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Abstract 

The Literary Places of Mary Cholmondeley and Mary Webb: Women Walking and 

Interacting with the Shropshire Countryside 

Naomi Walker 

This thesis will demonstrate the importance of Mary Cholmondeley’s and Mary Webb’s 
novels, short stories, poetry and essays by showing their part in the literary heritage of 
Shropshire. Both writers drew on their experiences of living in Shropshire villages for their 
inspiration. This thesis will highlight the significance of the work of these now little-known 
authors and will draw attention to the feminist arguments which were implicit in their work. 
By highlighting the instances of women walking and interacting with the countryside in their 
short stories and novels, I will show that both authors indicated the necessity for greater rights 
for women in society in the early part of the twentieth century. The independent and free-
thinking heroines who feature in their novels and short stories provide important feminist 
representations which deserve greater visibility in studies of this period. As such, this thesis 
will be useful to scholars studying New Woman writers and their depictions of women. By 
stressing the influence of Shropshire on each author’s work, I hope that they will stand 
comparison with A.E. Housman, whose poetry is influenced by that region. This thesis will 
provide a critical study of Cholmondeley and Webb and I have produced a number of G.I.S. 
maps to emphasise the connection they had with Shropshire. These provide an alternative way 
to study their work. This online and accessible resource should engage new audiences to their 
work. 
 The Introduction to the thesis will set out the connections that both writers had with the 
county. It will also provide an overview of critical texts associated with Space and Place studies 
that have influenced my research, as well as relating Cholmondeley and Webb to some of the 
other women writers who were writing at the same time. 
 Chapter One focusses on Cholmondeley’s writing, arguing that her work displays an 
implicit feminism. She depicts heroines walking and interacting with the countryside in both 
her novels and short stories as part of her argument that women desired more independence in 
the early part of the twentieth century. This chapter also assesses the influence of Shropshire 
on Cholmondeley’s work and argues that, even when living away from the county, it had a 
great impact on her writing. 
 Chapter Two will show that, whilst Mary Webb’s connection to Shropshire has already 
been well established, few academic studies have been written about her work. I argue that, by 
portraying the mobility of women within the rural landscape in her novels, poetry, essays and 
short stories, she addresses the larger political issue of women’s rights. This chapter also 
analyses the work of many of the literary pilgrims who visited Shropshire specifically in search 
of the places that inspired Webb’s writing in order to show the unhelpful ways in which they 
have mythologised her life and work.  
 Chapter Three will analyse the G.I.S. maps which I have produced in order to argue 
that mapping can lead to a greater insight into the work of these two authors. It will also point 
out the growing use of interactive technology in contemporary literature studies. Links to my 
G.I.S. maps, and more information about them, can be found in the Appendix to my thesis. 

The Conclusion demonstrates the continuing legacy of Cholmondeley and Webb in 
order to stress their importance, not only to the literary landscape of Shropshire, but also to the 
wider literary culture.  
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The Literary Places of Mary Cholmondeley and Mary Webb: Women Walking and 

Interacting with the Shropshire Countryside 

 

Introduction 

 

Mary Cholmondeley and Mary Webb – Establishing Shropshire’s Literary Heritage 

 

Mary Cholmondeley (1859-1925) and Mary Webb (1881-1927) were both born in Shropshire 

and wrote novels and short stories in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although 

the two writers had differing styles of writing, they both depicted rural-based, independent 

heroines who didn’t conform to society’s expectations of women at the time. Their work 

expresses, both implicitly and explicitly, the need for greater rights for women and recognises 

that although women were constrained in the past, the time for social change had arrived. They 

were both writing at a time when women were demanding greater rights in society and their 

novels and short stories depict heroines who express this desire for change. Whilst neither 

writer was known to be openly militant about women’s rights issues, their writing represents 

many independent women who refuse to conform to society’s expectations of them and who 

instead pursue their own desires. Through their depiction of the Shropshire countryside, both 

novelists show that the rural communities can provide an environment which nurtures and 

encourages female independence. By representing their heroines often walking on their own 

through the local landscape, both authors suggest that women wish to be freed from the 

shackles of society life. The rural setting provides the writers with a vast landscape in which 

their women characters are free to roam. I will argue that the act of walking through the 

countryside can be seen as an assertion of female independence and that the depiction of this 

in their novels and short stories enhances their argument for greater rights for women in society. 

This thesis proposes that the county of Shropshire stimulated their writing and feminist 

approaches to their female characters and acted as a positive influence on their lives.  

 These two writers have often been neglected by critics and academics and their work 

has often tended to be ignored or overlooked. However, both authors were previously seen as 

significant literary figures. Mary Cholmondeley was a very popular author at the end of the 

nineteenth century and her fifth novel, Red Pottage (1899), was ‘the best-seller of its fin-de-

siècle season; Mudie’s bought 2,000 copies for their circulating libraries, and in the United 
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States it was soon selling at the rate of 1,500 copies a day’.1 Her later novels, however, were 

not so popular and (except for Diana Tempest (1893) and Red Pottage) her work now is mainly 

out of print. Few critical studies have been done of her work and, as a result, her writing is not 

often taught on many university syllabuses. The difficulty in accessing some of her work, along 

with the critical neglect, is a problem for researchers and students as an important aspect of 

British literary history is being overlooked. The lack of a literary society devoted to her may 

also be a reason why her work is not as widely known. Cholmondeley’s work gives readers an 

insight into aspects of women’s lives which deserve to be studied and analysed. Her novels and 

short stories are successful in providing an implicit and persuasive argument for more rights 

for women in society, whilst she maintains the humour and drama associated with popular 

fiction. 

 Mary Webb is also an author who, on the whole, has been unfairly neglected outside of 

the county of Shropshire.2 She has been categorised by literary critics and publishers as a 

romantic, pastoral writer and this classification has affected her reputation often in negative 

ways. Stella Gibbons’ novel Cold Comfort Farm (1932) was seen as a parody of novels like 

Webb’s and its success was only detrimental to Webb’s image. Gibbons’ novel ridiculed the 

style of writing which had been popularised by writers like Webb; that is the melodrama and 

emotional intensity of rural writing. My thesis will challenge this narrow interpretation of 

Webb’s work and, instead, will emphasise the feminist aspects of her writing. Her writing, like 

Cholmondeley’s, has not attracted much critical attention, which I think is a result of a 

misunderstanding and a misreading of her work. Her work, like Cholmondeley’s, is also 

deserving of a wider audience and this thesis offers a re-evaluation of her writing which aims 

to discuss how issues of women’s rights were blended with her studies of rural life. My first 

chapter will discuss Mary Cholmondeley and her novels and short stories in order to 

demonstrate how she implicitly argues for greater rights for women in society through her 

depiction of women walking in the countryside. My second chapter will then focus on Mary 

Webb’s poetry, short stories, nature essays and novels in order to show how her engagement 

with the Shropshire countryside and her depiction of her heroines walking the landscape are 

part of her argument that women require greater independence in their lives. My third chapter 

discusses G.I.S. mapping and the importance of interactive forms of learning in today’s 

 
1 Elaine Showalter, ‘Introduction’ in Red Pottage (London: Virago, 1985), p.vii. 
2 There have, however, been some literary pilgrims who have travelled to Shropshire in search of the places 
that inspired her writing. More will be written about this in Chapter Two. 
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literature studies. My conclusion will stress the relevance of Cholmondeley and Webb in 

Shropshire’s literary heritage. 

 In this chapter, I will first introduce both authors within the framework of their 

feminism and their experiences of Shropshire. I will then go on to explain the ways in which 

this thesis is shaped by critical work on walking, mobility and space and place studies. 

 

Mary Cholmondeley: Haunted by Shropshire 

 

Mary Cholmondeley was born in the village of Hodnet in Shropshire in 1859 and she lived 

there for the majority of the first thirty-seven years of her life.3 She lived with her family at 

Hodnet Rectory, where her father was the village rector, until October 1896, and often visited 

it after she had moved away to live in London. Although her most famous novel depicting rural 

life based on her experiences of Shropshire, Red Pottage, was not published until 1899, three 

years after she left the county, I will argue that Shropshire undoubtedly had an influence on 

both her early and later writings. By the time she moved to London in 1896, she had already 

had four novels published or serialised in magazines: The Danvers Jewels (1887); Sir Charles 

Danvers (1889); Diana Tempest (1893); and A Devotee: An Episode in the Life of a Butterfly 

(1896), and had written many short stories. Even when Cholmondeley was writing away from 

Shropshire, this thesis will demonstrate that the county inspired her writing, as the fictional 

Middleshire in Red Pottage is clearly based on her birthplace. After moving to London, she 

published this novel as well as Moth and Rust (1902), Prisoners (Fast Bound in Misery and 

Iron) (1906), and Notwithstanding (1913). She also published some short stories in the same 

edition as her novella Moth and Rust and in two further collections entitled The Lowest Rung 

(1908) and The Romance of His Life and Other Romances (1921). As well as living in London, 

she leased a house in Ufford in Suffolk and she wrote about this area in some of her later novels 

and stories.  

 Very little has been written about Mary Cholmondeley, apart from a few notable works 

in recent years, and she has not been linked to Shropshire in the same way that Mary Webb 

has. A biography of her life was published in 1928 by literary critic Percy Lubbock entitled 

Mary Cholmondeley: A Sketch from Memory. This short work is very judgmental and today 

seems outdated in tone and, as it was written by her friend of twenty-five years, presents a very 

narrow view of Cholmondeley’s work and personality. Lubbock writes: ‘Civilised as she was, 

 
3 She lived for an interlude at Leaton Vicarage. 
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with her gracious and scrupulous ways, and complicated as she seemed, mazily and 

mysteriously ruminating, she was profoundly simple within’.4 I will argue that Cholmondeley 

was a more complicated character than Lubbock’s presentation suggests and that her writing is 

worthy of more attention. A more critically-informed study of Cholmondeley’s life and work 

has been provided by Carolyn W. de la L. Oulton in her biography entitled Let the Flowers Go: 

A Life of Mary Cholmondeley (2009). This book provides a detailed literary analysis of 

Cholmondeley’s novels and short stories together with an academic study of her personal life. 

I will be referring to this biography, together with the later essay collection edited by Oulton, 

Mary Cholmondeley Reconsidered (2010), in my chapter on Cholmondeley. This collection 

analyses and reconsiders Cholmondeley’s work in relation to gender issues, concepts of 

identity, the use of Gothic themes, and notions of imperialism and religion. These books inform 

my study of Cholmondeley’s life and work and I will engage with them as part of my argument 

that Cholmondeley’s writing represents an implicit argument for greater rights for women in 

society. Mary Cholmondeley herself wrote a memoir in 1918 entitled Under One Roof: A 

Family Record, which details her life at Hodnet Rectory, concentrating on the people who lived 

there (her father, mother, her nurse ‘Ninny’, and her sister Hester). Although it does not convey 

her own thoughts about the Shropshire landscape, it does provide us with an insight into her 

life spent there and indicates that she was still thinking fondly of the county over thirty years 

after moving away from it. She opens her memoir with the words: ‘As I write these lines the 

dim London room in which I sit vanishes away, and the old home in the green midlands rises 

up’.5 This suggests that she was haunted by her memories of Shropshire and I will argue that 

the county undoubtedly influenced her writing, referring to the evidence offered in this memoir. 

Her rural upbringing and life in the rectory shaped her writing as many of her novels are 

concerned with small, rural societies and often feature local clergymen as characters. The 

people that she encountered whilst living in Shropshire helped structure the characters that she 

later formed in her novels and stories, for example the Gresleys in Red Pottage. The rural 

scenery and local society in Shropshire also influenced her writing and had an impact on the 

presentation of her settings and characters. 

 I will also argue that the images of women walking and interacting with the countryside 

in her novels represent her implicit argument regarding greater rights for women. Central to 

my discussion are two of her best-known novels, Diana Tempest and Red Pottage; however, I 

 
4 Percy Lubbock, Mary Cholmondeley, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1928), p.16. 
5 Mary Cholmondeley, Under One Roof, (London: John Murray, 1929), p.xi. 
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will also analyse the way that women characters are represented in her short stories because 

this is where Cholmondeley’s feminist argument is more pronounced. For example, in her short 

story ‘Votes for Men’ she envisions a world where women are in charge. Mary Cholmondeley 

was unable to walk much herself as suffered from severe asthma. However, I will argue that 

the loss of mobility she experienced inspired her representation of women walking as she 

wished to convey the frustration that women felt by their lack of freedom. 

This thesis will argue, then, that Cholmondeley uses place and setting in her writing as 

representative of her characters’ attitudes. For example in Red Pottage, the parochial Rector 

Gresley is placed alongside the River Drone: ‘About eight o’clock on this particular morning 

in July the Drone could hear if it wanted to hear, which apparently no one else did, the high 

unmodulated voice in which Mr. Gresley was reading the morning service’ which implies that 

he is a dreary and tiresome character.6 Cholmondeley reflected in her diary in 1898, after a 

return visit to Hodnet church, that: ‘I felt we had escaped. The time had indeed come for us to 

leave Hodnet. Yet this visit was painful too. Now I have been once I need never go again. There 

is no link with the place’.7 Nevertheless, despite her assertion, this thesis will demonstrate that 

she retained an imaginative link with her birthplace and this fed into her writing. I suggest that 

she wished to escape from the insularity of country society rather than the countryside itself. 

Her writing, whilst dismissive of some of the residents of country villages, is full of beautiful 

descriptions of the rural area, indicating that Cholmondeley was haunted by a love for the 

Shropshire landscape.  

Cholmondeley, although not an advocate for women’s suffrage, did wish women to 

have more rights within society. She wrote in a letter to her friend Matthew Nathan in 1911 

that: ‘Personally I do not think it is a vote, but legislation that she [i.e. women] needs’.8 She 

suggests that women need legal rights so that they can be more independent, and she goes on 

to say: 

It is hard that women anxious to make an honest livelihood should be stigmatized as 
hysterical by men when they agitate for a vote…As far as I know women, almost no 
woman wishes to support herself. It exhausts her. The fixed hours, the hopelessness of 
it all crushes her when her first youth is gone. But she has got to do it.9 
 

 
6 Cholmondeley, Red Pottage, (London: Virago, 1985), p.51. 
7 Mary Cholmondeley, Diary entry dated 13 September 1898 quoted in Carolyn W. de la L. Oulton, Let the 
Flowers Go: A Life of Mary Cholmondeley, (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2009), p.108. 
8 Cholmondeley letter to Matthew Nathan, 14 March 1911, quoted in Oulton, Let the Flowers Go, p.151-152. 
9 Ibid. 
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The emphatic statement that ‘she has got to do it’ shows that Cholmondeley believed that it 

was essential that women pursue their need for greater independence. She is clear in her 

argument here that women desire more freedom in their lives to make their own decisions and 

not to have to conform to society’s expectations of them. As this thesis will show, while 

Cholmondeley displays a quiet feminism in her novels, she is more vocal in her argument for 

women’s rights in her short stories. For example, her story ‘The Dark Cottage’ (1921) is partly 

set in 1965 and envisages a future where women have greater roles in society. Her short stories, 

this thesis suggests, are much more political than her novels, because Cholmondeley clearly 

found this a suitable genre to discuss these issues. The form of the short story provides a good 

opportunity to question the position of women in society; like many other female writers of the 

period, she found the genre a suitable outlet for her feminist ideas. Glennis Stephenson states 

that: 

The female novelist of the nineteenth century may have frequently encountered 
opposition and interference from the male literary establishment, but the female short 
story writer, working in a genre that was seen as less serious and less profitable, found 
her work to be actively encouraged.10 

 

As she received encouragement in this area, she may have felt more inclined to express her 

political concerns. Elaine Showalter notes that:  

Women writers in the 1890s found in the short story a suitable form for the new feminist 
theories of the decade: the exploration of female sexuality and fantasy; the development 
of a woman’s language, and the critique of male aestheticism.11  

 

The short story genre, therefore, provided writers such as Cholmondeley with an ideal outlet 

for their feminist views. She could explore issues in her stories that publishers deemed 

unsuitable in a full-length novel. Whilst not as widely read as her novels, they do offer a 

different insight on her political views, displaying a more militant way of writing. For example, 

in ‘The Goldfish’ (1921) she considered how women were imprisoned in their homes like 

goldfish were in bowls. She never discussed these issues explicitly in her novels, her feminism 

being more implicit in that genre. This thesis analyses her representations of women in both 

her novels and short stories and compares her presentation of women walking and interacting 

 
10 Glennis Stephenson (ed.), ‘Introduction’ in Nineteenth Century Stories by Women: An Anthology 
(Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview, 1997), p.9. 
11 Elaine Showalter quoted in Emma Liggins, Andrew Maunder and Ruth Robbins, The British Short Story 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011) p.35.  
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with the landscape in rural spaces in both genres as a way for her to demonstrate their desire 

for greater independence in society. 

 

The Mary Webb Myth 

 

Mary Webb has long been strongly associated with Shropshire and a myth has grown up around 

her that is as mystical as some of her stories. Whilst she has been categorised as a romantic, 

rural writer, I will argue that she is also a radical writer who embraced concepts of feminism 

which were articulated through the representation of her heroines. She has been described as 

having a ‘shy and sensitive individuality’12, being ‘[a]n elf-like child…so active that she always 

seemed on tiptoe’13 and ‘a solitary figure wandering along the laneways by Wenlock Edge’.14 

These are typical of many descriptions of Webb which mythologise her as a mystical and 

spiritual being. I will argue that this categorisation has hindered her reputation as a writer as 

readers and critics have overlooked the other dimensions of her work.  

There have been five biographies of Webb’s life published. The first appeared in 1931 

by Hilda Addison entitled Mary Webb: A Short Study of her Life and Work. A year later, in 

consultation with Webb’s husband, Thomas Moult published a further biography, Mary Webb: 

Her Life and Work. A brief account of her life was published in 1964 by Dorothy Wrenn 

entitled Goodbye to Morning: A Biographical Study of Mary Webb.15, while the more detailed 

biography by Gladys Mary Coles entitled The Flower of Light: A Biography of Mary Webb 

appeared in 1978. Coles continued her analysis of Webb’s life in her book Mary Webb (1990). 

