Jay Dougherty

“VEIN OF FIRE":

RELATIONSHIPS AMONG LAWRENCE'’S PANSIES

Mosr CRITICS AGREE THAT LAWRENCE
was not at his artistic best when composing his Pansies; their
explanations for why this is so are interesting, if not always uni-
form. F. B. Pinion says that “Lawrence wrote too easily [in Pan-
sies],” “did not avoid becoming a bore,” and was “apt to repeat
himself ‘like the flushing of a W.C.,” to quote [Lawrence’s] own
phrase.” Philip Hobsbaum says that most of the Pansies “would
have carried more weight if linked with some show of mimetic
expression,” that “there is a limit to the amount of protest and
admonition one can take, even when it is trenchantly expressed.”?
Sandra Gilbert says of the short Pansies that “it is as though in
the later years of his life Lawrence’s illness and disillusionment
made it increasingly difficult for him to focus his attention on
anything . . . for any length of time” and of others that they “seem
to have been written out of a strong belief that the content itself
could be the form . . . . Therefore he felt justified in writing poems
some critics would consider mere self-expression.” Ross C. Murfin
says that many “sacrifice all subtlety on an altar of urgent neces-
sity” and “fall into the ways of excess.”™

From such statements, the general opinion that Pansies are,
by and large, bad poems is unmistakable. Hobsbaum gives some
indication of just what, in his estimation, this ratio of good to bad
Pansies is: “between eleven and twenty, according to where one
sets one’s sights, deserve a place among Lawrence’s classics. This
is not many out of a total roll call of some 690 pieces.” Indeed, the
effect of such poor critical response has been that critics have sin-
gled out a few “good” poems from Pansies and ignored the other
poems in the volume.
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Yet separating the so-called “good” poems in Pansies from the
other poems is not only difficult but, by Lawrence’s own implica-
tion, a mistake. For, as Lawrence states in the Introduction to
Pansies, each [poem combines] with all the others to make up a
complete state of mind.” That is not to say that all Pansies are
created equal; it is to say, rather, that the “lesser” poems—those
ignored by the critics—are related to the “good” poems in such a
way that to ignore them during discussions of the better poems is

- to limit accordingly the explication of those better poems. It is my
aim here to illustrate this point by discussing the various types of
“good” poems in Pansies in relation to the lesser, though more

- abundant; poems—and to point out, along the way, the nature of

the relationships among the various types of poems.” _
~ Pansies, as a whole, can be generally divided into three groups,
differentiated according to compositional characteristics: 1.)exclam-
atory poems, which simply rail against things the poet is obviously
‘upset about; 2.) declarative poems, which pronounce dogmatically
how things are—with either a blatantly implicit or downright ex-
plicit call for change; 3.) illustrative poems—those which illustrate
a point; using various poetic techniques which will be discussed
later, rather than expounding a point.? It is the poems in the first
two groups that irritate critics the most, and a brief examination

of those here will quickly elucidate why this is so.- |
Both exclamatory and declarative poems emanate from an un-
identified though consistently acerbic persona, which can be all too
easily (though perhaps wrongly) identified with the poet himself.
An example of an exclamatory poem is “Let Us Be Men” (CP 450).
Here the persona is most vituperative: A

For God’s sake, let us be men
" not monkeys minding machines
or sitting with our tails curled ,
while the machine amuses us, the radio or film or gramophone.

Monkeys with a bland grin oﬁ ourl faces. A
' : [CP 450)
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Obviously, here the persona is angered at what he sees as the
stultifying, lobotomizing effect of machines on “men.” But the poem
‘itself offers nothing for the reader to grasp onto besides the Iper-
sona’s virulent denunciation of the machines. Instea‘d; the poem
relies entirely on the supposition that the reader himself has ex-

- perienced such stultification through contact with machines and

is angry enough about it to attach a specific meaning to such an
effusion. The success of the poem therefore depends upon such

* prior experience and feeling in the reader; if the reader lacks these,

the poem fails. And it is this fact—not to mention the dogmatic
tone of the speaker—that. leaves critics “bored.” One might expe-

._'rielou.:e'the'saing type of boredom when listening to a fanatical -
- politician or religious leader speaking to a group of followers (in-

terestingly, Lawrence, in an essay called “Hymns in'a Man’s Life,”
written around the same time Pansies was composed, condemns
this type of persuasion, claiming that “didactic science is as dead
and boring as dogmatic religion [my emphasis]. Both are wonder-
less and productive of boredom, endless boredom™). In any -case,
such technique—or, rather, lack of it—is not normally associated
with good poetry.

