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INTRODUCTION:
THE HAUNTING
POWER OF A
SHORT STORY

Few short stories in
English literature
resonate with such
chilling precision as
D.H. Lawrence's "The
Rocking Horse Winner."
Written in 1926, this
tale of a desperate
mother, a neglected
son, and a frenzied
quest for luck remains
one of the most
powerful critiques of

materialism and
familial neglect ever
penned. The story is
deceptively simple: a
young boy named Paul
rides his rocking horse
obsessively to predict
winning horse races,
hoping to silence the
whisper that haunts his
home—"There must be
more money." Yet
beneath this fable-like
surface lies a profound
exploration of love,
luck, and the corrosive
nature of greed. For
readers and scholars
alike, "The Rocking
Horse Winner" offers
an enduring lens
through which to


https://app.ardentx.com/

examine the cost of
chasing fortune at the
expense of human
connection.

In this article, we will
delve deep into the
story's themes,
characters, symbols,
and lasting relevance.
Whether you are a
student seeking
analysis, a literature
enthusiast, or a curious
reader, this
comprehensive guide
will illuminate why
"The Rocking Horse
Winner" remains one of
Lawrence's most
unforgettable works.

BACKGROUND OF
D.H. LAWRENCE
AND THE STORY’S
CONTEXT

David Herbert
Lawrence (1885-1930)
was an English
novelist, poet, and
essayist known for his
unflinching exploration

of human relationships,
emotional intensity,
and criticism of
industrial modernity.
Works like Sons and
Lovers, Women in
Love, and Lady
Chatterley’s Lover are
celebrated for their
psychological depth
and sensuality.
However, "The Rocking
Horse Winner,"
published in the short
story collection The
Woman Who Rode
Away and Other
Stories, shows
Lawrence at his most
fable-like and morally
incisive.

The story was written
during the mid-1920s,
a period marked by
economic uncertainty
in post-World War |
Britain. The British
upper-middle class
struggled to maintain
appearances despite
dwindling fortunes.
Lawrence himself had

2 Dh Lawrence The Rocking Horse 2022-08-27
Winner



Dh Lawrence The Rocking Horse Winner 3

a complicated
relationship with
money—he often lived
modestly but resented
the power it held over
people. This context
seeps into the story:
the family’s unspoken
anxiety about money,
the mother’s coldness,
and the boy’s sacrificial
attempt to fix a broken
system. Understanding
this background helps
readers appreciate why
Lawrence chose to
frame the story as a
modern fairy tale—a
cautionary tale about
the emptiness of
material desire.

PLOT SUMMARY
OF THE ROCKING
HORSE WINNER

The story follows a
young boy named Paul,
who lives with his
mother Hester, father,
and two sisters in a
seemingly comfortable
but financially strained

home. Hester is a
beautiful but unloving
woman who feels that
she has “no luck.” She
believes that luck is
necessary to have
money, and she tells
Paul that his father is
unlucky. This remark
sets Paul on a
desperate mission to
find luck—not  for
himself, but to win his
mother’s affection and
to silence the constant
whisper of “There must
be more money” that
echoes through the
house.

Paul discovers that if
he rides his old wooden
rocking horse furiously
enough, he can “get
there”—a mystical
state of knowing which
horse will win the next
race. With the help of
the family’s gardener,
Bassett, and his uncle,
Oscar Cresswell, Paul
begins betting on
races. He wins huge



sums, and he secretly
arranges for a
thousand pounds to be
given anonymously to
his mother each year
for her birthday. But
instead of alleviating
the family’s anxiety,
the money only
increases the whispers.
The mother’'s greed
and dissatisfaction
grow, demanding even
more.

Driven by an
unbearable

compulsion, Paul rides
his rocking horse with
increasing frenzy,
trying to predict the
winner of the Derby.
He eventually collapses
after a violent ride,
having screamed out
“Malabar!” as the
name of the winning
horse. He falls into a
coma and dies later
that night, having
secured an immense
win. The story ends
with the chilling irony:

his mother gets the
money she wanted, but
at the cost of her son’s
life. The final
line—"He's best gone
out of a life where he
rides to find a
winner'—encapsulates
the tragedy.

