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Gardens, Houses, and Nurturant Power

in The Secret Garden

rances Hodgson Burnett's The Secret Garden (1g11 ) has elicited

& considerable body of appreciative explication: the book has
been praised for psychological realism in its portrayal of ill-termpered
children, for example, and for its use of pastoral imoagery to symbol-
ize the children's physical and psychological healing. Recently, how-
ever, the book has undergone a feminist critique by Elizabeth Lennox
Keyser. Keyser laments that after Mary Lennox's healing process is
well under way, e bouk shifis its focus 10 the recuperation of her
cousin Colin Craven, while Mary herself “slips into the background
until she disappears entirely from the final chapter” {g). Keyser as-
serts that the book’s imaginative power diminishes with this shift in
focal character. The now conventional Mary and the “self-centered”
Colin never engage the reader as did the earlier “contrary,” “indepen-
dent, self-contained” Mary (2, 7. g). According to Keyser, The Secret
Garden reflects Burnett’s own “ambivalencs shaut sex roles™ {1a); like
women writers such as the Brontés, George Eliot, Louisa May Alcott,
and Mrs. Humphry Ward, Burnett was uncomfortable with the self-
assertion of her writing carcer and chastened hersell by chastening
“her solf anscrtive female characters” [1u), Even mure, by ending her
book with a description of “the master of Misselihwaite with his S0,
Master Colin,” Bumnett “seems to be affirming male supremacy”™ and
suggesting “a defense of patriarchal autharity” (12).

Eeyser has described a response to characterization in The Secret
Guarden which, | have discovered, other readers share; and the gender-
tole conflicts Keyser identifies as the source of Bumett's portrayal of
Mary and Colin are easily documented by looking at Burnett's ather
fiction as well as her life, s | have argued in my book. However, if

ol

one 15 to explam why The Secret Garden continues to fascinate readers
and elicit critical explication, if one is to describe the deeply female
voice many eegders hear in the text, one must move beyond “Images of
Women™ criticism, as Toril Moi has observed (42-40). One must look
not enly at the book's portrayal of individual characters but also at its
configurations of characters and webs of symbolic imagery. My essay
attempts this task by discussing as focal centers of meaning not Mary
and Colin but the secret garden—the book's title “character”™—
Misselthwaite Manor, An examination of these images shows Burnett's
masterpiece to be a celebration of nature’s power as a primarily female
power, & gender designation provided earlicr by canonical Romantic
poets, who “troped” nature as “female,” as Anne Mellor has pointed out
(8). To highlight the nearly utopian vision of female nurturant power
to be found in The Secret Garden, comparisons will be made with Bur-
nelt’s viher fiction, Charlowe Bronte's Jane Eyre (1847), and Charles
Dickens's Great Expectations (1861). Burnett loved and was clearly in-
fluenced by Charles Dickens, as [ have earlier pointed out (az, 51,
i2li—27]); and the parallels between The Secret Garden and Jane Eyre
have been noted by others besides myself (100), for example Burnett’s
biographer Ann Thwaite {200).

In using the secret garden’s transformation from seeming death to
blossaming health as an image for the parallel tronsformation of the

two djjld-““- Bﬂrnﬂ‘t Was 'ﬂ]lwillpz “!‘H-ll‘i:lnhii.hhld PFoomantic P -
dents. In Emile {1762), Jean-Jaeques Houssean said the child should
e given a garden to cultivate (bk. =, ;. g, and he described the

child itclf a3 o young plaut w be careiully wnoed (k. 1, p o580
Catherine Sinclair uwsed garden tnagery o the preface o Hofide)
House (183g), which anticipated many late-nineteenh eentury chil-
dren’s classics in its appreciation for high-spirited, “contrary” children,
Swnclair lamented that current methods of education suppressed in the
child “the vigour of natural feeling, the glow of natural geniug, the ar-
dour of natural enthusiasm" (iv); she hoped instead for a child-garden
in which “some lively blossoms that spring spontanesusly in the un-
cultivated soil, might still be cherished into strength and beauty™” (iv).
The association of child and garden stirred the imagination of many.
Michael Cohen has noted & considerable number of paintings from
the 17705 through the 18508 which portray children in a garden, often
suggested by part of a wall; poor children were sometimes portrayed as
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being outside a garden, perhaps deprived of the Edenic innocence that
should have been thelr birthright (gg4—112).

