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INTRODUCTION:
THE HAUNTING
TALE OF LUCK AND
DESPERATION

Few short stories in the
English  literary  canon
p a c k  a s  m u c h
psychological  and
social  punch  as  D.H.
Lawrence ’ s  “The
R o c k i n g - H o r s e
Winner.” Published in
1926,  this  haunting
ta le  exp lo res  the
corrosive  nature  of
mate r i a l i sm ,  t he
desperate  pursuit  of
luck,  and  the  tragic

consequences  of  a
mother’s  emotional
emptiness. The story’s
central  image—a  boy
fur ious ly  r id ing  a
wooden  rocking  horse
to divine the names of
w i n n i n g
r a c e h o r s e s — h a s
become  an  enduring
symbol  of  the  frantic,
self-destructive  search
for  validation  through
wealth.  This  article
p r o v i d e s  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
a n a l y s i s  o f  D h
Lawrence  Rocking
H o r s e  W i n n e r ,
examining  its  plot,
themes,  symbolism,
characters, and lasting
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relevance  in  modern
society.

BACKGROUND:
D.H. LAWRENCE
AND THE STORY’S
ORIGINS

D a v i d  H e r b e r t
Lawrence  (1885–1930)
was  a  prolific  English
novelist,  poet,  and
short  s tory  wr i ter
known  for  his  intense
explorations of  human
r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,
sexual i ty,  and  the
dehumanizing  effects
of  industrialization.
“The  Rocking-Horse
Winner”  was  first
p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h e
collection  The  Woman
Who  Rode  Away  and
Other Stories and later
a d a p t e d  i n t o  a
celebrated  1949  film.
The  story  emerged
during  a  period  when
Lawrence  was  deeply
critical of the obsessive
pursuit  of  money  and
status,  themes  that

echo his  earlier  works
such  a s  Sons  and
Lovers  and Women in
Love.
The narrative draws on
L a w r e n c e ’ s  o w n
childhood  experiences
with  financial
insecur i ty  and  his
m o t h e r ’ s
dissatisfaction.  It  also
reflects  the  post-World
W a r  I  s o c i e t a l
anx ie t i e s ,  whe re
m a t e r i a l i s m  w a s
e r o d i n g  g e n u i n e
human connections. By
e x a m i n i n g  D h
Lawrence  Rocking
H o r s e  W i n n e r ,
readers  gain  insight
i n to  the  au tho r ’ s
condemnation  of  a
culture  that  equates
luck  with  worth.

PLOT SUMMARY: A
BOY’S DESPERATE
RIDE

The  story  centers  on
Pau l ,  a  young  boy
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living with his parents
in  a  comfortable  but
financially  strained
household. His mother,
Hester, is beautiful but
cold, unable to love her
children  because  she
feels  “unlucky.”  She
constantly whispers to
h e r  s o n  t h a t  t h e
family’s lack of money
is due to bad luck, and
that if they were lucky,
everything  would  be
better.  Paul  becomes
o b s e s s e d  w i t h
becoming lucky to win
his  mother’s  affection
and silence the house’s
eerie whispers: “There
must be more money!”
With  the  help  of  the
family’s  gardener,
Bassett, and his uncle,
Oscar  Cresswell,  Paul
secretly begins betting
on  horse  races.  He
d iscovers  that  by
furiously  riding  his
rocking  horse—his
“ r o c k i n g - h o r s e
w i n n e r ” — h e  c a n

frenziedly  “get  there”
and know the name of
the winning horse. His
uncanny  predictions
bring him thousands of
pounds ,  wh ich  he
anonymously  sends to
h is  mother  on  her
birthday.  However,
instead  of  bringing
peace, the money only
fue ls  the  fami ly ’s
insatiable  greed.  The
whispers  grow  louder,
and  Pau l ’ s  hea l th
deteriorates  as  he
repeatedly  rides  the
horse to exhaustion. In
a  final,  frantic  ride  to
predict  the  winner  of
t h e  D e r b y ,  P a u l
collapses  and  later
dies,  whispering  the
winning horse’s name.
His  mother  remains
untouched  by  h i s
sacrifice.

MAJOR THEMES IN
“THE ROCKING-
HORSE WINNER”

Lawrence’s story is rich
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wi th  themes  tha t
resonate  deeply  with
readers. Below are the
most  prominent  ones
examined  through the
lens of  Dh Lawrence
R o c k i n g  H o r s e
Winner  analysis.