All of these biographies blur fact and fiction and thus enhance the image of Webb as a spiritual 

being who had a profound relationship with nature. For example, Addison argues: 

It is impossible to think of Mrs. Webb apart from nature, and to say that she loved it is 
as platitudinous as saying that a skylark loves flight. Those who knew her realised that 
her love for the Shropshire countryside was different from and greater than Hardy’s 
affections for Wessex, Quiller-Couch’s or Walpole’s for Cornwall, or Sheila Kaye-
Smith’s for Sussex.16 

 

This quotation sets Webb apart from other comparable novelists and reinforces her reputation 

as a narrowly pastoral writer. Whilst I will argue that her nature writing shows a detailed 

 
12 Hilda Addison, Mary Webb, (London: Cecil Palmer, 1931), p.99. 
13 Thomas Moult, Mary Webb, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1932), p.28. 
14 Moult, Mary Webb, p.29. 
15 Dorothy Wrenn, Goodbye to Morning, (Shrewsbury: Wilding & Son, 1964). 
16 Addison, Mary Webb, p.82. 



 12 

understanding of the Shropshire countryside, my thesis works to emphasise Webb’s feminist 

views, which she portrays through depictions of women characters walking freely within their 

environment.  

Moult also presents an idealistic and romantic view of Webb from the outset of his 

biography: 

From the summit of a Shropshire hill a woman used to gaze out upon the stupendous 
panorama of mountains and valleys that followed the sky, east to west, so spaciously 
that its distant rim formed the horizon of five counties. It was as if she stood at the 
extreme end of a narrow peninsula. The four winds would blow her uncovered hair, and 
the rising and falling plains and ranges, dimly blue and green and golden, swept like a 
broad encircling sea against the heathery slopes, far below her feet.17 

 

This description shows Webb as reminiscent of a character in one of her novels and, as this 

thesis will demonstrate, Moult’s image fails to appreciate the more complex sides to Webb’s 

writing and character. Whilst Coles’ biography is the most in-depth study of Webb’s life and 

work and points out that ‘[s]he fits into no definite category’, it too provides an overall 

reductive image of Webb as a ‘creative mystic’ who ‘was activated by her mysticism and her 

compassion’.18  

A more nuanced study of Webb has been provided by Michèle Aina Barale in 

Daughters and Lovers: The Life and Writing of Mary Webb (1986). She argues that: ‘Webb’s 

biographers, especially those of the 1930s, wrote to satisfy a craving for Webbiana that had as 

much to do with elegiac interest in rural lives as it did with Webb herself’.19 She instead 

proposes that: ‘The real Mary Webb was far from a homely saint. She was complex, not simple, 

in her vision of nature’.20 I agree with Barale to some extent but depart from her argument in 

other areas, for she suggests that Webb is ‘a distinctly non-feminist author’ as ‘she forces her 

female characters ultimately to sacrifice autonomy and adventure in favour of love and 

marriage’.21 I argue here that Webb’s work depicts heroines who make independent decisions 

based on their own desires. Her free-thinking women characters exert their own forms of 

feminism. In order to highlight the feminist aspects of her writing, I wish to explode the myth 

of Webb as purely a romantic, pastoral and mystical writer, instead presenting her as one who 

challenges accepted norms of the time and paves the way for future women writers. 

 

 
17 Moult, Mary Webb, p.11. 
18 Gladys Mary Coles, The Flower of Light, (London: Duckworth, 1978), p.330. 
19 Michèle Aina Barale, Daughters and Lovers, (Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1986), p.15. 
20 Barale, Daughters and Lovers, p.16. 
21 Barale, Daughters and Lovers, pp.2-3. 
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Writing and Mapping the Landscape of Shropshire: Space and Place Studies 

 

The key focus of this thesis will be an analysis of how both writers represented the landscape 

of Shropshire in their work. Webb set all six of her novels within the county so it is easier for 

me to locate the places that she is referring to and I have tried to do this as accurately as possible 

using my G.I.S. (Geographical Information Systems) maps [see Appendix]. Cholmondeley’s 

settings for her novels are not as easy to map as she does not use as many place names as Webb. 

I have, however, mapped ‘Mary Cholmondeley’s Shropshire’ and this map includes references 

to the houses that she had a connection with within the county. Chapter Three will discuss the 

advantages of G.I.S. mapping in studies of literature. 

Webb did not provide literary maps to accompany her novels but many maps of ‘Mary 

Webb’s Shropshire’ have since been produced by readers and admirers of her work. This thesis 

will analyse the great interest in literary tourism inspired by Webb’s writings and whether these 

maps and walking trails have added to people’s enjoyment and appreciation of her work. I have 

created my own maps as a way of questioning whether maps are always useful tools for 

representing or creating space. Webb does, however, use fictional place names for most of her 

settings so this makes it difficult for me to exactly pinpoint the areas she was referring to. This 

thesis will analyse whether Webb uses fictional place names as a way of claiming her own 

version of Shropshire and to make her own mark on the landscape. She inscribes her own 

fiction within a geographical space as a way to express her own relationship with the land 

around her. It is important, therefore, for me to try to locate the actual places that Webb was 

referring to in order to better understand her work. Webb also uses actual place names as well, 

especially when referring to local natural landmarks, and this inclusion of real world places in 

the narrative seems to invite the reader to imagine that their world is very similar to each 

character’s and makes the story more credible. For example, in her first novel, The Golden 

Arrow (1916), she positions her heroine Deborah living next to ‘The Devil’s Chair’ which is 

the actual name for an outcrop of rock in the Stiperstones hills. My G.I.S. maps are linked to 

the actual world so mapping serves to guide the reader’s conception of textual space as 

connectable to the world. Mapping helps to show a connection between literature and landscape 

and generates a deeper awareness of the tangible effects that literary texts can have on real-

world geographies. The mapping process can also shine a light on the quantity and descriptive 

quality that an author chooses to include in a text. Looking at the space where the fictional 

world and the world outside the text dance with each other is at the heart of seeing how G.I.S. 

can illuminate the places that the narrative bends towards and describes. Mapping enables 
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readers to participate in the narrative in a more interactive way as encourages and forms 

connections with the story. 

Using the Webb archive material, located at Shropshire Archives, I have managed to 

use a variety of resources to aid my mapping of the locations in her novels. As Sara Luchetta 

argues: ‘Literary mappings create a space where the geography of the text is questioned, and 

where literary space emerges in new ways, informing different perspectives on the actual 

world’.22 By mapping her novels, I can analyse more clearly Webb’s representation of 

Shropshire and interpret new meanings in her descriptions of place. Webb also referred to 

Shropshire in her nature essays, poetry and short stories so I will be discussing these as well in 

Chapter Two. Cholmondeley’s writing does not include clearly defined representations of the 

Shropshire landscape in the same way as Webb’s does. She doesn’t use as many place names 

to describe her settings and doesn’t provide the reader with as many detailed descriptions of 

the landscape. Her work, therefore, does not lend itself to mapping in the same way that Webb’s 

does. I will argue however that in some of her works, most notably Red Pottage, she is referring 

to the Shropshire village in which she grew up and I have created a G.I.S. map of Hodnet and 

the surrounding villages which is included in the Appendix. This map marks out notable places 

that inspired, and featured in, Cholmondeley’s life and work. This thesis will also argue that 

she drew on her experiences of country life from her time in Shropshire in her depictions of 

characters in her novels and short stories.  

 In order to assess how Cholmondeley and Webb develop their representations of 

women, mobility and Shropshire’s rural spaces, this thesis draws on the work of a number of 

key theorists working in different disciplines. This section presents an overview of some of the 

critical works which have informed my thesis. In recent years the relationship between gender 

and space has been a particular focus of attention. Feminist geographers, as well as literary 

scholars, have been concerned to explore the ways in which cultural ideologies of gender play 

a fundamental role in the experience of space and place and this has been crucial for my 

understanding of Cholmondeley and Webb.23 Doreen Massey, for example, in Space, Place 

and Gender (1994) analyses the geographical variations in the construction of gender relations 

 
22 Sara Luchetta, ‘Literary Mapping: At the Intersection of Complexity and Reduction’, in Literary Geographies 
4(1) 2018, pp.6-9. 
23 See Susan Stanford Friedman, Mappings: Feminism and the Cultural Geography of Encounter, (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1998); Linda McDowell and Joanne P. Sharp (eds.) Space, Gender, Knowledge: 
Feminist Readings, (London: Arnold, 1997); Jo Little, Gender and Rural Geography: Identity, Sexuality and 
Power in the Countryside, (Harlow: Prentice Hall, 2002); and Lorraine Dowler, Josephine Carubia and Bonj 
Szczygiel (eds.) Gender and Landscape: Renegotiating the Moral Landscape, (London and New York: Routledge, 
2005). 
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and notes how ‘spaces and places are not only themselves gendered but, in their being so, they 

both reflect and affect the ways in which gender is constructed and understood’.24 This thesis 

will analyse the space of the Shropshire countryside and how its representation in 

Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s writings differs in respect to their men and women characters and 

how their interaction with place affects their understanding of it. Because theories of space and 

place inform an important new field of study, this thesis highlights how an analysis of the 

influence of rural space, and specifically the ways the Shropshire landscape influenced these 

women writers, is of particular relevance today. Shropshire’s literary heritage has mainly been 

associated with the works of A.E. Housman and Wilfred Owen.25 Whilst the work of these 

poets is valuable in representing the Shropshire landscape, I will argue that Cholmondeley’s 

and Webb’s work has been unfairly neglected; largely because their writing provides important 

representations of women’s experience of Shropshire which are lacking in Housman’s and 

Owen’s work. The writer and literary critic, G.K. Chesterton, in his introduction to The Golden 

Arrow, states that: 

Much of the noble, though more neglected, work of Mary Webb might be called the 
prose poems of a Shropshire Lass. Most of them spoke in the spirit, and many through 
the mouth, of some young peasant woman in or near that western country which lies, 
romantic and rather mysterious, upon the Marches of Wales.26 
 

Webb here is being praised as a prose poet and her work is being firmly linked with the county. 

This is an opportune time to argue for both Webb’s and Cholmondeley’s place in Shropshire 

literary heritage for these largely forgotten women writers can offer a different perspective on 

the Shropshire landscape. Due to the growth in interest in spatial studies and interactive ways 

of studying literature, my G.I.S. mapping offers an alternative way of viewing the work of 

these two authors. As Massey points out:  

space and place, spaces and places, and our senses of them…are gendered through and 
through…This gendering of space and place both reflects and has effects back on the 
ways in which gender is constructed and understood in the societies in which we live.27 
 

 
24 Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender, (Minnesota: Minnesota Press, 1994), p.179. 
25 Their association with Shropshire is emphasised by statues and plaques: A statue of Housman is in 
Bromsgrove High Street and a plaque for him in Ludlow, a statue of Wilfred Owen is in Oswestry and an art 
sculpture dedicated to him is in the grounds of Shrewsbury Abbey. The Shropshire Tourism website 
www.shropshiretourism.co.uk (whilst also mentioning Webb but not Cholmondeley) includes a lot of 
information about Housman and Owen. Local beers, pubs, trains, and roses have also been named after Owen 
and Housman. 
26 G.K. Chesterton, ‘Introduction’ in Webb, The Golden Arrow (London: Jonathan Cape, 1931), p.7. 
27 Massey, Space, Place and Gender, p.186. 
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As women and men can interact with the same space in different ways, it is important to study 

how both male and female writers interpret the places around them. Considerable critical 

research has been written about Housman and Owen, yet few critiques of Cholmondeley and 

Webb, particularly in relation to space and place, have been published. Both Housman and 

Owen have been widely taught in schools and universities and their work is given prominence 

in Shropshire’s museums, libraries and bookshops. Extensive critical work and journal articles 

have been written about these two men compared to comparatively little about Cholmondeley 

and Webb. Their interactions with Shropshire will have been very different to those 

experienced by these two poets and this thesis will analyse the way in which Cholmondeley 

and Webb understood and wrote about the county they were living in. 

In order to analyse the way that Cholmondeley and Webb interacted with the space 

around them (most specifically Shropshire) and how this affected how they represented it, this 

thesis engages with a leading text on space, Yi-Fu Tuan’s Space and Place: The Perspectives 

of Experience (1977).28 Tuan explores how a space can become a place when it is imbued with 

meaning. I will examine this concept in relation to Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s works. I will 

also engage with some of the essays in Gender and Space in Rural Britain, 1840-1920 (2014), 

particularly examining the concept that women engage with space in a different way and how 

this affects its meaning.29 An essay in this collection that is relevant to my thesis is Charlotte 

Mathieson’s ‘“Wandering like a Wild Thing”: Rurality, Women and Walking in George Eliot’s 

Adam Bede and The Mill on the Floss’. Mathieson’s reflection on how another female author 

engaged with the politics of women walking has been useful for me to engage with as she raises 

questions about the ‘act of mobility as a feminine pursuit’ which I will discuss in relation to 

Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s work.30 

As well as considering women’s relationships to place, it has been important to 

understand the concepts of space and place. Leading theorists on space and place which have 

been particularly helpful for this thesis include the philosopher Henri Lefebvre. His influential 

text, The Production of Space (1974), argues that space is a social product and that ‘every 

society … produces a space, its own space’ which embodies that society’s dominant economic, 

 
28 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspectives of Experience, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1977). 
29 Gemma Goodman and Charlotte Mathieson (eds.), Gender and Space in Rural Britain (1840-1920), (London: 
Pickering & Chatto, 2014). 
30 Charlotte Mathieson, ‘‘Wandering like a Wild Thing’: Rurality, Women and Walking in George Eliot’s Adam 
Bede and The Mill on the Floss’, in Goodman and Mathieson, Gender and Space in Rural Britain (1840-1920), 
pp.87-102, p.101. 
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social, and cultural structures.31 A question that arises from this notion is: what does it mean to 

produce a space? I will be addressing the concept that women may ‘produce’ their own space 

within their surroundings and ask what this means in the rural environment. Using examples 

from Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s work, I will analyse how space can be interpreted differently 

depending on gender and how this concept is represented in their fiction. Also crucial to my 

understanding of space and place is Gaston Bachelard’s Poetics of Space (1957). Bachelard 

was a French philosopher and his work focusses on the link between the domestic space and 

our imagination. In my thesis, I will be discussing the role that the imagination plays in 

interpretations of place and how memory affects views of the world around us. This is 

especially relevant when discussing Webb’s poetry and nature essays as these both refer to the 

relationship between memory and place. Bachelard argued that: ‘Space that has been seized 

upon by the imagination cannot remain indifferent space subject to the measures and estimates 

of the surveyor. It has been lived in, not in its positivity, but with all the partiality of the 

imagination’.32 Although Bachelard’s ‘topoanalysis’ theory mainly applies to interior space 

and I will be concentrating on exterior space, his concept will inform my argument that the 

imagination plays a crucial role in the interpretation of space in both Cholmondeley’s and 

Webb’s work. Other theorists and philosophers whose work has been crucial to my 

understanding of space and place are Maurice Blanchot, Bertrand Westphal, Robert Tally and 

Edward Casey.33 Blanchot because of his exploration of space and literature; Westphal for his 

arguments on geocriticism; Tally for his concept of the writer as a mapmaker; and Casey 

because of his philosophical study of the concepts of space and place. Each of them have 

contributed insights to my interpretation of space in the works of the two Shropshire authors 

that my thesis is based on. Tally’s concept of writing as mapmaking was especially of interest 

to my thesis because of my use of G.I.S. mapping and my argument that Webb is constructing 

her own version of Shropshire. 

I also engage with theories of space and place in the essays from The Routledge 

Handbook of Literature and Space (2017) and the journal Literary Geographies, both of which 

offer critical research within this field of study. Some of the essays that I have found most 

useful are Eleanora Rao’s ‘Mapping the Imagination: Literary Geography’, ‘The Work and the 

 
31 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, (Oxford and Cambridge: Blackwell, 1991), p.31. 
32 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, (New York: The Orion Press, 1964), p.xxxii. 
33 See Maurice Blanchot, The Space of Literature, (Lincoln, London: University of Nebraska Press, 1982); 
Bertrand Westphal, Geocriticism: Real and Fictional Spaces, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); Robert 
Tally, Spatiality, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013); Edward Casey, The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History, 
(London: University of California Press, 1998). 
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World: Mobilities and Literary Spaces’ by David McLaughlin, and ‘Mapping Digitally, 

Mapping Deep: Exploring Digital Literary Geographies’ by Joanna Taylor, Christopher 

Donaldson, Ian Gregory, and James Butler.34 Rao’s and Taylor et al.’s essays were useful in 

assisting my analysis of the importance and significance of mapping literature. McLaughlin’s 

essay was useful in my analysis of women walking the landscape and how their mobility 

affected their connection with the space. As my thesis engages with G.I.S. Mapping, Literary 

Mapping in the Digital Age has been very useful to my research.35 Sally Bushell’s chapter in 

this edited collection, entitled ‘Mapping Fiction: Spatialising the Literary Work’, was 

interesting as it raised questions about what literary place or space was, and addressed some of 

the difficulties encountered when mapping literature. She addresses issues that can arise when 

mapping Hardy’s work, as he used a mixture of fictional and actual place names. Webb also 

did this and I encountered similar problems when mapping her work. The idea that Bushell 

puts forward is that: 

What we find in literary works…is a deeply spatialised form in which place and space 
are fully bound up with the central meanings and structures of the work but…in which 
we are potentially enabled to experience through forms of representation, a richer 
spatiality in relation to a non-existent place than we can experience outside in the 
world.36  

 

This argument justifies mapping literary works as it adds to our enjoyment and appreciation of 

the novel. The reason for mapping is addressed in my thesis and I will add to Bushell’s 

argument that it allows us to experience ‘a richer spatiality’ by addressing the purposes and 

advantages for mapping Webb’s work. Chapter Three will argue that mapping literary works 

enables the reader to appreciate the text in a different way and adds a new perspective to our 

enjoyment of literature. The maps that I have created on ‘Mary Cholmondeley’s Shropshire’ 

and ‘Mary Webb’s Shropshire, which depict the places where the authors lived and visited, are 

also useful in providing a deeper insight into the life of the writers. Understanding the places 

that influenced a writer can enable their work to be appreciated in a different way. With the 

growth in demand for virtual reality resources, G.I.S. mapping offers readers an alternative 

 
34 Eleanora Rao, ‘Mapping the Imagination: Literary Geography’ in Literary Geographies 3(2) 2017 pp.115-124. 
David McLaughlin, ‘The Work and the World: Mobilities and Literary Space’ in Literary Geographies 2(2) 2016, 
pp.122-127. Joanna Taylor, Christopher Donaldson, Ian Gregory, and James Butler, ‘Mapping Digitally. 
Mapping Deep: Exploring Literary Geographies’, in Literary Geographies, 4(1) 2018, pp.10-18. 
35 David Cooper, Christopher Donaldson and Patricia Murrieta-Flores, Literary Mapping in the Digital Age, 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2016). 
36 Sally Bushell in Cooper, Donaldson and Murrieta Flores (ed.), Literary Mapping in the Digital Age, p.160. 



