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I first became interested in D. H. Lawrence during my freshman year of college in 1975.  There was a lot of talk at the time about how sexy and forbidden Lady Chatterley’s Lover was supposed to be; so that book was my introduction to an author who I eventually would like so well that I took a whole seminar devoted to him at Cal State Long Beach.  I even made a pilgrimage to England to see his birthplace and a trip to New Mexico to see his house.  I guess you could call me a hardcore groupie of this famous author.

I also loved his novels besides Lady Chatterley’s Lover; especially Women in Love and The Rainbow.  The novel that I couldn’t quite get my arms around was Sons and Lovers, the strange story about a mother who smothered her son with her possessive love and treated him like a substitute for her abusive husband.  This mother thwarted any type of romantic feelings her son had for other women by constantly making comments about how they weren’t good enough for him.  She acted very jealous whenever he wanted to go out with any new woman he met.  If she ever would have allowed her son to marry, she surely would have been the mother-in-law from hell.

When I was reading it, I kept thinking, “Is it just me, or does this seem like The Oedipus Complex going on in this relationship?”  I wanted to see what the critics thought and what Lawrence himself thought about Freud; not to mention what Lawrence thought of his mother and father.  Were his parents like the ones depicted in Sons and Lovers?

All I knew about Freud was what I’d learned in my first year in community college when I took a required course in Psychology.  Until then, all I’d known about Freud and the Oedipus Complex were from Woody Allen jokes.  That same semester, I took a World Literature class and had to read Oedipus Rex by Sophocles.  What a fascinating story, I thought; and what interesting family dynamics: a tragic king who unknowingly marries his mother and kills his father.

So, many years later, when I was in graduate school in 1990, I combined what I learned in those psychology and literature classes and came up with the following literary criticism.  At the end of the essay, I’ve included some pictures from my D. H. Lawrence pilgrimages and some stories about what it was like to go to these places in New Mexico and England.

It was fun to dust off the old essays and pictures in 2014 and fall in love with British Literature, England, and New Mexico all over again.

Here is my literary essay

On an initial reading of D.H. Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers, one is struck with the Freudian nuances of the work, especially the similarities between the main characters’ relationship with his mother and the classic Oedipal relationship—the relationship, which, as Freud describes in The New Introductory Lectures in Psychoanalysis, is the condition in which the male “desires his mother and would like to get rid of his father as a rival” (104).  How much could Lawrence have been influenced by Freud?  Much is written about the subject and many critics take the position that Lawrence was indeed influenced by him: Carol Dix in D. H. Lawrence and Women points out that Lawrence’s wife Frieda was a great admirer of Freud and that Lawrence met “official Freudians,” Dr. David Eder and Barbara Law.  The effect of Freud was “extremely powerful and subtle” (6-7).  Daniel Schneider in The Consciousness of D. H. Lawrence has devoted an entire chapter to “The Oedipal Problem and the Young Bachelor” in his discussion of Sons and Lovers; Stephen Miko in “Towards Women in Love: The Emergence of a Lawrentian Aesthetic” says that Paul, the main character in the novel, acted out the Oedipal fantasy (104).

What did D. H. Lawrence believe?  For answers, one could look to words spoken or written on the subject by the man himself.  Lawrence wrote to Gordon Campbell that he “is not a Freudian and never was—Freudianism is only a branch of science, interesting” (291).  In Frieda Lawrence: The Story of Frieda von Richthofen and D. H. Lawrence, Robert Lucas writes that Frieda and Lawrence used to have long arguments about Freud and Lawrence’s conclusion “was more or less that Freud looked upon sex too much from a doctor’s point of view; that Freud’s “sex” and “libido” were too limited and mechanical, and that the root was deeper” (99).  Lawrence may not have agreed with everything Freud said, but Sons and Lovers does indeed deal with the “crippling effects of a mother’s love,” as Donald Mortland in “The Conclusion of Sons and Lovers, A Reconsideration” has pointed out (306).  To Lawrence then, the relationship between mother and son was something deeper and more mysterious than anything that Freud could have ever dreamed of.  The influence of the son’s and mother’s love can be seen in Paul’s relationship with both his parents and his two lovers in the novel.

Mrs. Morel and Paul have an unusually close relationship; one that was based upon Lawrence’s relationship with his mother, says Benjamin DeMott in his introduction to the novel (vii).  W.W. Robson in “D. H. Lawrence and Women in Love” points out that the novel seems to be a confessional work in which Lawrence shows the mother thwarting the son’s development (364).  In the novel, Paul realizes that “his mother bore him, loved him, kept him, and his love turned back into her so that he could not be free to go forward with his own life, really love another woman.” (334; ch. 13).  This seems to go along with what Freud points out in his lectures: “a boy’s mother,” he says, “is the first object of his love and she remains so too during the formation of the Oedipus Complex [and] all through his life” (104).  In Lawrence’s own life, he broke off his engagement with his first love, Jessie Chambers, because he had always loved his mother—not innocently, but “like lovers” (Schneider 2).