A garden can provide an image of not only childhood but alse
motherhood; & Sinclair’s metaphor implies, & garden reveals as much
about its gardener as about the composition of its seil and the kinds of
p]ll:lh "J:Ilt CaRn Fﬂ‘l’ l‘].'lElE. Aoc-uhﬂingt:- 1h|' rineteenth -cent |||_'.'r- |r|.~u].
ogy of separate gender spheres, mothers are the primary caretakers of
theymm! child; the home is a primarily female up'l:lere, isolated «nd
protected from the compatitive male world coteide. Tn hic saelise o
ticulation of this ideology, the epistolary novel Julie; or, The New Floise
(1761}, Roussean suggested the holiness of & woman's calling and the
isolation of her home by ::um;llmngu to both a convent and a walled
garden. Through an extended descriptivn uof U sevluded garden < Ely-
sium,” which Julie tends on her huabmd'a estate (pt. 4, letter v1, pp.
go4-15), Roussean suggests not only that a married woman chooses &
domestic garden over the courtly love garden of illicit passion, but also
that she creates this “Elysium™ especially for the sake of her young
children. The birds in Julie’s garden demonstrate a “zeal for domeatic
duties, paternal and maternal tenderness” (30g) as do the birds in The
Secret Garden, published over a century later. That gardens provided
images for motherhood as well as for childhood during the nuinetecnth
century is suggested by Michael Waters's recent survey of the garden
in Victorian literature. According o Waters, “it is virtually inpossible
to say anything about the gorden in Victorian fenon withnut referenee
to the concept of home and the place of women within it” (z27)

The use of & garder. a8 an image for both childhood and mother-
hﬂm pmm.inenﬂ]' in the rlic]-e'.r-'.llm?}'_.l.rm.'ﬁ rlassie arpal G-
pecations. Near the Gargery home, where Pip 18 reared as a voung
d‘iﬂd-. u'll:'l'l: isn gm‘ﬂm in I’h‘i:{‘..l.'l I'iE I.B‘IE‘! i!ﬁ !E\I'ﬂ.'al rroead ennversa-
tions with Biddy, his childhood friend and the bride nature probably
intended for him, had not his aspirations and passions been diverted
elsewhere by his visits to Miss Havisham's Satis House and his resi-
dence in London; Pip appreciates this childhood garden only alver it
is too late to return to iL In contrast is the garden on the Satis | [ouse
gronmida, where Pip often converses with Estella, Miss Hovcham's
adopted daughter. Frequently described as “neglected” and “rank,”
this walled garden provides an image of Estella’s childhood el as
Burnett's garden mirrors the childhood of Mar and Colin. Being fach-
ivned ax a ol for Miss Havisham's revenge on the world, Estella has
been deprived of “the lively blossoms” of “natural feeling,” to use Sin-
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clair's words. Dickens underscores the importance of this garden by
setting his concluding scene there; after their varous misadventures
in London, Estella and Pip meet on the Satis House grounds where
nothing is left “but the wall of the old garden” (451 ch. 5g). In this
abandoned garden, however, lies any hope Estella may have for a better
future. Just as Pip has recently relived and reaffirmed his childhood by
allowing Joe o nurse him back to health after a serious illness has re-
duced him to virtual infancy, Estella must find and nuture the dwarfed
plants of dotural fecling surviving from her childbosd if cha and Pip
are to go forth in & mature, adult relationship.

If the Satis House garden provides an image of Estella’s childhood,
it similarly speaks of Miss Havisham's motherhood. Having grown up
without a mother as well as having been rejected by her lover, she
neglects to foster Estella's natural feelings even as she neglects the
garden she herself never enters. The garden’s walls shade the daylight
from her garden as she has shut it out of her rooms. Pip finds snow
in the garden after it has melted outside (108=g; ch. 11), snow that is
as cold as Estella has become under the tutelage of her white-haired,
bridal-garbed mother. Shorily before she dies, however, the snow in
Miss Havisham's heart does melt: she shows that her own feelings are
not dead. Still capable of suffering as Pip does from Estella’s coldness
and recognizing in Pip's suffering a mirror of her own, Miss Havisham
asks his forgiveness and offers to make financial restitution, Perhaps it
is because Misa Havisham cventually repents and attormpls W compen
sate for her earlier abuse of o mother's role that she is allowed to leave
al least the remnant of a garden to her adopted daughter. This garden's
survival and Miss Havisham's late repentence offer a remnant of hope
in a book filled with mothers who fail their high calling. Pip's biologi-
cal mother fails him by dying, and the sister who takes his mother's
place tyrannizes him with her switch, “Tickler"; before giving her up
for adoption, Estella’s natural mother threatens to kill her in revenge
against Estella’s father; Mrs. Pocket would allow her babes o swallow
pins and tumble into the fire had she not the help of her older children
and a nurse,

It is Iihh.v, P [l'.qyuar obasrves [11), that Burnett also felt she had
sometimes failed her children. She often left them with their father
while she pursued her career; and, watching her older son die, she felt
keenly a mother's powerlessness. However, when she wrote The Secret
Garden in late middle life (she was in her early sixties, two decades had
passed since Lionel's death, and Vivian was an adult), she allowed her-
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self to rewrite this page in her history, and she left future child readers
a healing legacy in her portrayal of the gg;den as an image of powerful
motherhood.