 19 

way of experiencing the text and this will hopefully lead to the growth in readership for these 

two authors.37  

 There are many websites that use literary mapping tools which have been useful to my 

research. These include: www.locatinglondon.org which features a G.I.S. compliant version of 

John Rocque’s 1746 map of London; Lancaster University’s ‘Mapping the Lakes: A Literary 

G.I.S.’ project which maps the work of Coleridge and Gray and can be accessed via the 

university’s website38; www.jasna.org which includes maps of Jane Austen’s novels; and 

www.literaryatlas.wales which is an interactive online map that offers a range of maps which 

locate English-language novels set in Wales. All of these websites have provided me with 

inspiration and ideas which have then enabled me to create my own interactive maps of Mary 

Webb’s novels, and maps of Mary Cholmondeley’s and Mary Webb’s Shropshire homes. I 

have also created maps of the journeys that some Webb literary pilgrims took in the 1930s39. 

Links and details about all of my maps are located in my Appendix.  

 As my thesis is concerned with rural space, Raymond Williams’ The Country and the 

City (1973) has been a key text for me to engage with.40 His book interprets the country and 

the city as central symbols for the social and economic changes associated with capitalist 

development. Most interesting for my thesis was his analysis of the representation of rural 

landscape in Thomas Hardy’s work.  My thesis makes comparisons between Hardy and Webb 

and their depiction of rural life as, although their work is at times similar, my thesis will 

question how Webb’s approach to the rural differs because she is a woman writing about 

women. Another work on rural writing which has been crucial to my understanding of the 

intricacies involved in writing about the countryside is The Song of the Earth (2000) by 

Jonathan Bate.41 Whilst this book also mainly concentrates on the work of male writers (in this 

case William Wordsworth and John Clare), it is useful in its analysis of nature and how it is 

represented in poetry and prose. My thesis will be arguing that gender has an effect on how we 

interpret space and, therefore, the two women writers that I am focussing on represented the 

rural space in a different way to men. My argument will focus on their engagement with nature 

and how this differs from writers such as the Romantic poets. Other texts that discuss rural 

 
37 A recent project at Lancaster University entitled ‘Litcraft’ is an example of an interactive and immersive 
project using digital technology. It combines novels and gaming to create an interactive platform which has 
encouraged young people to engage more with literature. 
38 www.lancaster.ac.uk Accessed 21st July 2020. 
39 W. Reid Chappell, The Shropshire of Mary Webb (London: Cecil Palmer, 1930). W. Byford-Jones, The 
Shropshire Haunts of Mary Webb (Shrewsbury: Wilding and Son, 1937)  
40 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, (London: Vintage, 2016). 
41 Jonathan Bate, The Song of the Earth, (London: Picador, 2001). 
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writing which I engage with in my thesis are Modernity and the English Regional Novel (2017) 

by Dominic Head and The Regional Novel in Britain and Ireland, 1800-1990 (1998) edited by 

K.D.M. Snell.42 My thesis will discuss the differences between the concepts of the regional and 

the provincial novel and how this labelling affects the representation of authors and their works. 

Snell argues that the term ‘provincial’ ‘usually involves belittlement of any form of cultural 

life other than that supplied by the metropolis’.43 This thesis will argue, however, that whilst 

these terms can sometimes have negative connotations they can be seen in positive ways too, 

as they define the works as concentrating on specific spaces and offer important insights into 

people’s everyday lives. Another text on rural writing that I engage with is Glen Cavaliero’s 

The Rural Tradition in the English Novel 1900-1939 (1977). As regards Webb, he states that 

‘the rural world that she describes is remote not only in location but also in presentation’ and 

that it ‘bears little resemblance to the Shropshire landscape as it actually is’.44 I will argue 

against this interpretation of Webb’s work and instead will propose that her writing is a 

representation of both her lived experiences of growing up in a rural village and offers readers 

an insight into the lives of Shropshire women in the early years of the twentieth century. 

 

Mobile Women: Studies of Walking and Interaction  

 

A central tenet of this thesis is that the act of walking and interacting with the countryside can 

be seen as an act of independence for women in Cholmondeley’s novels and short stories and 

in Webb’s novels, short stories, poetry and nature essays. In order to emphasise this, I will be 

engaging with theories of psychogeography as well as the work of literary critics. The term 

‘psychogeography’ has been defined as a concept suggesting that the landscape around us can 

be altered by our own consciousness. These theories include the eighteenth-century 

philosophies of Jean-Jacques Rousseau as well as later ideas, such as those articulated in Guy 

Debord’s ‘Theory of the Dérive’ (1956), which I draw on to analyse the images of walking 

presented in the fiction.45 Modern day psychogeographers include Iain Sinclair and Will Self 

and this thesis will draw on their experiments with walking in order to analyse how this pursuit 

 
42 Dominic Head, Modernity and the English Rural Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
K.D.M. Snell (ed.), The Regional Novel in Britain and Ireland 1800-1990, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998). 
43 Snell (ed.), The Regional Novel in Britain and Ireland 1800-1990, p.48. 
44 Glen Cavaliero, The Rural Tradition in the English Novel 1900-1939, (Plymouth: The Bowering Press Ltd., 
1977), p.145-6, p.142. 
45 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Reveries of the Solitary Walker (London: Penguin, 2004). Guy Debord, ‘Theory of 
the Dérive’ (1956) UbuWeb. 
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can affect one’s experience and interaction with the landscape.46 Most of the studies in this 

genre have traditionally been written by men. However, there are growing numbers of women’s 

walking accounts emerging, suggesting that this is an area of study which is becoming 

increasingly more popular. Among the modern studies of walking that I will be engaging with 

are Rebecca Solnit’s Wanderlust: A History of Walking (2001) and Flâneuse: Women Walk the 

City in Paris, New York, Tokyo, Venice and London (2016) by Lauren Elkin.47 Clearly, the 

concept of the writer as a walker is crucial to a thesis based on the work of writers who either 

walked or represented women walking, and I will consider how walking can provide 

inspiration. Rebecca Solnit helpfully refers to the connection between the movement of 

walking and inspiration: ‘the rhythm of walking generates a kind of rhythm of thinking, and 

the passage through a landscape echoes or stimulates the passage through a series of 

thoughts’.48 This thesis will apply Solnit’s idea that the rhythm of walking generates thoughts 

and that ‘the mind is also a landscape of sorts and that walking is one way to traverse it’ to 

Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s work.49 Solnit’s book offers an examination of walking which 

concentrates on the interplay between the body, the imagination and the world that occurs when 

we walk. She discusses how the act of walking has inspired many writers. Cholmondeley was 

not a great walker because she was asthmatic; nevertheless she did enjoy country walks. Webb, 

however, was a keen and energetic walker and I will analyse how the act of walking in the 

Shropshire hills inspired her writing. My chapter on Mary Webb includes more discussion on 

the theories and literary traditions of walking than are included in my chapter on Mary 

Cholmondeley. This is because Webb herself was a more practised walker than Cholmondeley 

and so more analysis of the link between walking and writing is discussed. Although concerned 

with walking in urban areas, Elkin’s work contributes an insight into women writers who 

walked as she focusses on Virginia Woolf and George Sand amongst others. This book was 

helpful to my thesis as it raised the idea of the connection between women’s sense of freedom 

and walking. I will go further with this concept as my thesis applies it to Cholmondeley’s and 

Webb’s work and analyses whether women walking and interacting with the countryside 

encountered a greater sense of freedom than those wandering in the city. This thesis will 

propose that the freedom to roam which the countryside provides, depicted so vividly in 

 
46 Iain Sinclair, London Orbital, (London: Penguin, 2003). Will Self, Psychogeography, (London: Bloomsbury, 
2007). 
47 Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking (London: Granta, 2014). Lauren Elkin, Flâneuse: Women 
Walk the City in Paris, New York, Tokyo, Venice and London, (London: Vintage, 2017). 
48 Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking, p.5. 
49 Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking, p.6. 
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Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s fiction, can lead women to seek greater freedom in their lives in 

other ways, such as demanding more rights and responsibilities. 

Other studies of walking that this thesis engages with include Geoff Nicholson’s The 

Lost Art of Walking (2010); The Art of Walking (2012) by Merlin Coverley; Tina Richardson’s 

Walking Inside Out: Contemporary British Psychogeography (2015); and On Foot: A History 

of Walking (2004) by Joseph A. Amato.50 These works were all useful to my thesis as they 

provide insights into different theories of walking. Although Nicholson’s book is mainly about 

men walking, it is useful in that he sees a connection between walking and writing: ‘a walk 

inscribes space in the same way that words inscribe a text’.51 This theory is helpful to my thesis 

as it addresses the concept of space, which is crucial to my argument that, through movement, 

the women characters in Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s fiction invest meaning into the landscape 

around them. Coverley’s study has been pertinent to my study in that it presents the idea that 

people with disabilities can travel through the imagination. As both Cholmondeley and Webb 

suffered from serious illnesses, this is an idea that I engage with, as my thesis argues that 

journeys of the mind can be beneficial to writing too. As mentioned earlier, Cholmondeley 

suffered from asthma. Webb, however, suffered from Grave’s disease with her first serious 

illness occurring at the age of twenty.52 Richardson introduces a series of essays on walking. 

The essays that I found most useful to my thesis were: Ian Marchant’s ‘Walking the Dog (for 

those who don’t know how to do it)’ as he argues that concepts of psychogeography can be 

applied to rural environments as well as to urban; and Morag Rose’s ‘Confessions of an 

Anarcho-Flâneuse, or Psychogeography the Mancunian Way’ which challenges the idea that 

psychogeography was only practised by men.53 Amato’s history of walking presents the idea 

that ‘Romantic thinkers argued for walking as a way to free the captive self from the artificial, 

urban, and mechanical world’.54 I will apply this concept to my own argument that walking in 

the countryside has a direct link with ideas of freedom. Although Amato’s argument addresses 

 
50 Geoff Nicholson, The Lost Art of Walking: The History, Science, Philosophy, Literature, Theory and Practice of 
Pedestrianism (Chelmsford: Harbour, 2010). Merlin Coverley, The Art of Wandering: The Writer as Walker 
(Harpenden: Oldcastle, 2012). Tina Richardson (ed.), Walking Inside Out: Contemporary British 
Psychogeography, (London and New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 2015). Joseph A. Amato, On Foot: A History 
of Walking, (New York: New York University Press, 2004). 
51 Nicholson, The Lost Art of Walking: The History, Science, Philosophy, Literature, Theory and Practice of 
Pedestrianism, p.33. 
52 See Coles, The Flower of Light, p.52. 
53 Ian Marchant, ‘Walking the Dog (for those who don’t know how to do it)’ in Richardson, Walking Inside Out: 
Contemporary British Psychogeography, pp.47-58. Morag Rose, ‘Confessions of an Anarcho-Flâneuse, or 
Psychogeography the Mancunian Way’ in Richardson, Walking Inside Out: Contemporary British 
Psychogeography, pp.147-161. 
54 Amato, On Foot: A History of Walking, p.113. 
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walking in relation to the male Romantic poets, I will go further and apply the notion to women 

writers of the early twentieth century.  

Other literary studies of walking that I engage with are Walking, Literature and English 

Culture: The Origins and Uses of Peripatetic in the Nineteenth Century (1993) by Annie D. 

Wallace; Jane Robinson’s Wayward Women: A Guide to Women Travellers (1990); and 

Charlotte Mathieson’s Mobility in the Victorian Novel (2015).55 Wallace’s book discusses how 

Dorothy Wordsworth walked great distances and then detailed what she saw in her diaries. 

Wordsworth focused on the intricacies of nature and Robinson reflects on how men’s walking 

accounts have tended to focus on the ‘What and Where, and women’s with How and Why’.56 

My thesis will apply this idea to Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s writing and will analyse how 

their attention to detail is reflected in their own accounts of the countryside. This meticulous 

detailing of the natural world is especially noticeable in Webb’s nature essays and poetry. 

Mathieson analyses walking in the work of Charlotte Brontë and argues that women’s walking 

in Jane Eyre ‘operates in part as a narrative space of possibility’.57 My argument is that 

Cholmondeley and Webb also use women walking and interacting with the countryside in their 

novels as a narrative device, but that they use it to imply that women desire more freedom in 

society to make their own decisions.  

 I will be looking at the literary traditions of walking. I will compare Cholmondeley’s 

novels with Jane Austen’s and George Eliot’s, and her short stories with those of Katherine 

Mansfield. Austen and Eliot both excelled at representing the provinciality of small villages 

and they also represented women walking in the rural landscape. Mansfield, like 

Cholmondeley, depicted independent women in her short stories to make a statement about 

women’s rights in general. I will compare Webb to Dorothy Wordsworth and Nan Shepherd, 

who were both also avid walkers, discussing how their engagement with, and depiction of, 

nature was enhanced through their walking. Nan Shepherd was a Scottish Modernist writer and 

poet. However, I will be analysing her memoir, The Living Mountain, as this is based on her 

experiences of hill walking in the Cairngorms and is most similar to Webb’s work. I will 

discuss how Webb fits into this literary tradition and how she differs from other writers. In this 

context, I will be referring to Robin Jarvis’ Romantic Writing and Pedestrian Travel (1997) 

 
55 Anne D. Wallace, Walking, Literature, and English Culture: The Origins and Uses of Peripatetic in the 
Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993). Jane Robinson, Wayward Women: A Guide to Women 
Travellers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). Charlotte Mathieson, Mobility in the Victorian Novel, 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). 
56 Robinson, Wayward Women: A Guide to Women Travellers, p.4. 
57 Mathieson, Mobility in the Victorian Novel, p.53. 
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who, in relation to Dorothy Wordsworth’s journals, argues that ‘walking is more a given of 

existence than a conscious aesthetic choice’.58 I will instead argue that walking for both 

Wordsworth and Webb appears to be both an aesthetic and a spiritual activity as they convert 

the beauty they see around them into picturesque descriptions in their writing, but at the same 

time they respond to the landscape in a personal way. I will engage with Edmund Burke’s 

concepts of the sublime and beautiful in my argument here.59 I will also compare Webb’s 

poetry to that of the Romantic poets, most specifically Wordsworth and Shelley, as their writing 

was inspired by walking. My thesis will also engage with recent accounts of nature writing, 

such as those by Robert Macfarlane, as Webb’s nature essays propose a similar interaction with 

our environment.60 

 

Women’s Writing: 1890-1930 

 

When writing about both Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s representations of place and women 

walking, I will analyse their work within the wider literary canon. I will compare and contrast 

Cholmondeley’s descriptions with those of George Eliot, a writer who greatly influenced her 

work. Cholmondeley often quoted Eliot in epigraphs to her novels. Webb’s writing will be 

compared with the work of Thomas Hardy as they both created a fictional landscape that has 

been subject to many literary pilgrimages. Hardy was a writer who greatly influenced Webb 

and she even dedicated her novel Seven for a Secret to him. Webb’s work will also be compared 

to that of Charlotte and Emily Brontë, for they also depict women characters who roam freely 

around the countryside. I intend, by placing these key Shropshire women writers alongside 

other writers within the literary canon, to stress where their influences came from as well as 

their own importance as rural writers who belong within distinct traditions of female authorship 

and nature writing. 

 It is also important to reference other women writers who were writing at the same time 

as Cholmondeley and Webb in order to consider how their work interacts with theirs. Sheila 

Kaye-Smith (1887-1956) was a writer whose novels also focussed on rural communities, many 

of which were set in the borderlands between Kent and Sussex, and her 1923 book The End of 

the House of Alard was a bestseller. My thesis will also reflect on the writings of Virginia 
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Woolf (1882-1941). Although Woolf was a very different type of writer to Cholmondeley and 

Webb, her work also engages with examples of women walking (albeit usually in an urban 

environment) which provide both examples of comparison and contrast. Woolf’s essay ‘Street 

Haunting’ provides a reflection on walking through the streets of London and is a good example 

of early psychogeography.61 Rhoda Broughton (1840-1920) was a good friend of 

Cholmondeley’s and her short stories also depict women who challenge their position in 

society. Katherine Mansfield (1888-1923) and Kate Chopin (1850-1904), although not British 

writers, both wrote short stories around the same time as Cholmondeley and each depicted 

examples of women demanding more freedoms. Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own: 

British Women Writers from Charlotte Brontë to Doris Lessing (1977) is very useful in 

detailing the progression of British women writers from the Victorian period to the 1970s. It is 

interesting to see how women’s literature has developed during this time and, although 

Showalter does not focus on Cholmondeley and Webb, she provides a helpful analysis of the 

changes in women’s literature throughout the period that I am concentrating on.62 Linda H. 

Peterson’s Traditions of Victorian Women’s Autobiography: The Poetics and Politics of Life 

Writing (1999) is also very useful in shaping my discussion of Cholmondeley’s memoir.63 She 

discusses Cholmondeley and considers her work as a New Woman novelist which I found very 

helpful in my discussion of Diana Tempest and Red Pottage as well as in my discussion of her 

memoir, Under One Roof.  

 My thesis will argue that both writers represent the rural space as a platform for women 

to exert their own independence. As we shall see in the next chapter, Mary Cholmondeley’s 

achievements as a New Woman writer need to be seen in relation to her depictions of rural life, 

as well as urban environments. Chapter One focusses on Cholmondeley’s life in Shropshire 

and the representation of women in her novels and short stories in order to offer insights into 

her feminism and the significance of place in her work. 
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Chapter One – Mary Cholmondeley: Shropshire ‘distorted through uneven glass’ and 

Women Wandering 

 

The Shropshire Influence 

 

Mary Cholmondeley was born in the village of Hodnet in Shropshire in 1859. She was a writer 

of both novels and short stories. This chapter will focus on the impact that Shropshire had on 

her writing, the depiction of women walking the countryside in her novels, and how this is 

linked to Cholmondeley’s implicit argument for greater rights for women which she displays 

in her novels and short stories. I will argue that Cholmondeley was greatly influenced by 

Shropshire and her upbringing in the county and that this is reflected in her writing. I will also 

argue that, whilst she didn’t openly support the emancipation of women, she was an advocate 

for greater rights for women in society and this is shown through her depiction of women 

walking in the countryside in her novels and in the arguments presented in her short stories. 