The second group of poems—the declarative poems—differ
from the first primarily because the personae do not evince the
same degree of emotional heatedness; their tone is more even and

~ composed, more matter-of-fact, though still assertive and uncom-

promising. There are, by far, more declarative poems in Pansies
than any other type. “All That We Have Is Life” (CP 449-50). ex-
emplifies this kind of poem:

Men should refuse to be lifelessly at work.

Men should refuse to be heaps of wage-earning dung.

Men should refuse to work at all, as wage-slaves.

‘Men should demand to work for themselves, of themselves,
and put their life in it. '

For if a man has no life in his work, he is mostly a heap of dung.
' -[CP 450]
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the tone is less hysterical, the problem with t.hif poem is
'll)‘:s?i:’gﬁy the same as that with “Let Us Be Men™ t:pq poem’s success
depends upon whether the reader-agrees‘ that a: wage-s_lavg lst“al .
heap of dung,” a rather radical point.of view. A more fundametll' ]?
interpretational problem also arises:lp the:’ poem with .phrase§\ 11 e
“lifelessly at work” and “put . . : life in it, whlch, while crucnah to
the poem’s meaning, are abstract rather than _concrete. and t u;
difficult fo define: It is'no wonder that the poem has dlsgruntle

itics and casual readers. SR o
bOth'I?l::atl,;:l?ustratiVe poems—by far the fewest and, most critics

‘imply, the best in Pansies'*—illustrate or exemplify. their point

rather than force'it. It is not to be forgotten, though, that these

' i em a didactic : They achieve that
‘poems, too, carry with them a didactic purpose: Ih iev
' gidactic end in three ways: 1.) through a created dialogue between

two identifiable speakers (“What Is He?"); 2.) through a created

" monologue with an identifiable speaker who is not, ost‘ens1bl)I'{,. the

- persona of the declarative or gxclamato-ry “poems (‘.The isen

" Lord”); and 3.) through: third-person descriptions of qb]ects or an-
imals which are representatives of (usually) positive .qualities

i ' ”). M ' illustrative poems in
(“Two Performing Elephants”). Most of the i }
Pansies employ one of the first two technlqtl.es—,—poems su‘(‘:h as
“Natural Complexion” (CP 433), “To Be Superior” (CP 435), “I am

" In A Novel” (CP 489), “What Matters”.(CP:531), “What Ails Thee?”

' 1vassi ‘ ection” (CP d so on—and
CP 540), “Canvassing For the Election (CP 546)3 an ,
g)ecause they are largely if not wholly created dialogue or mono-

logue, it is easy to view them as natural extensions of the majority

of Pansies, which are largely ‘the monologues'vv_of an unidentified
sona. DR R ho : ,
pef An example of the first type of illustrative poem—the created
dialogue—is “What Is He?” (CP 452), only the first four. hnes» of
_ which are quoted below: _

What is he? .
—A man, of course.
Yes, but what does he do?
—fHe‘lives and is a.man. CP 452)
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Such poems, in general, are more effective as ppéms because they - -
allow more reader participation; they do not force upon the reader

~a “take-it-or-leave-it” statement, as do the exclamatory and de-

clarative poems; and, as will be more evident later, they show more
authorial design, seeming less like “squibs” designed to shoot off .
and fizzle out, once and only once. Even though each type of illus-
.trative poem could be and has been singled out and examined, a
full understanding of each only follows when the reader considers
each in its ideological context within Pansies.!! For the exclamatory
and the declarative poems become, in a sense, prose tracts to which

