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The Purpose and t h e Plan of this Study 

The purpose of this study is to interpret and to j udge 

t he novels of Mary Webb . She wrote poems , essays , short 

stories, criticism, and novels; but we are concerned here only 

with her five complete novels. Of these , the one best knovm 

is the fifth , Precious Bane . One of the prime interests of 

this paper is to place her other works i n relation to this . 

The first step has seemed to be to acquaint the reader 

with the outstanding facts in the author ' s life. This is al ­

ways necessary when one discusses the Vlorks of any single 

author ; it is doubly necessary when one is dealing ith a 

vn• i ter about whom certain legends have sprung up . 

Our second step will be to give a resume of each of the 

five works with whi ch we are dealing . Then, having the mate­

r i al s before us , we shall proceed to relate the novels to the 

author ' s life and to analyze each of these larger pieces of 

fiction technically, trying to discover the strong and the 

weak points of each, noting the author's deta iled successes 

and failures , comparing the novels , and finally making some 

generalizations about them. 
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2 . Girlhood and Education: 

Gladys rEeredi th was a child who loved the outdoors: she 

took long tramps; she ate ou t of doors almost habitually i n -

stead of on rare occasions only , as most children do . She 

showed great affection for animals, was somewhat obstina te, 

often untidy , always kind . VJ e are told that 11VJhen Mrs . Mere-

di th asked Gladys to vra ter the flower•s , she deliberately l eft 

t hem until the evening or later . It was not due to disl i ke of 

the task --she enjoyed it; but her obstinate independence re-

belled when the requ est came from external authority. She 

liked to d o the plant -vvatel"ing because she liked it , and when 

she wa s told to do what she liked, she did it at the mos t awk­

ward time ."(l) She gardened as we have said because he r fa-

ther. (and mother too) gar•dened; in fact , she loved flovvers so 

well t hat she " wrote about them, painted them, and grevi them. 11 2 ) 

She also studied botany l a t er on i n life . 

For of course there were l essons to be learned , and the 

g irl ' s governess and friend , very dear f riend, was Miss E . H. 

Lory . The family had mo ved from Le i ghton to Much Wenlock , a 

village somewhat to the east of Shrewsbury . Here five brother 

and sisters were born, and here they lived for about fifteen 

years, or until they removed nearer to Leighton , to Stanton-

on - Hine Heath , about six miles nor•th of Shrewsbury . 'fuile 

they were still living at Much Henlock, however, Gladys Mary 

h ad attended Mrs. \'almsley 1 s finishin g school at Southport in 

(1) Hilda ddison , op . cit. , p . ll 
2 I . Shi ton Childhood of lVIar' 
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all writers about her seek to explain by one means or another ) 

and that one at l east ( Wiss Hilda ddison) cannot entirely 

comprehenu. .(l) 

Of the placing of the manuscript of The House in Dormer 

Forest , and in view of all that has been sa i d in regard to the 

crue lty of the financial difficul ties of the aut hor . and the 

callousness of t h e world in not re cognizing her , the following 

quotation from IVirs . Webb's most recent biographer is pertinent 

"That the publishers regarded Mary Webb as a 
novelist of great potentialities is shown in the ir 
attitude t o J.:.he manus cript of The House i n Dormer 
Fores t. The firm of Constable had i ssued The Golden 
Arrow and Gone t o Earth . But several other firms , 
i n cluding Hodder & Stoughton i n London , and Double ­
day in New York , entered into compe ti t ion f or her 
third novel , which was event ually secured by Hutch­
inson & Company in England and George H. Doran .in 
the U. S. The amounts which these publishers 
paid on account of ' advance r oyalti es ' will surprise 
anyone wh o has been inclined to exaggerate the state­
ment made publicly after her death by the Hi ght Hon . 
Stanley Baldwi n that Mary Webb wa s 1 an author Yvh o had 
not attained suffi cient recognition '. ' Sufficient 
recognition ' is a relative term, and the facts are 
that her new English publishers made a prelimi nary 
payment of t wo hundred pounds for The House in Dormer 
Fores t and assured her a similar advance on her next 
nove l; also the f irm who proceeded to publish her 
bo oks in America advanced three hundred pounds for 
The House in Dormer Forest and agreed to pay the same 
amount for i ts successor. In order to make clear the 
significance of these amounts in relation to a novel­
ist not yet ' es tablished', i t may be explained that 
advan ced royalty of several hundred pounds on a single 
book is several times as larg e as the figure usual l { 2 ) 
paid in similar circumstances before publicati on . " 

Of c ourse t h is does not al te r the fact that the general public 

did n o t buy her bo oks ; they appealed to the d iscerning but not 

to the mass , and sold only about a thousand copies apiece .( 3 ) 

liloul t , I bid., 
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Summary of Part One 

'rhe following facts may well be listed as valuable con­

nections between Mary Webb's life and reputation and work s. 