Not much has been written about Mary Cholmondeley aside from Percy Lubbock’s 1928 

biography, Mary Cholmondeley: A Sketch from Memory, and the more significant analysis in 

Carolyn Oulton’s biography Let the Flowers Go: A Life of Mary Cholmondeley (2009) together 

with an accompanying collection of essays entitled Mary Cholmondeley Reconsidered (2010). 

Lubbock, at the outset of his book, clearly states that his reason for writing the biography was 

because Cholmondeley:  

told me…that she had it in mind to bequeath to me the care of her papers, manuscripts, 
journals, for my consideration after her death…and with these a letter with my name 
on it…in which she asks me…to do what best may seem to me with such scattered 
pages as she may leave behind her.64 

 

As he was her close friend, the purpose of his biography is already affected by his fondness for 

her; as such it is not a critical study of her work but instead offers a partial account of a woman 

he referred to as ‘the shy maiden daughter of an English country parsonage’.65 Oulton’s 

purpose for her biography, which is an academic study, is intended as a way of reassessing 

Cholmondeley because (amongst other reasons): 

 
64 Percy Lubbock, Mary Cholmondeley, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1928), p.9. 
65 Lubbock, Mary Cholmondeley, p.25. 
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by the early years of the twentieth century accounts in the press tended to focus on her 
having written her first novels while living in rural isolation, occluding the rather less 
romantic fact of her move to London in 1896.66 

 

Oulton thus offers insights into Cholmondeley’s urban links and their influence on her work. 

My argument differs from Oulton’s in its focus on how Shropshire had an impact on 

Cholmondeley’s life and writing. Her rural upbringing, as I will argue, had a positive influence 

on her work. Cholmondeley lived in Shropshire until 1896 (when she was thirty-seven years 

old). Her formative years were spent within the county and she published four novels (The 

Danvers Jewels (1887), Sir Charles Danvers (1889), Diana Tempest (1893) and A Devotee: 

An Episode in the Life of a Butterfly (1896)) whilst she was living at Hodnet. Shropshire 

undoubtedly had an impact: her country village upbringing influenced her writing and provided 

her with an insight into village life which she depicts so successfully in her novels. Even her 

later novels, written in London or Suffolk, still reflected on her time growing up in a Shropshire 

vicarage. Her most famous novel, Red Pottage (1899), for example, although published a few 

years after her arrival in London, draws upon her experience of rural village life. Her 

characters, the Gresleys, who live in the local vicarage are so well-drawn that readers of the 

novel wrote to her claiming to recognise the character of Reverend Gresley as depicting their 

own local vicar. Cholmondeley addressed this in the preface to The Lowest Rung: 

The character was the outcome of long, close observation of large numbers of 
clergymen, but not of one particular person. Why, then, was it so exactly like individual 
clergymen that I received excited or enthusiastic letters from parishioners of I dare not 
say how many parishes, affirming that their vicar (whom I had never beheld), and he 
alone, could have been the prototype of Mr. Gresley?67 
 

The fact that her characters are so realistic is a result of her childhood in Hodnet Rectory and 

her encounters with various clergymen. Her scenes depicting provincial life are arguably the 

most realistic and entertaining of the whole novel. Her realism was confronted in a review in 

The Guardian in 1900: 

Truth to tell, when I appreciated, with much amusement, the light in which one was 
expected to regard Mr. Gresley, I came to the conclusion that the authoress was paying 
out some particular High Church parson, who had perhaps snubbed her or got the better 
of her, by ‘putting him into a book.’ The poor, feeble creature is described with appetite, 
so to speak, and when this is the case (with a lady writer) one is pretty safe in being 
sure one has come across the personal. Mr. Gresleys certainly exist, but only a woman 
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in a (perhaps wholly justified) tantrum would speak of them as a type of clergy in 
general.68 

 

This pompous review suggests that women writers are incapable of using their imagination to 

invent such realistic characters. The demeaning use of the word ‘tantrum’, together with the 

suggestion that Cholmondeley’s Mr. Gresley was a caricature who represented all of the clergy, 

shows a narrow interpretation of her novel and its characters. Like Jane Austen before her, 

Cholmondeley’s writing depicts the intricacies and foibles of rural society in a humorous and 

entertaining way. Her nuanced study of character and village life shows a depth of 

understanding for the society that she grew up in. Cholmondeley encountered characters like 

the Gresleys in her years living at the vicarage and she then uses her experiences to enhance 

her fiction. Both the Shropshire landscape and the Shropshire people inspired her writing and 

provided her with insights into country society. She does, however, portray only the middle 

and upper classes of Shropshire society as these were the people that she associated with when 

living there. Perhaps she felt that she could only vividly encapsulate characters she had 

encountered. It has long been debated among authors whether they should, as Ernest 

Hemingway said, ‘write what they know’.69 Mary Webb, in contrast to Cholmondeley, depicts 

a broader range of classes in her novels which also reflects her own experience of living in the 

county. This is not a criticism of Cholmondeley’s work but is a further indication that she was 

influenced by her time in Shropshire and the people she met there.  

Works of fiction set in a particular area, such as Shropshire, are often referred to as 

‘regional novels’. There is sometimes a tendency amongst critics to label the regional novel as 

‘provincial’ and this word often appears to have negative connotations; indeed, K.D.M. Snell 

argues that the term ‘usually involves belittlement of any form of cultural life other than that 

supplied by the metropolis’.70 He goes on to say that: ‘It assumes metropolitan arbitration of 

taste, the superiority of metropolitan people and expression over that of the merely “local” 

person, whose criteria are “only” those of locality – as though metropolis and locality were 

mutually exclusive terms’.71 The term ‘provincial’ does not, however, necessarily have 
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negative connotations; it can be seen in a positive light too as, for example, in regards to George 

Eliot’s Middlemarch which bears the subtitle A Study of Provincial Life. More recently, Ruth 

Livesey argues that ‘while Eliot is provincial, the Brontës are regional’.72 The writer, Kathryn 

Hughes goes on to elaborate on Livesey’s account:  

Regional, in this case, takes on a sense of romantic isolation, of gothic strangeness, of 
swooping depth and height. Eliot’s Midlands, although only 100 miles away from 
Haworth, are in every sense “flat”. The landscape is level and so, by and large, are the 
emotions. Eliot’s characters grow and change through tiny increments and as a result 
of constantly rubbing up against one another over time. This is a supremely relational 
art, grounded in the ordinary and the everyday, and all the more powerful for it.73 

 

Hughes here is arguing that the provincial novel need not be dismissed for it often, through its 

detailed depictions of ‘the ordinary and the everyday’, affords insights into people’s lives. 

Rebecca Mead in her study of Eliot’s novel, entitled The Road to Middlemarch: My Life with 

George Eliot, argues that the ‘lack of physical description doesn’t feel like a deficit…What 

Eliot most seeks to convey is Middlemarch as a state of mind – as the condition of consummate 

ordinariness, of absolutely middling Englishness’.74 This is similar to Cholmondeley’s 

approach as she also seeks to present places as reflections of their inhabitants. For example, in 

Red Pottage she writes: 

Hester was ignorant of country life, of its small society, its inevitable relations with 
unsympathetic neighbours just because they were neighbours; and she was specially 
ignorant of the class to which Mrs. Gresley and the Pratts belonged, and from which 
her aunt had in her lifetime unwisely guarded her niece as from the plague. She was 
amazed at first at the Pratts calling her by her Christian name without her leave, until 
she discovered that they spoke of the whole county by their Christian names…She was 
silly enough to think she knew Middleshire fairly well, but after she settled at 
Warpington she gradually discovered the existence of a large under-current of society 
of which she knew nothing at all, in which, whether she was willing or not, she was 
plunged by the fact that she was her brother’s sister.75 

 

Cholmondeley shows here how different the people of Middleshire are to those that Hester 

encountered in London and by representing the inhabitants of the county she makes a statement 

about the place in general and about country society and how insular it can be. Webb, by 

contrast, presents the setting of rural Shropshire in her novels as a separate entity from her 

characters. Whereas Webb’s novels have more in common with the ‘regional’ work of the 
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Brontës, Red Pottage, like Eliot’s Middlemarch, bears the hallmark of the provincial. Ruth 

Livesey also argues that:   

George Eliot may at first glance seem to validate her characters’ and readers’ desire to 
move away from the provinces…but the point is that she always insists on returning us 
to those original communities, so that we can think about them in new ways.76 

 

Mary Cholmondeley does this in Red Pottage as her two heroines, Hester and Rachel, are both 

established as metropolitan women living in London at the beginning of the novel yet they are 

swiftly moved into the provinces. This enables the reader to think about the heroines in ‘new 

ways’ as Rachel’s position changes from a woman earning ‘a meagre living by typewriting’ 

and surviving ‘by the work of her hands among those as poor as herself’ to an heiress who goes 

to stay in the countryside with the Bishop and mixes in county society with people like Lady 

Newhaven.77 After Hester’s aunt dies, she goes to stay with her brother, the Reverend Gresley, 

as she needs the peace and quiet that the countryside provides in order to focus on her writing. 

This movement between city and countryside motivates Cholmondeley’s narratives. 

Cholmondeley herself often returned to Shropshire on visits, and while Oulton argues that she 

‘felt oppressed’ in the countryside,78 she nevertheless points out that ‘back in London Mary 

could reflect on her return to Shropshire with all the security that a safe distance brings’.79 This 

time and distance needed to reflect on a place seems a crucial part of the creative process for 

both Cholmondeley and Webb, as they each seemed to write about Shropshire effectively when 

away from it as well as when they were there. This is evident in Cholmondeley’s writing as 

she depicts country life and its characters with great humour and detail, even when writing 

from London. Her characterisation is a fundamental part of her writing and she is excellent at 

conveying the insularity of village life in a way that creates both humour and pathos.  

Nineteen years after writing Red Pottage, Cholmondeley reflected on her time growing 

up in Shropshire in her family memoir entitled Under One Roof: A Family Record (1918). This 

memoir details her life at Hodnet Rectory and discusses her sister Hester’s papers. She writes:  

Until I opened Hester’s diary, I had an impression that we lived very quietly at Hodnet, 
except during the winter when the hunting and shooting began, and when there were 
numbers of balls. But Hester dispelled that illusion. She has made a note, seldom 
without comment caustic or kindly, of every person who passed through the house. It 
hardly ever seems to have been empty. The large numbers of people who stayed with 
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us, the quantities of visits we paid ourselves, astonishes me as I read her Book of the 
Chronicles.80 

 

Cholmondeley, then, clearly had an active social life in Shropshire and, even if she doesn’t 

remember it distinctly, she absorbed all of these experiences to form detailed characterisations 

in her writing. Her writing vividly encapsulates the essence of Shropshire life at this time. The 

decision to revisit the Shropshire of her childhood by writing this memoir suggests that she had 

fond memories of her time spent there as her strong affection for the area is clearly stated in 

the opening paragraph: 

As I write these lines the dim London room in which I sit vanishes away, and the old 
home in the green midlands rises up, the little gabled house on the low hill, where some 
of us were born, where we all lived as children, where Father, too, had lived as a child, 
and his father and his grandfather before him. There we grew to men and women. There 
Hester’s short life was spent. There Mother died.81 

 

These lines are similar to ones written by Mary Webb when she was in London as she also 

missed Shropshire and expressed her desire to be there in her poem ‘To a Blackbird Singing in 

London’: ‘O sing me far away, that I may hear/The voice of grass’.82 Cholmondeley’s memoir 

shows the affection and nostalgia that Cholmondeley felt for her native county and how the 

‘green midlands’ provided her with comforting memories when sitting in her ‘dim London 

room’. She goes on to write: 

Hodnet Rectory faces south and turns nearly all its narrow small-paned windows, with 
their uneven glass, to the sun. The low tower of the church, Hodnet Hall beyond the 
glebe, the long, peaceful lines of meadow and park and woodland, and the blue Wrekin 
against the sky, - we saw them all quaintly tilted and distorted through the uneven 
glass.83 

 

The image of the ‘quaintly tilted and distorted’ landscape that she saw through her window is 

a good analogy of her representation of village life in her novels. Cholmondeley retains the 

quaintness of country society yet distorts the image somewhat to present one of her own 

imagining. I have used Cholmondeley’s descriptions of Hodnet to produce a G.I.S. map of the 

village and a link to this map is given in the Appendix. Cholmondeley’s reminiscences of her 

upbringing in Hodnet are filled with positive references to the ‘sun’ and ‘peaceful lines of 

meadow’ and these show that she had a strong affection for the place. Linda Peterson describes 
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this autobiography as a ‘cheerful domestic memoir of life in the Shropshire rectory where 

Cholmondeley grew up with her seven brothers and sisters’.84 Peterson also argues that this 

book focuses on ‘the household as a nursery of genius’ and on ‘the collaborative and familial 

origins of authorship’.85 This argument shows that Cholmondeley’s Shropshire life had an 

influence on her ‘genius’ and also that her relationship with her siblings, especially Hester, had 

an impact on her writing. Cholmondeley’s description of ‘Middleshire’ in Red Pottage conjures 

up a view for the reader of a Shropshire village: ‘There is a little stream which flows through 

Middleshire which seems to reflect the spirit of that quiet county, so slow its course, so narrow 

its width’.86 Whilst it is not stated that the setting is Shropshire, the name ‘Middleshire’ 

indicates that it is in the middle of the country and the fact that Cholmondeley, at the time of 

writing this novel, had lived for most of her life there is a strong argument for the idea that she 

was haunted by Shropshire in her literary imagination. Even though she may have achieved 

success after she had left the county, her talent was nurtured by her Shropshire origins. 

Mary Cholmondeley could be described as a ‘Shropshire Lass’. She lived for over half 

of her life within the county. Lubbock describes Cholmondeley thus: 

The daughter of her race she was indeed to the core of her being. She belonged, she 
never ceased to belong, to her stock, her county, her England – an England of the 
English, far beyond earshot of the many strange accents in our hearing today…There 
was nothing in her imported from without, nothing detachable from its roots in the 
past…she always had her own background in the tradition of the broad English 
county…she was wrought into the substance of a very old fabric, time-honoured, time-
worn.87 

 

This pompous view places Cholmondeley in a specific class of people and describes the county 

where she grew up in quintessentially English terms. This idea of Shropshire as being a ‘time-

honoured’ part of ‘an England of the English’ is an outdated opinion but is one which has been 

propounded over the years. Whilst Cholmondeley may be seen to be a product of this 

impression of England, her work challenges the traditional norms that existed in society and 

which women were expected to abide by, and she presents in her writing an argument for 

greater rights for women. Writers such as A.E. Housman and Wilfred Owen have, instead, 

contributed to this stereotypical portrayal of Shropshire as their poetry represents a nostalgic 

view of an English landscape. Mary Cholmondeley, however, avoids nostalgia in her novels 
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and instead presents a nuanced depiction of a corner of England and its people. Housman 

admitted that he did not know Shropshire well: ‘I was born in Worcestershire, not Shropshire, 

where I have never spent much time. I had a sentimental feeling for Shropshire because its hills 

were our Western horizon’.88 This quotation shows that Housman’s view of Shropshire was an 

idealised one, and suggests that his representation of it in A Shropshire Lad (1896), which is 

arguably the most famous literary depiction of the county, was based on sentiment rather than 

based on any true representation or sense of place. Peter Parker argues that ‘the places 

Housman mentioned were emblematic, sometimes bearing little relation to geographical 

reality’ and that ‘the pastoral “tradition” of English poetry proved enduring, and the location 

of A Shropshire Lad in a particular if largely imaginary English landscape was a major 

contribution to the book’s popularity and longevity’.89 Shropshire for Housman was not 

representative of the actual county but a romanticised and nostalgic view of England. His ‘blue 

remembered hills’ and ‘land of lost content’ existed in the memory of his Shropshire Lad.90 In 

contrast, both Mary Cholmondeley and Mary Webb present a more vivid essence of Shropshire 

as they both lived in the county for the majority of their lives and engaged with the area in 

more complex ways. Wilfred Owen, although he was born in Shropshire and knew the county 

considerably better than Housman, could also be argued to present a romantic version of the 

county in order to provide a stark contrast to the war-torn fields of France during World War 

One. Whilst he also drew on his imagination in his poetry, his poems clearly show a nostalgia 

for the county that he had left behind and where he longed to be. In his poem ‘Spring 

Offensive’, he refers to: 

Hour after hour they ponder the warm field 
– And the far valley behind, where the buttercup 
Had blessed with gold their slow boots coming up, 
Where even the little brambles would not yield, 
But clutched and clung to them like sorrowing hands; 
They breathe like trees unstirred.91  

 

This poem draws on the memory of a walk that Owen took with his family in Shropshire after 

attending church before the war. Owen noticed the effect that the pollen from the buttercups 

had on his brother’s boots and remarked that ‘Harold’s boots are blessed with gold’.92 These 

lines give a religious and pastoral view of Shropshire and present a nostalgic representation of 
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the county. Owen’s nostalgia for Shropshire could be justified as he longed for home when 

away at war; he has a similar nostalgia for Shropshire to the one felt by Mary Webb when she 

was in London and Weston-super-Mare and this is discussed in my next chapter. 

Cholmondeley’s Shropshire can, instead, be argued to provide an insight into a woman’s life 

in the countryside. Although works of fiction, Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s novels have a 

stronger link to the realities of the county than Housman’s and Owen’s depictions. Owen’s 

image of an untainted English countryside served the purpose of providing both a stark contrast 

to the horror of war and a comforting and reassuring image of life unchanged by events. 

Cholmondeley, on the other hand, had no need for nostalgia because she had a more complex 

relationship to the place which meant she could present her novels in her familiar setting 

without sentiment. 

