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THE CONCEPT OF PRIMITIVISM IN D. H. LAWRENCE’S SHORT STORY  
«IN LOVE» 

The formation of primitivism came in the late 19th and early 20thcenturies. A review of publications proved that despite 
a rather long period of existence, primitivism is still an understudied, complex and controversial artistic phenomenon, 
especially in literature. The existence of primitivism in the story «In Love» (1927) is disputed: there are critics of 
D. H. Lawrence who identify the primitive in the writer’s work (M. Bell, D. Goonetilleke, A. Wermer-Colan), those who 
do not see primitivism (P. Nazareth) and those who understood that Lawrence himself had both disgust and admiration 
of primitivist culture (K. Widmer).

The purpose of the article is an analysis of D. H. Lawrence’s short story «In Love» (1927), which is in the third 
collection of short stories «The Woman Who Rode Away» (1928) and identification of primitivist tendencies in the writer’s 
work.

In this short story, Lawrence presents primitivism in a unique way through the naturalness, purity, sincerity and 
genuineness of the relationships between a man and a woman. Traditionally, the concept of primitivism is associated 
with imperfection and simplicity. However, in this story, the concept of primitive is equivalent to true, natural, genuine 
and sincere. It is noted that the conflict between the protagonists of the story is caused by different understanding of how 
love should be manifested in a relationship. Joe misinterpreted Hester’s interest in silent movies as her hidden desire to 
have a similar relationship with her beloved, so he tries to imitate the hero-lover’s behaviour from silent movies, which 
causes disgust in the bride, who felt the affectation in Joe’s behaviour. The ending of the story is happy. The conflict helped 
the characters to understand their behaviour, to reveal their true, genuine feelings, which, obviously, will make their 
life harmonious and unpretending. In their actions and deeds, they are most often guided not by mind but by instincts, 
unconscious urges towards a harmonious and agreeable relationship.

The idea of recreating a nature-based relationship between man and woman is a recurring topic in Lawrence’s work. 
Interest in primitivism, organic relationships with nature, simplicity and purity in the relationships were apparently seen 
by Lawrence as a salvation from mechanical relationships and artificiality. This interest is vividly represented in «In 
Love» as well as in other stories in his late period.
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КОНЦЕПТ ПРИМІТИВІЗМУ У НОВЕЛІ Д. Г. ЛОРЕНСА «ЗАКОХАНІ»

Наприкінці 19 – початку 20 століття виформовується такий мистецький напрям як примітивізм. Огляд 
публікацій засвідчив, що незважаючи на досить тривалий період існування, примітивізм і нині є маловивченим, 
складним і суперечливим художнім явищем, особливо в літературі. Наявність примітивістських тенденцій 
у новелі «Закохані» також є спірним питанням, оскільки є критики творчості Д. Г. Лоренса, які виділяють при-
мітивне у творчості письменника (М. Белл, Д. Гунетіллеке, А. Вермер-Колан), ті, хто не прослідковує приміти-
візму (П. Назарет) і ті дослідники, які вважають, що сам Лоренс відчував одночасно огиду до примітивістської 
культури і захоплення нею (К. Відмер).

Метою статті є аналіз новели Д. Г. Лоренса «Закохані» (1927) з третьої збірки новел «Зникла жінка» (1928), 
що уможливить виявлення особливостей інтерпретації примітивістських тенденцій у творчості письменника.

Установлено, що в новелі примітивістські тенденції своєрідно представлено через природність, чистоту, 
щирість і справжність стосунків між чоловіком і жінкою. Традиційно поняття примітивності асоціюється з 
недовершеністю, спрощенням, недосконалістю. Однак, у новелі письменника поняття «примітивний» є еквіва-
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лентним до понять «істинний», «природний», «справжній», «щирий», «наївний». Зауважено, що конфлікт між 
героями новели спричинений різним розумінням, як саме має проявлятися любов у стосунках. Інтерес Естер до 
німого кіно Джо хибно потлумачив як її приховане бажання мати подібні взаємини з коханим, тому й намага-
ється наслідувати розтиражованого німим кіно героя-коханця, чим викликає відразу в нареченої, яка відчувала 
награність поведінки обранця. Фінал новели щасливий. Конфлікт допоміг героям розібратися у своїй поведін-
ці, виявити свої справжні, непідробні почуття, що, очевидно, і зробить їхнє буття гармонійним і невдаваним. 
У своїх учинках вони найчастіше керуються не розумом, а інстинктами, несвідомими потягами до злагоджених 
і гармонійних стосунків.