1. Her father's writing and gardening; her 
spiritual kinship to h im. 

2. What she evidently felt to be phy sical 
blemishes or peculiarities. 

3 . Her closeness to nature, especially to 
Shropshire. 

4. Her invalidism. 

5. Her belief in Love, second only to her 
love for nature. 

6. Some little doubt as to the actuality, or 
at least the necessity, of her "poverty". 

7. Recognition that did come to her in no 
insignificant degree while she lived. 

8. Her reading: Synge, the Bible, Storm, Hardy 
Lady Julian. 
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II 

"approve of marriage 11
, and even after• he does marry her• the 

aching lack that he is not the "lover of her• soul 11
• In fact, 

Stephen has to leave Deb and talce a trip to America before h e 

can find the arrow. He is the only char a cter in t h e book--the 

only character in all Mrs. Webb's novels, I believe--tha t de-

velops; all t he rest are static. But Stephen does develop, al-

though we see little or nothing of the actual process; he re-

turns from imerica with the knowledge that 

now neither the wilderness nor dark weather, devils, 
nor the infinite void, mattered to him in the least. 
His love for Deborah made him impregnable to terror, 
gave him a grasp of truth deeper than reason. He had 
found t he golden arrow, to his own agony and ennobling. 

Deborah herself is not a complex character. She is best 

described in t he following paragraph: 

She combed and pinned up her wing-like hair and 
took out her best frock--an old-fashioned purple delaine 
sprinkled with small pink poppies--and slipped it over 
her head. She was transformed from a pleasant girl into 
an arresting woman. The deep colour threw up into her 
gray eyes shifting violet lights, gave her transparent 
skin an ethereal look , burnished her hair·. Dark colours 
were to her what rainy ·weather is to hills, bringing out 
the latent magic and vitality. This morning her dress 
might have been cut from the hills, their colours were 
so alike. Al ways dignified in the unselfconscious man­
ner of those who live in the wilds, Deborah was even 
queenly to-day in h er straight, gathered skirt and the 
bodice crossed on her breast. 

She is not a complex character, but she is a very beautiful one 

'rhat she looks on life with quiet eyes, t hat she could become 

t h e disintegrated personality that she does only under t h e bur­

den of Stephen's desertion (no other tragedy could have done i t , 

is due to her spiritual kinship to her father, John Arden. 

I'/Iary Webb 1 s own father was the prototype of this vmrm-

hearted, far-seeing man. To me his portrayal is second only to 
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that o f Prue Sarn in Preci ous Bane . Cert ainly no other man in 

these novels is eve_n a distant approach to J ohn Arden . Mary 

Webb 1 s other mascul ine characters are ei tb.er too young to have 

attained wisdom, too bewildered (like Stephen ) to be discerning 

or too much confined by idiosyncrasy or d octrine to be sympa ­

t he tic. One writer says that J ohn Arden "is perhaps t oo ideal­

ized to be thoroughly convincing •••• 11 
( 

1 ), but anyone who knov1s 

the real richness of simple, kindly , a pparent ly earth- bound 

bodies, knows als o that they are idealisti c. As a matter of 

fact , the same writer g oes on t o say: 

He is one of t he most valuable of her chara c ters • 
•••• She describes John's religion as 1 deep , pantheistic 
Christianity '. Al though h e ' travelled into reg ion s where 
thought stopped', there was something more defini te than 
shadovry mysticism in his creed . Lik e Mary herself , John 
· rden centered his belief around the personality of 
Christ , often symbolized by h i m a s the Flockmaster . He 
sometimes went to chapel services , but is plainly shown 
to be present there only in b ody . When Eli was admonish­
ing the congregati on, 'John was lost in contemplat ion. 
He wa s thinking of the radiant mornings on which he had 
felt- - as some felt in Galilee a while ago-- a Presence 
near him, and, as they did , "wist not who i t vias 11

• He 
s miled at the transcendent beauty of the hills on those 
days , the wistful meani ng in the cry of t h e sheep , t he 
quiet messages o f the rain.' 

One memorable senten ce will linger long in the minds of those 

wh o value this book and appreciate the character of John rden . 

"He had n o moral code," Mary says , aYJ.d then adds her own charac 

teristic corollary: " Those that dwell in the l ands o f the sun 

do not need fires . " 

John 's faith is essentially t h at of a countryman, 
and if The Golden Arrow did n o more than awaken custom­
hardened, conventional Christians to a sense of the fresh 
pastoral features of the Gospel, it would have achieved nc 
small end. He wa s a shepherd who loved his animals . At . 