Nevertheless, despite being born in the county and living the majority of her life there, 

Cholmondeley is not inextricably linked to Shropshire in the same way that Mary Webb, 

Housman and Owen are. This is due to several factors: the most important being that the setting 

for all of her novels, while based on her experiences of growing up in Hodnet, are not as clearly 

positioned within the county as Webb’s are, and also that she moved away from Shropshire in 

1896, three years before her bestselling novel Red Pottage was published. She does not use 

setting in her novels in the same way that Webb does; instead her plots are foregrounded, being 

based around themes of marriage, money and relationships. Her novels use fictional place 

names in a similar way to George Eliot, invoking a feeling of the small town and rural location 

rather than specifically representing Shropshire. For example, Slumberleigh in Sir Charles 

Danvers, is referred to as being ‘in the midland counties’, and Middleshire in Red Pottage, is 

reminiscent of Middlemarch in George Eliot’s 1870 novel Middlemarch.93 These names invoke 

a certain idea of ‘Middle England’ to the reader and conjure up images of sleepy villages and 

uneducated inhabitants. Middleshire is described in her novel as a remote county: 

If you are travelling across Middleshire on the local line between Southminster and 
Westhope, after you have passed Wilderleigh with its grey gables and park wall, close 
at hand you will perceive to nestle (at least Mr. Gresley said it nestled) Warpington 
Vicarage; and perhaps, if you know where to look, you will catch a glimpse of Hester’s 
narrow bedroom window under the roof. Half a mile further on Warpington Towers, 
the gorgeous residence of the Pratts, bursts into view, with flag on turret flying, and 
two tightly-bitted rustic bridges leaping over the Drone. You cannot see all the lodges 
of Warpington Towers from the line, which is a source of some regret to Mr. Pratt; but 
if he happens to be travelling with you he will point out two of them, chaste stucco 
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Gothic erections with church windows, and inform you that the three others are on the 
northern and eastern sides, vaguely indicating the directions of Scotland and Ireland.94 
 

This description emphasises the tedium of country life, signified by the name of the river 

‘Drone’ and also evoking the sense of entitlement of some of the landowning classes. This 

quotation also provides the reader with a detailed walking tour of the village and is a good 

example of imaginative mapping. It shows the link between place and character and the detail 

given by the narrator, such as the distance of ‘[h]alf a mile’ and the ‘directions of Scotland and 

Ireland’, emphasise the connection between mobility, mapping and place. Cholmondeley’s 

description of setting here is visually descriptive, encouraging readers to ‘walk’ through the 

landscape in their imagination. 

Cholmondeley’s relocation from Shropshire to London provided her with the 

opportunity to move in literary circles and promote her work to a wider audience. Oulton’s 

biography refers to Cholmondeley’s move to London as a positive aspect of her life:  

there must have been something liberating for her in this enforced move from Hodnet. 
There would be no more charity bazaars to organize, no farmers’ wives to entertain and 
no insular county society to accuse her of siding with ‘snobs’ and ‘outsiders’ when she 
tried to talk to them about her writing.95 

 

Oulton quotes here from Cholmondeley’s letter dated 24th July 1894 to her friend George 

Bentley, suggesting that Cholmondeley’s time in Shropshire is reduced to the humdrum of 

country life, whereas it actually provided, like Jane Austen before her, a heightened insight 

into character that she was later able to draw on in her writing. In a diary entry from 1886, 

Cholmondeley ponders on her rural life: 

I am constantly driven back upon myself. I seem to be checked at every point. I cannot 
go where I would, or among the people with whom I would associate. I am turned back, 
quietly, time after time, to a quiet life, monotonous, without any outlet to thought in the 
way of conversation, turned back to the silence of country life, without interest in 
country life. And these I know in my own heart are the conditions in which I can (at 
times) work. I would go abroad, I would go to London; I would try to escape from the 
yoke and the harness.96 

 

Cholmondeley constantly refers to ideas of mobility in this quotation. She clearly feels that she 

‘cannot go’ where she wants to and that she wishes to travel ‘abroad’ or ‘go to London’. The 
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quietness, solitude, sense of stasis and lack of mobility that Shropshire provided for 

Cholmondeley indeed helped her writing, as these were the ‘conditions’ in which she found it 

easy to work. The immobility that village life provided encouraged her to ‘travel’ within her 

mind and imagination instead and encouraged the writing of her novels and short stories.  This 

lack of mobility is different to Mary Webb’s experience as she was inspired by her walks in 

the Shropshire countryside. Ironically, the very factors which she may have found cause to 

complain about, ensured that she had a space of her own in which to write. As Virginia Woolf 

commented: ‘a woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction’ and 

her Shropshire upbringing did provide her with both of these things.97 Woolf’s essay addresses 

whether women were free to produce fiction in the same way as men. Cholmondeley’s 

privileged childhood meant that she had the financial means which provided her with the space 

and opportunity to write. The access to a certain type of privileged society that her wealthy 

background provided also gave her inspiration for her novels. The character of the Bishop in 

Cholmondeley’s novel Red Pottage, highlights this very point when he reflects on the woman 

novelist, Hester: 

The best thing that could happen to Hester is to be thrown for a time among people who 
regard her as a nonentity, who have no sense of humour, and to whom she cannot speak 
of any of the subjects she has at heart. If Hester had remained in London after the 
success of her ‘Idyll’ she would have met with so much sympathy and admiration that 
her next book would probably have suffered in consequence. There is no place for 
getting up steam like a country vicarage with an inner cordon of cows around it, and an 
outer one of amiable country neighbours, mildly contemptuous of originality in any 
form.98  
 

This quotation suggests that the ‘country vicarage’ provides the space and opportunity to 

produce original works. An autobiographical reading of her novel could argue that 

Cholmondeley is here making the point that dullness can provoke creativity. Although 

Cholmondeley, like her character Hester, may have found her Hodnet home ‘monotonous’ at 

times (as reflected in her diary) and the people she encountered there sometimes lacking in 

‘originality’, it provided her with the insight into country families that she later depicted so 

well in her novels. As she herself reflects in a diary entry from 1901: 

I was nothing, a plain silent country girl, an invalid whom no one cared a straw 
about…But in all those early years, those enormously long years, a sort of dull 
smouldering fire of passion seemed to be gradually kindling in me, a determination 
which I can liken to nothing but a slow fire to overcome all those dreadful obstacles of 
illness and ugliness and incompetence…It is not my talent which has placed me where 
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I am, but the repression of my youth, my unhappy love-affair, the having to confront a 
hard dull life, devoid of anything I cared for intellectually, and being hampered at every 
turn I made by constant illness.99 

 

Cholmondeley shows here that, whilst she may have been ‘silent’, a ‘smouldering’ desire to 

change things was present inside her. She clearly wanted more independence than she had and 

this ‘passion’ presents itself in her writing as an argument for more rights for women in society. 

She admits herself that the ‘repression’ of her country upbringing provided her with the time 

and space she needed to write her novels. Her writing success may have come only after she 

moved away from the county but, as I will argue with regard to Webb, the distance away from 

her native Shropshire may have provided her with the clarity she needed in order to write about 

it with greater perception. Oulton argues that ‘both the city and the country were necessary to 

her at different times’, and this is shown in her writing as most of her novels move between the 

two locations with relative ease.100 For example, in Red Pottage, Hester and Rachel begin the 

novel living in London but then move to the county of Middleshire. Cholmondeley is skilled 

at portraying both settings in this novel as both the urban and rural depictions are just as 

entertaining. However, Oulton also states that Cholmondeley had been ‘trammelled…in her 

youth by the kindly but unimaginative families of Shropshire’.101 Lubbock too is dismissive 

about the people that Cholmondeley socialised with when in Shropshire and argues that she 

must have been more intellectually stimulated by her London acquaintances: 

She must have been pleased to find herself among people to whom she was not the 
clergyman’s daughter, not the young Miss Cholmondeley to be seen at a hunt-ball or a 
charity bazaar in Shropshire, not poor Mary who was so apt to be kept away from those 
entertainments by another attack of her asthma; in London she was herself, mingling 
among friends who were her friends because she liked them and they liked her…And 
she was a writer, a worker; she had worked hard…and with that came the knowledge 
she came into the company of others who had worked, men and women whose lives 
had the substance of things done in many a field.102 

 

Lubbock’s condescending attitude is indicative of his own pretensions rather than suggestive 

of Cholmondeley’s opinion. Cholmondeley often presents people from Shropshire as 

intellectual, for example she depicts her father and mother in such a way in her memoir. She 

states her father entertained ‘all manner of interesting men and women…in his drawing-room, 
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actors and actresses, statesmen, ministers, poets, novelists, celebrities of all kinds’.103 This 

suggests that he was a man of the world who desired intellectual stimulus and conversation. 

She describes her mother as having ‘considerable talent’ in writing plays, indicating she was 

neither unimaginative or narrow.104 Snell, however, when he talks about writers such as 

Gaskell, Eliot and Hardy, points out that: ‘The regional imagination of such writers is a crucial 

element of their art’.105 This, I argue, is relevant to Cholmondeley’s imagination. The fact that 

she originates from Shropshire, and chooses to set most scenes in her novels in a similar rural 

setting, is a crucial marker of her development as a writer able to assess the different ways of 

life in the city and the country. In the next section, I will argue that Cholmondeley depicts her 

heroines walking in rural settings as a way to emphasise the importance of greater freedoms 

for women in society. This mobility of her heroines is crucial to her presentation of women 

and emphasises the need for social, political and cultural freedoms that Cholmondeley 

promotes through this depiction of women walking through the rural landscape. Her depiction 

of the countryside is used as a literary device to emphasise the space and freedom that women 

need in order to effect their own independence. 

 

Women Walking and Experiencing the Countryside in Mary Cholmondeley’s Novels 

 

Although Mary Cholmondeley suffered badly from asthma, which sometimes restricted her 

ability to walk, she often depicts women walking through the countryside in her novels to 

represent their quest for freedom within their family households and/or marriages or other 

relationships with men. By depicting the New Woman in a rural setting, Cholmondeley 

provides the reader with a new way of viewing the wrongs that she suffers. In this section, I 

will be making reference to her own life as detailed in her memoir Under One Roof (1918),  as 

well as drawing on Percy Lubbock’s biography and Oulton’s more recent Let the Flowers Go. 

Lubbock’s biography gave hardly any attention to Cholmondeley’s fiction; instead he devoted 

a whole chapter to her friend and novelist Rhoda Broughton who, he argued, ‘claimed 

attention’ and to whom ‘there must always be a digression’ wherever her name is mentioned.106 

Oulton’s biography, on the other hand, provides a more detailed analysis of Cholmondeley’s 

novels and short stories. In addition, I will discuss a selection of Cholmondeley’s novels, 
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especially Sir Charles Danvers, Red Pottage, Moth and Rust (1902), Prisoners (Fast Bound in 

Misery and Iron) (1905) and Notwithstanding (1913). I have chosen these novels as they all 

depict heroines who choose to walk in the countryside as a way of seeking both comfort and 

independence in their lives; their mobility suggesting a threat to the settled patriarchal order. 

Although these novels tackle different themes, Cholmondeley provides in each representations 

of nature, which suggests that the rural landscape can provide freedom for women in a way 

that the urban environment cannot. The private solitude of rural space provides women with a 

spatial alternative outside of the domestic household to which they can escape. The vast 

majority of examples of women walking in these novels are in the countryside and walking is 

shown to be a positive action for them. I will argue that Cholmondeley has depicted her 

heroines in this way as part of her implicit argument in favour of more rights for women in 

society. The fact that she chooses to depict her heroines walking freely in the countryside 

highlights their lack of freedom in other areas of their lives. It will also be discussed how 

Cholmondeley uses walking as a metaphor, a narrative device, an example of symbolism, and 

as a language technique in her novels. She refers to the theme of walking in many of her 

epigraphs, and this will also be considered. 

 Rebecca Solnit, in her study of walking entitled Wanderlust, writes: 

Those who value walking often speak of independence, solitude, and the freedom that 
comes from lack of structure and regimentation. But there are three prerequisites to 
going out into the world to walk for pleasure, one must have free time, a place to go, 
and a body unaffected by illness or social restraints.107 
 

Although often too ill to walk much in later life, when she was young, Cholmondeley was not 

as ill as her sisters and, as she stated in her memoir, she ‘“came out” and “went visits”’.108 

When she returned from these outings, she was then asked to ‘recount an adventure’ to her 

sisters, Victoria and Hester: ‘they made me “walk and deliver” [a story] the morning after my 

return’.109 This encouragement to go out and experience life and to then formulate it into a 

story afterwards helped emphasise the link between walking, imagination and independence 

for Cholmondeley, but it also enhanced her storytelling techniques and connected the act of 

walking with the practice of writing in her mind. This connection between walking and writing 

is a concept that I will discuss later in regard to Mary Webb as the metre of her poetry 

sometimes suggests the rhythm of walking. With Cholmondeley, the process of walking when 
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younger could have meant that she associated the pastime with independence and good health 

which then lead to the positive portrayal of this action in her novels. Cholmondeley also recalls 

how the four sisters often ‘raced up and down the schoolroom to get warm’, and that each of 

them ‘had…her separate beat, to which she had to adhere most rigorously, for fear of collision 

with the others’.110 She goes on to say:  

While we were all four walking swiftly, our hands in our muffs, we had long 
discussions on books and people and Life, with a big L. Later on when I read Mrs. 
Gaskell’s Life of the Brontës [sic], I realized with surprise that other eager young 
women had walked up and down their old school-room, just as we had done, before we 
were born.111 

 

This reference to the Brontë sisters emphasises further the link between walking and writing, 

as Gaskell records in The Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857), the sisters ‘pace[d] up and down 

(like restless animals) in the parlour, talking over plans and projects, and thoughts of what was 

to be their future life’.112 Even if Cholmondeley may not have always been well enough to 

walk outdoors, she practised walking in her own house as a way to help her formulate her own 

ideas, just as the Brontë sisters paced around the dining room table each evening. 

Percy Lubbock describes first hearing about Cholmondeley as ‘a young lady from the 

country, not very young, of delicate health, whose years had been spent in a remote 

parsonage’.113 He refers to her as ‘poor Mary who was so apt to be kept away from these 

entertainments by another attack of her asthma’, thus giving the reader an impression that her 

illness prevented her from enjoying certain active pursuits.114 He does, however, mention her 

walking in the countryside around her cottage at Ufford in Suffolk where she leased a house 

from 1907. He states that she wrote in a letter to her friend, Matthew Nathan: ‘I am camping 

out in a perfect little cottage which I am thinking of taking if it suits my coquettish lungs, which 

wont [sic] inhale every air’.115 Lubbock states that: ‘To Mary, deliberately strolling from the 

lawn to the wood, from the wood to the field-path – slowly considering, absorbing, communing 

with her thought – the long and peaceable months of Ufford were an immense refreshment, 

year by year’.116 In a preface to her last book, The Romance of His Life and Other Romances 

 
110 Cholmondeley, Under One Roof, p.102. 
111 Cholmondeley, Under One Roof, pp.102-3. 
112 Elizabeth Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Brontë [1857], ed. Angus Easson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009), p.148. 
113 Lubbock, Mary Cholmondeley, p.26. 
114 Lubbock, Mary Cholmondeley, p.29. 
115 Mary Cholmondeley letter to Matthew Nathan, 18 May 1907, quoted in Oulton, Let the Flowers Go: A Life 
of Mary Cholmondeley, p.143. 
116 Lubbock, Mary Cholmondeley, p.64.  



 41 

(1921), she praises this Suffolk cottage and states that ‘a cottage to equal mine I have never yet 

come across, nor do I believe in its existence’.117 She also delights in its garden and describes 

how: ‘If you walk down that narrow path between the leaning twisted hollies you come 

suddenly upon an opening in the thicket, and a paved path leads you into another little 

garden’.118 Lubbock has happy memories of walking with Cholmondeley when he stayed at 

her cottage:  

we talked as we paced by the stream-side; and Mary enjoyed herself too, I have no 
doubt, and was pleased to do the honours of the pretty place. One thing struck me oddly: 
country-bred as she was, at home in the country from her childhood, there was some 
want of congruity in her with the earth and the grass. It was a trifle, yet it was noticeable; 
she moved through the summer fields with a meditative wonder, loving them, not as 
though she entirely understood them. She looked like a figure from a leisurely Victorian 
novel, one in which ladies walk abroad to take the air; and she rambled further than the 
rest, more informally, but still she admired and loved the country thoughtfully – she 
wasn’t off-hand with it, she didn’t take it for granted.119 

 

Lubbock’s memory is obviously very subjective. His version of events shows Cholmondeley 

to delight in the countryside that she walks in but suggests that she doesn’t wholly comprehend 

it. Lubbock could simply be misunderstanding Cholmondeley and that, when she walked with 

‘meditative wonder’, she was revelling in the landscape around her and was perfectly capable 

of appreciating the countryside in a way that was unclear to him.  However, as ‘she rambled 

further than the rest’, she seems more than capable of enjoying a walk, despite her illness, and 

even appears to excel at it. Her illness undoubtedly hindered her freedom to walk sometimes 

as she reflects in her diary in September 1886: 

I am constantly driven back upon myself. I seem to be checked at every point. I cannot 
go where I would, or among the people with whom I would associate. I am turned back, 
quietly, time after time, to a quiet life, monotonous, without any outlet to thought in the 
way of conversation, turned back to the silence of a country life, without interest in 
country life.120 

 

This quotation shows that Cholmondeley had a desire to walk but was hindered from doing so 

because of her asthma. She professes no ‘interest in country life’ and yet her contemplative 

long walks, and the descriptions in her novels of the landscape, seem to suggest that she 

appreciated nature. Perhaps ‘country life’ here refers to village life, as Cholmondeley enjoyed 
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the scenery of the countryside but disliked the way of life in a small rural community. In Red 

Pottage she portrays the inhabitants of Middleshire as small-minded and insular: 

There is a little stream which flows through Middleshire which seems to reflect the 
spirit of that quiet county, so slow is its course, so narrow is its width. Even the roads 
don’t take the trouble to bridge it. They merely hump themselves slightly when they 
feel it tickling underneath them, and go on, vouchsafing no further notice of its 
existence. Yet the Drone is a local celebrity in Middleshire, and, like most local 
celebrities is unknown elsewhere…Middleshire bristles with “the best shots in 
England”, and the “best preachers in England”, and the cleverest men in England. The 
apathetic Mother country knows, according to Middleshire, “but little of her greatest 
men”. At present she associates her loyal county with a breed of small black pigs.121 
 

This description shows, both from the name of the river ‘Drone’ and the fact that the county is 

only famous outside of the area by its ‘ breed of small black pigs’, the sense of mundanity that 

rural life can offer. Cholmondeley here is ridiculing provincial towns for their inward-looking 

attitudes. She may have felt this way about the inhabitants of Hodnet but this doesn’t 

necessarily mean that she didn’t also take pleasure in the beauty that the place had to offer as 

can be seen in another of her descriptions in Red Pottage:   

The purple clematis and the small lizard-like leaf of the ivy have laid tender hands on 
all that is left of that stately house of prayer. The pigeons wheel round it, and nest in its 
niches. The soft contented murmur of bird praise has replaced the noise of bitter human 
prayer.122 
 

Like Webb, she clearly appreciated the details of the natural world around her and paid 

attention to this in her writing. The ‘silence of country life’, that she mentions in her diary, is 

referenced in her novels in the name ‘Slumberleigh’ for the village in Sir Charles Danvers.123 

Oulton remarks that when Cholmondeley was recovering from an illness in 1896 she ‘forced 

herself to walk, to take bicycle exercise, and even subjected herself to a daily sluicing in cold 

water’.124 This implies that Cholmondeley did see the importance of physical exercise to her 

wellbeing and was determined to go for a walk and ‘forced’ herself to do so on some occasions. 

