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Abstract 

D. H. Lawrence believed the individual psyche to consist of two parts: the active 

unconsciousness and the mental consciousness. The active unconsciousness is a sort 

of life force within the individual, and one that allows the individual a true connection 

to the world. It is also closely related to the body, and sometimes called “blood-being” 

or “blood-consciousness.” The mental consciousness could be said to be the 

“intellect” in the individual psyche, dealing with abstractions and ideas. Lawrence 

insists that contemporary society’s prioritizing of the functions of the mental 

consciousness leads individuals to allow it too much influence over their life. This 

ultimately leads them to become dominating, willful and deadly. 

Lawrence’s 1920 novel Women in Love is an allegory of what Lawrence saw 

as the detrimental effect on individuals by the over-emphasis on rationality in 

contemporary society, and also of the struggle to find a way back to a more natural 

way of existing in the world. This essay argues that the processes of, and struggle 

between, the mental consciousness and active unconsciousness, are illustrated in 

images of water. Surface and merging imagery connotes denial of or loss of contact 

with the active unconsciousness, eventually leading the individual to seek death. 

Flood and submersion imagery connotes a possibility to find a way back to a life lived 

in and through the active unconsciousness. Fountain imagery and images of water 

connoting growth and openness connote the strong, creative life force inherent in the 

active unconsciousness. However, some water imagery in the novel also contradicts 

any notion of a stable balance—Lawrence universe is one where death and destruction 

is a necessary component of life and creativity. 

 

 
Keywords: D. H. Lawrence; Women in Love; water; images; mental consciousness; 
active unconsciousness; individual psyche; will; balance; imbalance; creativity; 
destruction; Apocalypse; Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious; Fantasia of the 
Unconscious 

 



  Svenson Lembke  1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A central idea in the authorship of D. H. Lawrence is the need to “destroy our false, 

inorganic connections [to the world], […] and re-establish the living and organic 

connections” (Apocalypse 126). The source of these “false, inorganic connections” is 

the over-emphasis in contemporary industrial society on intellect and rationality. It 

leads individuals to become willful, dominating, and ultimately “death-seeking” (Dan 

Jacobson 131-4).  

In his strongly doctrinal 1920 novel Women in Love, Lawrence uses symbolic 

imagery to depict both the problems of the imbalanced, willful individuals of modern 

society, and the struggle to find a way back to a more natural connection to the world 

and other individuals. The novel follows the characters’ struggles to either follow the 

contemporary ideals; making them rigid and willful, or to find a way back to a more 

natural way of existing in the world; an attitude towards life characterized by an 

acceptance of change. Schorer refers to these different attitudes toward life as a 

“double idea: of Will […] and of Being” (Schorer 39). While the principle of will is 

closely related to death in Lawrence, what Schorer calls the idea of Being is closely 

related to a life-principle—being in contact with our “living” connections seems to be 

to choose life. Accordingly, the characters of the novel either attempt to willfully 

dominate each other and find death or choose being with each other and find life. 

Of all the images used to portray this struggle in Women in Love, water is one 

with special status. Water features in almost every chapter of the novel; three of the 

chapters are explicitly associated to water; “Diver,” “An Island” and “Water-Party.” 

All of these chapters take place by a pond named Willey Water, close to the Crichs’ 
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family home. Several more chapters take place by Willey Water, such as, for instance, 

“Moony” and “Sketchbook.” 

Furthermore, all of the major characters are associated with water repeatedly, 

and water figures in several of the most strongly doctrinal claims in the novel. Water 

is often associated with strong emotions—both frightful and pleasant. Often, it is not 

the omniscient narrator but the characters themselves who feel and express their 

emotions in images of drowning, melting, merging, absorbing, or have fountains or 

rivers within. Furthermore, several statements made by Rupert Birkin (whose 

philosophy is closely linked to Lawrence’s own) feature water; such as that to find 

sensuality and bodily knowledge, “there must be the deluge” (43), or that “a dry soul 

is best” (173).  

Water is also a prominent feature in the portrayal of the characters’ 

relationships with each other. When the novel begins, Birkin, a school inspector, is in 

a relationship with Hermione Roddice, who repeatedly experiences unpleasant and 

frightening sensations of having an inner body of water inside when she feels Birkin 

is beyond her control. In the end, such a sensation motivates her to attempt to murder 

him. Birkin, however, seems to have a revelation after the attack and pursues a more 

healthy relationship with Ursula Brangwen, a schoolteacher. While their relationship 

does seem to be one of domination at times, they struggle to find balance together, a 

balance that is often described as a connection to and sharing of some fluid life-force 

within them. 

Gerald Crich, an industrial magnate and therefore somewhat representative for 

Lawrence’s ideas about contemporary man in industrial society, becomes strongly 

associated with water from the very beginning of the novel. In “Diver” it seems he has 

a positive and natural experience with it. However, he also thinks of Minette 

Darrington, a young Londoner with whom he has a sexual relationship, as a passive 

body of water to be dominated. In a likewise fluctuating manner, his later relationship 

to Gudrun Brangwen, artist and sister of Ursula, at first seems to carry a promise of 

balance, portrayed as a “lapsing out,” connecting to and accepting the world as it is. 