Акцентовано, що ідея повернення природності у стосунки між чоловіком і жінкою є наскрізною для твор-
чості Лоренса. Зацікавленість примітивістськими тенденціями, органічні стосунки з природою, простота і 
чистота у стосунках між чоловіком і жінкою, очевидно, бачилися Лоренсом як порятунок від механічності і 
штучності, що яскраво репрезентовано у новелі «Закохані», а також інших, що належать до пізнього періоду 
творчості митця.

Ключові слова: модернізм, примітивізм, новела, індустріалізація, щирість.

Problem statement. Lawrence’s short stories 
were a significant part of the historical and literary 
process of England in the early 20th century, contrib-
uting to a renewal of English literature. The writer 
was a bold experimenter in the short story genre and 
still provokes interest and lively discussion. There 
are societies and scientific journals all over the world 
dedicated to the artist’s work. Conferences are fre-
quently held (e.g. in UK, USA, Australia, France, 
Korea, Japan). Lawrence advocated truthfulness, 
genuineness and sincerity of feelings, provoking an 
abandonment of any mechanical nature in relation-
ships. With the help of primitivism, he tried to push 
people back to nature, restoring manifestations of the 
unconscious and life force.

Recent research and publications. In the late 
20th century, Lawrence’s works attracted the atten-
tion of many literary critics including A. Fernihough, 
F. Becket, M. Squires, K. Cushman, P. Poplawski, 
J. Meyers, C. Heywood, C. Cowan, H. Schvey. 
Authoritative biographers, T. H. Moore, D. Ellis, 
J. Worthen, and J. Meyers, wrote about his life and 
creative path. There is diverse research on Lawrence, 
from the smallest details of his personal life to the 
uniqueness of his world view, his development and 
his writing peculiarities. There are studies on gender 
aspects, the human and the world, sufism and spiritual 
realisation, on Lawrence’s politics and ideology, his 
mysticism, modernist esotericism and comic ele-
ments. In Ukraine and other ex-Soviet Union areas, 
the works (especially novels) of this «controversial 
and controversially evaluated figure» were consid-
ered by D. Zatonskyy, N. Zhluktenko, O. Bandrovska, 
N. Kudryk, N. Hlinka, V. Panchenko, N. Sobetska, 
I. Trubenko, M. Paltsev, N. Mykhalska, H. Anikin, 
V. Tolmachov, L. Dudova, V. Trykov, N. Reinhold. 
Short prose was studied by A. Prokoichenko and 
poetry by Ye. Chernokova. Among those who stud-
ied primitivistic features in Lawrence’s works are 
K. Widmer, W. C. Van Esveld, Y. K. Cui, M. Gluck, 
M. Bell, P. Nazareth and C. William. 

The purpose of the paper. The purpose of the 
paper is an analysis of D. H. Lawrence’s short story 
«In Love» and identification of primitivist tendencies 
in the writer’s work.

Main Research. Lawrence’s short stories have 
always caused mixed reactions: from support for his 
work to disgust – «infected and dirty» (Fernihough, 
2001: 1). It is only at first glance that Lawrence seems 
to have continued the traditional 19th century depiction 
of ordinary people, in particular miners and their hard 
working life. However, compared to other writers, 
who focused on the material life of their characters, 
Lawrence drew attention to the sensual, inner world 
of his characters – their personal needs, instincts, rela-
tionships and feelings – going deeply into the secret 
corners of the human soul. In his «Nottingham» sto-
ries in the collection «The Prussian Officer and Other 
Stories» (1914), he was one of the first to talk about 
love in a new way, using the language of the body as 
imagery (Paltsev 1977: 11).

Lawrence shared his contemporaries’ view about 
a decline and degeneration of the society of that time. 
He believed that industrialisation had cut the human 
off from the past, from the nature and the basics and 
that it had mechanised human relationships («In 
Love», 1927) into a struggle and thirst for material 
values  («The Rocking-Horse Winner», 1926).

From the beginning in Lawrence’s works there 
was a «frank appeal to sexuality» (Black, 1986: 2–3). 
He was mostly interested in the relationship between 
a man and a woman, and he did not try to «avoid the 
topic of sex in his texts, his works are always about 
love» (Black, 1986: 3–4).

Late 19th and early 20th century literature was 
marked by the start of an artistic style known as lit-
erary primitivism, which continues to this day in its 
development. Critics note that, despite a rather long 
period of the existence, the art of primitivism is still 
an understudied, complex and controversial issue.