Even if Cholmondeley herself was unable to go out walking as much as she would have 

liked to, she does depict women walking in her novels as part of her implicit argument for 

greater rights for women in society. Her novel, Sir Charles Danvers (which was first serialised 

in Temple Bar in 1889), contains instances of women walking in the countryside. The heroine 
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Ruth wears ‘walking things’ and announces that she likes walking.125 She is depicted as 

walking in ‘pale stubble fields, glad of an object for a walk’.126 This portrayal of a woman who 

has ‘effected her escape out of the room and out of the house’ symbolises, I argue, the need for 

greater independence for women.127 The novel is a love story but it also raises important 

questions about money, marriage and inheritance laws. As with many of Cholmondeley’s 

novels, she is concerned whether women should have to marry for money rather than love. The 

fact that her heroine enjoys walking freely in the countryside draws attention to her lack of 

freedom in other areas of her life. When Cholmondeley’s heroine is outdoors walking, ‘[t]he 

familiar fields…soothed Ruth like the presence of a friend, as Nature, even in her commonest 

moods, has ministered to many a one who has loved her before Ruth’s time’.128 This belies 

Lubbock’s view that Cholmondeley didn’t understand the countryside as this statement shows 

an awareness of how the natural environment can have an impact on one’s emotions. 

Cholmondeley, in this novel, promotes the experience of walking in the countryside and seems 

to delight in it rather than appear uninterested and this furthers the argument that it was ‘country 

life’ she found oppressive in her diary entry, rather than the countryside. She states in this novel 

that: 

the love of Nature is a sure investment…For in Nature, as Wordsworth says, “there is 
no bitterness,” that worst sting of human grief. And as Ruth walked among the quiet 
fields, and up the yellow aisles of the autumn glades to Arleigh, Nature spoke of peace 
to her.129 
 

Lubbock is again shown to be mistaken as this description clearly shows Cholmondeley’s 

appreciation of nature and all that it has to offer, demonstrating that she does understand the 

countryside. The sense of freedom and contentment that Ruth experiences outdoors can be 

contrasted with how trapped she feels in her engagement to Dare. 

 Cholmondeley’s later novella Moth and Rust also provides evidence of how  interaction 

with the countryside can give comfort to women. The heroine of this story, Anne, is described 

as ‘the restrained, disciplined, dignified woman of the world’ but, as ‘she felt at liberty to carry 

her aching spirit to seek comfort and patience by the brook’, she then decided to throw ‘herself 

down on her face in the short sun-warm grass’.130 Anne is in love with Stephen but she fears 

 
125 Cholmondeley, Sir Charles Danvers, p.133. 
126 Cholmondeley, Sir Charles Danvers, p.144. 
127 Cholmondeley, Sir Charles Danvers, p.148. 
128 Ibid. 
129 Ibid. 
130 Mary Cholmondeley, Moth and Rust, (USA: ICG, 2017), p.8. 



 44 

he will never propose to her and, when she sees Janet and George happy together, she thinks 

she will never be as happy in love as they are so takes refuge in the countryside: ‘Her passionate 

heart beat against the kind bosom of the earth. How we return to her, our Mother Earth, when 

life is too difficult or too beautiful for us!’131 Nature again provides a means of escape for 

Cholmondeley’s women characters. The solace that her women characters find in the 

countryside highlights the lack of beauty and comfort in other areas of their lives. Women can 

form a relationship with the rural landscape away from the typical gendered expectations of 

their domestic lives. Cholmondeley here is implicitly arguing that women need more freedom 

to explore away from the prying eyes of society. When Anne eventually decides to tell Stephen 

she loves him, she chooses to walk alone through the fog to see him. The fog here is significant 

as it suggests that she needs to move psychologically, as well as physically, in order to see 

more clearly. Cholmondeley shows her heroine seizing control of her future and making her 

own decisions, making the defiant act of walking the clearest route towards independence. 

 Cholmondeley’s novel Prisoners is also concerned with the theme of marriage, 

particularly the idea of marrying for the right reasons. This novel is more philosophical than 

her others for it reflects profoundly on the concepts of freedom and the restriction of freedom. 

The heroine Fay is married to an Italian Duke; however, her childhood sweetheart, Michael, is 

still in love with her and when he is discovered in her bedroom after a dinner party, he is then 

imprisoned for the murder of one of the guests. Fay knows he did not commit the murder but, 

conscious of her own reputation, does not speak out in defence of him. The narrative then 

moves to England where, after the death of her husband, Fay falls in love with Michael’s 

brother, Wentworth. When Michael is later released from prison, Fay is forced to tell the truth 

to Wentworth about what happened in Italy and why she did not speak out to provide an alibi 

for his brother and thus save him from prison. Throughout this complex plot, Cholmondeley 

provides the reader with lots of instances of women walking in the countryside. At one point, 

Cholmondeley addresses the reader directly and details a walk in a familiar way, suggesting it 

is one that she herself has enjoyed: 

Reader, do you know Barford in Hampshire? If you don’t I can tell you how to get to 
it. You take a train from Victoria, and you get out at Saundersfoot…if you walk steadily 
away from it for five miles inland along the chalky road between the downs you will 
arrive at the little village of Barford…If you persevere you will in due course see the 
village of Barford lying in front of you…After you have passed the pond, and the post 
office, and before you reach the school, you will see a lodge and an old Italian iron 
gateway…132 
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This direct address from Cholmondeley to the reader highlights the significance of place in her 

novel as it functions as a diversion from the narrative. Cholmondeley is very specific here about 

the details, vividly depicting an image of the English countryside by providing descriptions 

which appear to inform readers exactly where they are, as if she were directing them on a map. 

She seems to be more at ease in this novel when describing English village life than when she 

describes the landscape of Italy. For example, she doesn’t give as much direction when 

referring to the Italian villa: ‘Fay stood on her balcony, and looked over the ilexes of her villa 

at Frascati; out across the grey-green of the Campagna to the little compressed city which goes 

by the great name of Rome’.133 Cholmondeley fails here to give the intricacy of detail that she 

included when describing how to get to the Barford property. This is also the case in her novel 

Notwithstanding when she writes about Paris, Fontainebleau and Tenerife. Her most detailed 

and positive descriptions of setting in this later novel are when the characters settle in Ufford 

in Suffolk rather than when they are abroad. For example: 

Parallel with the Rieben, but half a mile away from it on higher ground, runs the great 
white high road from London to Yarmouth. And between the road and the river lies the 
village of Riff. But you cannot see it or even the top of its church tower from the road, 
because the park of Hulver Manor comes in between, stretching in long leafy glades of 
oak and elm and open sward, and hiding the house in its midst…And between the park 
and the river lies the hidden village of Roff. You come upon it quite suddenly at the 
turn of the lane, with its shallow ford, and its pink-plastered cottages sprinkled among 
its high trees, and its thatched Vicarage, and “The Hermitage” with the honeysuckle 
over the porch, and the almshouse near the great Italian gates of Hulver Manor…134 

 

Cholmondeley gives directions to this English village here so that readers can imagine 

themselves journeying to this place. This quotation offers another example of Cholmondeley’s 

imaginative mapping. She uses distances such as ‘half a mile’ and directions like ‘at the turn 

of the lane’ to enable her readers to accompany her on an imaginative walk of this landscape. 

This quotation displays again the strong connection between mobility and place which 

underpins her writings. Her fondness for the English countryside is clearly shown in her 

detailed descriptions of the landscape and this is probably due to the fact that Cholmondeley 

had a cottage in Suffolk. While these two novels depict Hampshire and Suffolk rather than 

Shropshire, as they were both written after Red Pottage and she had been away from the county 

for a longer period, they both clearly show her love of rural life which began as a child in 
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Shropshire. Although the landscape depicted may be different to the Middleshire of Red 

Pottage, Cholmondeley still excels in her depictions of rural upper middle-class community 

life and draws upon her experiences of growing up in a vicarage and meeting people who 

belonged to and mixed in those social circles.  

 In Cholmondeley’s aptly-named Prisoners (the title implying women’s imprisonment 

in society as well as the incarceration of Michael in an Italian prison),when Fay and her sister 

Magdalen want to escape from the confines of the house, they go for a walk in the surrounding 

countryside: ‘They went in silence through the little wood that bounded the gardens, and passed 

into the great, bare, grey aisle of the beech avenue’.135 The women characters view walking 

outdoors as an expression of freedom, and the act of walking has long been written about as a 

symbol of revolution or defiance. For example, the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

discussed how the act of walking could be used as an escape mechanism, a means of evading 

a society which he sees as wholly malevolent.136 Merlin Coverley, in his book The Art of 

Wandering: The Writer as Walker, states that ‘it is only amidst nature that Rousseau can once 

again reassert control over his surroundings’.137 Nature, in Prisoners, provides 

Cholmondeley’s women characters with a similar means of escape from the society which 

denies them control over their destiny. For example, when Magdalen walks to a clearing in the 

coppice:  

She stood still dazed…All the passion of the world was gathered into the still, upturned 
faces of the primroses, glowing with a pale light from within. All the love that ever had 
been, or could be, all rapture of aspiration and service and self-surrender were mirrored 
there.138   

 

This description shows the appreciation that Cholmondeley has for the natural world and how 

it can offer a place for reflection. Cholmondeley uses her descriptions of the countryside in this 

novel as part of her implicit argument that women require greater rights within society. Like 

Rousseau, Fay and Magdalen resort to the natural world for comfort and find walking to be a 

positive act in which they assert their own independence. They are free in the countryside to 

choose how to act, whereas the restrictions of society are more keenly felt by them when they 

are in their father’s home. This is also the case in Jane Austen’s novels, as Solnit argues, the 

female characters take ‘solitary walks [which] express the independence that literally takes the 
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heroine out of the social sphere of the houses and their inhabitants, into a larger, lonelier world 

where she is free to think: walking articulates both physical and mental freedom’.139 

Cholmondeley is also a novelist who shows that walking and the countryside can provide an 

opportunity for freedom for the early twentieth-century woman. Fay is at liberty when out 

walking to act how she pleases and it is on her walks that she encounters Wentworth and begins 

their love affair. Within the confines of the home, their families may frown upon their 

developing relationship but when they are out in the countryside they are able to converse more 

freely:  

he might come back from Lostford this afternoon by way of Pilgrim Road…She often 
walked there. It would be an entirely chance meeting. Wentworth had frequently used 
this “short cut” of late, which did not add more than two miles to the length of his return 
journey to Lostford.140 

 

While he travels to their meetings by horse, Fay always walks there and agrees that it is a 

‘favourite walk’ of hers and that she often goes there in the afternoons.141 Fay continues ‘to 

fatigue herself with enormous walks over the downs with illustrated papers for the 

Saundersfoot workhouse’ as an excuse to meet Wentworth on her travels.142 This chance of 

freedom enables her to escape from the household and pursue the relationship that she chooses. 

She is, however, discovered by her younger sister, Bessie, who follows the couple when they 

are out walking together and then tells her other sister, Magdalen:  

“I have spied upon Fay steadily for the last fortnight…she meets Wentworth in Pilgrim 
Road nearly every afternoon. I once waylaid her as if by accident, on her way home, 
and asked her where she had been; and she said she had been on her way to Arleigh 
wood, but she had not got so far, as she was too tired. Too tired! She had been walking 
up and down with Wentworth for over an hour…”143 

 

It is worth noting that Cholmondeley chooses to name the road in which they meet as ‘Pilgrim 

Road’ as this name highlights the importance of their act of walking and the fact that they are 

both making a pilgrimage towards their own happiness and fulfilment.  

 The heroine of Prisoners, Fay, also walks when she feels frustrated as a way to brighten 

her mood and think through her problems. City walker Kierkegaard (1813-1855) wrote that: 
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‘Health and salvation can only be found in motion…if one keeps on walking, everything will 

be all right’.144 Cholmondeley emphasises this argument in her novel when she writes:  

On a blowing afternoon in the middle of April she made her way across the down with 
her basket to a distant hazel coppice to which she had not been as yet. A fever of unrest 
possessed her…As she walked a bare tree stretched out its naked arms to waylay 
her….Her…eyes fell upon a seagull wheeling against the blue, the incarnation of 
freedom and the joy of life. She turned away her eyes again and hurried on, looking 
neither to right nor left. A light wind went with her, drawing her like a “kind 
constraining hand”.145 
 

Cholmondeley suggests here that nature itself can provide solace and can act as a healing force 

as the wind is shown to comfort Fay when she is distressed. Fay’s desire to be as free as the 

seagull is emphasised and exemplifies the restrictions regarding marriage and courtship that 

society has placed on women that have made her feel so constrained. Her older sister, 

Magdalen, is also shown to use walking through the local landscape as a way to make herself 

feel better: 

Magdalen came by the same way soon afterwards, but not to gather primroses. 
Magdalen, usually so serene, was becoming daily more troubled…As Magdalen 
walked her strong heart quailed within her…She reached the wood, and entered one of 
the many aimless paths that wandered through it. The uneven ground sloped 
downwards to the south, and through the manifold branches of the undergrowth of 
budding hazels the sea lay deeply blue, far away…A winding side-path beckoned to 
her. She walked a few steps along it, and came suddenly upon a clearing in the 
coppice.146 

 

The idea of the path beckoning her on her way and encouraging her to walk along it shows 

walking and nature to be positive forces for wellbeing. The rural environment guides 

Magdalen, providing her with the space and opportunity to think through her concerns until 

she reaches a ‘clearing’, both in her mind as well as in the landscape. Fay too arrives at this 

clearing and through this outdoor meeting of the two sisters Cholmondeley shows that walking 

in the countryside brings both characters clarity and helps them to make the right decision as 

to how to live their lives: 

On her way homewards she came again upon the clearing, and stopped short. The place 
seemed to have undergone some subtle change. A tall figure was standing motionless 
in it. The face was turned away, but Fay recognised it instantly. As she came close 
Magdalen turned. For a moment Fay saw that she did not recognise her, that she was 
withdrawn into a great peace and light.147 
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Magdalen has been transformed by nature and now manages to convince Fay to speak out and 

tell the truth about Michael. This passage shows that the act of standing still and appreciating 

the environment around us is sometimes just as effective as walking.  

Mary Webb also delights in the landscape around her and extols the benefits and 

transformative qualities of nature in her essays in Poems and the Spring of Joy:  

It is the sudden sense – keen and startling – of oneness with all beauty, seen and unseen. 
This sense is so misted over that it only comes clearly at such times. When it does come, 
we are in complete communion with the universal life…Then we know that we are not 
merely built up physically out of flower, feather and light, but are one with them in 
every fibre of our being. Then only do we have our full share in the passion of life that 
fills all nature; then only do we possess perfect vitality.148 
 

Webb experiences the same effect as Magdalen here as this sense of oneness is similar to 

Cholmondeley’s character’s ‘great peace and light’. By standing still, Magdalen appreciates 

the tiny details of the landscape such as the ‘still, upturned faces of the primroses, glowing with 

a pale light from within’.149 Lauren Elkin refers to the importance of standing still in Flâneuse: 

Women Walk the City in Paris, New York, Tokyo, Venice and London. She mentions how the 

streets of Paris made her ‘stop in [her] tracks, [her] heart suspended…In Paris [she] would 

linger outside, imagining stories to go with streets’.150 Magdalen’s peace has been achieved 

through the fact she is  ‘motionless’ and she has realised what she wishes to achieve with her 

life. Cholmondeley’s own immobility due to illness also allowed her the opportunity to reflect 

and provided her with the creative inspiration she needed to write her novels. The heroine 

Annette Georges, in Cholmondeley’s Notwithstanding, also embarks on solitary country walks 

and often she too stands still to appreciate the landscape: ‘She had reached the stile where the 

water meadows began, and instinctively she stood still and looked at her little world once more, 

and thankfulness flooded her heart’.151 The importance of enjoying one’s surroundings and 

feeling more independent in ‘her little world’ is stressed here. This sense of gratitude for the 

countryside around her that Annette experiences was also felt by Mary Webb: 

We need no great gifts – the most ignorant of us can draw deep breaths of inspiration 
from the soil. The way is through love of beauty and reality, and through absorbed 
preoccupation with those signs of divinity that are like faint, miraculous foot-prints 
across the world.152 
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It is probable that both Cholmondeley and Webb appreciated and were inspired by the beauty 

of the natural world because of their rural upbringings in Shropshire. Through their beautiful 

and detailed descriptions of the countryside in their novels, it is clear that they each understood 

the healing power of nature.  

In Notwithstanding, Cholmondeley again shows walking as an active pursuit which 

provides both comfort and a sense of freedom for her women characters. This novel’s plot 

concerns the heroine, Annette, and a secret in her past when she spent a night in a French hotel 

with Dick Le Geyt when she was not married to him. Later, when living with her aunts in 

Suffolk, she falls in love with his cousin, Roger, and has to decide whether to tell him the truth 

about her past or not. Annette is depicted as being happiest when out walking with her friends, 

Janey and Roger: 

When Annette first saw Janey and Roger she felt she had known them all her life, that 
they had been part of her existence. When first she walked with them beside the Rieben 
she seemed to recognise every turn of the stream. The deep primrose lanes welcomed 
her back to them. Had she wandered down them in some previous existence?153  

 

The connection between walking and memory has been extensively discussed. The nature 

writer Robert Macfarlane discusses this in The Old Ways: A Journey on Foot where he argues 

that the remembered places ‘are the landscapes in which we live the longest, warped though 

they are by time and abraded though they are by distance’.154 Even if Annette has never visited 

this place before and just feels as though she has, the experience is shown to be a positive one 

as she feels ‘welcomed’ there and the act of walking is one of recognition which she takes 

comfort in. At the end of the novel, when Annette embarks on a solitary walk as she 

contemplates her future, memory is again linked to walking:  

it seemed to Annette that in some forgotten past she had wandered in a great peace by 
a stream such as this, a kind understanding stream, and she had gathered a spray of 
forget-me-not such as this…and all had been well.155  

 

This quotation shows the comfort and reassurance that a place can bring and that walking in 

the countryside can provide solace for Cholmondeley’s women characters as they have the 

opportunity and space needed to think about how to live their lives. Walking encourages 

Cholmondeley’s heroines to seek more independence in their lives and to find the space they 
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need to make decisions about their future. When Annette walks ‘[a] great peace enfolded her’ 

and she is ‘wrapt away from pain’.156 Cholmondeley depicts walking as a positive action and 

part of the process needed for women to be able to assert their rights. 

