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DH Lawrence's "The Rocking-Horse
Winner": A Descent into Obsession and
Fate

D.H. Lawrence's chilling short story, "The Rocking-Horse Winner," remains a powerful
exploration of childhood, materialism, and the destructive nature of obsession. This
enigmatic tale delves into the psyche of a young boy, Paul, who discovers an uncanny
ability to predict the winners of horse races, a gift he believes will appease his
materialistic mother and quell the "money madness" that grips his family home. The story
masterfully weaves together elements of fantasy, realism, and a growing sense of dread,
examining the psychological toll of a desperate yearning for affection and security. As
Paul's obsession intensifies, so too does the family's financial strain, leading to a tragic
climax that questions the true cost of wealth and the corrupting influence of a society
fixated on material gain. This article will dissect the core themes, analyze the characters'
motivations, and explore the enduring impact of Lawrence's profound literary
achievement.
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DH Lawrence's "The Rocking-Horse Winner": A
Profound Literary Analysis

D.H. Lawrence's "The Rocking-Horse Winner" is a seminal work of short fiction,
celebrated for its psychological depth and potent symbolism. The story, first published in
1926, casts a long shadow over discussions of class, wealth, and the often-unseen
pressures that shape family dynamics. Lawrence, known for his unflinching examination of
human relationships and societal ills, crafts a narrative that is both unsettling and
profoundly moving. The tale of Paul and his uncanny ability to predict horse race outcomes
is not merely a story about luck or talent, but a stark illustration of how a desperate need
for love and validation can lead to self-destruction. This in-depth look will explore the
intricate layers of "The Rocking-Horse Winner," uncovering the narrative's power and its
relevance to contemporary audiences.

The Ostensible Premise: A Boy's Gift and the
Illusion of Control

The initial premise of "The Rocking-Horse Winner" centers on young Paul's apparent gift:
the ability to discern the winning horses in races. This is not a mundane skill; it is
presented as a supernatural or at least an intensely intuitive talent that emerges in
response to his mother's constant lament about their lack of money. The family lives in a
grand house that belies their precarious financial situation, a constant source of anxiety
for the mother, Hester. Paul, a sensitive and perceptive child, becomes acutely aware of
this underlying tension and begins to believe that his gift can solve their problems. The
rocking-horse becomes his primary tool for accessing this ability, a tangible object that
mediates his connection to the unseen forces of chance and fortune.

The Discovery of Paul's Unusual Talent
Paul's discovery of his gift is not a gradual realization but an almost immediate
manifestation. When his mother laments their financial state, Paul, on his rocking-horse,
begins to experience visions or premonitions of horse race outcomes. The rocking motion
is crucial; it's a physical act that seems to unlock his mental faculties, propelling him into
a trance-like state where he can "know" the winners. This ability is initially met with a
mixture of awe and skepticism, but as he consistently predicts winners, the family begins
to rely on his uncanny predictions, turning his childhood curiosity into a serious, and
ultimately dangerous, endeavor.

The Mechanics of the Gift: The Rocking Horse as a



Focal Point
The rocking-horse is more than just a child's toy; it functions as the story's central symbol
and the catalyst for Paul's burgeoning gift. The act of rocking, repetitive and almost
hypnotic, allows Paul to escape the mundane reality of his home and enter a heightened
state of consciousness. It is on this horse that he "rides to find the future," as he himself
states. The horse, made of wood and static, becomes a dynamic conduit for his
precognitive abilities. Lawrence uses this imagery to suggest that even in stillness and
apparent innocence, powerful, potentially destructive forces can be unleashed, especially
when driven by a desperate need.

The Deepening Gloom: The Unsettled Home and
Psychological Strain

Lawrence meticulously portrays the atmosphere of the family home as one suffused with
unspoken anxieties and a pervasive sense of "money madness." The house, described as
fine and spacious, feels hollow due to the constant worry over finances. This emotional
void significantly impacts the children, particularly Paul, who feels the absence of his
mother's love and attention, which he equates with financial security. The story
masterfully captures the psychological strain of living in a home where material wealth is
prioritized above emotional well-being.