Acknowledging that there are many definitions of 
‘primitivism’, this paper is written using the definition 
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according to Kingsley Widmer’s work «The Primitiv-
istic Aesthetic: D. H. Lawrence»: (1) the preference for 
the positive «natural» (nature, instinct, simplicity, spon-
taneity: «cultural primitivism») (Widmer, 1959: 344).

The scholars identify the primitive in Lawrence’s 
works. K. Widmer believes that Lawrence supports 
the ideas of primitivism. However, the point of view 
of those researchers who believe that the primitive is 
absent in the artist’s works is interesting. Lawrence 
himself noted that the reader should not look for a 
return to the primal and wild in his works: «I am so tired 
being told that I want mankind to go to the condition 
of the savages» (Nazareth, 1963: 41). After analysing 
the writer’s novels «Rainbow» and «Women in Love», 
P. Nazareth came to the conclusion that «quite clear 
that he (Lawrence) does not want primitivism» (Naz-
areth, 1963: 41). However, other literary experts 
indicate that his interest in «harshly primitive (peas-
ants and savages)» was always characterised by both 
disgust and admiration of the writer (Walker, 1991).

The short story «In Love» (initially entitled «More 
Modern Love», 1927) is among thirteen short stories 
of the collection «The Woman Who Rode Away» 
(1928), «was written during another restless period 
before he (Lawrence) started the first version of Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover» (Mehl & Jansohn, 2002: xl). 
Before appearing in the collection, the story was first 
published in an American magazine Dial and was 
«never published in an English magazine» (Mehl & 
Jansohn, 2002: xl). 

«In Love» is about genuineness and sincerity of 
feelings. In this short story the writer depicts a tense 
relationship between a man and a woman (Joe and 
Hester), who try to find harmony and an understand-
ing of each other. 

An interest in natural and primitivist trends, which 
prompted Lawrence to visit Ceylon, Australia and 
Mexico, can be seen not only in «In Love» but also 
in other stories such as «The Woman Who Rode 
Away» (1925), «The Border Line» (1928) and «Sun» 
(1928). He was interested in organic relationships 
with nature, even if they were primitive. This sim-
plicity and purity in relations was seen as salvation 
from industrialisation. According to William C. Van 
Esveld, «Lawrence was not content with melancholic 
nostalgia for the primitive and his forgotten, supe-
rior mode of being in the world; he wanted to use the 
primitive to reform modernity» (William, 2012: 137). 
This point of view seems correct. The heroine, Hes-
ter, tired of the hypocrisy and insincerity of feelings 
and behaviour thought about her fiancé: «how smug 
and silly his face looked, all its natural frankness and 
straight-forwardness had gone. How ridiculous of 
him to stroke the back of her neck! How idiotic he 

was, trying to be lovey-dovey! She wondered what 
sort of sweet nothings Lord Byron, for example, had 
murmured to his various ladies. Surely not so blither-
ing, not so incompetent! And how monstrous of him, 
to kiss her like that» (Lawrence, 2004). Joe’s problem 
here is that he followed the generally accepted rules 
for expressing his feelings to a young girl. He could 
have behaved in that way perhaps without realizing it.

A little later, P. Briukner noted: «meeting in the 
zone of uncertainty, both of them have to hastily 
construct new models on the basis of old ones, they 
stopped understanding each other and do not excuse 
mutual expectations» (Briukner, 2010: 77). Bruckner 
believes that this causes a confusion of social roles and 
therefore a situation arises, which he characterises as: 
«emancipation was destined to turn us into creatures 
who sow wonder, hesitate among many roles and, 
above all, should see themselves as free individuals, 
responsible for their actions» (Briukner, 2010: 77).

Lawrence strove to embody more deeply and 
comprehensively the various connections of the indi-
vidual with the ever-changing world, to spread faith 
in flesh and blood: «My great religion is a belief in the 
blood, the flesh, as being wiser than the intellect. We 
can go wrong in our minds. But what our blood feels 
and believes and says, is always true. The intellect is 
only a bit and a bridle» (Lawrence, 1979: 503). 

The radical changes that took place in the first dec-
ade of the 20th century, led to a change in personal 
between a man and a woman. It would seem that this 
is a personal matter: marriage, family, home, the rela-
tionship between a man and a woman, the relation-
ships of dominance and subordination of a woman 
to a man and vice versa, which arose in the rela-
tionship between the sexes, the connection between 
parents and children. All these were reflected not 
only in Lawrence’s novels (for example, «Women in 
Love», 1920, «Aaron’s Rod», 1922) but also in the 
short prose, because in a concise, narrative space 
they were expressed more concentratedly and openly. 
The change in the traditional social roles of men and 
women is also artistically represented in other Law-
rence’s short stories («Tickets, Please», 1919, «Mon-
key Nuts», 1922, «Samson and Delilah», 1917, «The 
Primrose Path», 1922, «Fanny and Annie», 1921, etc.).