However, Gerald later reacts to the death of his father with resistance and denial, and 

this seems to give him an equally unyielding attitude toward life in general, and to 

Gudrun, whom he now seeks to dominate and use. Their relationship is henceforth 

portrayed with images of merging, and leads up to Gerald’s attempt to murder Gudrun 

during a skiing holiday. However, he is weakened in the final moment, again by a 



  Svenson Lembke  3 

feeling as if he turns into water, and instead walks off into the snowy hills and a death 

by cold. 

It seems as if the characters’ relationships to water changes when their attitude 

to the world changes. The less willful they are in any given moment, the more 

positive images of water. However, in an imbalanced, willful moment, images of 

water will be threatening, ultimately leading to death. In this essay, I will argue that 

images of water in Women in Love symbolizes the psychological processes within the 

characters that define their connections to themselves, each other, and the world; 

whether these connections are “false” and “inorganic” or “living and organic.”  

Considering the prominence of images of water in the novel, surprisingly few 

scholars have investigated their significance. Water is most commonly described as 

connoting death, dissolution, corruption and decay. Sibyl Jacobson, Debra Journet and 

Robert E. Montgomery all connect water at least in part to a “death-principle” (using 

Montgomery’s term). While it is true that many of the images of water in Women in 

Love are related to a “death-principle,” these images must be connected to the overall 

doctrinal agenda of the novel if we are to fully understand it. As I will show, the 

deeper implication of images of water connoting death and corruption is that the 

individual psyche whose connections to the world are “false” and “inorganic,” fears 

the death of the will.  

S. Jacobson, Journet and Montgomery all rightly connect images of water in 

the novel to the ability in the characters to accept change or flux, which to Lawrence 

is a condition of reality (see for example Journet 47-8). Montgomery connects 

Birkin’s statement that “a dry soul is best” to Heraclitus, from whom the quotation is 

taken. He claims that to Heraclitus “[a] dry soul is best because it is closest to fire, the 

ultimate ‘substance’ […]. On the principle that like can only know like, man can most 

truly know the nature of things when is intelligence is the most fiery” (154). In 

extension, this means that a dry soul is changeable and thus best situated to 

understand a reality in which one basic principle is flux (157). This is opposed to a 

soul dominated by the element of water, which in Lawrence’s work connotes qualities 

such as “isolation, fixity and coldness” (156)—all of which are associated by 

Lawrence to the imbalanced psyche of the modern world. 

What Montgomery fails to take into account is that some water imagery in the 

novel, such as flood imagery, connotes the opposite of fixity. S. Jacobson correctly 

connects the flood imagery of the novel to an emphasis on the continual process of 
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death and rebirth as a condition of reality (58). As she so perceptively puts it: “Decay 

is necessary for and results in growth” (57). Death and dissolution is not something 

that the novel opposes in general. On the contrary, as Journet likewise notes, “the 

process of dissolution or disintegration is as natural and necessary as growth or 

creation […]. It is only when this dark process of corruption is not accepted that decay 

becomes unhealthy and perverse” (Journet 46). S. Jacobson similarly claims that 

“[t]he novel suggests that one stage in the life-process should not be unnaturally 

prolonged but should readily give way to the next stage” (57). It is this emphasis on 

constant change that makes both “the dry soul” and flood imagery positive. The idea 

inherent in these images is an allowance for change to take place. 

Moreover, Montgomery, Jacobson and Journet all neglect to explore the 

sensations of inner bodies of water that several characters experience, the overtly 

positive connotations of life and growth that water has within the balanced psyche, 

and the fact that not only intrapersonal processes are depicted in images of water, but 

interpersonal relationships as well.  

To truly understand the meaning of the images of water in Women in Love, 

one must connect them to Lawrence’s theory of the individual psyche. He sees it as 

consisting of a “mental consciousness” and an “active unconsciousness.”1 The mental 

consciousness could be said to be the intellect, the center that deals with ideas and 

abstractions. Thus the prioritization in modern society on the rational thinking, ideals 

and abstractions, is a prioritization of the mental consciousness. To Lawrence, 

individuals in contemporary industrial society learn to allow their mental 

consciousness to much control, and to develop fixations with its inflexible ideas. This 

is what leads their connections to themselves and the world to become “false” and 

“inorganic.” They become unyielding and unwilling to accept change in the world. 

They become dominant, trying to make the world correspond to their ideas, though 

the natural and healthy process is the opposite (Dan Jacobson 131).  

It is the active unconsciousness that should be allowed to govern an 

individual’s life. Dan Jacobson calls it “the true center of response to the outside 

world” (131), and as such it is the source of the “living and organic connections” that 

Lawrence thought we should seek to re-establish. However, the active 

unconsciousness is even more than that. In his non-fictional work Psychoanalysis and 

the Unconscious, Lawrence writes that 
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the unconscious […] is that active spontaneity which rouses in each 
individual organism at the moment of [conception], […] bringing both 
mind and body forth from itself. Thus is would seem that the term 
unconscious is only another word for life. But life is a general force, 
whereas the unconscious is essentially single and unique in each 
individual organism; it is the active, self-evolving soul bringing forth 
its own incarnation and self-manifestation. Which incarnation and self-
manifestation seems to be the whole goal of the unconscious soul: the 
whole goal of life.” (42).  