“Tike the children in Great Expectations, Mary and Colin begin with-
out mothers. Mary’s mother neglects her for social gaieties and then,
along with Mary’s father, dies in a cholera epidemic, all in the book’s
first chapter; Colin’s mother died when he was born. In The Secret
Garden, as in Great Expectations, fathers are unable to compensate for
the children’s lack of adequate mothering. Archibald Craven is inca-
Mmoids both Colin and Mary. Joe
Gargery has insufficient psychological strength to intercede between
his wife’s switch “Tickler” and Pip. Until shortly before his death, Mag-
witch does not know that his daughter Estella has survived, and his
efforts to make a gentleman out of Pip warp Pip just as Miss Havisham’s
rearing distorts Estella. Unlike Dickens, however, Burnett provided
her children with a community of mothers, who work effectively wi
nature in the secret garden.

When Mary arrives at Misselthwaite Manor, she learns about the
garden from the first caregiver to offer her psychological as well as
physical nurture, the servant Martha. In the first part of the book, Mary
is still a child who needs mothering, especially because she is too “in-
dependent” and “self-contained” (Keyser g); psychologically uncon-
nected to others, she is also detached from her own feelings. Mary then
learns more about the garden—and herself—from the gardener Ben
Weatherstaff and fromch eventually points her to the
garden’s buried key and hidden door. Once Mary is inside the garden,
Martha’s brother Dickon helps her prune and plant with tools and seeds
she had arranged to have him buy for her. Finally, Mary and later Colin
are assisted by the mother of Martha and Dickon. Mother Sowerby—
that “comfortable wonderful mother creature” who has birthed and
reared twelve children of her own (250; ch. 24)—sends Mary a jump
rope, and she later sends both Mary and Colin nourishing food to pro-
vide energy for their garden work. Working largely behind the scenes
on their behalf, this archetypal earth mother eventually appears in the
garden to praise what the children have done.

In The Secret Garden, effective motherhood means giving children

tools to help themselve p themselves rather than making them tools for satisfying

one’s own egoistic desires, as Miss Havisham and Magwitch did—or as
Burnett herself was accused of doing when she publicly described her
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younger son as the model for Little Lord Fauntleroy. Effective mother-
hood is not limited by gender—the gardener Ben Weatherstaff, Dickon,
and the male robin, who helps his mate with their eggs in the garden,
as well as Martha and Mother Sowerby, can nurture. Finally, effective
motherhood, like gardening, is a shared, communal venture.

Once this nurturant “Magic” power has set Mary on the path toward
health, Mary herself joins this mothering community. By bringing
Colin and the garden together and then stepping back to let the gar-
den and Colin do their work, she gives the kind of mothering she
has received. This kind of mothering may not be “contrary” nor “self-
assertive,” but it need not be seen as totally self-sacrificial; it has its
own rewards, the joy of working cooperatively with nature and other
human beings, the sense of individual empowerment that can come
when one participates in a nurturant power greater than any of its
agents. The last part of The Secret Garden may be di ointing if one
attends primarily to the characterization of Mary and Colin, and if
one values primarily expressions of anger and dramatizations of self-
assertion in texts written by women. However, if one regards the book’s
“heroes” to be neither Mary nor Colin but rather its community of
mothers centered in the secret garden, and if one values also the ideals
of empathy and connection which Carol Gilligan identifies as women’s
“different” moral “voice,” the last part of The Secret Garden need not
be considered disappointing.

Indeed, all of The Secret Garden can be deeply satisfying if one
notices Burnett’s portrayal of how the nurturant power of the garden
gradually comes inside and transforms Misselthwaite Manor. A first
glance at Misselthwaite Manor as a center of meaning does seem to
suggest that Burnett’s book is, at the least, avoiding criticism of “patri-
archal authority” as well as the class system. The estate upon which
boﬂﬁ;t_:;etqgaf(%e'; and manor rest is owned by Archibald Craven and
will be inherited, presumably, by his male heir Colin. Working-class
males like gardener Ben Weatherstaff and Dickon may join the mother-
mg community in the garden but, like Martha, Mother Sowerby, and
probably Mary, they do not own it. Women and working-class males

may have nurturant power, but they have limited economic power. (The
1987 television-movie version suggests that Mary, if not Dickon, may
eventually inherit the Misselthwaite estate along with Colin; portraying
them as having no family relationship, it suggests that they will marry,
in a scene reminiscent of the end of Great Ezpectations. After World
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War I bas killed Dickon and injured Colin, the young adulis meet in
the garden to exchange a promise to marry.)