In the story «In Love», Hester subtly feels when 
her fiancé acts from his heart, and when he behaves 
mechanically, following the social norms of Victorian 
England. This is especially evident in her reaction to 
Joe’s love. By the time it was time to get married, 
everything was fine but when Hester agreed to be 
Joe’s wife something changed in her attitude towards 
him. When she «had promised to marry him, he had 
made the wretched mistake of falling «in love» with 
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her. He had never been that way before. And if she 
had known he would get this way now, she would 
have said decidedly: Let us remain friends, Joe, for 
this sort of thing is a come-down. Once he started 
cuddling and petting, she couldn’t stand him. Yet she 
felt she ought to. She imagined she even ought to like 
it. Though where the ought came from, she could not 
see» (Lawrence, 2004). 

Lawrence, in his expressionism, conveys the 
mixed feelings of a girl before marriage: at first, she 
falls in love but then suddenly becomes nervous and 
irritated by the very presence of him: «she was boil-
ing. What cheek! What cheek of him even to have a 
sofa! She loathed the vulgarity of sofas. She endured 
his arm round her waist, and a certain pressure of his 
biceps which she presumed was cuddling» (Lawrence, 
2004). It seemed to the girl that the young man’s feel-
ings were no longer so sincere and open, that «all its 
natural frankness and straight-forwardness had gone» 
(Lawrence, 2004). Hester was so categorical and firm 
in her decision that she refused to marry. Only after 
some offensive phrases and stormy sorting out of 
their relationship did they express their true feelings 
to each other, Hester’s feelings changed from disgust 
to affection: «And she saw the honest, patient love for 
her in his eyes, and the queer, quiet central desire. It 
was the first time she had seen it, that quiet, patient, 
central desire of a young man who has suffered during 
his youth, and seeks now almost with the slowness of 
age. A hot flush went over her heart. She felt herself 
responding to him» (Lawrence, 2004). Only when 
Joe began to behave sincerely and naturally did Hes-
ter believe his feelings. Lawrence sought to reveal the 
subconscious, creating such circumstances where the 
true nature and feelings of the characters are revealed.

Lawrence focused precisely on the inner state of 
a person, delving into the subconscious instincts and 
desires. He and his contemporaries sought to return 
to the original human feelings, friendship and love 
and dreamed of the universal brotherhood of people. 
Lawrence’s characters do not always live by intellect 
but by instinct and intuition. In a letter to the English 
artist Ernest Collings in 1913, Lawrence wrote: «my 
great religion is faith in flesh and blood, because they 
are wiser than mind» (Lawrence, 1979).

Lawrence «had a great distrust of science, which 
destroys the intuitive and instinctive life of a per-
son» (Lawrence, 2017: 137). He no longer trusted 
the abstract mind but intuition and faith in flesh and 
blood. He considered that mechanisation and the 
automation of production processes led not only to 
the efficiency and expansion of production, but also 
to spiritual degradation, emotional decline, an auto-
mation of relationships between people («In Love», 

«Two Blue Birds», «Sun», «The Border Line») and 
the loss of men showing real emotions and feelings 
(«In Love», «Glad Ghosts», «The Rocking-Horse 
Winner», «Smile»). In «In Love», Joe «was extremely 
competent at motor-cars and farming and all that sort 
of thing. And surely she, Hester, was as complicated 
as a motorcar! Surely she had as many subtle little 
valves and magnetos and accelerators and all the rest 
of it, to her make-up!» (Lawrence, 2004).

On the other hand, Lawrence «was not always 
completely against the intellect, he advocated a kind 
of synthesis of the rational and instinctive to achieve 
the organic integrity of life or the priority of instinct 
hardened by the mind» (Lawrence, 2017: 137).

Lawrence’s characters do not talk about problems 
in relationships and dissatisfaction with family life; 
their inner feelings are expressed in reticence, looks, 
gestures, symbols, repetitions, details, and the open 
ending of the stories. The symbols, the environment, 
the state of nature and their touches speak for them. 
Lawrence compares Joe with Rudolph Valentino 
(1895–1926), the great romantic idol and sex symbol 
of Hollywood’s silent movie era. It seemed to Joe that 
his beloved Hester liked this actor very much. Joe also 
silently expresses his feelings to Hester: «She endured 
his arm round her waist, and a certain pressure of his 
biceps which she presumed was cuddling. He had 
carefully knocked his pipe out. But she thought how 
smug and silly his face looked» [3]. But he was wrong: 
«<...> ‘what else does Rudolf Valentino do for you? – 
you like him’. «He’s dead, poor dear. But I loathed 
him, really», said Hester. ‘You didn’t seem to,’ said 
he. ‘Well, anyhow, you aren’t Rudolf Valentino, 
and I loathe you in the rôle’» (Lawrence, 2004). Joe 
thought that his caresses is all what Hester needs. 