MAJOR THEMES IN
THE ROCKING
HORSE WINNER

The
Corrosive
Nature of

Greed

Greed is the central
engine of the story.
Hester's insatiable
desire for money is not
born of poverty but of
status anxiety. The
house whispers “There
must be more money”
not because the family
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is destitute, but
because Hester refuses
to be satisfied with
what she has.
Lawrence portrays
greed as a disease that
eats away at love,
turning a mother into a
cold consumer of her
son's affection. Paul’s
attempts to buy her
love through money
are doomed because
her greed is
bottomless. The story
warns that material
wealth cannot fill
emotional voids—it
only deepens them.

Luck vs.
Lucklessn
ess

Hester’s obsession with
“luck” as the key to
money is a powerful
critigue of capitalist
mythology. She

believes that if
someone is lucky,
money flows naturally;
if unlucky, one remains
poor. Paul internalizes
this flawed logic and
believes he must
become lucky to earn
his mother’s love. His
rocking horse rides
become a ritual to
force luck into
existence. Lawrence
challenges the notion
that wealth is a
product of fortune
rather than systemic
inequality or personal
ethics. Paul's “luck” is
actually a grim form of
self-destruction, a
perverse twist on the
work ethic where the
ultimate sacrifice is
death.

The



Fallure of

transaction, the most
innocent suffer.

Parentdhe

Love

Perhaps the most
heartbreaking theme is
the absence of genuine
love. Hester cannot
love her children
because her heart is
“turned to stone” by
her obsession with
appearances. Paul
senses this lack and
believes that by
bringing money, he can
earn the affection she
withholds. The story
shows how children
internalize parental
neglect and blame
themselves. Paul’s
death is not just a
result of physical
exhaustion but of
emotional starvation.

Destructi
ve Power
of Silence

The family never
openly discusses
money. The whisper
“There must be more
money” is an
unspoken, ambient
anxiety. This silence
allows the obsession to
grow unchecked.
Lawrence shows that
when families avoid
honest communication
about values, needs,
and emotions, those
feelings become
monstrous. Paul’s
secret betting and

Lawrence suggests Hestler.s passwe
that when love is exploitation symbolize
replaced by the dangers of
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unspoken demands.
The story pushes
readers to consider
how silence can
become a form of
violence.

SYMBOLISM IN THE
ROCKING HORSE
WINNER

The
Rocking
Horse

The rocking horse itself
is the story’s most
potent symbol. It
represents childhood
imagination and play
perverted by adult
greed. Paul rides it not
for joy but for
desperate productivity.
The horse becomes a
vehicle for compulsive
gambling, a false idol
that promises luck but
delivers doom. Its

motion—back and
forth, never
progressing—mirrors
the family’s cycle:
earning money only
leads to needing more.
The phrase “rocking
horse winner” is itself
ironic: the winner
cannot win love or
happiness, only a
hollow victory that
costs him everything.

The
Whisperin
g House

The house that
whispers “There must
be more money” is
more than atmosphere;
it is a manifestation of
the family’s collective
anxiety. Lawrence uses
the whisper as a
supernatural element
to show how greed
pervades the



environment. The
whisper grows louder
as more money arrives,
proving that material
accumulation never
satisfies. The house
symbolizes the way
capitalism colonizes
domestic life, turning
homes into arenas of
financial anxiety rather
than places of comfort.

Money
and Luck

Money in the story is
not just currency—it is
a symbol of emotional
currency. Paul tries to
use money to buy love,
but it fails. Luck, for
Hester, is a magic
quality that excuses
her from
accountability.

Lawrence intentionally
conflates  luck  with
capital to critique the
irrational faith in “the
market.” Paul’s ability

to “get there” on the
rocking horse suggests
a kind of unnatural
seer-ship—an almost
demonic bargain where
knowledge of future
wealth costs his soul.

Uncle
Oscar
and
Bassett

Uncle Oscar and
Bassett are ambiguous
figures. They enable
Paul's gambling,
treating it as a clever
game rather than a cry
for help. Oscar is
particularly culpable:
he profits from Paul’s
“gift” while muttering
that the boy is “too
clever.” They represent
the adult world that
commodifies a child’s
talent without
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considering its cost.
Their complicity
underscores the theme
of collective quilt in a
society that values
winning over well-
being.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS

Paul: The
Tragic
Hero

Paul is a deeply
sympathetic

protagonist. He is
sensitive, perceptive,
and desperate for love.
His decision to become
the family’s savior is
both noble and
doomed. He is no
passive victim; he
actively seeks the
rocking horse’s visions.
Yet Lawrence presents
his clairvoyance as a

kind of illness—a
pathological response
to emotional

deprivation. Paul’s final
ride is a harrowing
image of a child
sacrificing himself for a
mother who cannot see
his worth. His death is
an indictment of a
world that demands
children fix adult
failures.

