s intensity of belief, instinctual grasp of emotion and character, and creativity. Here was a new voice indeed. Unfortunately, it lacked social discipline – Lawrence relentlessly told things as he saw them, making fun, often malicious, of the very people who recognized him and promoted his interests.  And he was widely felt to be too extreme – Katharine Mansfield, a long-term friend or at least sparring partner, and a fine writer, called Women in Love “almost purely pathological.”

Lawrence’s mother died in 1910 of cancer and in agony.  He gave her the final overdose of morphia with his own hands, suffering as she suffered. And Lawrence’s health gave out again in 1911 – tuberculosis. He had become rather halfheartedly engaged to another girl.  The consumption put an end to that – and to his teaching career. 

Quickest of all to recognize him was Frieda Weekley, wife of his favorite professor at University College, Nottingham. She was a descendant of the von Richthofens, an eminent German military family. Her father was a miserably-married former army officer who gambled away the 20,000 family acres. Her cousin was the Red Baron, with 80 victories in the air. Frieda and her sisters had no fortunes, so they could not marry army officers. But as Frieda’s father was an engineer in a garrison town, there was no-one else around for her to marry.

Frieda had affairs before marriage – not least a brilliant student of Freud, Otto Gross.  Gross later killed himself with drugs, but Frieda  regarded him as “a genius - a genius at love.”  Frieda said later through a character in a Lawrence novel: ”He made me see that marriage and all those things are based on fear.”

Frieda married a British academic – Aldous Huxley called him “possibly the dullest academic in the western hemisphere”- partly to gain access to British  
academe, of which she knew nothing.  She was 20 when she married Weekley, and had a wedding night to remember: “She was impulsive and  
playful: he was  repressed and humorless.”  The way these traits played out was that, while he waited outside their bedroom, she undressed and impulsively climbed on top of a cupboard, “the frills of her knickers flapping from her climbing legs. Triumphantly she reached the top, and sat there,  
wondering what he would do if he couldn’t find her.” But find her he did, the coupling went horribly, and they entered an unsuccessful marriage of 13 years that yielded three children.  Then, in 1912, Lawrence went to the Weekley home to seek help with a job in Germany.  Lawrence wrote Frieda  “You are the most wonderful woman in all England.”  Frieda, older, married, mother of three, socially far above Lawrence – and soon smitten with him in turn.

Lawrence went for a family walk with Frieda, a statuesque blonde, and the children. He preoccupied himself with the children, and she fell for him. She offered herself – but Lawrence felt he could not take her under his professor’s roof.  Frieda, the biographer comments, wanted a love affair – Lawrence wanted marriage.  They eloped a few weeks later with his 11 pound nest egg.  Frieda’s motivations stir the biographer to speculate she was giving up bourgeois life, and her children, in response to his genius for perceiving her emotions, and in her respect for his writing.  She also knew he was completely in love with her.

He gambled on the reactions of her family.  Frieda’s sister took to him – just as well, as her father was celebrating his 50th year since joining the German army, and Lawrence had just been picked up as a potential spy by the German authorities.  What a celebration it must have been.  Their wedding night, later, echoed that of Frieda and Weekley – Lawrence could not frolic with her.  The success of the marriage was built on tension, rather than concord.  Later Frieda rushed to Ernest Jones, the British disciple of Freud,
saying Lawrence was about to kill her.  Jones replied : “From the way you treat him, I wonder he has not done so long ago.”

Lawrence wanted children, and refused measures of birth control.  But no children eventuated – Lawrence had probably been neutered by the 1901 illness.  Lawrence and Frieda differed deeply in style: he was persnickety, and enjoyed domestic chores, hustling round the house with her brimming chamber pot.  She liked lazing in bed, smoking, reading and generally absorbing his attentions.  Their quarrels became legendary.  Frieda would goad him.  He would threaten her.  Sometimes Frieda would counter: ”Do not forget, Lorenzo, I am a baroness!”

Before World War I theories – post-Christian, socialist, and with Lawrence, partly sexual, were flying about London.  Lawrence’s contribution was “a belief  in the blood, the flesh, being wiser than the intellect.  We can go wrong in our  minds.  But what our blood feels and believes and says, is always true.”  Russell put his faith in the democratic principle – Lawrence in the leader of genius.

In 1915 Lawrence managed to get Methuen to publish The Rainbow.  This  
novel had a  scene of lesbian  embrace, and another heterosexual scene in which the woman takes the lead.  It was the first family chronicle to reveal that sex sparked the marriage, writes to the biographer.  Uproar followed. Methuen made a deal with the police that had the edition destroyed without due process.  Algernon Methuen shortly afterwards  got a baronetcy. Lawrence lost three years’ work, had to pay costs, and suffered notoriety.
It was a very severe setback. The Rainbow is a masterpiece, but had to come out in the States first.  Not every literary man believed The Rainbow should have been published.  Henry James, H. G. Wells and Galsworthy thought the book bound to earn resistance from the authorities and the reading public. After the war, British sexual attitudes had become more liberal, enabling Secker to publish without harassment in Britain in 1926.