It is a sort of life force within individual, closely related to the body. The natural 

function of the mental consciousness is only to translate the constantly changing 

reactions of the active unconsciousness into the “shorthand” of ideas (D. Jacobson 

133). The “rottenness of will” (Women in Love 118) of the individuals who allow the 

ideas of the mental unconsciousness to override the spontaneity of the active 

unconsciousness, ultimately leads to a will to death, as the active unconsciousness 

seeks to free itself from its suppression by the mental consciousness (D. Jacobson 

135). 

Journet comes closest to identifying the water imagery of Women in Love as a 

struggle between the mental consciousness and active unconsciousness. She actually 

does not mention water imagery specifically, however she claims that the “soft” 

imagery of the novel, to which it seems reasonable to count water, “suggests 

surrender to the unknown, primarily through the physical and the unconscious” (48). 

Clearly, however, images of water are images of the characters’ attitudes to their own 

physicality and active unconsciousness—whether this is denial, surrender or 

acceptance. 

Images of water in Women in Love are always related to the balance between 

the mental consciousness and active unconsciousness. Positive imagery of water 

suggests a healthy connection to the active unconsciousness and to other individuals. 

A resistance to water connotes an imbalance where the mental consciousness has 

usurped primacy—leading to a struggle to preserve this imbalance and to unnaturally 

control reality and other people. In a very real way, this resistance also leads to a will 

to death. As I will show, every event related to a death of a character in the novel is 

related to this imbalance, portrayed in images of water. 
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Suspension at surface, merging, and the will to death 

Threatening images of water in Women in Love arise in individual psyches’ in which 

the active unconsciousness is supressed in favour of the mental consciousness, or the 

closely related suppression of the body in favour of the mind. Surface imagery, the 

struggle to remain at the surface of a body of water, is an expression of a fear of the 

active unconsciousness, or the body. According to Stephania Michelucci, Lawrence 

saw the modern fear of the body as a consequence of the association in western 

society between the body and “illness and decay” (20). Ironically, this fear of illness 

and decay and thus the struggle to remain at surface level of experience ultimately 

leads to a will to death and destruction.  

Surface imagery also connotes a mental state of separation from the active 

unconscious, and any individual in this state is incapable of having a fully 

incorporated self. One of the clearest examples of this incompleteness due to the 

rejection of body or the active unconsciousness in the novel, is Birkin’s description of 

Hermione: 

There always seemed to be an interval, a strange split between what 
she seemed to feel and experience, and what she actually said and 
thought. She seemed to catch her thoughts at length from off the 
surface of a maelström of chaotic black emotions and reactions […]. 
Yet she shuddered with a kind of nausea, a sort of sea-sickness that 
always threatened to overwhelm her mind. But her mind remained 
unbroken, her will was still perfect.  

(138) 
The fact that there is a “split” in her psyche is a clue that her mental consciousness 

and her active unconsciousness are not communicating properly. Her mental 

consciousness, which should only work as “shorthand” for the active unconsciousness 

(D. Jacobson 131), has completely lost contact with it and now governs her behavior, 

her thoughts and speech. Her “emotions and reactions”—processes governed by the 

active unconsciousness—have turned into a hostile, threatening body of water, 

making Hermione sick and out of contact with her true self.  

Moreover, the surface imagery of the novel can be related to Lawrence’s 

“Kodak idea.” According to Michelucci, a Kodak image of the world is an idea of the 

true state of the world as being graspable with “codified concepts” (20). In other 

words, it is the idea that the depth of human experience can ever be grasped using the 

functions of mental consciousness. It “represses and distorts our instinctual approach 
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to life; it is a source of division not only between man and the outer world, but also 

within the human psyche itself” (Michelucci 20). It is contrasted to Lawrence’s wish 

for “a resurrection of the body, in the flesh and through the flesh” (20). Seen from this 

perspective, the struggle to stay suspended at the surface is a struggle to keep one’s 

Kodak image of the world, rather than experiencing life with the body one has learned 

to reject. Michelucci also notes that the rejection of the body due to this Kodak idea 

often leads to their attempts to dominate each other (28).   

 Evident in the description of Hermione above is also the relatedness between 

this type of imbalance and an overly active will. As stated above, the obsession of the 

imbalanced psyche with fixed ideas creates an unnatural will in individuals to 

dominate their surroundings, as they try to make reality conform to their ideas and not 

the other way around (D. Jacobson 131). Mark Schorer calls the principle of “Will” in 

Lawrence’s writing “a death impulse,” contrasting it with the principle of “Being” 

(42).  

The active unconsciousness does not simply accept the domination of the 

mental consciousness. As D. Jacobson puts it: “Beneath the tyranny of [the mental 

consciousness given supremacy and the will turned aberrant in this process] the raped 

and despoiled [active unconsciousness] suffered and sought its revenge” (133). The 

turbulent body of water in the description of Hermione’s psyche mentioned above is 

such an active unconsciousness perverted by its suppression by the mental 

consciousness, leading to a will to death. 