Hester's Materialism: The Root of the Family's
Discontent
Paul's mother, Hester, is the embodiment of the family's "money madness." She is
portrayed as a woman consumed by the desire for wealth, believing it to be the ultimate
source of happiness and security. Her dissatisfaction with their current financial state
creates a palpable tension within the household. She does not consciously neglect her
children, but her obsession with money eclipses her ability to provide them with genuine
emotional warmth. Paul’s desperate attempts to win her love by securing money highlight
the distorted values that govern their lives, making his efforts tragically misguided.

The "Money Madness" as a Social Commentary
The concept of "money madness" extends beyond Hester's personal obsession to serve as a
broader social commentary by Lawrence. He critiques a society that places undue
emphasis on material possessions and financial success, often at the expense of genuine
human connection and spiritual fulfillment. The family's grand house, a symbol of their
social standing, becomes a cage, trapping them in a cycle of desire and disappointment.
Paul's affliction can be seen as a symptom of this societal disease, a child internalizing the
adult world's flawed values and attempting to rectify them through a self-destructive path.



Paul's Gift: The Rocking Horse as a Conduit for
Prophecy and Sacrifice

Paul’s gift, intrinsically linked to his rocking horse, becomes his sole focus and the
instrument of his eventual demise. He doesn't possess this gift out of simple curiosity; it is
born from a deep-seated need to gain his mother's approval and alleviate the pervasive
anxiety that hangs over their home. The rocking horse isn't just a toy; it’s his sanctuary
and his oracle, the place where he communally experiences the thrill of the race and the
knowledge of its outcome.

The Mechanics of Divination: The Horse's Whispers
The mechanics of Paul's divination are presented in an almost mystical manner. As he
rocks furiously, he enters a state of heightened awareness where the names of horses and
their racing positions seem to whisper to him. This is not a rational process but an
intuitive, almost spiritual one. The rocking motion is crucial; it mirrors the rhythm of
galloping hooves and the excitement of the race itself. This physical exertion, combined
with the mental focus, allows him to tap into what he believes are the secrets of fate, using
the rocking horse as his vessel.

The Accumulation of Wealth and Its Corrupting
Influence
As Paul continues to win, he accumulates a substantial fortune. Initially, this wealth seems
to bring a temporary respite from the family's anxieties. However, it does not
fundamentally change his mother's disposition or fill the emotional void he experiences.
Instead, the wealth becomes another burden, a source of increased pressure on Paul to
keep delivering. The act of winning, once a means to an end, becomes an addiction, a
destructive cycle that consumes him. The money he earns, meant to secure happiness,
only deepens his isolation and magnifies his vulnerability.

Analyzing the Narrative Arc and Symbolism in
"The Rocking-Horse Winner"

The narrative arc of "The Rocking-Horse Winner" is a masterful descent into tragedy,
characterized by rising tension and an inevitable, devastating conclusion. D.H. Lawrence
employs rich symbolism to convey the story's profound themes, making it a compelling and
enduring piece of literature. The progression of Paul's gift, from a childhood fascination to
a life-consuming obsession, mirrors the family's escalating financial desperation and the
psychological toll it takes.



The Escalation of Paul's Obsession
Paul's initial bets are relatively modest, driven by a desire to please his mother. However,
as the family's financial needs become more urgent, and his mother's gratitude for his
winnings becomes more pronounced, his compulsion grows. He begins to ride the rocking
horse for longer periods, his sessions becoming more frantic and intense. The thrill of
winning, coupled with the perceived emotional rewards, fuels his obsession, pushing him
to undertake increasingly risky predictions. This escalating obsession is a clear indication
of his declining mental and physical well-being.

The Rocking Horse: A Multifaceted Symbol
The rocking horse, as previously noted, is a central and multifaceted symbol in the story. It
represents:

Childhood innocence corrupted by adult anxieties.

A conduit to the supernatural or intuitive knowledge.

The illusion of control in a chaotic world.

The cyclical nature of obsession and desire.

A surrogate for the horses Paul cannot physically ride.

Lawrence’s use of the rocking horse is brilliant, transforming a simple toy into an object of
immense psychological and symbolic weight. It is the very engine of Paul's destiny.

Thematic Resonance: Greed, Love, and Fate
At its core, "The Rocking-Horse Winner" explores the destructive interplay of greed, the
yearning for love, and the concept of fate. Paul's actions are motivated by a desperate
need for his mother's love, a love he believes can only be attained through financial
security. The family's greed, epitomized by Hester, perpetuates this cycle of unhappiness.
Lawrence doesn't offer easy answers, but rather presents a stark portrayal of how flawed
values and obsessions can lead to ruin. The question of whether Paul's fate is
predetermined or a consequence of his choices remains a powerful point of contemplation.