It would be difficult to find in The Secret Garden a critique_of the
clags system. Ben Wealherstalf has an acerbic temperament but he
reatily adopts the obeisant role of Colin’s servant. Unlike Ben, Mather
Sowerbry calls Calin “dear lad” rather than “mester Colin® (a75; ch. 26);
also, the text does refer to her difficulties paving the cottage rent and
giving her children enough food (30-54: ch. gh. But neither Mother
Sowerby nor her children seem to sulfer much—she finds that “th’
air of th' moor fattens™ her children, and “they eat th' grass same as
th’ wild ponies de” [30; ch. 4). Indeed, it was only in Burnett’s realist
adult fiction of the 18708 that she seriously addressed the sconomic
inequities of class. By the time she wrote The Secret Garden, she had
turned to popular adult romances such as A Lady of Quality (186,
The Making of @ Marchioness (1g9o1), and The Shustle (1907), which
purveyed a nostalgic, sentimental vision of Britain's landed aristocracy
and its relationship to the virtuous, appreciative poar.

Throughout her career, however, Burnett's fiction did imply a cri-
tigue of patriarchal restraints on women, often through the portrayal
of hvuses and house ownership. In The Shuttle, for example, Barnen
asseried emphatically that women should be allowed to maintain con-
trol of their cwm fortunes. When fan American heirssses marry British
aristocrats, ene is tyrannized by her husband until her sister rescuss
her; and the romance emphasizes how the sisters’ wealth restores the
decaying British halls and estates. Burnett's own carly childhood had
provided her an exmmple of huuses s imayes of typical discrepancies
in male and female economic power. She was born into a family made
materially comfortable by her father's business, which sold househald
furnishings in Manchester, England. However, her father died when
she was four, and her mother was unable to keep the business profit-
able in Manchester's mercurial economy. In her childhood memoir,
The Oviee [ Kinene the Best of Al {18g3), Burnett dramatized the resultant
chenge in family fortune by comparing the smogey. inner-city home
they moved into after her father died with the suburban estate owned
by relatives she sometimes visited (251-53; ch, 145 sg=51, ch. 5). Not
surprisingly, when her writing brought her wealth, Burmett spent much
Hhmhﬂnudmwm |Bgﬂ-,£nrmuq:te,sh.=r¢nha-d
Maytham Hall in Kent; in 1909, 8 i i

Island, and later she hought another home in Bermuda.
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Before she hersell enjoyved the power of home ownership, howoever,
Burnett offered a poignant portrayal of houses as images of male power
and female dependence in Through One Administration (1883), based
in part on her own unhappy married life with Swanm Burners in YWash-
ington, . C. Bertha Amory's hushand uses her social graces and for-
tume in his lobbying and money-moking schemes; when these schemes
are exposed, he goes abroad, leaving her to face the resulting financial
ruin and social disappeobation. Her own sconomic ressurces depleted
by one male sutharity, she becomes dependent on another. She moves
with her children back to the hame of ber father, and the book's final
lines depict her anhappy retreat to this home. Bertha cimbs the staivs
to the nursery—"the only safe thing . . . for a woman whao is unhappy,”
she had earlier said (465; ch. 34)—and then shuts the door. The book
ends with this image of a patriarchal house as imprisoning retreat.

In Ligile Lovd [ 18806} wand A Little Pricess {ngos) as well
as in The Secred three romances WHIEH CETTY Darnetl's
reputation as @ classic children's author—large houses remain i %
bfre_ocnl_xmc, imari nh'imkulpuwerrﬂm these romances
also suggest Thal § arc not Olled with murturant power, they are
essentially empty; they are not really homes. In Little Lord Fauntieray,
litile Cedric's patrimony is epitomized by his British grandfather's
estate and hall. As in The Secret Garden, women have imited economic
power, Having relatively little money of her own, Mrs. Errol agrees to
give her son 1o his grandfather; initially placed in a ledge on the grand-
father's estate, she must rely on her som as an entrée to the patriarchal
hall. Mrs, Errol dots have considerable surturant power, however; it
is in no small part because of the kind of rearing she gave Cedric that
he is able 1o soften his grandfather's heart. A Little Princess (1g05; an
enlargement of “Sara Crewe,” o tale published in 1887—88, and a play
produced in 1gor—2) simularly portrays male characters 8s having the
“magic” economic power to create a gnod Life for a child, Sara’s mother
is dead and it is her father’s money that causes her to be treated as o
“orincess” at Miss Minchin's echool until he dies, apparently penniless;
it is her father's wealthy business partner, Mr. Carrisford, who frees
Sora from servant life in the school, restores to Sara her father’s great
wealth, and becomes ber guardian.