Of the five main characters in Women in Love, those portrayed as seeking 

death are Hermione, Gerald and Gudrun. Hermione attempts to kill Birkin, Gerald 

attempts to kill Gudrun, and Gudrun comes close to killing Gerald, who in the end 

kills himself instead of Gudrun. The perhaps strongest support for my claim that fear 

of water is an expression of an unnatural will is that the “death impulses” of these 

characters are all described as motivated by experiences depicted in images of water.  

 Hermione’s attempt to murder Birkin is directly motivated by a mental state 

portrayed with surface imagery. Hermione struggles to remain at surface of an inner 

body of water at several occasions when the reality of her relationship with Birkin is 

not in harmony with her will. The first time is when she cannot find Birkin at the 

wedding in “Sisters.” She feels as if “a terrible storm came over her, as if she were 

drowning” (18). This, however, is just a premonition of what is to come. In 

“Breadalby,” Birkin and Hermione act out a quite violent disagreement. Afterwards, 
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he seeks to reunite, but recognizes the “violent waves of hatred and loathing of all he 

said, […] coming black and strong out of the unconsciousness” (104). It might at first 

seem surprising that it is from her unconsciousness that her hatred from him springs. 

However, it is consistent with the idea that a suppressed active unconsciousness 

becomes revengeful.  

Hermione then experiences a sensation of drowning; “Her whole mind was a 

chaos, darkness breaking upon it, and herself struggling to gain control with her will, 

as a swimmer struggles with the swirling water. […] It was the most fearful agony, 

like being walled up” (104). It is important to note that Lawrence writes the word 

“with her will” not over it. Her affliction is not loss of control due to a weak power of 

will; her affliction is her unyielding will. The water threatening to drown her is her 

active unconsciousness struggling to break free.  

However, instead of yielding, Hermione identifies Birkin’s presence as the 

wall. She feels that “unless she could break out, she must die most fearfully, walled 

up in horror” (104). The wall in this image is really her mental consciousness, 

unnaturally containing and limiting her active unconsciousness until the pressure 

builds to dangerous levels. However, she projects this feeling onto Birkin and 

attempts to murder him (106). Ironically, her unwillingness to realize that she cannot 

control Birkin ultimately leads to her loss of him, as he leaves the relationship after 

the incident.  

Gerald experiences something close to Hermione’s reaction in “Breadalby” in 

the face of the prolonged and agonizing death of his father. He feels “as if left on 

board of a ship that was going asunder beneath his feet” (221). The ship is his old, 

rigid system of beliefs and reactions to the world—and it is disintegrating; he feels 

that “all that he had been and was continued to be destroyed” (322). However, instead 

of letting go of his no longer apt ideas, he clings to them: “His will held his outer life, 

his outer mind, his outer being unbroken and unchanged” (322). As a consequence, he 

becomes lodged in exactly the sort of unnaturally prolonged state that both S. 

Jacobson and Journet have identified as detrimental within the framework of the 

novel. Death and corruption itself is not portrayed in Women in Love as inherently 

negative; it is a natural and necessary component of a life process. However, when the 

natural processes of life and death are arrested, a prolonged process of decay and 

dissolution sets in (Journet 46). Accordingly, Gerald’s resistance to let go of his old 

ideas places him in a state he himself thinks of as a state of death (322), and which is 
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actually quite similar to his father’s prolonged dying. Such unnaturally prolonged 

stages are the consequence of a life governed by the mental consciousness—the 

inability to accept change.  

Gerald’s willful resistance to accept the death of his father and the death of his 

old beliefs is what eventually makes his and Gudrun’s relationship deadly. His 

resistance to change makes him completely lose contact with the parts of himself that 

are capable of accepting the true state of reality, his active unconsciousness and his 

body. He starts to think of himself as being void, as having a “fearful space of death” 

inside. He realizes that “he would have to find something to make good the 

equilibrium. Something must come with him into the hollow void of death in his soul, 

fill it up” (322). He decides that he will fill his void of death with Gudrun. 

Gerald’s disturbing loss of contact with his active unconsciousness and his 

whish to fill the emptiness inside makes him parasitic in the relationship. This process 

is to a great extent depicted with images of merging. During their intimacy in “Death 

and Love,” Gerald “pour[s] her into himself, like a wine into a cup.” Gudrun herself 

feels as if she melts and flows into him, as if he was a  “cup that receives the wine of 

her life” (331). The imagery in this episode might not seem very threatening at first, 

which might be why scholars tend to neglect it. However, connected with Lawrence’s 

theory of the individual psyche, it becomes apparent that Gerald is actually dependent 

on Gudrun to connect with the life force that is the active unconsciousness. He fills 

himself up somehow with her active unconsciousness, since he is unable to connect 

with his own. 

As their relationship progresses, Gerald’s simultaneous dependence of and 

dominance over Gudrun is portrayed in womb imagery. Gerald thinks of Gudrun as a 

womb, the “great bath of life” (344), into which he can sink and dissolve, somehow 

momentarily escaping the symptoms of his rejection of the active unconsciousness. 

That this attempt of Gerald’s to use Gudrun to recreate himself is detrimental 

becomes obvious when we learn that Gudrun is “destroyed into perfect 

consciousness” in the process (345). It is as if he is literally pouring Gudrun’s active 

unconsciousness into himself, leaving none for her.  