The
Destructi
ve Pursuit
of Luck
and
Money
The  central  theme  is
the  toxic  equation  of
l uck  w i th  money .
Hester  believes  that
b e i n g  l u c k y  w i l l
automatically  bring
w e a l t h ,  a n d  P a u l
internalizes this belief,
sacrificing  his

c h i l d h o o d  a n d
ultimately  his  life  to
p r o v e  h i s  l u c k .
Lawrence critiques the
capital ist  mindset
where a person’s value
i s  m e a s u r e d  b y
mater ia l  success.
Paul’s  frantic  rides
s y m b o l i z e  t h e
unsustainable  effort
required  to  keep  up
with  ever-growing
financial  demands—a
warning  against  the
endless  pursuit  of
more.

Materialis
m vs.
Genuine
Love
Hester’s  inability  to
love her children stems
from  her  materialism.
She married for “love,”
but  the  love  faded
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because  her  husband
could  not  provide  the
luxurious  lifestyle  she
craved.  Her  emotional
void  is  never  filled  by
money;  instead,  i t
expands.  The  story
suggests that love and
l u c k  a r e  n o t
commodit ies  to  be
e a r n e d  t h r o u g h
gambling  or  wealth.
Paul desperately seeks
his  mother’s  love,  but
she  only  values  what
money  can  buy.  This
t r a g i c  i r o n y
u n d e r s c o r e s
Lawrence’s  critique  of
a  s o c i e t y  t h a t
prioritizes  possessions
over  people.

The
Supernat
ural and

Psychic
Connectio
n
Paul’s ability to predict
winners  whi le  in  a
trance-like state on the
r o c k i n g  h o r s e
i n t r o d u c e s  a
supernatural  element.
Lawrence uses  this  to
blur  the  line  between
determination  and
madness.  The  rocking
h o r s e  b e c o m e s  a
vehicle  for  Paul  to
a c c e s s  a  k i n d  o f
psychic  luck,  but  at  a
terr ible  price.  The
whispering  house—a
collective voice of  the
family’s greed—further
e m p h a s i z e s  h o w
material  desires  can
a l m o s t  b e c o m e  a
haunting  presence,
driving  individuals  to
desperate  acts.
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Child
Exploitati
on and
Sacrifice
Paul  is  both  a  victim
a n d  a  w i l l i n g
participant  in  his  own
exploitation.  His  uncle
Oscar and Bassett treat
him  as  a  gambl ing
prodigy,  never  truly
protecting him. Hester,
though unaware of the
source  of  the  money,
accep ts  the  g i f t s
without  gratitude,
symbolizing how adults
often  sacrifice
children’s well-being to
satisfy their own greed.
Paul’s  death  is  the
ultimate  sacrifice—a
child  dying to  provide
f o r  a  m o t h e r  w h o
cannot  love.

SYMBOLISM IN
“THE ROCKING-
HORSE WINNER”

Lawrence’s  use  of
symbolism  elevates
the story from a simple
cautionary  tale  to  a
profound literary work.
Key symbols include:

The Rocking
Horse:
Represents both
childhood
innocence and
the frantic
pursuit of luck. It
is a mechanical
toy that Paul
rides into a
trance,
symbolizing how
people often rely
on artificial
means to fill
emotional voids.
The horse’s
motion mimics
the cyclical,
unending chase
for wealth.
The Whispering
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House: The
phrase “There
must be more
money!” echoing
through the
house
symbolizes the
family’s
insatiable greed.
Even when Paul
provides large
sums, the
whispers grow
louder, indicating
that material
desire knows no
satisfaction.
The Derby
Race: The final
race represents
the ultimate
gamble—Paul’s
life stakes on
achieving his
mother’s love.
His death at the
moment of
“winning” is a
bitter irony: he
achieves luck but
loses everything
else.

Uncle Oscar: He
represents the
upper-class
detachment and
complicity in
exploiting Paul’s
talent. He enjoys
the financial
gains but never
questions the
moral or physical
toll on the boy.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: THE
TRAGIC FIGURES

Paul –
The
Driven
Child
Paul  is  a  sensitive,
in tu i t i ve  boy  who
desperately craves his
mother’s approval. His
belief that he must be
lucky  to  be  l oved
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d r i v e s  h i m  t o  a n
o b s e s s i v e ,  s e l f -
dest ruct ive  path .
Lawrence portrays Paul
as  both  vict im  and
h e r o — h i s
de te rm ina t i on  i s
admirable, but his fatal
flaw  is  equating  love
with  financial  success.
His final ride and death
s e r v e  a s  a  s t a r k
critique  of  a  society
that  sacrifices  its
children on the altar of
materialism.