By comparison to Sara's I:d.n]n!j.-cnl wnd m!.npud fathers, Mi Min-
chin has a relative lack of economic power and social station; if she and
her sister have an inheritance, they apparently need to supplement it by
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running a boarding school for girls, Moreover, if Burnett's book sug-
gests any motive for Miss Minchin's malignancy toward Sara, it is her
jealousy of Sara's class and wealth. Their first trial of wills comes when
Sara’s fluency in Fresch publicly embarrasses Miss Minchin, who lacks
that index of class (1g—as; ch. 2). Miss Minchin's preoccupation with
maney blinds her to Sara’s princess-like nature, and the scene in which
Miss Minchin tries to retrieve Sars from Mr, Carrisford’s house con-
taing & hint of the schoolmistress’s economie vulnerability,. When she
threatens not to allow her pupils to visit Sara, Mr. Carrisford’s lawyer
reminds her that the pupils’ parents are unlikely to refuse such visits.
Miss Minchin immediately recognizes the veiled threst this reminder
represents o the economic well-being of her establishment. She knows
;h“ “ng. l:.k‘:n'idmd chose to tell certain of her patrons how unhappy
ara Urewe had been made, many unpleasant things might happen,”
Burnett's norrator eolls Miss Minchin o “woman of surdid mi.l::g"'einr
believing “that most people would not refuse to allow their children to
remain friends with a litide heiress of diamond mines” (215; ch. 18). If
Burnett had wanted to make Miss Minchin a sympathetic character, her
narrator could have added that Miss Minchin was probably right that
“mast people” would probably share her overvaluation of Sara's wealth
and thus might similarly be described as being “of sordid mind."
Clearly, however, Burnett did not intend Miss Minchin to be & sym-
pathetic character. In this variant of the Cinderella wale, Miss Minchin
is cast in the role of the wicked stepmother; thus, it is her lack of nurtu-
rant rather than economic power that Burnett stresses. (In her fiction,
Rurnett chastised fomale characters far morc harshly for o lack of -
turance than for self-assertion. 4 Lody of Quality scandalized critics
because its heroine goes unpunished for having in a fit of rage killed
her former lover, while in her last romance, Robin [1g23], Burnett mer-
vilemaly embroiders the sins of a neglectul mother before having her
obliterated in a World War I bombing raid [512].) In A Little Prin-
cess, Burnett portrayed a female establishment diametrically opposed
to the mothering community found in The Secret Garden. Sara herself
knows how o mother, as Mary learns to do; but Sara, unlike Mary,
does not find adult women who effectively mother her—Miss Amelia
is too much dominated by her sister to act on her softer feelings and
sense of justice. While Mather Sawerhy affers Mary and Colin nowur-
ishing food and praise for good work, Miss Minchin withholds both
food and appreciation from overworked Sara. Finally, Miss Minchin's
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lack of nurturant power is imaged by her school, a large urban house
devoid of gardens or other signs of nature’s creatures other than the
rats Sara tries to domesticate. For a reviving glimpse of nature, Sara
must peer at the birds and sky outside her attic room. And, since Miss
Minchin proves unable to become a nurturant mother, her house itself
is unredeemable and Sara must leave it in the end. In A Little Princess,
it is male adults who nurture—=Sara’s father and his friend Mr. Carris-
ford; Mr. Carrisford’s servant Ram Dass, who enters Sara’s attic room
to transform it; and Mr. Carrisford’s lawyer, a doting father of many
children, whe travels to the continent to find her. In Burnett's utopia, as
uuﬁn:hd by her romonces for children and adults, neither nurturant
nor econamic power would be the provinee of one gender; men would
nurture and women would own houses,

Women do not own houses in The Secret Garden; inasmuch as they
can nurtare, however, they fill howses with a power without which the
signature on a deed of ownership brings little happiness, as is drama-
tized by the life of Archibald and Colin Craven at the beginning of the
story. By its end, The Secret Garden does fall far short of the utopian
vision in its portrayal of economic distribution according to gender and
class; however, if one examines Misselthwaite Manor as well as the
secret garden as a center of meaning, Burnett’s masterpiece is nearly
utopian in ite portrayal of the pawer of nurturance. For Burnett portrays
this male-owned manor, with its almost one hundred, mostly empty
rooms, a5 being gradually entered and revived by the same nurturant
forces that transform the garden.