The merging imagery of “Death and Love” is also one of dominance. Birkin 

strongly opposes a “horrible fusion of two beings,“ and posits absorption, melting and 

merging as opposites of freedom (309). Also, the image of Gerald being a cup seems 
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to have some resemblance to the wall—his will somehow seems to become her 

limitation.  

One might ask why Gudrun agrees to such a relationship. One explanation 

could be her fear of isolation. This is related to Lawrence’s idea that utter isolation is 

a condition of the individual psyche (see for example Psychoanalysis and the 

Unconscious 22). This, however, is something Gudrun cannot accept and that is 

portrayed with surface imagery signifying a denial of the true nature of reality. In 

“Water-party,” Gerald dives into the water from his and Gudrun’s boat. Meanwhile, 

Gudrun experiences a terrible state of anxiety. “She was so alone, with the level, 

unliving field of the water stretching beneath her. It was not a good isolation; it was a 

terrible, cold separation of suspense. She was suspended upon the surface of the 

insidious reality until such time as she also would disappear beneath it” (181-2, 

emphasis mine). Her fear of the depth is related to fear and denial of the isolation of 

the individual psyche. Perhaps it is this fear that leads her to accept merging with 

Gerald—a paralyzing fear of being isolated. 

Nevertheless, Gerald’s dependence on Gudrun and her sacrifice to him 

eventually lead to a will to death in both of them. They begin oscillating between the 

desire to leave the other, love the other or kill the other. It is Gerald who first comes 

to the final conclusion in this matter. He comes to a realization very similar to 

Hermione’s: “He could see that, to exist at all, he must be perfectly free of Gudrun” 

(445) Having at first been her “wall,” as signified by the cup-imagery, she now 

appears to him as his limitation, a limitation that must be breached if he is to reach 

freedom. He attempts to murder her by strangulation. However, the element of water 

turns on him in an unpredictable way. In the act, a “weakness ran over his body, a 

terrible relaxing, a thaw, a decay, of strength. […] A fearful weakness possessed him, 

his joints were turned to water” (472). This weakness makes him let go of her and 

walk, using his machine-like will, into his death by cold in the snowy mountains 

(472–4).  

Michelucci perceptively notes that Gerald’s death can be seen a result of his 

progressively deteriorating relationship with water throughout the novel. She argues 

that “his contact with water involves a fight” and that it is because of this “attempt to 

dominate water [that] he […] falls victim to its uncontrollable natural power” (21). 

She does not, however, develop this notion further in relation to Lawrence’s view of 

the individual psyche. In fact, suppressing one’s active unconsciousness, here 
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represented as a fear of water, it will become perverted, leading to a will to death. The 

same can be said of Hermione’s behavior when she tries to kill Birkin: her revengeful 

active unconsciousness (represented by a turbulent body of water) seeks to overthrow 

the supremacy of the mental consciousness, the mental consciousness uses the 

perverted will to keep the active unconsciousness at bay (represented by a struggle to 

keep above surface), and in the end, this process finds its outlet in death.  

The deluge and submersion: yielding to the creative destructive 

process of the active unconsciousness 

Ironically, salvation from the aberrant supremacy of the mental consciousness is 

inherent within the threatening images of water such as those mentioned above. S. 

Jacobson rightly claims that images of water are suitable for Lawrence’s purposes “as 

they are viewed in two dimensions, the flat surface, and yet they are three 

dimensional. They have a depth and volume hidden to the eye” (56). However, she 

mistakenly identifies this as images of the visible body and the invisible mind. Quite 

opposite, the surface should be seen as signifying the mind or the mental 

consciousness, while the depth signifies the body or active unconsciousness. Living 

their lives at the two-dimensional surface is what keep Hermione, Gerald and Gudrun 

from having fully integrated selves, and thus from knowing the depth of human 

experience. However, submersion in water is a very positive image in Women in Love, 

signifying a depth of experience that can only be reached by yielding to the active 

unconsciousness and the body. 

 One section that metaphorically illustrates submersion as freedom from being 

governed by mental consciousness in Gerald’s swim in “Diver.” Here, Gerald seems 

to have a truly positive connection with the element. He “loves his own vigorous, 

thrusting motion” in “his separate element,” “the gray, uncreated water” (46-7). The 

word “uncreated” is important, as it signifies to Lawrence a state of freedom from will 

or the rule of the mental consciousness: “Altogether void of knowledge and conscious 

motive is [man] when he is heaving into uncreated space, when he is actually living, 

becoming himself” (Lawrence as quoted in Sargent 117, emphasis mine). The positive 

portrayal of Gerald in the water seems to be simultaneously a metaphor for his 

submersion in his own active unconsciousness, and a result of it—when allowing his 

active unconsciousness to govern his reaction to it, water is strengthening instead of 
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threatening. I agree with Stephania Michelucci’s claim that the description of Gerald 

swimming in this chapter could be thought in terms of the “reinvigorating, healthy 

effect of the plunging of bodies into water” (20). It is quite a contrast to his later 

denial of his active unconsciousness, portrayed in images of being on a disintegrating 

ship on a stormy sea, feeding off of Gudrun’s unconscious, or his death in frozen 

water. 