Hester:

The Cold
Mother

Hester is arguably the
story’s true antagonist,
yet Lawrence does not
make her a simple
villain. She is a product
of her own upbringing
and social pressures.
She feels unlucky and

unloved, and she
replicates that
emptiness in her



relationships. Her
inability to feel warmth
becomes a kind of
emotional poverty that
money can never cure.
The story implies that
her lack of love is the
root of all tragedy.
Lawrence forces
readers to question
whether Hester is evil
or simply broken—and
whether it matters
when the result is the
same.

Uncle
Oscar:

The
Enabler

Oscar Cresswell is a
worldly, pragmatic
man who recognizes
Paul’s talent but fails to
see the danger. He
represents the rational,
profit-driven adult who

10

exploits the irrational.
His final
comment—"He's best
gone out of a life
where he rides to find
a winner"—is coldly
logical, even if
observant. He absolves
himself of
responsibility. Oscar is
a mirror of society: we
recognize the problem
but do little to stop it,
especially when we
benefit.

LITERARY STYLE
AND STRUCTURE

Lawrence’s prose in
"The Rocking Horse

Winner" is taut and
fable-like. He uses
short sentences,

repetitive patterns, and
a haunting refrain
(“There must be more
money”) to create a
hypnotic effect. The
story blends realism
with supernatural
elements—Paul’s
clairvoyance is never
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fully explained,
allowing interpretation
as a metaphor or a
genuine psychic gift.
This ambiguity
enriches the narrative.

The structure follows a
classic rise-and-fall
pattern: Paul’s initial
success, the growing
whispers, the climactic
Derby ride, and the
tragic denouement.
Lawrence employs
dramatic irony: the
reader knows Paul is
destroying himself
even as he believes he
is succeeding. The
story’s brevity (around
8,000 words) makes
every detail count.
There is no extraneous
description—every
element serves the
theme.

RELEVANCE AND
MODERN
INTERPRETATIONS

The story’s critique of

11

materialism has only
grown more urgent. In
an era of consumer
debt, social media
wealth display, and
compulsive economic
growth, "The Rocking
Horse Winner" serves
as a cautionary tale.
Paul’s desperate ride
can be seen as an
allegory for modern
burnout culture—where
people sacrifice health,
relationships, and
sanity in pursuit of
financial security or
status. The whispering
house echoes the
relentless pressure to
“earn more, spend
more, have more.”

Additionally, the story
speaks to child
psychology and family
dynamics. Paul's
attempt to win his
mother’s love through
achievement resonates
with children of
neglectful or
conditional-love



parents. The story
encourages readers to
examine whether they
too are riding a rocking
horse—working
frantically to gain
approval that may
never come.

In classrooms, the
story is often used to
discuss irony,
symbolism, and
economic critique. It
pairs well with other
texts like F. Scott
Fitzgerald’'s "The Great
Gatsby" or Arthur
Miller's "Death of a
Salesman," as all
examine the American
Dream’s dark
underside. Lawrence’s
story remains a
compact but
devastating
examination of what
we value and what we
lose.

CONCLUSION

D.H. Lawrence’s "The
Rocking Horse Winner"

12

is a masterpiece of
economy and
emotional power. In a
few thousand words, it
dissects the lies society

tells about luck,
money, and love.
Paul’s story is a

warning that the most
desperate gambles are
not made at the
racetrack—they are
made in the silent
spaces of our homes,
where children try to
earn love they should
be given freely. The
story’s  final, brutal
irony—that Paul must
lose his life to win his
mother’s

wealth—lingers long
after the last page. It
challenges us to listen
for the whispers in our
own houses and to ask
whether the horse we
are riding is taking us
toward life or toward
emptiness.

Through this timeless
tale, Lawrence reminds
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us that the only true
luck is the luck of being
loved—and that no
amount of money can
buy it. For anyone
seeking a deeper

understanding of
human desire and its
costs, "The Rocking
Horse Winner" remains
an
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