Iy drapatizicg this ransformation of Misselthwaive Manor, Burnen
used gothic elements like those found in Jane Eyre and Great Expec-
tations. (The gothic elements in The Secret Garden were heightened
in the 1987 television movie.) Miss Havisham's Satis House, Edward
Rochester's Thornfield Hall, and Archibald Craven's Misselthwaite
Manor are all patrimonial mansions with large unused portions and
ghostly hidden residents. Pip witnesses Miss Havisham's nocturnal
wandérings: twice, he has a vision of her hanging from the rafters. fore-
shadowing her death from injuries incurred during a fire (94, ch. 8;
525, ch. 38; 415, ch. 45). Jane Eyre has several nocturnal encounters
with Edward's wife Bertha before that woman's fiery death, During
tlu';niglu, Moary Lennox first follows & ﬂ'rin'l.i:e corridor to find Colin,
and, at first, each child considers the other a ghost (124: ¢h. 13). In all
three books, the hidden inhabitants represent some past victimization
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which prevents present and future happiness. Victimized by a father
who spoiled her and by a brother and lover who swindled her. Mis
Havisham victimizes Estella and Pip. Having inherited madness with
hier wealth and, like Edward himself, having been married wo solidify a
family fortune, Bertha impedes the hopes Edward and Jane have for a
Iw rqarripsn:. DNiejecied h:r his father because be resembles his dead
mother and becauss he has apparently inherited his father’s crooked
back, Colin proves destructive of himself and others; believing he will
soon die, Colin refuses to go outside, and his tyrannical tantrums make
the rest of the bousehold as unhappy as b is.

Gothie manor and ghostly resident have different fates in the three
books, however, In the adult novels, manor and resident prove unne-
deemeble and are destroyed. Satis House is dismantled and sold as
old building lumber, apparently at Estella’s order (482; ch. 58); per-
haps, since the house was never a home, its value to her is primarily
mionatary, unlike the grounds themselves with their zmlhtﬂf o gar-
den, This abone Estelle struggles to maintain during her unhappy years
of marriage o the abusive Drummle, when she relinguishes “little by
littla™ all other possessions she has received From Miss Havisham (490;
ch. 5. At the end of the novel, the grounds will again be built upon,
though apparently not by Estella, for she declares that she has come to
take “leave of this spot"; and the beok's final paragraph describes Pip
and Estella going out of that “ruined place” {405 ch. sgh Dickens re-
mains as silent aboul what is to be built on the Satis House grounds as
he is about the future home of Pip and Estella. At the end of Jene Eyre,
Thomfield Hall, like Satis House, is 2 “ruined place,” destroyed by
Bertha's fire. Its proud battlements and chimneys have crashed in, just
i its proud swner @ now “stone-blind” and withoeut one of his honds
(%77; ch. 6). Unlike Dickens, howewver, Bronti offers her characters an
alternative; she describes the house where s humbled man and & now
econmmically independent woman can be happy. The “*manor-house of
Ferndean,” unlike Thornfield Hall, is of “moderate size, and no archi-
tectural pretensions”; moreover, it is “deep buried in a wood” (578;
eh. 57). Earlier, an orchard-garden had allowsd the love of Jane and
Edward to blossom relatively frec from these reminders of their eco-
nomic inequity and of Edward’s past that they found inside Thornfield
Hall. In & mwore modest house totally enveloped by nature'’s green, how-
ever, past inequitics and injuries can be healed in o froitfa] morriage;
Edward recovers at least enough sight te recogmize that the firstbom in
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his arms has “inherited his own eyes, as they once were” (g7: ch. 38).

Al the end of The Secret Garden, Misselthwaite Manor does no
hawe to he ahandoned or replaced becauss it is in the process of being
transformed by the same nurturant powef at work in the garden. The
natural forces that lead Mary to enter the secret garden also prommpt
hn:bueqﬂnmth:}lm and find its secret inhabitont, The wind that
blows aside the ivy to reveal the secret garden's hidden door also first
revenls to her Colin's ery. At first, she can hardly distinguizsh his ery
from the wind, but the cry becomes clear when a draft comes from
his door through the passages and blows her door open (50; ch. 5).
Later, it is because the “wuthering” wind and rain keep her awake one
night that she decides 1o follow the cry through the corridors and finds
Colin (133; ch, 8). Rain also plays & role in filling the empty house with
the children’s noisy life; rainy days prompt Mary, and later Colin with
her, to eaplore and use as ruways the manor’s m:.nrl.l.u.u.nedmml
and corvidors. Also, before Colin himself enters the garden, its natural
healing force comes inside to him through Mary's lyric descriptions;
ﬁnﬂnﬁ,“nﬁquhﬁgﬂ;mﬂdnﬁrﬂhwﬁthdmbmuﬂar
an open window in Colin's room.