If accepted or yielded to, flood imagery acts as a death to an old, willful self 

and a rebirth into a state of being more in contact with one’s active unconsciousness 

and body. Birkin speaks of such a “deluge” of in a dialogue with Hermione in “Class-

room.”  

“You want it all in that loathsome little skull of yours, that ought to be 
cracked like a nut. […] If one cracked your skull perhaps one might get 
a spontaneous, passionate woman out of you, with real sensuality” 
    “But do your really want sensuality?” she asked, puzzled. 
    “Yes,” he said, “that, and nothing else, at this point. It is a 
fulfillment—the great dark knowledge you can’t have in your head—
the dark involuntary being. It is death to one self—but it is the coming 
into being of another.”  
    “But how? How can you have knowledge not in your head?” she 
asked, quite unable to interpret his phrases. 
    “In the blood,” he answered, “when the mind and the known is 
drowned in darkness.—Everything must go—there must be the deluge. 
Then you find yourself a palpable body of darkness […]”  

(41-43) 
The mistake that Hermione, Gudrun and Gerald make in the episodes where their 

mental states are illustrated with surface imagery is not to yield to the water. Instead, 

they struggle against it, ironically just containing and increasing the pressure of the 

active unconsciousness. If they would choose not to struggle against it, the inner 

torrents would no longer be frightening. Instead, they would gain balance—and water 

to the balanced psyche is positive, connoting life, rebirth and growth as opposed to 

death, dissolution, loss and isolation.  

 Flood imagery in the novel connotes the violent destruction of the old that is 

needed if an individual turned static by the ideals of contemporary society is to 

achieve true contact with him- or herself and with the world. In Fantasia of the 

Unconscious, Lawrence uses an image very much like the flood image exemplified 

above: “We have to sink back into the darkness and the elemental consciousness of 

the blood. And from this rise again. But there is no rising until the bath of darkness 

and extinction is accomplished” (211). In this context, the mentioning of blood as a 
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source of “the great dark knowledge you can’t have in your head” clearly connects the 

violent flood imagery to the active unconsciousness. As S. Jacobson puts it: ”the 

impulse of fulfillment [in Women in Love] is presented in terms of action, action 

which often involves a measure of destruction” (55). She, too, notes that flood 

imagery is so important because it illustrates how death is an intrinsic part of life (58).  

The deluge is perceived as a threat to the imbalanced individual, because it is a 

threat to the dominance of the mental consciousness. It is the death of the willful 

individual, and the “coming into being of another” (43). This, perhaps, is what Birkin 

means when he tells Ursula he wants them to know they are deadly (73). The 

statement can be said to signify both the realization that one lives a life belonging to 

death if one lives in and through the mental consciousness, and the acceptance of the 

fact that to live is to change, and to change is making room for the new by letting go 

of the old.  

Gerald comes close to “a deluge” at one point, before the death of his father 

completely stalls the natural process of change in him. In “Water-party” Gudrun hits 

Gerald, and his reaction to this is feeling “as if a reservoir of black emotion had burst 

within him, and swamped him” (170-1). This perhaps does not sound like a very 

positive image, but realizing that his “wall,” his will, is burst, it might not be 

surprising to learn that only a little later, in a boat with Gudrun, he almost finds a state 

of balance. For the first time in his life, “his mind [is] almost submerged.” He almost 

lets go of his “keen attentiveness, concentrated and unyielding in himself.” Now, his 

mind having been flooded, he “let[s] go, imperceptibly […] melting into oneness with 

the whole” (178). Just as in “Diver,” he allows his mind to be submerged instead of 

struggling to stay at the surface of himself. In this process he becomes able to connect 

both to himself and to the world, achieving a more integrated self that allows for the 

natural connection to the world through the active unconsciousness.  

Ursula, too, experiences a process depicted as a deluge during her intimacy 

with Birkin in “Excurse.” Quite contrary to Gudrun’s intimacy with Gerald, where 

Gudrun is “destroyed into perfect consciousness” (345), Ursula allows herself to 

become balanced during her intimacy with Birkin; 

After a lapse of stillness, after the rivers of strange dark fluid richness 
had passed over her, flooding, carrying away her mind and flooding 
down her spine and down her knees, past her feet, a strange flood, 
sweeping away everything and leaving her an essential new being, she 
was left quite free, she was free in complete ease, her completed self.  
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(314) 
The imagery illustrates that when the active unconsciousness is let forth, its 

destructive force is also creative, leaving one free of everything but one’s true self, the 

active unconsciousness.  

Moreover, evident in the section above is the close connection between the 

active unconsciousness and the body. Accordingly, the deluges in Women in Love are 

often brought about by physical events; for instance, Ursula’s deluge is brought 

forward by her intimacy with Birkin, and Gerald’s wall bursts when Gudrun hits him. 

The deluge is the “resurrection of the body” that Lawrence saw as the remedy for a 

life lived in “the Kodak idea” (Michelucci 20).  