In the novel, Paul realizes that his mother was the “chief thing to him, the only supreme thing” (208; ch. 8).  His mother almost seems to regard her son as her own lover in the novel when she gets jealous when Paul comes home from a date.  His mother asks with bitter sarcasm, “Is she so fascinating that you must follow her all the way [home]?” (207; ch. 8).  His mother does not care for any of the women he brings home: about Miriam (whose real-life counterpart is Jessie Chambers [Dix 30]), his mother says that “she’s one of those who will suck a man’s [soul] out till he has none of his own left” (159; ch. 7).  (And she should know, I couldn’t help but think). Of Clara, his other lover, his mother says that he’ll soon grow tired of her (319; ch. 12).  This seems to go along with what Freud wrote in one of his Three Essays on Sexuality: “A man, especially, looks for someone who can represent his picture of his mother, and accordingly, if his mother is still alive, she may well resent this new version of herself and meet her with hostility” (94).  Paul can’t tell his mother that he loves Miriam or any other women: he comes back to his mother after telling Miriam that he cannot physically love her and Lawrence writes that “in his soul was a feeling of the satisfaction of the self-sacrifice because he was faithful to [his mother]” (218; ch. 9).  He tells his mother, “I shall never marry, I shall live with you” (239; ch. 9).  This sounds like the Oedipal Complex yet, about the subject, Lawrence writes in his letter to Barbara Low:

“You know I think complexes are vicious half statements of the Freudians: sort of can’t see the wood for trees.  When you’ve said Mutter-complex, you’ve said nothing—no more than if you called hysteria a nervous disease.  Hysteria isn’t nerves, a complex is not simply a sex relation: far from it (475).”

He goes on to say, “I hate the Psychoanalysis Review of Sons and Lovers...my poor book: it was art, a fairly complete truth: so they carve a half-lie out of it, and say, ‘Voila’.” (475).

What about Lawrence’s and Paul’s relationships with their fathers?  Ernest Jones, Freud’s biographer, and disciple writes of this relationship when he describes the Oedipus Complex in Hamlet and Oedipus.  He writes that Hamlet is tortured by some mysterious inhibitions [like Paul’s] (39).  Jones goes on to show the crippling relationship with the father:

“It is as if [the son’s] devotion to his mother had made him so jealous for her affection that he found it hard to share even this with his father [whom] he had regarded as a rival, and had secretly wished him out of the way so that he might enjoy undisputed and undisturbed the monopoly of [his mother’s] affections” (77-78).

As for Lawrence’s feelings towards his father, Schneider writes that in Lawrence’s own life, the oedipal hatred of his father was unquestionably intense: “I was born hating my father,” Lawrence says, “as early as I can remember, I shivered with horror when he touched me” (23).

Comparisons with these feelings can be seen in the novel.  Paul prayed every night, “Lord, let my father die” (64; ch. 4).  “Dirty” and “disgusting” were words used to describe the father (116; ch. 6) and at one point in the novel, Paul does not want his mother to share his father’s bed: “Don’t sleep with him, mother,” he says (211; ch. 8).  In the Oedipus Complex, as Jones describes, there is a repressed wish “not only that the father die, but that the son should then espouse the mother” (90).  Does Paul secretly want to “espouse his mother”?  He would never use those words, but he certainly seems to be jealous of any man sleeping with her.  Although Lawrence may scoff at the psychoanalytic critic’s view of the novel, these observations of the mother and father both seem to go along with Freud’s precepts.

In The Psychoanalytic Review, early Freudian critic Alfred Booth Kuttner says that Paul will go from one woman to another “in endless repetition and compare these women to his mother and find them lacking” (306).  Such problems arise with Miriam, Paul’s first love.  Poor Miriam, in the novel, like Jessie Chambers, does not seem to have much of a chance.  Miriam is a bright, attractive girl who has a strong desire to learn things that men know.  Paul teaches her French and Algebra.  Miriam encourages the artistic side of Paul and they are very close—like soul mates.  They talk of marriage, but Paul has reservations: “I don’t think I love you as a man ought to love his wife,” he tells her (220; ch. 9).  He finally kisses her (after knowing her for seven years!) but their relationship is in deep trouble: “it was an over-strong virginity in her and him which neither could break through” (271; ch. 11).  When they finally make love, Paul, as most men would, enjoys her beautiful body but stops cold when he sees the look of horror on her face; she looks as if she is sacrificing herself to him.

Is Miriam frigid?  She loves him absorbedly and wants to run her hands down his side at one point, but Paul fails to see her normal desires and feels that she never realizes the male he is.  Miko feels that because Paul is tortured by the conflict with his mother, he can never find the patience and gentleness which are necessary if Miriam is ever to be brought around (101).  Paul seems to have the archetypal problem that Jones speaks of when he says that with the Oedipus Complex, “the boy may remain throughout
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