Women in Love, which Lawrence finished writing in 1916, was published privately in New York in 1920, to a short list of potential readers.  When  
challenged, it was successfully defended.  The biographer speculates that Lawrence could have done as well in a London courtroom – if he had been able to venture the legal fees.

Lawrence, during his exile in Cornwall, took a male lover.  Frieda also took a lover, and their marriage was none the worse.  Spy scares came at her as she was German living among yokels.  Frieda put on weight, and Lawrence decided male lovers were less possessive of him than females, and so, more satisfactory.

The arrival of peace finally scotched the spy scares and in 1919, Lawrence became free to travel.  The remaining 11 years of his life were an odyssey, in which he circled the globe, crossed and recrossed America, and constantly sought inspiration and easier environments for his declining health. Ulysses   
was his model: “To be free of all the hemmed-in life – the horror of  human tension, the absolute insanity of machine persistence,” meaning routine. Australia found Frieda putting a local woman in her place, remarking “He is the genius Lawrence,” doubtless to catcalls.

In 1923 Mexico got Lawrence down, and he fought Frieda more than ever.  
He kept going along with her plan to return to Europe where she was anxious to restore links with her children.  But he kept dragging his heels. When she went to Britain on her own, the marriage seemed to be washed up. But she found the children had grown beyond her – she was irrelevant, now. He  grew lonely without her.  They reunited in Britain in December, 1923. In 1924 Lawrence’s father died.  In 1925, Lawrence started spitting arterial blood in Oaxaca, the day he completed The Plumed Serpent. Malaria and influenza also struck him the same day.  During this bout of illness, Oaxaca was beset with a violent thunderstorm and an earthquake. When Frieda got him to the American Hospital in Mexico City, the doctor gave him a year or two to live.  His decline into third degree tuberculosis robbed him of all sexual performance, at the age of 40.  Frieda took a lover.

Lady Chatterley’s Lover was written in the atmosphere surrounding  
the General Strike in  1926, with its reminder to Lawrence of the near slavery of some miners and other workers.  He wrote it, rewrote it, and then wrote it again, over the 18 months ending in 1928.  Lawrence had by then despaired of regular publication of his novels.  This one was particularly hot, depicting Connie’s sexual desires, implicitly approving of her adultery with a mere gamekeeper, and featuring lubricious love scenes.  Mellors communicates with Connie via the democracy of touch.  Sex transcends mere class.

Lawrence played safe regarding publication. He resorted to paying the  
printer’s bills, 300 pounds for 1,000 copies, in a Florentine press.  He commissioned another 200 copies a few months later.  These became objects of desire to customs men everywhere.  Copyright protection was not available, so pirate editions diverted most readers’ money from Lawrence.

Lawrence, who elevated sex to a central place in life, deplored promiscuity – and found himself depicted as the recreational sex addict of his generation. He asked for some of his troubles.  He tactlessly put on a show of 25 paintings in London at about the same time – each with a phallus.  Herbert Muskett, prosecutor of The Rainbow, came into action again, closing down the picture exhibition, and threatening Lawrence’s pictures with destruction. Fortunately the Aga Khan liked the show.  The pictures were returned.

By 1930 Lawrence had sunk to 97 pounds weight, and still sinking.  He was moved to a sanatorium in Vence, in the Riviera hills. He died March 2, seeking and getting a coup de grace of morphine.  Ten mourners went with his body to the graveyard.  Frieda, who had always rallied to his suffering, wore red.

E. M. Forster, one of literature’s gentlemen,  described him as “the greatest imaginative novelist of our generation.”

Angelo Ravagli, an Italian soldier up through the ranks, attracted Frieda after she and Lawrence had a row in 1926.  Ravagli moved in with  Frieda in 1933, after the will had settled 4,000 pounds on Frieda.  Frieda generously passed on 1,500 pounds to others.  Frieda and Angelo went to live on the New Mexico ranch Lawrence had bought years before.  In 1950, they married.  Frieda slowed up, but Angie seduced his way round the area. Frieda died in 1956.  Angelo then went back to Italy and, unbelievably, hooked right back up with his Italian wife of 25 years before, dying in 1976, at the age of 85.

The trial of Lady Chatterley’s Lover in Britain in 1960/61 triggered the first unexpurgated English edition – which sold 3,225,00 copies in the first eight months in the stores.

The Cambridge Guide to English Literature,1983 edition, compiled by  
Michael Stapleton, sums up Lawrence: “If he had been granted a  longer life, he might have discovered a consistent coherence and intelligibility of expression. He found it, a lot of the time, and then achieved a level not found in any of his contemporaries.”
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