The Supernatural Element and its Interpretation
in "The Rocking-Horse Winner"

D.H. Lawrence masterfully injects a supernatural element into "The Rocking-Horse
Winner," blurring the lines between reality, intuition, and the uncanny. Paul's ability to
predict horse race outcomes is not presented as a logical deduction but as a mystical gift,



deeply intertwined with his emotional state and the symbolic power of his rocking horse.
Understanding this supernatural aspect is key to appreciating the story's profound
psychological and thematic depths.

The Nature of Paul's Precognition
Paul's precognition is not a calculated science; it's an emotional and physical experience.
He "rides" the rocking horse until he enters a trance, during which he receives flashes of
insight. These are not clear visions but fragmented impressions that he must then
assemble and interpret. The rocking horse acts as his divining rod, his connection to a
realm of knowledge beyond the ordinary. This suggests that his gift is fueled by
desperation and a primal urge to provide, rather than any inherent magical endowment.
Lawrence leaves the precise origin of this power ambiguous, allowing for multiple
interpretations.

The "Spirit of the Place" and Collective Unconscious
One interpretation of Paul's gift suggests it’s a manifestation of the "spirit of the place," a
concept Lawrence often explored. The old house, charged with the family’s anxieties and
desires, might be seen as possessing a latent energy that Paul, as a highly sensitive child,
is attuned to. He taps into this, or perhaps into a broader collective unconscious, to gain
his insights. The rocking horse becomes a physical anchor for this abstract connection, a
way for him to focus and manifest what he intuitively senses. The story subtly hints that
the house itself is an entity that influences its inhabitants.

Ambiguity and Psychological Realism
While the story is undeniably infused with supernatural elements, Lawrence anchors them
in psychological realism. Paul's actions are driven by very human emotions: the desire for
love, the fear of poverty, and the need for validation. The supernatural gift can be viewed
as a metaphor for the extraordinary lengths to which a child will go to satisfy their
parents' perceived needs, even to their own detriment. The "gift" itself could be a
manifestation of intense stress and a subconscious desire to escape his reality, channeling
his energy into a fantastical pursuit that he believes will bring him recognition and love.

The Ethical and Psychological Dimensions of the
Story

"The Rocking-Horse Winner" is replete with ethical quandaries and profound psychological
explorations, making it a timeless study of human nature. D.H. Lawrence probes the
impact of materialism on familial relationships and the devastating consequences of
childhood responsibility thrust upon innocent minds. The story serves as a stark warning
about the corrupting influence of wealth and the desperate measures individuals will take
to achieve it, often at the cost of their own well-being.



The Burden of Responsibility on a Child
The story critically examines the ethical implications of placing adult burdens onto a child.
Paul, despite his young age, feels an overwhelming responsibility to rectify his family’s
financial situation. This burden stems from his mother's constant pronouncements about
their lack of money and her evident unhappiness, which he equates with their financial
state. The ethical question arises: is it justifiable for a child to sacrifice their own
childhood and well-being for the perceived needs of their family, especially when those
needs are driven by societal pressures and parental anxieties?

The Corrosive Effect of Materialism
Lawrence uses the narrative to illustrate the corrosive effect of materialism on the human
spirit and family bonds. The pursuit of wealth becomes an obsession that hollows out
emotional connections. Paul’s mother, Hester, is so consumed by her desire for money that
she fails to provide her children with genuine affection. This lack of emotional
nourishment is what Paul desperately seeks to fill with his gambling winnings. The story
suggests that true wealth lies not in material possessions but in love, connection, and
emotional security, which are tragically absent in their home.

Psychological Impact of Unmet Needs
The psychological impact of unmet emotional needs on Paul is central to the story. His
sensitivity and intelligence make him acutely aware of the emotional void in his life,
particularly the perceived distance from his mother. His obsessive reliance on the rocking
horse is a coping mechanism, a way to gain control in a situation where he feels
powerless. His desperate need for his mother's love and recognition drives him to expend
immense physical and mental energy, ultimately leading to his physical and emotional
exhaustion and eventual death. The story serves as a powerful, albeit tragic, depiction of
how a child’s deep-seated needs can manifest in destructive ways when not met with
adequate emotional support.