- one can refer and, in some cases, needs to refer when explicating - [

the illustrative poems. .= - E o
~ 'The three poems discussed so far can serve as an example of

 this, since each deals, in its own way, with the theme of “work and.

the machine.” “Let Us Be Men” (CP 450) deals on the most abstract -
level with what being a “man” at work is not: “minding machines,”

- “sitting with our tails curled,” and being-amused by “radio or film
~ or /.gramophone.” Such activity, one ‘can ‘only assume at this point,

emasculates men' because it requires of them no more effect or

- imagination than a monkey possesses. “All That We Have Is Life”
' (CP 449) bears out this assumption and adds a few. more specifics:

~ that “work is life, and life is lived in work / unless you're a wage

- slave,” that “Men should refuse to be lifelessly at work,” and that -

_ “Men should demand to work for themselves; of themselveg: “ifid

put their life in it.” With"this the previous inference that to’ be a

 fulfilled “man” one must undertake work that is not mindless is

confirmed; and, further, “mindless work” is defined as any v’s;_ork
that does not allow men “to work for themselves, of themselves,
and put their life in it.” Though, because Lawrence’s terms (“for
themselves, of themselves,” etc.) are fairly general, the ideological
position is arguable, with these poems as.a background one never-

~  theless approaches “What Is He?” (CP 452); the illustrative poem

in the “work” group, with a fairly specific context: a
" Yes,but what doeshe do?
—He lives and is a man.
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' Oh quite! but he must work. He must have a job of some sort.
. _Why'? " .
Because obviously he s not one of the lelsured classes
¢ —J don’t know. He has lots of leisure. And he makes .
quite beautiful chairs.—. :
" There you are then! He’s a cabinet maker
. —No no! - L
Anyhow a carpenter and j Jomer
—Not at all. - o
" But you said so . o
—Perhaps! Would you say a thrush was a professmnal
" flautist, or just.an amatéur?
. I'd say it was just a bird.
. —And I'd say he is just a man.
' All right. You always did quibble.
f ' [CP 452]

i ‘What Is He"” can, obvmusly, stand on 1ts own ina way that -

. the others cannot it creates .its own context, as the illustrative
po’ems in Pansies generally do. But in the context of these other
_poems, “What Is He?” elucidates more than just its own sad point
about how men tend to be categorized and labeled in terms of what'
thkey “do”; to this, one may also add one’s general knowledge of

_“vrork” gleaned from the previous two poems discussed. In this
- ¢:ntext, one can see the questioner in “What Is He?” as a product'

and propagator of the.society. of “wage-slaves” and the answerer
a3 similar to the personae.of the. other poems, revealing what a
daspicable ass—and, in the end, fool—the questioner is. In a sense,
t!:en, the exclamatory, declarative, and illustrative poems all build
upon and contribute to one another—though, partly because they
* have a clearer context, the illustrative poems stand on their own
as more than a “bunch of fragments” (CP 417).

- “The Risen Lord” (CP 459), which exemphﬁes the second type ‘

of illustrative poem—the created monologue of an identifiable
speaker—works in a slightly different way. In it the reader gets a
picture of a new Lord, one who has seen “the other side of the
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‘.'.grdve” and “conquered the fear of death” and now has “risen in

the flesh” and wishes to confront and .conquer the last fear, “the

- fear of life.” This is.a Lord who, like flesh itself, “moves,” “ripples,

and all the time / . . . changes”; who acknowledges the call of the
“wild loins,” the “warm heart,” and the “wondering splrlt” who
proclaims of them that “They ask, and they must be answered.”