(1) Hilda Addison, op.cit., p .l29 
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Lily has been at chapel too, and on their way home Eli 

makes her take off the flowers vd th which she had decked her 

hat and trample upon them. Then as a punishment for leaving 

some milk to sour, she is to make it into milk ch eese; since 

t h ere is no cloth for strainers, she is to use her "ondecent 

bodice" of muslin. But when he cuts off her golden curls to 

remove 11 a temptation" and falls asleep over his Bible, she gets 

his rook-rifle and attempts to shoot him. 

Joe arrives just in time to prevent a second shot. Both 

he and his father have sensed that Eli's rage b oded no good f or 

Lil , and he has come to talt e her bs.ck to the Arden cottag e un­

der t h e pretext of her going berrying the next day with Patty 

and Deb. 

While the women are berrying, Stephen comes by and has 

his lunch with them. Lily tries, as she did before at the chap 1, 

to attract his attention to herself, but he has eyes for none 

other than the plainer Deborah. 

t t the end of the day when Eli comes to fetch Lily home, 

Joe tells him that he is g oing to ask Lily to marry him. Eli 

insists that in return for "his dairymaid 11 Joe shall g ive him 

some occasional return in labor, such as handling the sheep and 

helping in shearing. 

Joe starts immediately to prepare a home for his bride, 

but Lil is terrified at the thought of uthis time next yearn. 

She even as k s Joe if they can't "be just brother and sister", 

but he replies "all or nought". Mrs. Arden has come into the 

cottage just in time to catcr1 the significance of t h eir trouble 
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continues to flo g her all the way home, whe r e she falls d own to 

die. 

Eli 1 s daughter has not change d by becoming f-11rs. Joe Arden 

she still envies Deborah for having won Stephen ; when she and 

Joe go to market, she not only flirts with a dea ler but buys a 

collar for her dress with some of the butter money; and finally 

she plots to rid herself of Joe's baby by g oing to old Nancy 

Cor ra. She finds the medi cine too repulsive to tak e, but Mrs. 

Arden visits their cottage just after Joe, driven to self-punis'­

ment by Lily's recriminations for the pain she will have to en­

dure, has seared his hand three or f our times with a red-hot 

pok er. Nancy's b ottle is brought from the cupboard instead of 

oil for Joe's hand, and Mrs. Arden not only re cognizes it but 

warns Joe. In consequence he makes I.ily promise not to lie or 

try to g et r id of the baby a gain; in return, he says he will bu 

her a locket and "let her off the oth er five" ch ildren h e had 

h oped to have. 

l1e amYhi le all has not been g oing too smoothly with Deb an 

Stephen . He is lustful, but ha s finally d one voluntary penance 

by sleeping on the floor for a week. The jutting black rock 

under which they live, c a lled the Devil 's Chair, is beg j_nn i ng 

to wear upon him ; he feels that it is threatening , h e feels tha , 

Deb ties him d ovm , and wish es to g et away. Deb is also to have 

a ch ild; she too g oes to see Nancy Carra, not from sordid motiv s 

but merely for verification of her surmise. 

Lily still keeps h er eye upon Stephen, and once approache 

him.=c_allecl__f.r . .om_the_min.e 
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you was at church as cloves in a Christmas apple. 11 Surely Lucy s 

mind is not the type to see that relationship--unless, of cours . , 

it is a familiar saying in that region. 

In the main , despite these flaws , the incidents are the 

logical outcome of the characters and t h e position in which the 

find themselves. 

4. Setting and Symbolism: 

i'ilary Webb is never far away from Nature :tn any of her 

writing; perhaps she is in this first novel as much as she is 

in any unless it be Seven for a Secret. The novel is set, of 

course, in the author 's native Shropshire. The Devil 1 s Chair, 

which is not only a part of the setting but is also symbolic 

of Stephen ' s unrest and t he impending tragedy , is an actual 

feature of the vicinity. 

Behind the Longmynd Hills, through the wild country 
on the Welsh frontier, stJ::>etches the range ca lled the 
Stipperstones (1800 ft.), so named from the curious 
r•ocks on its highest ridges • I 1rhere is not perhaps a 
more singular feature in t he phys ical geography of 
England than the Stipperstones. These rocks are made 
up of a number of broken and serrated ledges, jutting 
out to form the summits of t he hills which flank t h e 
volcanized mining district of Shelve , at he i ghts vary­
ing from 1500 to 1600 feet above the sea. They stand 
out on the crest of the hill like ragged cyclopean 
ruins, some of whi ch are 50 or 60 feet high, and from 
120 to 1 30 feet in width. The slopes of the elevated 
moorlands from which they protrude are covered with 
coarse detritus of the same rock.' 

The highest rock is known as 1 rrhe Devil 1 s Chair 1 • It 
is so-called because when the Devil ·vms coming from Ire­
land with an apron full of stones to fill up Hell Gutter 
(Sh ropshire f<;>r ravine) at t he side .of the hill, he sat 
down to rest, and as he got up, h is apron-string broke 
and all his stones fell down, and there they are to t his 
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