The Unfolding Tragedy of Paul and His Family

The narrative trajectory of "The Rocking-Horse Winner" is a relentless march toward
tragedy, intricately woven into the characters' motivations and the story's potent
symbolism. The cumulative effect of unchecked obsession, parental neglect, and the
relentless pursuit of wealth leads to an inevitable and heartbreaking conclusion for young
Paul and, in a broader sense, for the entire family.

The Final Race and Paul's Ultimate Sacrifice
The climax of the story arrives with the Derby, the most significant race of the year, and
the one for which Paul has been feverishly preparing. He rides his rocking horse with
unprecedented intensity, pushing himself to his physical and mental limits. His prediction



for this race is for a horse named "Lucky Dread," a name that eerily foreshadows his own
fate. The outcome of the race is a win, a substantial sum of money that is meant to finally
solve all their financial problems. However, this ultimate victory comes at an unbearable
cost. Paul collapses and dies immediately after revealing the name of the winning horse,
having literally given his life for the family's financial salvation.

The Family's Reaction to the Loss
The family's reaction to Paul's death is a poignant commentary on their ingrained
materialism. While there is grief, it is overshadowed by the financial security his winnings
provide. His uncle, Oscar, and his mother, Hester, are more preoccupied with the
substantial sum Paul has secured for them. Hester, in her stoic way, acknowledges her
son's gift, but the narrative suggests that even in death, his achievement is measured by
its monetary value. The story leaves the reader to ponder whether Paul's sacrifice truly
brings happiness or merely a temporary reprieve from the "money madness" that
continues to grip the family.

The Lasting Impression of "The Rocking-Horse Winner"
The enduring power of "The Rocking-Horse Winner" lies in its ability to provoke thought
and emotion long after the final page. It is a story that continues to resonate with readers
due to its exploration of universal themes: the yearning for love, the destructive nature of
obsession, the corrupting influence of money, and the complex dynamics within families.
D.H. Lawrence's masterful prose and unflinching gaze into the human psyche ensure that
this tale of a boy and his rocking horse remains a significant and impactful work of
literature, prompting reflection on our own societal values and the true meaning of
prosperity.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of DH
Lawrence's "The Rocking-Horse Winner"

D.H. Lawrence's "The Rocking-Horse Winner" stands as a monumental achievement in the
realm of short fiction, its power undiminished by time. Through the tragic tale of Paul and
his uncanny gift, Lawrence delivers a searing critique of materialism and the psychological
toll it exacts on individuals and families. The story masterfully intertwines elements of the
supernatural with raw emotional realism, exploring the desperate lengths to which a child
will go to gain parental love and approval. The iconic image of the rocking horse serves as
a potent symbol of innocence corrupted, obsessive pursuit, and ultimately, self-
destruction. The enduring legacy of "The Rocking-Horse Winner" lies in its ability to
provoke profound introspection on the true meaning of wealth, the vital importance of
emotional connection, and the devastating consequences of societal pressures. It remains
a compelling and cautionary narrative that continues to captivate and challenge readers,
solidifying its place as a classic of modern literature and a timeless exploration of the
human condition.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of D.H. Lawrence's 'The
Rocking-Horse Winner'?
The central theme revolves around the destructive power of materialism and the elusive
nature of luck or destiny, particularly within the context of a family consumed by wealth
and social status.

What does the rocking horse symbolize in the story?
The rocking horse symbolizes Paul's intense desire to control his fate and win money for
his mother, acting as a conduit for his precognitive abilities and a manifestation of the
family's greed.

How does the mother, Mrs. Malabar, contribute to the
story's tragic outcome?
Mrs. Malabar's cold materialism and her constant yearning for money create an
environment of emotional deprivation for her children, indirectly fueling Paul's desperate
attempts to fulfill her desires through gambling.

What is the significance of Paul's ability to 'know' the
winners?
Paul's uncanny ability to predict the winners on the racehorse track represents his
desperate attempt to gain control and provide the affection and security he craves, but it
ultimately alienates him from childhood and his own well-being.