: Here is a' Lord very unlike, one can imagine, the.one followed by

the questioner in “What Is He?,” a man who, by his.very insistence
that a man “be” something, implicitly casts off any idea of life as
something waving, rippling, and all the time ¢hanging. And since

- that questioner was obviously.set up in the context in which “What

Is He?” appears as an example' of the limited ‘i'epressedneseof most
people, ‘and since ke is in such stark contrast to the Risen Lord,

:one can only dssume that Lawrence presents this Risen. Lord asa

positive example, one people would do well to follow one people 3

would do well to imitate. . : '
Yet still some questlons arise’ concemmg thlS new Lord and,

why he has risen again. Why, for example, was it necessary for -

" - Him to rise “in the flesh”? And may one assume, after all, that He

is here to exemplify “the way” tom_ankind?‘One can, it is true,
infer the answers to such questions from the poem itself; but it is

* clear that one purpose of the other, non-illustrative poems is to
provide explicit, if not always clear, answers to such mysteries. In
- “Climb Down o) Lordly Mmd” (CP 473-74), the persona states:

i

"+ A man is many thmgs, he is not only a mind.
" But in his consciousness, he is two-fold at least: -
he is cerebral, mtellectual mental, spiritual,
but also he is mstmctlve intuitive, and in touch. = =
cp 473]

And he goes on to equate the “blood” with intuition and instinct,

- averring that “The blood also knows religiously, / and of this, the

mind is incapable . . . to my white mind / gods-and love alike are
but an idea, / a’ kmd of fiction” (CP 474)
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: One.may now combine these statements‘Wit‘h the in_feren'ces _

- gathered from “The Risen Lord” and tentatiVely conclude that man,
-according-to Lawrence, has been living as “only a mind,” that'any

pretensions to having known a Lord in this state were only pre-
ténsions, and that, finally, the poet here is renouncmg, however

figuratively, the concept-of.a’* “crucified” Lord, for it is'this concept'
“of:a “fleshless” Lord that is causing man to live cerebrally, lgnormg
his own flesh, ignoring the duality of human'consciousness."
Confirmation of the first two conclusions can be obtained by,
-again, referrmg to other, non-illustrative poems; whlch looked at
-in isolation, would initially seem unrelated to “The Rlsen Lord ”
Wltness just four lines: of “Touch” (CP 468) S

" Since we have become so cerebral
.. we can't bear to touch or be touched.

Since we are so cerebral
we are humanly out of touch. S -
' . [CP 468]

And, in ;‘The Primal Passions” (CP 481-82), the poet says;

Communion with the Godhead
is' human-tainted now
tamted with ego and personahty .
[CP 481]

“Ego” and * personahty are products, as Lawrence sees "them of
the cerebrality in “Touch” (CP 468), of the “limited mental con-

sciousness” in: “Ego Bound” (CP. 474).-So such non-illustrative
poems make more specific the concepts drawn from 1llustrat1vev

poems like “The Risen. Lord ”

- Yet there remains-one question, the answer - to whlch seems

part of the occasion for “The Risen: Lord,” which is not answered
by such declaratlve poems as “Chmb Down, (0% Lordly Mmd”

. “namely, why “to [the] whlte mind / gods . _
kind of fiction” (CP 474). The “white” mmd one can infer from ‘- -,
_ both “The Risen Lord” and “Climb Down, O Lordly Mind,” is the -
““cerebral, intellectual, mental” (CP 473) half of: man’s conscious- .. -
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[are] but an idea, / a

ness (“Man is an alternating. conscnousness” [CP 474], Lawrence
states later)," and so one may be inclined to speculate that any .

‘inability to conceive of a Lord .as more than-an “idea” is the fault
-of the corceiver (i: e., a problem arising from each man’s limited
" consciousness). But, mterestmgly, the. shortcommg, the fault, if it -

can be called such, is placed on the Lord himself, not man; and in’ |

“The Risen Lord,” He is.made to’ confess it,-as He laments upon’ . -

seelng man, alive and “ﬂowmg”

1 never have seen them'before,
these people of the flesh;

these are no spmts caught and sore
in the physmal mesh _ o
| [CP 460]