Burnett’s text emphasizes the opening of the manor to natare's heal-
ing influences by portraying this change as ing sirnultaneously
with thase ing in the . Her narrative cuts and forth
between garden , highlighting the parallel developments in
what is oceurring in the two places, In chapters 5 and 6, for example,
Mary first hears Colin's ery and makes her first cxplorstion of the
house; in the mext two chapiers, Mary discovers the garden's key and
door. The next three chapters describe her entranee and early work in
the garden, followed by three chapters st inide, depicting Mary®s fivst
wisit with Archibald Craven and her discovery of Colin. The book con-
tinues this pattern until the last two chapters, when Mother Sowerby
and finally Archibald Craven enter the garden. The book's conclud-
ing paragraphs conflate the two settiongs by placiog e nsder inside
nhmmfulhrﬂ 5 narturant imfluence, a
ready fo receive a father and son who can now troly live in the house
as well as own it. For the first time in the book, Ben Weatherstaff—
whose “duties rarely took him away from the gardens” (agy; ch. 27—
iz inside the house. It is by looking out the window with Ben that the
reader receives the book's final vision of Colin and his father walking
from the garden, scross the lawn, and into the house.
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Burmett uses not only narrative structure but also linking imagery
to suggest that the garden's nurturant power is also filling the house.
When Mary first enters the garden, Burnett's chapter title calls the gar-
den “The Strangest House”™; inside, Mary finds this “house” to have
“arches,” “alcoves,” and “stone seats.” Mary is obviously fascinated by
lhdy.l'dm'u-mmn:\ but she also feels alone; %1 am the first Pc:raq:nnw]:n
has spoken here for ten years," she muses (76-7g; ch. g). Soon after,
in speaking to Martha, she associates the garden with the loneliness
she has experienced elsewhere on the estate. “This is such a big lonely
place,” Mary says. “The house 15 lonely, and the park is lonely, and the
gardens are lonely. So many places seem shut up”™ (Ba; ch. g). Neither
house nor garden, however, is entirely empty of life. Both contain nests.
During Mary’s first exploration of the house, she sees “nothing alive™
until she finds in a hole in a sofa cushion “six baby mice™ “cuddled up
asleep™ in “a comfortable nest” (57; ch. 6). The garden also contains
a nest. During Mary's initial visits, the robin who showed her the gar-
den’s kev and door is lﬁ]]cﬂq.l.rﬁ.ng; later, however, the robin and his
mate build a nest and tend their eggs there. Both garden and house
not enly contain nests but are suggested to be nests. When Dickon first
enters the garden, Burnett's chapter title calls it “The Nest of the Missel
Thrush™ (100; ch, 11); later, through a picture and note that he leaves
for Mary, Dickon identifies the garden as “her nest” and suggests that
she is “like a missel thrush™ {123; ch. 13). Dickon's note reminds the
reader that, because of its name, Misselthwaite Manor can also be con-
sidered a nest for Colin=if Mary's first exploration of the house leads
her to the nest of mice, her second trip leads her to a similarly hidden
Colin. That Misselthwaite Manor is Colin's nest is further suggested
by a conversation between the nesting robing in the garden. Wateh-
ing Colin's strange behavior, the mother bird fears for her eggs until
the father bird recalls that he had behaved similary when his parents
made him learn to fly; he tells her that Colin is like & bird just out of
its nest and “learning to My—or rather o walk™ (wGa—Gu; ch. ag). Ap-
propriately, later in the same chapter, the children find an empty nest
in the manor; “the mice had grown up and run away and the hole [in
the sofa cushion] was empty™ (266; ch. 25).

Several paragraphs later, Mary makes a discovery that begins to re-
veal one of the most important secrets in Burneit's masterpiece, a secret
fully revealed in the next two, concluding chapters: The “Magic™ power
at work in both house and garden is Colin's dead mother. Mary notices

in Colin's room that the curtain over the portrait of his mother is now |
npen; this curtain provides yet another link to the garden, since it hay -
been earlier described as “rose-colored” (i5a; ch. 15), while the ivy

covering the garden door has, in tum, fréquently been called a “cur- |
tain.” Colin had shown Mary the porirait the night Mary found him;
bn: biadl told Mary that he kept the curtain closed because he hated his |
mother for dying, because she smiled too much when he was miser- |
able, and because “she is mine and | don't want everyone to see her” ;

(133; ch. 13). Now that Colin is healthy and happy, however, it does not
make him “angry any more to see her laughing” (afi7; ch. 25). Appar-

ently, his garden experience of a power larger than his own has made i
him more willing to share. Finally, perhaps Colin is no longer driven by

lﬂpr-l }'H!I‘dl‘.d‘]’l }w—mlu [ md]ntiha-l; stall somchow alive in
hhmm.ihtdkhﬁqhw.mﬁghul;u.thcmﬁghlhﬂnm

in the window and made him pull the curtain’s cord; it “felt as if the |
M-‘lcmﬂﬂmgihemm.“hemandhem*huﬂhgmwﬂ ;

his mother by wdlizyg that she “must have been a sort of Magic person.”
Mary's reply suggests that Colin’s mother is alive in his room also in

that her own soul at last shines through his face. Viewing the mother's ;

laughing portrait, Mary tells Colin, “You are so like her now . . . that
sometimes [ think perhaps you are her ghost made into a boy™ “If [

were her ghost—my father would be fond of me,” Colin observes (267; :

ch. as).