Hester –
The Cold
Mother
H e s t e r  i s  o n e  o f
Lawrence ’ s  mos t
c o m p l e x  f e m a l e
characters.  She  is
incapab le  o f  l ove
because  she  feels
u n l u c k y ,  a
psychological condition

that  mani fes ts  as
emotional  paralysis.
Even after receiving a
fortune,  she  remains
dissatisfied.  Hester’s
character  embodies
the emptiness of a life
focused  so le ly  on
appearances  and
wealth.  Lawrence’s
portrayal is not entirely
unsympathetic;  he
suggests  that  her
inability to love stems
from the same societal
pressures  that  drive
Paul  to  his  death.

Bassett
and Uncle
Oscar –
The
Enablers
Bassett,  the  gardener,
is the first to recognize
P a u l ’ s  “ g i f t . ”  H e
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operates as a loyal yet
passive  figure,  never
intervening  to  stop
Pau l ’ s  dangerous
habits.  Uncle  Oscar  is
m o r e  c y n i c a l ;  h e
enjoys  the  bett ing
excitement  and  profits
but  offers  only
superficial  concern.
B o t h  c h a r a c t e r s
represent  the  adult
wor ld ’s  fa i lu re  to
protect the young from
its own vices.

LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE AND
CRITICAL
RECEPTION

“The  Rocking-Horse
Winner”  is  celebrated
as  one  of  Lawrence’s
finest  short  stories.
Critics have praised its
tight  structure,  vivid
s y m b o l i s m ,  a n d
psychological  depth.
Some have interpreted
the story as a Freudian
explorat ion  of  the
Oedipus complex, with

Paul  trying  to  win  his
m o t h e r ’ s  l o v e  b y
providing  what  his
father  cannot:  money
and luck. Others see it
as a Marxist critique of
capitalism,  where  the
c h i l d  b e c o m e s  a
exploited  laborer  in  a
system  that  values
profit  over  humanity.
The  story’s  enduring
popularity  lies  in  its
universal themes. In a
world  still  obsessed
with  lot tery  wins ,
overnight success, and
the  myth  of  endless
resources ,  Pau l ’ s
t r a g e d y  r e m a i n s
painfully  relevant.  The
D h  L a w r e n c e
R o c k i n g  H o r s e
Winner  continues  to
be taught in literature
courses,  analyzed  in
scholarly  articles,  and
adapted  into  films  and
plays,  illustrating  its
timeless  power.
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RELEVANCE IN
MODERN SOCIETY:
WHY WE STILL

READ IT

T o d a y ,  t h e  s t o r y
speaks  to  our  culture
of  hustle,  gambling,
and  the  illusion  that
m o n e y  c a n  b u y
h a p p i n e s s .  T h e
“whispering  house”
can  be  seen  as  the
ins is tent  vo ice  o f
consumer  advertising
and  soc ia l  media ,
constantly telling us we
need  more.  Paul ’s
frantic  ride  resembles
the  burnout  many
exper ience  in  the
relentless  pursuit  of
success.  The  story
warns  that  without
genu ine  l ove  and
emotional  connection,
weal th  is  not  on ly
e m p t y — i t  c a n  b e
deadly.
As conversations about
work- l i fe  balance,
mental health, and the

impact  of  parental
e x p e c t a t i o n s  o n
children  grow,  “The
Rocking-Horse Winner”
offers  a  poignant
lesson.  It  reminds  us
t h a t  l u c k  i s  n o t  a
c o m m o d i t y  t o  b e
chased,  and  that  the
most valuable thing we
can give our children is
unconditional love—not
money.

CONCLUSION: A
STORY THAT RIDES
ON

D.H.  Lawrence’s  “The
R o c k i n g - H o r s e
Winner”  remains  a
masterful  exploration
of  the  human  cost  of
materialism.  Through
the tragic story of Paul,
L a w r e n c e  f o r c e s
readers  to  confront
uncomfortable  truths
about  luck,  love,  and
the price of greed. The
rocking horse, with its
ceaseless motion, is  a
metaphor for a society
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t h a t  n e v e r  s t o p s
demanding more—until
it  destroys  its  most
vulnerable  members.
As  we  cont inue  to
navigate a world driven
by  financial  anxieties
and  the  pursui t  o f
status, this short story
rides on as a haunting,

essential  reflection  of
our  own  desires  and
dangers. Its message is
clear: true luck lies not
in  w inn ing ,  but  in
learning to be content
with what we have and
t o  l o v e  w i t h o u t
condition.