Moreover, images of water in a healthy relationship can connote death and 

rebirth. The womb imagery used to portray Gerald’s unhealthy dependence on 

Gudrun is used to depict rebirth in Birkin and Ursula’s relationship. In “Mino,” Birkin 

expresses a longing for a love that should be “like death—I do want to die from this 

life—and yet it is more than life itself. One is delivered like a naked infant from the 

womb, all the old defences and the old body gone, a new air around me, that has never 

been breathed before” (186). Later, Birkin achieves this through his relationship with 

Ursula in “Excurse,” when Birkin feels as if “he was as if born out of the cramp of a 

womb” (311).  

There are two differences separating this positive womb imagery and the 

womb imagery signifying Gerald’s unnatural dependence upon Gudrun. The first is 

that the womb imagery in “Excurse” is impersonal. Birkin is born out of a womb, not 

Ursula’s—love, not Ursula, is his source of rebirth and connection to the active 

unconsciousness. He does not become dependent on her as Gerald is on Gudrun. The 

second is that the negative womb imagery of Gerald and Gudrun’s relationship 

suggests a prolonged “infancy” of Gerald, while Birkin’s rebirth is a new beginning, 

naturally starting in the death of an old self.  

The creative destructive power of the active unconsciousness, signified by 

flood and rebirth imagery, needs to be recognized if we are to properly understand the 

place of images of water within the doctrinal agenda of the novel. The constant 

change of reality is why we need to reject the fixity of the too empowered mental 

consciousness, and find our true, ever-changing connections to the world through the 

active unconsciousness.  
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Absorption and fountains of life: the openness of the active 

unconsciousness as a source of life 

Images of water associated with a healthy psyche connote exactly those “living and 

organic” connections to the world that Lawrence declares we need to find in 

(Apocalypse 126). The growth that images of water sometimes connote often arises 

with the association between water and plant imagery, suggesting both a healthy 

openness to the active unconsciousness in the individual, and the healthy openness of 

the active unconsciousness itself. One event in which this openness is clearly 

portrayed in Women in Love is when Birkin rolls in wet vegetation of a hillside after 

Hermione has attempted to kill him. Her attack is a sort of deluge to him (though not 

portrayed in flood imagery) after which he is “aware that he could not regain his 

consciousness” (106). The wetness of the vegetation of the hillside is clearly positive; 

the “boughs [throw] little cold showers of drops on his belly” and he grabs “handfuls 

of wet grass” (106-7). He has become so open that he is now able to actually absorb 

reality; he even “saturate[s] himself” with it (106-7, emphasis mine). It is a moment 

in which he truly stands connected to his active unconsciousness, and is thus able to 

re-establish his literally “living and organic” connections the world. His openness is 

very much like Gerald’s “lapsing out,” a lapsing out of his own being and a 

simultaneous absorption of his surroundings.  

Such ability of the active unconsciousness to absorb its surroundings is 

suggested by Lawrence to Bertrand Russell (as previously stated, Lawrence uses the 

terms “active unconsciousness” and “blood-being” interchangeably): “All living 

things, even plants, have a blood-being. If a lizard falls on the breast of a pregnant 

woman, then the blood-being of the lizard passes with a shock into the blood-being of 

the woman, and is transferred to the foetus, probably without intervention either of 

nerve or brain consciousness” (Lawrence qtd in Montgomery 151). It thus seems that 

Birkin’s ability to saturate himself with his surroundings is due to a letting forth of his 

active unconsciousness.   

Furthermore, characters are described as open flowers on several occasions; 

and these flowers are often associated somehow to openness to water. It is as if they, 

too, are able to absorb their surroundings in a way very similar to Birkin’s when he is 

rolling in the grass. Gerald at one point, before his relationship with Gudrun turns 
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deadly, thinks of Gudrun as “a flower just opened in the rain” (280). Birkin thinks of 

kissing Ursula as of “kissing a flower that grows near the turf” (388). This last image 

is a sort of mirror image to the image of Gudrun and Gerald being, as Birkin calls 

them, “marsh-flowers,” flowers of the “black river of corruption (172). While Gerald 

and Gudrun are described as growing out of and becoming a death-process, Ursula as 

“a flower that grows near the turf” seems to use the same element, signifying the body 

and active unconsciousness, to grow healthily. The openness to water in this type of 

imagery suggests that openness to and use of water signifies a state of balance and 

openness to one’s true reactions to the world. In this aspect, it is perfectly aligned 

with what I have previously stated about flood and submersion imagery, a yielding to 

water is positive. Water imagery that connotes growth seems to be the next step, not 

only yielding, but also using water to grow and live. 

Moreover, the active unconsciousness is sometimes portrayed in fountain 

imagery, connoting the strong, free life force in an individual who has achieved a state 

of balance. For instance, during her intimacy with Birkin in “Excurse,” Ursula 

realizes there are “strange fountains of his body, more mysterious and potent than any 

she had imagined or known, more satisfying, ah, finally, mystic-physically satisfying” 

(314). Lawrence sometimes uses fountain imagery even in his non-fictional work to 

depict the processes of life in a healthy active unconsciousness. For instance, in his 

essay “The Education of the People,” Lawrence writes that “new creative being and 

impulse surges up all the time in the deep fountains of the soul” (Lawrence qtd in 

Hawthorne). It is as if the free active unconsciousness is a source of constantly 

renewed life within the individual.  