Walking is also used in Notwithstanding as a narrative device when Annette returns to 

the Rieben with Roger: ‘as they walked the thin veil which hides the enchanted land from the 

lonely seekers was withdrawn’.157 Cholmondeley uses the pastime of walking as a way to give 

her two characters the space they need to further their relationship. Through walking and nature 

they saw ‘“that new world which is the old” unfold itself before them’.158 The act of walking 

through the countryside has enabled this couple to understand how much they care for each 

other. Cholmondeley has used this leisurely pursuit as a device to ensure that her characters 

find the privacy they require to talk freely to one another. They would not have encountered 

these same freedoms had they been inside a building but walking allows them to wander away 

from their chaperones, Mr. Stirling and Mrs. Stoddart, and gives them the space to talk. Her 

choice of the natural setting also means that their romantic thoughts can be encouraged. 

Annette thinks of Roger as a ‘transfigured fellow-traveller’ and decides to walk hand in hand 

with him through the landscape.159 When Annette declares that she ‘should like to walk to the 

firs’ she is told that ‘it could easily be done if she were not afraid of a mile’s walk’.160 Annette 

and Roger’s decision to go on the longer walk enables them to escape from Mrs. Stoddart and 

Mr. Stirling and thus provides them with their longed-for solitude. Cholmondeley points out 

that the ‘knoll was farther than it looked’ to show how far they have to travel in their 

relationship before they can reach their own happy ending.161 The walk they then embark on is 

a metaphor for their relationship; Roger thinks it ‘an excellent idea’, yet Mrs. Stoddart’s doubts 

are expressed when she states that ‘she felt unequal to it’.162 Cholmondeley possibly uses 

walking as a metaphor for love as she found both of these things difficult in her own life. She 

suffered badly with asthma so found walking long distances hard and had also experienced a 

failed romantic attachment. She had formed a companionship with a man and had hoped to 

marry him but he left her ‘bitterly’ and she was very upset by this.163 She may wish to display 
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here her own struggle to enjoy a relationship or take exercise because of ill health. Her health 

and her love-life were both causes of frustration and disappointment for Cholmondeley; 

inextricably linked in her mind with suffering. When the scene in the novel starts to change 

and Roger’s hope of a successful proposal starts to fade, he tells Annette that she has ‘had 

walking enough’, suggesting that both the chance of love and the walk are coming to an end.164 

Cholmondeley also uses the metaphor of walking to describe love towards the end of this 

chapter when Annette explores Mary Deane’s garden. Mary Deane is the woman who had an 

affair with Dick before Annette met him and had a child with him out of wedlock. Annette and 

Roger ended up in her abandoned house at the end of their walk. Annette reflects ‘[h]ow worn 

and sunk that path was’ in her garden and that there ‘was not room for two to go abreast in 

it’.165 This symbolises Mary being deserted by Dick and left to bring their child up alone. The 

description of the path continues: 

One footfall had worn that narrow groove, narrow almost as a sheep track in the marsh. 
And now the path was barely visible for the dead leaves of the walnut, falling untimely, 
which had drifted across it, and had made an eddy over the solitary clump of yellow 
snap-dragon.166 

 

The use of a footpath to describe the breakdown of Dick and Mary’s relationship is symbolic 

of the journey that they took together in their love affair. This symbolism is effective as conveys 

the trauma of their relationship to the reader. Cholmondeley is again utilising language 

techniques and the metaphor of walking to demonstrate a partnership in her novel. She also 

does this when Roger and Annette embark on another walk together later in the novel. They 

walk ‘in the devastated avenue, the scene of Dick’s recklessness’.167 The fact that Dick 

destroyed the walkway is a metaphor for Dick ruining their chances of love, as his relationship 

with Annette has tainted her reputation.  

 Cholmondeley refers to walking in some of the epigraphs that she uses in 

Notwithstanding. Chapter 30 quotes Ellen Thorneycroft Fowler, an English author of popular 

romances who was writing at the same time as Cholmondeley: ‘Even the longest lane has a 

turning, though the path trodden by some people is so long and so straight that it seems less 

like a lane than “a permanent way”’.168 At the beginning of Chapter 36 she quotes Thomas 
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Hardy: ‘The paths of love are rougher/Than thoroughfares of stones.’169 Cholmondeley’s use 

of these epigraphs emphasises the importance of the walking metaphor that she utilises 

continuously in this novel and draws the readers’ attention to it. The Hardy quotation, in 

particular, stresses the link that walking has to love and relationships and signals clearly to the 

reader the point that Cholmondeley wishes to make through this literary device. It is significant 

that she chooses to end her novel with Annette and Roger embarking on a walk together as 

they decide to pursue their relationship: ‘Along the narrow path by the water’s edge Roger was 

coming…She turned with him, and they went a few steps in silence’.170 This walk solidifies 

their bond but it was Annette’s decision to go out for a walk that brought them to this point: 

‘She dressed, and went noiselessly into the garden, and then wandered into the long meadows 

that stretched in front of the house’.171 She has chosen this as the path she wishes to take and 

he is the man she wishes to marry. Cholmondeley shows that the independent woman who 

walks out alone in the world has the opportunity to choose her own marriage partner free from 

the constraints of society. However, she also has a wider feminist message regarding women’s 

freedoms and rights in society generally, which is worth looking at in detail in order to show 

why she is so fascinated with women’s mobility and their relationship to place. 

 

Feminism in Mary Cholmondeley’s Diana Tempest and Red Pottage 

 

Debates about the New Woman dominated the 1890s. A hundred years after Mary 

Wollstonecraft wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman: with Strictures on Political and 

Moral Subjects (1792), the passing of the Married Women’s Property Acts in 1870 and 1882 

marked highly significant milestones in married women’s attempts to achieve an independent 

legal existence. Yet women would not gain equal voting rights in Britain until 1928. In her 

novels Diana Tempest (1893) and Red Pottage (1899), Mary Cholmondeley addresses the 

issues surrounding women’s rights in her examination of gender roles in society through her 

portrayals of female friendship, brother-sister relationships, and marriage. Her female 

characters, most notably Diana Tempest in Diana Tempest, and Rachel West and Hester 

Gresley in Red Pottage, demonstrate the various ways in which women searched for fulfilment 

in a patriarchal society, and each illustrates the importance of economic and emotional 

independence for women. 
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 A key contributor to the debate on women’s quest for independence, ‘New Woman’ 

writer Mona Caird argues in her 1888 essay ‘Marriage’ that the ‘ideal marriage…should be 

free’ and that, ‘there must be a full understanding and acknowledgment of the obvious right of 

the woman to possess herself body and soul, to give or withhold herself body and soul exactly 

as she wills’.172 Such ideas inform Cholmondeley’s representation of strong heroines who 

display many of the traits associated with the New Woman. Sally Ledger argues that although 

the ‘New Woman was “christened” in 1894,’ the ‘New Woman as a category was by no means 

stable’ and the only thing ‘that was certain was that she was dangerous, a threat to the status 

quo’.173 As Oulton argues in her ‘Introduction’ to Red Pottage, ‘[w]hile protecting her 

characters from immediate identification with the “bad New Woman”, Cholmondeley 

nonetheless links them to several identifiable strands of New Woman thought’.174 Even though 

Diana Tempest was written before 1894, it can be seen to be a ‘New Woman’ novel. Ledger 

points out that ‘one of the defining features of the dominant discourse on the New Woman at 

the fin de siècle was the supposition that the New Woman posed a threat to the institution of 

marriage’.175 The eponymous Diana Tempest reflects Caird’s view of marriage when she says: 

The men who have cared for me have never seemed to like me for myself, or to 
understand the something behind the chatter and the fun which is the real part of me – 
which, if I married one of them, would never be brought into play, and would die of 
starvation. The only kind of marriage I have ever had a chance of seems to me like a 
sort of suicide – it seems as if it would be one’s best self that would be killed, while the 
other self, the well-dressed, society-loving, ball-going, easy-going self, would be all 
that was left of me, and would dance upon my grave.176  
 

Diana acknowledges here the need for women to have independence within marriage, to avoid 

being subsumed into their husbands’ identities, thus demonstrating women’s desire to escape 

from the confines of society and to act freely. Although she is commenting on her own 

frustrations in this passage, she expresses the restrictions that women felt were placed upon 

them in performing a feminine role in society, thus hiding their own identities. Caird points out 

that the ‘economical independence of woman is the first condition of free marriage’, and 

Cholmondeley addresses the issue of money in her novels by questioning the inheritance law 
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of primogeniture.177 As Oulton points out in her ‘Introduction,’ ‘in its anxiety about the 

maintenance of family estates, Red Pottage acknowledges the inevitable decline of that 

tradition’ into which Cholmondeley herself was born.178 Oulton further argues that factors such 

as the agricultural depression in the 1880s and the inheritance tax from 1894 helped to 

accelerate this decline. Cholmondeley draws on these fears by cleverly contrasting close female 

friendships with difficult brother-sister relationships to emphasise the importance of financial 

independence for women and the need for them to establish strong ties with other women rather 

than relying on their families.   

 Both Diana Tempest and Red Pottage focus on young women who receive marriage 

proposals. In Diana Tempest, Diana is cynical about the concept of marriage and talks about 

her worldly friend Madeleine Thesinger’s wedding to the elderly Sir Henry Verelst in a 

derogatory way: ‘“she walked quite firmly to the chancel steps where the security for fifteen 

thousand a year and two diamond tiaras and a pendant was awaiting her. The security looked 

a little nervous”’.179 Diana thinks of Madeleine’s loveless marriage as a ‘voluntary death in 

life, from which there is no resurrection’.180 Believing that people should only marry for love, 

Diana disagrees with her grandmother’s view that marrying for money is the sensible option: 

‘“I wonder if there is anything in the whole wide world so recklessly imprudent as a prudent 

marriage?...It is not a marriage, it is merely a social contract”’.181 Cholmondeley subtly exposes 

the social inequalities faced by women of Diana’s class in the 1890s and the pressure they felt 

to marry so that they could have a more acceptable position in society. It was expected that a 

woman of Diana’s class would marry and take on the role of a wife and mother. To act any 

differently would be to break the rules of the hierarchical and patriarchal system and she would 

not be approved of by her family and friends. A similar point is made in Red Pottage when 

Lord Newhaven, recognising the significance of financial independence for women, states: 

‘“women with money or anything that makes them independent of us don’t flatter us by their 

alacrity to marry us….we are no longer necessary to them as stepping-stones to a home and a 

recognised position”’.182 Whilst Lord Newhaven himself, later on in this speech, shows some 
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sympathy for the financial difficulties that women face, this statement exposes men’s fear of 

the independent woman and anxieties about how women with choices might affect society.  

 In 1893, the ‘New Woman’ label was not popularly used as a term and, as Oulton argues 

in her ‘Introduction’ to Diana Tempest it ‘was not available as a means of labelling 

Cholmondeley’s new novel’.183 However, it can still be argued that Diana is a New Woman 

character as she displays traits that later came to be associated with feminists of the period. The 

contrast between a New Woman’s view of marriage and traditional views is highlighted in the 

differences of opinion held by Diana and Madeleine in Diana Tempest. When Madeleine states 

‘“I don’t know how I could bear to live if I was thirty and was not married!”’ Diana is ‘silent 

for a moment from sheer astonishment at a real declaration of feeling from one who felt, and 

lived, and talked, and dressed according to a social code fixed as the laws of the Medes and 

Persians’.184   

 As a New Woman, Diana struggles to understand how women can marry without love 

and tells Madeleine: ‘“to marry without love is like undertaking to sew without a needle, or dig 

without a spade”’.185 Cholmondeley constructs a heroine who does not feel the need to conform 

to society’s expectations; rather than marrying someone for whom she does not care, Diana 

wishes to be independent as she tells her grandmother, Mrs. Courtenay:  

But when I see what is called a happy marriage, I always think, Is that all? Somebody 
who believes everything I do is right, however silly it is….whenever I behold these 
things it all seems to me a sort of game that I should be ashamed to play at, and I feel, 
if that is all, at least all I ought to expect, that it is a kind of happiness I don’t care to 
have.186  
 

By the end of the novel, Diana does decide to marry, but only on her own terms. In a truly 

feminist conclusion to the novel, she proposes to John Tempest herself and is shown to be in 

control of the situation as she is financially independent, and in fact she bestows her wealth on 

him through marriage, rather than marrying for money. Cholmondeley alters the concept of the 

traditional happy ending by shifting the power balance in favour of the female, thus 

emphasizing her point that women need to have greater independence within society. 

 Similarly, Red Pottage also eschews the traditional happy ending. Although the 

conclusion implies that Rachel West marries Dick Vernon and has children, the denouement 
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differs from that of many Victorian novels in that Cholmondeley continues to foreground 

Hester and Rachel’s friendship: 

There are other pages waiting to be turned. I, who have copied out one little chapter of 
the lives of Rachel and Hester, cannot see plainly, but I catch glimpses of those other 
pages. I seem to see Rachel with children round her, and Dick not far off, and the old 
light rekindled in Hester’s eyes.187  
 

This emphasis on the importance of female friendship suggests the need for female solidarity 

as a way of achieving greater rights for women. Additionally, as Brenda R. Weber argues, this 

‘pairing the heroines to one another at Red Pottage’s ending’ disrupts ‘heteronormative family 

arrangements’.188 Cholmondeley, with this finale, invites a sense of unease within conservative 

readers of the 1890s as she subtly inserts her argument for women’s independence. This 

process has been noted by a number of critics; Galia Ofek argues that Cholmondeley points 

out ‘alternative, more accessible versions of empowerment’189, while SueAnn Schatz states 

that ‘the solution to overcoming the reading public’s possible adverse reaction towards a 

feminist agenda is to create female characters that embody the virtues of strength and morality 

while at the same time seemingly do not embrace women’s rights’.190  

Although ‘neither Hester nor Rachel are overtly feminist,’ Schatz states, ‘they possess 

characteristics of what can be termed a quiet type of feminism’.191 A ‘quiet type of feminism’ 

seems to mirror Cholmondeley’s own feminism, which is implicit rather than explicit in her 

writing. In a letter, dated 14 March 1911, to her friend Matthew Nathan, Cholmondeley denies 

that she is in favour of female suffrage192, but this is contradicted in earlier letters and in her 

work. Perhaps she was reluctant to align herself with the militant suffragettes as through her 

heroines she successfully challenges society’s accepted norms and thus makes the argument in 

favour of women’s rights. However, it should be noted that whilst Cholmondeley may not think 

the vote is needed, she does argue in her letter to Nathan for legislation to enable women to 

have more employment opportunities. 
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 Her letter to Nathan also reveals her dissatisfaction with the pressure placed on women 

to marry. She states: ‘a large percentage of [women] will do anything to get married and are 

willing to marry any one. The bachelor can be unaware of that fact. But there are also many 

who would rather support themselves than endure a loveless marriage’.193 She also writes that 

women need new ‘legislation’ which would enable them to support themselves.194 Oulton 

argues that Cholmondeley’s letters make clear her ‘own guarded investment in the very 

patriarchal culture she is attacking – there is nothing straightforward about her satire of 

traditional values’.195 So, while Cholmondeley presents independent and free-thinking women 

in her novels, she appeared reluctant in her own personal writing to express overt feminist 

leanings, and this has contributed to her marginal position as a writer on the Woman Question.  

 Cholmondeley, then, is arguably a feminist writer. She was a single woman who had 

grown up in the 1860s and 1870s and wrote her bestselling fiction around the time of the ‘New 

Woman’ debates. Her experiences of being an upper-class woman who wanted to work and 

write, instead of marrying, undoubtedly fed into her novels. One of the key ways that 

Cholmondeley expresses her feminism in her novels is through the actions and speech of her 

female characters. While her heroines do not openly campaign for the vote, they represent 

women operating in a class-based society and display their progressive qualities more subtly 

than the stereotypical New Woman character. Hester in Red Pottage is portrayed as a career 

woman who places her writing above marriage: ‘she talked to her friend about the book [she 

was writing], as a young girl talks of her lover’.196 The contrast between Hester and Rachel 

serves to highlight the New Woman traits that Hester possesses. Rachel tells Hugh Scarlett, the 

man she falls in love with and intends to marry, after Hester’s manuscript is destroyed, ‘“I think 

the book was to Hester something of what you are to me. Her whole heart was wrapped up in 

it”’.197 This emphasises the importance to Hester of her profession and her lack of interest in 

getting married. Cholmondeley occasionally addresses the reader directly to express her view 

that women need not all conform to the stereotype of a Victorian housewife: ‘If the reader 

wishes to know what “bed-spreads” and “sheet-shams” are, let him ask his intended, and let 

him see to it that he marries a woman who cannot tell him’.198 Cholmondeley could be 

presuming here that her reader is male and, by making the point that a wife should not be 
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domesticated, appears to set out to educate men about women’s roles. She could also be using 

this statement as a rhetorical device to transmit a pointed message to her women readers 

suggesting that they should be thinking of more important things than domestic chores. 

Cholmondeley herself never married and, like Hester, devoted herself to her writing. She shows 

how ridiculous is the pressure on women to marry by having Hester’s pompous and prudish 

sister-in-law, Mina Gresley, state that Hester’s reaction to her book being burnt ‘“was not a 

genuine illness….It was only hysteria, which girls get when they are disappointed at not 

marrying”’.199 This has the effect of intensifying sympathy for Hester, who views her book as 

important to her as a child. 