What is the meaning behind the 'unlucky' house at the
beginning of the story?
The 'unlucky' house signifies the family's underlying poverty and lack of inherent luck, a
deficit that fuels their obsession with accumulating wealth as a means to compensate for
their perceived misfortune.

How does the story critique Victorian-era social values?
The story critiques the Victorian emphasis on wealth and status, portraying how the
pursuit of material possessions can lead to emotional emptiness and the dehumanization
of individuals, especially children.

What is the ultimate fate of Paul and why?
Paul dies from exhaustion and the overwhelming pressure of his gift after winning a
substantial amount of money. His death is a tragic consequence of his relentless pursuit of



wealth to satisfy his mother's materialistic desires and his own desperate need for love.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to D.H. Lawrence's "The Rocking-Horse Winner," with
descriptions:

1. The Lost Boy by D.H. Lawrence
This collection of short stories delves into themes of childhood, isolation, and the darker
aspects of human nature, much like "The Rocking-Horse Winner." Lawrence explores the
inner lives of young protagonists grappling with complex emotions and often finding
solace or escape in imaginative realms. The stories share a similar atmospheric quality
and a keen observation of psychological landscapes.

2. Sons and Lovers by D.H. Lawrence
While a novel, Sons and Lovers shares Lawrence's deep interest in family dynamics,
particularly the intense and often destructive relationships between mothers and sons.
The novel explores themes of social class, industrialization, and the struggle for individual
identity, which resonate with Paul's own anxieties and his mother's desires in "The
Rocking-Horse Winner." It provides further insight into Lawrence's psychological
preoccupations.

3. The White Peacock by D.H. Lawrence
Lawrence's debut novel, The White Peacock, offers an early exploration of his recurring
themes: the search for love and connection, the influence of the natural world, and the
societal pressures that shape individuals. The characters often experience intense
emotional states and find themselves at odds with societal expectations, mirroring the
internal turmoil depicted in "The Rocking-Horse Winner." It showcases Lawrence's
developing style and thematic interests.

4. Lady Chatterley's Lover by D.H. Lawrence
This novel, though more overtly concerned with sexuality, shares "The Rocking-Horse
Winner's" exploration of the limitations and frustrations of societal roles and class. Both
works examine characters who seek a transcendence or release from their circumstances,
albeit through very different means. The novel also highlights Lawrence's fascination with
instinctual drives and their often-troubled relationship with civilization.

5. The Lottery by Shirley Jackson
Shirley Jackson's chilling short story shares "The Rocking-Horse Winner's" unsettling
portrayal of a community bound by a sinister, unexamined tradition. Both narratives build
a sense of dread and inevitability, culminating in a violent, ritualistic act. The story's focus
on blind adherence to custom and the psychological cost of such conformity echoes the
underlying anxieties in Lawrence's work.

6. A Good Man Is Hard to Find by Flannery O'Connor
This collection of Southern Gothic short stories, like Lawrence's work, often features
characters grappling with spiritual emptiness and facing moments of stark, often violent,
revelation. O'Connor's stories, much like "The Rocking-Horse Winner," possess a dark
humor and a preoccupation with the consequences of flawed human nature and misguided
desires. The characters' attempts to find meaning, however misguided, are a shared



element.

7. The Fall of the House of Usher by Edgar Allan Poe
Poe's Gothic tale of decay and psychological disintegration shares a thematic kinship with
"The Rocking-Horse Winner" in its exploration of inherited curses and the crushing weight
of family history. Both stories create an atmosphere of palpable dread and focus on
individuals whose mental and emotional states are deeply intertwined with their
surroundings and their lineage. The sense of an inescapable doom pervades both
narratives.

8. The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman
This novella examines the psychological impact of confinement and societal expectations
on a woman's mental state, offering parallels to the emotional pressures faced by the
mother in "The Rocking-Horse Winner." Both protagonists exhibit a descent into obsession
and a blurring of reality as they attempt to cope with their circumstances. The story
highlights the damaging effects of patriarchal control and the search for agency.

9. A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens
While tonally different, Dickens' classic offers a narrative of transformation driven by a
desire for redemption and a confrontation with the consequences of one's actions, much
like Paul's mother's avarice. Both stories, in their own ways, address the destructive
nature of materialism and the potential for change, though "The Rocking-Horse Winner"
offers a far bleaker outcome. The examination of family wealth and its corrupting
influence is a common thread.
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