Conclusion: the instability of balance 

As I have shown, Lawrence uses images of water to portray the both the struggle 

between the mental consciousness and the active unconsciousness, and sometimes 

also the effect of this struggle on interpersonal relationships. To individuals whose 

reactions to the world are governed by the mental consciousness, images of water will 

seem threatening, connoting death, decay and dissolution. This is generated both by a 

suppression of the body leading to an association between it and illness and decay 

(Michelucci 20), and by the fact that to such imbalanced individuals, to allow for a 

deluge or submersion in the active unconsciousness is a death to the previous self 
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(Women in Love 43). Ironically, resisting this sort of rebirth leads to a much more real 

death. Both Hermione and Gerald’s attempted murders, and Gerald’s suicide, are 

portrayed as being motivated by a resistance to contact with their active 

unconsciousness, signified by sensations of threatening inner bodies of water.  

 To the healthy psyche however, water connotes growth, life and rebirth—this 

is what the active unconsciousness has to offer if allowed supremacy in the individual 

psyche. The active unconsciousness is a source of constant renewal of the individual 

in contact with a world of flux and with other individuals. Lawrence uses Heraclitus’ 

idea of a dry soul being best to signify a soul that is open to the flux of the world. 

However, he might as well have used another quotation from Heraclitus: “No man can 

ever step into the same river twice, for it is not the same river and he is not the same 

man.” In Women in Love, this constant change is not only visible in the relationship 

between the individual and the world, but also intra- and interpersonally. 

However, as both Journet and S. Jacobson has previously stated, it is 

questionable whether a stable balance is possible within the framework of the novel. 

The idea of any stasis is contradictory to the idea that constant renewal, constant death 

and rebirth, is a natural and necessary process if one does not want to live a life 

dominated by the rigidity of the mental consciousness. As visible both in flood and 

fountain imagery, any prolonged stage of the process of life and death is deadly.  

Fountain imagery is sometimes used even as a more general life force in the 

world than the one found within any individual. Lawrence maintains that the only 

difference between a general life force and the active unconsciousness is that the 

active unconsciousness is individual (Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious 42). The 

fountain imagery of Women in Love connoting the more general life force in the world 

therefore interestingly suggests that the fountainhead from which life and creation is 

also the source of the destruction and death. In the concluding chapter of the novel, 

Birkin consoles himself in the face of Gerald’s death with thoughts of an eternal life 

force illustrated with the image of a fountain: 

God can do without man. God could do without the ichthyosauri and 
the mastodon. These monsters failed to creatively develop, so God, the 
creative mystery, dispensed with them. In the same way the mystery 
could dispense with man, should he too fail creatively to change and 
develop. […] If humanity ran into a cul de sac, and expended itself, the 
timeless creative mystery would bring forth some other being, finer, 
more wonderful […]. The mystery of creation was fathomless, 
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infallible, inexhaustible forever. […] The fountain-head was 
incorruptible and unsearchable.  

(479) 
The notion of the fountainhead being something similar to an impersonal God, both 

creative and destructive, further strengthens the argument that water in Women in 

Love is related to an acceptance of constant change as a condition of reality. 

Accordingly, not even Ursula and Birkin achieve any lasting balance, even 

despite of their attempts to live in and through their active unconsciousness. For 

instance, the ability to let go of the dead (metaphorically or literally) is an indication 

of balance throughout the entire novel. However, in the concluding chapter, it is 

evident that Birkin, though momentarily consoled by the idea of the incorruptible 

fountainhead of life, has trouble accepting the death of Gerald (479–81). 

In “Moony,” another image of water emphasizes the impossibility of a 

prolonged, stable balance. In this episode, the mental consciousness is signified by a 

reflection of the moon on the surface of a pond. Birkin throws stones into the pond, 

shattering the image of the moon, but the image keeps reassembling.  

The furthest waves of light, fleeing out, seemed to be clamouring 
against the shore for escape, the waves of darkness came in heavily, 
running under towards the centre. But at the centre, the heart of all was 
still a vivid, incandescent quivering of a white moon not quite 
destroyed […]. It seemed to be drawing itself together with strange, 
violent pangs, in blind effort. It was getting stronger, it was re-asserting 
itself  […].  

(247) 
Interpreting this as the mental consciousness reassembling itself or the Kodak image 

of the world, on the surface of the depth of one’s active unconsciousness, it is quite a 

disturbing image. Whether the attempt to shatter the image—to achieve moments of 

balance, moments where “living and organic connections” to the world is re-

established—is enough or if the attempt is futile, is left unresolved.  
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1 Certainly, Derek Hawthorne is correct in noting how ”Lawrence’s discussion of the unconscious suffers from his 
somewhat inconsistent and confusing use of terminology.” What I will call the ”active unconsciousness” in this 
essay is what Lawrence sometimes called the ”primal self” (Hawthorne), but terms like ”blood-consciousness,” 
”blood-being,” “dark self” (D. Jacobson 130), and “sap-consciousness” (Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious 18) 
also figures interchangeably. The same is true of what I will call the “mental consciousness,” which is sometimes 
called “white self,” “social ego,” or “mental-subjective self,” among other terms (D. Jacobson 130).   