Hester wanted to be convinced of the sincerity of 
Joe’s intentions, she did not believe in genuineness 
of his caresses. She felt only falsehood, as if she was 
a «perfectly priceless meat-pie, and the dog licked it 
tenderly before he gobbled it up. It is rather sicken-
ing» (Lawrence, 2004). She sensed Joe’s insincerity 
when he was explaining to Henrietta (Hester’s sis-
ter) why they argued and Joe could not understand 
the reason of their conflict, he compared his fiancée 
with a car: «I only know she asked me to play the 
piano, and then she dodged out of the house. Since 
then, her steering-gear’s been out of order» (Law-
rence, 2004). Joe conducted his courtship according 
to the rules: «He was extremely competent at motor-
cars and farming and all that sort of thing. And 
surely she, Hester, was as complicated as a motor-
car! Surely she had as many subtle little valves and 
magnetos and accelerators and all the rest of it, to 
her make-up! If only he would try to handle her as 
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carefully as he handled his car! She needed starting, 
as badly as ever any automobile did. Even if a car 
had a self-starter, the man had to give it the right 
twist. <...> And he, the fool, just sat in a motion-
less car and pretended he was making heaven knows 
how many miles an hour» (Lawrence, 2004). It was 
much easier for Joe to manage with his car and 
everything that was connected with the management 
of the economy, he even did not realise he was doing 
something wrong, he seemed to just go with the flow. 

Lawrence compares Henrietta with Portia, the 
goddess of Justice. It is Henrietta and her uncomfort-
able questions to her sister and Joe which helped the 
couple sort out their feelings: «<...> ‘Do you know, 
Joe?’ said Henrietta, like another Portia, turning very 
sympathetically to the man» (Lawrence, 2004). And 
only when the couple voiced their real feelings and 
expressed their true emotions was a spark of passion 
ignited between them again: «He looked her straight 
in the eye. They knew each other so well. <...> And 
she saw the honest, patient love for her in his eyes, 
and the queer, quiet central desire. It was the first time 
she had seen it, that quiet, patient, central desire of a 
young man who has suffered during his youth, and 
seeks now almost with the slowness of age. A hot 
flush went over her heart. She felt herself responding 
to him» (Lawrence, 2004).

Lawrence asserted the need for a convergence and 
union of the human with real Nature for a manifesta-
tion of true feelings. He created new characters whose 
environmental consciousness made them progressive 
and gave them the opportunity to express true feel-
ings and become happy. Lawrence’s concept of the 
primitive is shown in a change in the consciousness of 

the characters. «In Love» challenges the formal social 
roles and asserts that behaviour should be determined 
by true feelings, sincerity and a return to fundamen-
tals. When Joe expresses true thoughts and shows his 
sincere feelings, Hester understands the authentic-
ity of their feelings for each other: «It was the first 
time she had seen it, that quiet, patient, central desire 
of a young man who has suffered during his youth, 
and seeks now almost with the slowness of age. He 
looked her straight in the eye. They knew each other 
so well. You know, Joe, she said, I don’t mind what 
you do, if you love me really» (Lawrence, 2004).

Conclusion. Critics and researchers have varied 
opinions about Lawrence’s attitude towards primitiv-
ism as reflected in the short story «In Love». Hester 
was not satisfied with just Joe’s caresses – all that 
attention and tenderness madly angered her, because 
she was more guided by her mind than her instincts: 
she wanted to understand that Joe really loved her. 
In turn, it was Joe who was guided in his relation-
ship with Hester by nature, simplicity and spontane-
ity: with instincts that attract a man to a woman, he 
wanted to be near her, to touch and hug her. 

Lawrence’s prose of the late period becomes 
more complex. New elements (satire, irony, mys-
ticism) appear and sometimes the plot expands to 
primitivism in the sense of desire for a naturalness 
and harmony in relationships. He does not call for 
the primitive relationships, because he depicts them 
as complicated and tangled. He is not satisfied with 
modern civilisation with its hypocritical prohibitions, 
with its distance from nature and the natural, genuine 
relationships between man and woman. Only in this 
sense we can talk about Lawrence’s primitivism.
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