Here one really only gets a glimmer of the ‘theory behind this
poem—that the Lord Himself has been "wrong to think of man in
a fallen, wretched state, “caught and sore.” And, though this idea : -
is 1mp11ed elsewhere in Pansies, the only clear statemment -of Law-
rence’s reasoning behind this belief is found in the essay “The Risen
lord” (P II, 571-77). In it, Lawrence explams that the churches of

. his time had been wrong in asserting that “We preach Christ cru-

cified!”. (P IT 571), that to do so- was suffocating the minds of the

_.young,’ who came into life, and found everything finished . . . the

empty crosses.. . ..the closed tombs . .-. the manless, bitter-or over-
assertive woman . . .the closed grey d1s111us1on of Chrlst Crucified,
dead, and buried” (P II 573), and that to rectlfy this. the churches
should begin emphasmng the Lord risen “ agam from the dead’ ”
P11 571) -
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Christ risen in the flesh! We must accept the image complete, if
we accept it at all. We must take the mystery in its fulness and
in. fact It is only the 1mage of our,own experience.

- [P II 574]

v "'Expanding-upon his point of “oi‘ir own experience, ” Lawrence
goes on to affirm that any claim of Christ’s being “Flesh . . . feet
and bowels and teeth and eyes . taken up into heaven in a cloud,

and never put down again” (P II 574) is absurd because it i is some-

thing ‘all our experience W1ll [never] conﬁrm” P II 574): .

If aeroplanes take us up, they bring us down, or let us down Flesh
and blood belong to the earth, and only to.the earth. We know it.

[P II 574] .

Thus, Lawrence implies, the reason behmd the call that “The Risen
Lord” (the poem) makes is that men have, wronigly but out of ne-
cessity, envisioned the Lord with only the “white” part of their

minds, as only a thought, an idea, because ideas: are all the “white” -

(or cerebral) part of the mind is capable of—and man can only
conceive of a fleshless Lord as a cold idea. Though “The Risen Lord”
pictures the Lord himself taking the blame for man’s one-sided
consciousness (“I have never seen them before”); it is clear, from
the other poems, from the article “The Risen Lord,” and by impli-
_ cation, that “The Risen Lord” is really a call for a change in the
way men (and the church) conceive of Christ. :

o Interestlngly, too, .since Lawrence was by his own admlssmn
"not a conventionally religious man (though his spirituality is ob-
vious), he knew that the mass of people such poems are directed
toward was religious; and, it could be argued, he therefore chose
" the means employed in “The Risen Lord”—the personification of
the Lord—to reach that “mass” and thereby promulgate his vision.
This point simply underscores the fact that Pansies is a volume
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~ with a truly dldactlc purpose and that all of the poems are workmg

toward that educative end. . -
Of all the illustrative poems in Pansies, the third type—those

_ which employ the third-person description of objects and animals

(e.g., “Two Performing Elephants”)—are the least obviously didac-
tic and, at the same time, the most dangerous to extract from the
whole of Pansies, for they rely more than any other illustrative
poems on the explicit: poems for their expllcatlon “Two Performing
Elephants” (CP 426) is one of only two poems in this group of any

- length (“The Elephant Is Slow to Mate” is the other), and it is

characteristic of them.all in that it uses animals, this time ele-

~ phants, to represent qualities that the modern civilized -person

lacks. Here the poem’s focus is on describing a male and female
elephant, their interaction as they perform circus “tricks,” and,
later, the reactlon of “the wispy, modern children” to this sxght

~ On her knees in utmost caution - . .
_.all agog, and curling up her trunk . - .,
she edges through without upsetting him.
~ Triumph! the ancient, pig-tailed monster!

When her trick is to climb over him

with what shadow-like slow carefulness )
she skims him, sensitive '
as shadows from the ages gone and perished
in touching him, and planting her round feet.

While the wispy, modern children, half-afraid.
" watch silent. The loommg of the hoary far-gone ages
- is too much for them
. : [CP 426]

The elephants and the ° w1spy, modern chlldren are set m

* opposition here; the opposition is. underscored and partly defined
" by the poet’s use of mimetics.(an element that’s hard to find in

most Pansies): the slowness and patience with which the elephants