Colin's observation points toward the final reunion of son and father

in the garden, where his mother's Magic, now acknowledged in the

manaor, hlﬂﬁmbcgnnhlwuri.ﬁnpnienandm:nmmmnlty !
members have for some time been her living hands. It was because her |

bhlm-taimdtlmamﬂnnprcwdﬁdﬂmhﬂulﬂﬂrlm'i orders o have
it locked that Ben Weatherstaff continued to prune the garden after

she died (229; ch. 22). Similarly, it was Colin’s mother who told Mary |
and Dickon to bring Colin to the garden, according to Mother Sowerby

(217; ch. 21). Now, in a chapter titled “It's Mother,” Colin's mother is
given not only hands but voice by Mother Sowerby, who finally visits

the children in the garden. When Colin says he wishes Mother Sowerby

were his mother, she embraces him and says. “Thy own mathes's in
this "ere very garden, 1 do believe. She couldna’ keep out of it" Add-

ing, “thy father mun come back to thee—he mun" (27g-80; ch. of),
Mother Sowerby sends a letter telling Archibald Craven to return to
the garden, a letter ha receives just as he wakes —one moonlit night—
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from a dream in which his wife called him back to her “in the garden”

(287; ch. 27).

The final chapter, “In the Garden,” describes Archibald Craven’s re-
turn as a reprise of the earlier, more fully dramatized experiences of
Colin and Mary. Without his knowing it, the garden had been at work
within the father while it had worked within the son; he began to feel
its “awakening” power while gazing at a forget-me-not on the same
day Colin first entered the garden and declared, “I am going to live
forever” (285-86; ch. 27). As he makes the trip home, Craven acknowl-
edges that, in his earlier anger that “the child was alive and the mother
was dead,” “he had not felt like a father at all” (289; ch. 27). Per-
haps aware that he needs to learn how to nurture, he stops at Mother
Sowerby’s cottage; she is away helping a woman with a new baby, but
he recognizes, apparently for the first time, that the Sowerby children
arp “a healthy likable lot,” and he gives them “a golden sovereign”

291; ch. 27). Craven must learn also to receive, however, if he is to give
of himself as well as of his money. Still an isolate as Mary was at the
beginning of the book, he must retrace her steps. After a brief visit to
the manor, feeling “on earth again,” Craven takes “his way, as Mary
had done, through the door in the shrubbery and among the laurels
and the fountain beds” to the garden (293; ch. 27). There, like Mary
before him, he himself can be nurtured and thus learn how to nurture.

Some of the deepest satisfactions Burnett’s masterpiece affords can
be explained if one perceives that the reunion that occurs when Craven
reaches the garden is not just paternal but maternal. The book’s con-
figuration of characters and webs of imagery have already suggested
that it is the soul of Colin’s mother that has been transforming the
garden and the house with nurturant power; now, language of birth
suggests that garden, and perhaps also house, are her maternal body.
As the “rose-colored” curtain has recently been opened to reveal her
portrait in the house, the door to the garden is now “flung wide open,
the sheet of ivy swinging back”; “the uncontrollable moment” has ar-
rived; with “quick strong young breathing,” “a boy burst[s] through it
at full speed and, without seeing,” dashes “almost into his [father’s]
arms” (294; ch. 27). :

By perceiving house and garden as images of not only the transform-
ing power of nature and a mothering community but also of a mother’s
nurturant body, one uncovers a secret plot within The Secret Garden
that breaks through its patriarchal sociology. Keyser points to this plot

Gardens, Houses, and Nurturant Power‘

when she includes the following in her description of what she remem- ‘

bered of the book before rereading it to write her article: “I remem-
bered Mary exploring the winding paths and gardens within gardens,
and indoors the winding corridors with their many locked rooms” (2).
At some level, the reader, along with Mary, Colin, and finally even
Archibald Craven, reenacts the usually repressed desire to explore the
secret mysteries of the mother’s body as well as her soul. It may be this
plot which above all identifies The Secret Garden as what the French
feminists call écriture féminine. According to Toril Moi (114), Héléne
Cixous describes “the mother as the source and origin of the voice to be
heard in all female texts.” In The Secret Garden, we hear this voice, this
voice of the mother who “physically materializes what she’s thinking,”
who “signifies il with her body.”
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