 Rachel also has New-Woman traits. Schatz comments that: 

Rachel and Hester as singular personalities each possess characteristics of the 
traditional Angel in the House and the feminist….Rachel and Hester also are New 
Women: Hester, with her writing career, and Rachel, who makes autonomous decisions 
concerning who she will or will not marry. But it is together that they make the good 
New Woman, the feminist who is concerned with improving society.200  
 

Schatz’s position is that Cholmondeley creates ‘a good New Woman to counter the fears the 

public may have of the New Woman of the popular press’.201 Thus, while Rachel may not 

appear at first to be a typical New Woman, she fulfils the purpose of showing that feminists do 

not necessarily conform to the stereotypes propounded by society and the media. According to 

Schatz, Cholmondeley shows that: 

there are a variety of ways to see women in a different light, thus admitting 
opportunities for affecting and transforming society, an essential part of feminism. Her 
New Woman…offered readers new philosophies and methods to obtain such a goal.202  
 

In her characterizations of women, Cholmondeley was helping to dispel the negative myth of 

the New Woman, instead redefining understandings of women in the 1890s. Oulton points out, 

in her ‘Introduction’ to Red Pottage, that ‘by placing her New Woman figures, Rachel and 

Hester, within sensational and realist plots respectively, the narrator places them within an 

established literary tradition at a time when New Woman writing was under close scrutiny as 

a threatening and subversive new genre’.203 Cholmondeley made her characters more 

acceptable so that she could make women’s quest for independence a more realistic notion. 
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 Through the speech of the independent heroines in her novels, Cholmondeley wrote 

dialogue that expressed views held by many 1890s feminists. As Weber argues, Red Pottage 

demonstrates ‘the degree to which heated conversations about sex and gender were taking place 

at the end of the nineteenth century’.204 Kate Flint also points out that New Women novels, 

such as Red Pottage, provided ‘confirmation of the fact that independently-minded women 

readers were not without others who thought and felt along the same lines’.205 Cholmondeley’s 

novels suggest that there were many women who wished to gain greater rights within society 

and by raising these issues, she encourages opinions which could help to encourage political 

action. Tamara Wagner notes that in Diana Tempest, the ‘women’s side of the story runs 

through the text as a decisive undercurrent that ultimately swamps what are depicted as self-

combusting traditional narratives’.206 This means that the argument for women’s rights is 

subtly inserted in the story in a way less likely to threaten traditional readers, who can 

comprehend Cholmondeley’s argument without feeling overwhelmed by blatant political 

propaganda for the cause. Cholmondeley is thus being ‘subtly radical’ in her approach.207 This 

technique helps the argument for women’s rights as her novels might enter the homes of those 

who may not otherwise have engaged with the issue. 

While Cholmondeley did not profess a feminist agenda, her novels – especially those 

of the 1890s – can nevertheless be interpreted as important in raising awareness of women’s 

desire for more independence. As Schatz argues, ‘Cholmondeley did indeed believe in a 

feminist philosophy’ and her fiction ‘reveals a feminism grounded in reality and 

practicality’.208 One of the ways that Cholmondeley expressed herself was by:  

establishing a new kind of woman – like Hester and Rachel in Red Pottage – who might 
change things for women of the future, allowing more financial opportunities than the 
dichotomy of either marrying for economic security or struggling as a single woman 
with low-paying jobs.209   
 

In Diana Tempest, Diana’s grandmother Mrs Courtenay, reflects: ‘“Thank God…that in the 

next world there will be neither marrying nor giving in marriage. Perhaps God Almighty sees 

it’s a mistake”’.210 This comment, coming from someone of the older generation, suggests that 
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times are changing and that people may be encouraged to reassess their views on marriage in 

the years to come. Cholmondeley again makes an address to the reader when she reflects on: 

Lord Hemsworth, who held, in common with most men, the rooted conviction that a 
woman will become attached to any husband, however little she cares for her lover. It 
is precisely this conviction which makes the average marriages of the present day such 
mediocre affairs; which serves to place worldly or facile women, or those whose 
affections have never been called out, at the head of so many homes – as the mothers 
of the new generation from which we hope so much.211  
 

This quotation is reminiscent of Wollstonecraft’s argument in A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman: with Strictures on Political and Moral Subjects and so places Cholmondeley in a 

tradition of radical women thinkers and emphasises her feminist views, as well as her hopes 

for the future. She implies that women should marry for love or not at all. This view is at the 

heart of the novel whose ending suggests that Diana is correct in waiting to marry for love, as 

she is rewarded by inheriting money and status as well as marrying the man she desires.  

 One way in which Cholmondeley’s novels present an argument for women’s 

independence is in their representations of close female friendships, which highlight the need 

for female solidarity. Women’s friendships contrast with the novels’ disruptive, and often 

damaging, brother-sister relationships which emphasise the problematic inheritance law of 

primogeniture and the need for greater legal rights for women in this area. Discussing Red 

Pottage, Valerie Sanders stresses that close female friendships ‘offer unconditional emotional 

support when the gender-based rivalry of the sibling relationship has failed’.212 This is certainly 

the case in Red Pottage, where Hester’s close relationship with Rachel enables her to recover 

from her emotional breakdown following an argument with her brother, the Reverend Gresley, 

who has burnt her manuscript. Sanders argues that by ‘making the brother a narrow-minded 

clergyman….Cholmondeley intensifies her attack on all aspects of the male-dominated 

establishment’.213 Schatz points out that ‘through the characters of Hester Gresley and Rachel 

West – specifically through their friendship – [Cholmondeley] offers a sophisticated model of 

womanhood with which readers could identify without feeling they were abetting feminism’.214 

Hester and Rachel’s friendship, therefore, demonstrates the need for women to work together 

to achieve greater independence for themselves. Female friendship is shown to be just as, if 

not more, important than marriage and this emphasises the role of sisterhood in the pursuit of 
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women’s rights. Schatz argues that ‘Cholmondeley sees a cooperative community as more 

beneficial and practicable as a means for attaining a new society than an individual’s solitary 

battle for change’.215 It is ‘through the actions of the women’s friendship,’ Schatz suggests, 

‘that Cholmondeley exposes her feminist ideology.’216  

 The importance of Hester and Rachel’s friendship is emphasized from the beginning of 

the novel:  

Many sarcastic but true words have been said by man, and in no jealous spirit, 
concerning woman’s friendship for woman….But nevertheless here and there among 
its numberless counterfeits a friendship rises up between two women which sustains 
the life of both…which man’s love and motherhood cannot displace nor death 
annihilate.217  
 

The closeness between the two women is the backdrop for all that happens in the plot. When 

this is contrasted with Hester’s troubled relationship with her brother James Gresley, it appears 

even more desirable and crucial. As Sanders points out: ‘For many Victorian novelists, the 

brother-sister competition went to the heart of the social inequalities faced by both sexes’.218 

This traditional sibling relationship which privileges the male became threatened by those who 

promoted greater rights for women. As Ofek argues:  

By the end of the century, the brother-sister relationship was no longer perceived as a 
peaceful sanctuary, a domestic refuge from the political clashes between the movement 
for women’s emancipation and its conservative opponents. On the contrary, the brother-
sister tie became enmeshed in the struggle for reform.219  
 

So, while the problems in 1890s society began to be acted out in miniature within the 

household, the need for female solidarity and friendship became even more important in these 

changing and challenging times.  

 Because Hester’s brother James does not take her writing career seriously, he demeans 

her work at every opportunity. Their difficult relationship highlights the lack of understanding 

between the sexes on the issue of work. Hester feels that ‘it was not religion that was abhorrent 

to her, but the form in which he presented it to her’.220 James, likewise, cannot comprehend 

Hester’s work and states: ‘“They say she is so clever, and she can’t refute a word I say. She 
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appears to yield and then defies me. She always puts me off like that”’.221 James is not 

sympathetic to Hester’s opinions and feels he has the right to decide for her the suitability of 

her writing before it is published: ‘“She does not realise that it is for her sake I speak”’.222 

Walking in the countryside provides an opportunity for Hester to escape the confines of her 

brother’s house and his constant criticism, and thus emphasises the need for women’s 

independence: ‘She seized her white hat and umbrella and fled out of the house’.223 By 

contrasting this lack of communication between brother and sister with the bond between 

Hester and Rachel, Cholmondeley cleverly displays the importance of female understanding 

and compassion for one another. James calls Hester’s manuscript ‘“a profane, immoral book”’ 

and burns it.224 By contrast, Rachel nurses Hester, while the latter dedicates her manuscript to 

her, stating that ‘“The book itself was hers”’.225  

 This problematic relationship between brothers and sisters is intensified further by the 

inheritance law of primogeniture. Ofek comments that Cholmondeley presents ‘primogeniture 

as a system that perpetuates women’s cultural, social and financial dispossession and 

examine[s] its effects against the backdrop of contemporary political debates about women’s 

rights to their own possessions and biblical tales of sibling rivalry’.226 This law, which meant 

that sons inherit before daughters, is confronted by Cholmondeley in her novels and is exposed 

as an unfair patriarchal system. In Shropshire, Cholmondeley’s family had been affected by 

this system as, at the same time as losing her residence of Hodnet Rectory due to her father’s 

resignation from his position as rector, her uncle’s house at Condover had to be sold to pay off 

debts. Cholmondeley’s brother, Thomas, would have inherited Condover Hall if it hadn’t had 

to be sold (see my map on ‘Mary Cholmondeley’s Shropshire’ in the Appendix which depicts 

Condover Hall). Cholmondeley and her two unmarried sisters were forced to live wherever 

their father chose them to go to as had no property of their own. In Diana Tempest, the novel’s 

conclusion that Diana is the true and rightful heir offers a fitting end to her story. Diana says 

to John at the close of the novel: ‘“I only meant to ask you to keep your present name and home 

for a little while, until – they both will become yours again by right – the day when – you marry 

me”’.227 This ending suggests that the law of primogeniture is wrong, as the dissolute and 
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immoral Colonel Tempest and his son Archie do not deserve the inheritance, while Diana, the 

daughter, is deserving. She rightly becomes the heir to the family fortune. Diana’s statement 

also raises questions about what marriage ‘rights’ mean and about how marriage can bestow 

more power on John, yet at the same time take it away from Diana. 

 Cholmondeley also addresses the unfairness of the inheritance law in Red Pottage. Lord 

Newhaven states:  

It is the blessed custom of piling everything on to the eldest son, and leaving the women 
of the family almost penniless, which provides half of us with wives without any trouble 
to ourselves….The average dancing young woman living in luxury in her father’s house 
is between the devil and the deep sea. We are frequently the devil, but it is not surprising 
that she can’t face the alternative, a poverty to which she was not brought up, and in 
which she has seen her old spinster aunts.228  
 

This statement shows the injustice of the way in which the law treats women and, by 

highlighting this issue, Cholmondeley exposes the system, accentuating her argument for 

women’s rights. Ofek argues that Red Pottage ‘present[s] the link between women’s 

dispossession by their brothers and their subsequent disempowerment by husbands’.229 Men 

have more legal authority than women in both their family homes and in their married ones. 

The paucity of job opportunities for women in rural areas may have contributed to 

Cholmondeley’s attraction to the possibilities offered by London. The move to the capital city 

in 1896 offered Cholmondeley much more contact with members of the literary world, just as 

it did for Mary Webb on her relocation to London. This professional exposure enabled these 

authors to promote their work to a wider audience, which would enable greater sales of their 

novels, and provide them with an independent means of income. 

 It is not known how far Cholmondeley’s novels went in educating the public of the 

1890s. Reviews of Red Pottage, at the time it was published, focus on the crime plot and its 

satire against the Church. Although Red Pottage created a stir in the literary press, as Oulton 

points out in her ‘Introduction’ to the novel, ‘it was not the treatment of illicit sexual relations 

but Cholmondeley’s satire of provincial churchmen that caused the most extreme reactions 

among readers’.230 However Red Pottage was one of the bestselling novels of 1899 and was 

read by many people. Education is a key issue in the debates surrounding the Woman Question, 

as Caird made clear: ‘[t]he proposed freedom in marriage would of course have to go hand in 
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hand with the co-education of the sexes’.231 Cholmondeley shows its importance through 

Hester who can only truly be independent through her writing as that provides her with 

financial security. While Cholmondeley’s purpose in writing her novels may not have been to 

educate her readers regarding the women’s rights issue, they undoubtedly created a stir in this 

regard. In a review of Red Pottage  published in the Nation in New York, Cholmondeley was 

said to have ‘“thrown conventions overboard” in reversing the moral stature of her male and 

female characters, allowing rectitude to the women and denigrating the men’.232 Weber argues 

that many female authors of the British fin de siècle responded to a public smear campaign 

against them: 

Women writers responded to this coercion in multiple ways – some acquiesced to 
traditional values, continuing to write but undermining the power of female characters; 
some rebelled and were branded bluestockings and New Women; some played a bit of 
both games, seeming to adhere to the dominant ideology but offering opportunities for 
subversion within the texts.233  
 

Weber’s argument that Cholmondeley belongs to the third category certainly applies to the two 

novels discussed here as they partly conform to the traditional marriage plot yet also contain 

independent heroines (like Hester) who do not marry and who are confident in expressing their 

views on society. Cholmondeley’s class-inflected writing on gender also depicts female 

figures, like Rachel (and Cholmondeley herself), who are not alienated from the society that 

oppresses them. They are instead widely accepted in upper-class circles yet still concerned with 

how the lower classes live and with how women are treated. Both texts provide unpredictable 

heroines and alternatives to the stereotypical happy ending.  

 Indeed, the endings of both novels are characterised by their modernity as they stress 

the independence of women and do not wholly conform to the traditional and romantic 

conclusions of similar novels from this period. In Diana Tempest, Diana ends up with all the 

power as she inherits the estate and proposes to John. As the heroine of this novel is in control 

financially of the space around her, she is then free to enact her own decisions about her life. 

This shows a direct link between the importance of space to ideas of independence. This 

reworking of the marriage plot redefines women’s roles within marriage and thus sets a 

precedent for novels of the future. The ending of Red Pottage, whilst conforming to the 
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marriage plot with the Rachel and Dick storyline, disrupts it by the presence of Hester. As 

Schatz comments: 

[Dick’s] marriage to Rachel – while a bow by Cholmondeley to the expected and 
conventional ‘happy ending’ – becomes a heterosexual representation of the women’s 
relationship, allowing them to continue their friendship while at the same time 
conforming to societal conventions that endorse marriage.234  
 

This concept of friendship within marriage was also propounded by Caird when she stated that 

‘we look forward steadily, hoping and working for the day when men and women shall be 

comrades and fellow-workers as well as lovers and husbands and wives’.235 Cholmondeley 

engages with similar ideas in Diana Tempest as John and Diana are shown to be good friends 

long before they agree to marry one another. When John first tells Diana that he loves her she 

is horrified and states: ‘“Oh John!...not you….I thought…we were – surely we are friends”’.236 

She is upset by the thought of marrying John:  

To become this man’s wife; to merge her life in his; to give up everything into the hand 
that still held hers, the pressure of which was like a claim! He had only laid his hand 
upon her hand but it seemed to her that he had laid it upon her soul.237  
 

By showing friendship to be a requirement of a happy marriage, Cholmondeley has implicitly 

put forward an argument for equality between the sexes. Her plots show that only through such 

comradeship can a marriage be truly successful. Female friendships are also important to happy 

marriages, and as Sharon Marcus argues: ‘Female friendships peaceably coexisted with 

heterosexual marriages and moreover, helped to promote them’.238 Cholmondeley portrays the 

importance of both types of friendship in the pursuit of an equal and fair society. 

 By displaying strong heroines who are outspoken in their views on marriage, close 

female friendships, and difficult brother-sister relationships, Cholmondeley has effectively 

raised arguments in favour of greater rights for women in the minds of readers of the 1890s. 

She also highlights the situation of women in rural locations and their need for independence. 

While she herself was not openly supportive of women’s right to vote, through her writing she 

has provided material which, in its covert radicalism, could unsettle conservative readers of the 

 
234 Schatz, ‘How to be a Feminist without Saying So: The New Woman and the New Man in Red Pottage.’, p.31. 
235 Caird, ‘Marriage’ quoted in Mary Elizabeth Leighton and Lisa Surridge (ed.) The Broadview Anthology of 
Victorian Prose 1832-1901, p.339. 
236 Cholmondeley, Diana Tempest, p.177. 
237 Cholmondeley, Diana Tempest, p.178. 
238 Sharon Marcus, Between Women: Friendship, Desire, and Marriage in Victorian England, (New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 2007), p.2. 
 



 67 

time. Her novels offer good examples of how women felt about their position in society and 

provide sound arguments for the need for reform to enable women to have greater 

independence. Cholmondeley in this way succeeded in raising questions about the role of 

women and subtly paved the way for change in the future. 

 

The Representation of Women in the short stories of Mary Cholmondeley 

 

Mary Cholmondeley’s short stories appear in three collections, together with the novella Moth 

and Rust (1902), The Lowest Rung (1908), and The Romance of His Life, and Other Romances 

(1921). Many of her short stories had already appeared in periodicals such as Cassell’s 

Magazine, Graphic, Harper’s Bazaar, Living Age, Monthly Review, Scribner’s Magazine, 

Temple Bar, and Windsor Magazine. These well-established publications, some American and 

some British, were mainly literary magazines aimed at a middle or upper-class readership. 

Writers such as Conrad and Kipling had also contributed to Cassell’s, George Eliot and Hardy 

to Graphic, and Temple Bar was edited by Mary Elizabeth Braddon. Cholmondeley’s stories 

explored a variety of themes including women’s rights, their hopes for the future, marriage, 

‘fallen’ women, the role of the woman author, the dangers of alcohol and drugs, missed 

opportunities, dreams, blurred identities, and she sometimes employed the Gothic genre. 

Because her stories were written over a long period of time (‘Geoffrey’s Wife’ first appeared 

in 1885 in the Graphic and most of her stories in the 1921 collection The Romance of his Life 

had not been published previously), we can trace changes in her viewpoint and outlook between 

the earlier stories and the later ones. This is a reflection on the huge changes in society that 

happened during that period and, in particular, the impact of World War One. Examples of 

women walking the countryside appear in her short stories and are representative of the 

prevailing desire for more women’s rights in society which existed in the late nineteenth-

century and early twentieth-century.  

Mary Cholmondeley’s short stories are more recognisable as New Woman fiction than 

her novels as they are extremely vocal about issues such as women’s suffrage and women’s 

roles in society. Sally Ledger argues that although the ‘New Woman was “christened” in 1894’, 

the ‘New Woman as a category was by no means stable’ and the only thing ‘that was certain 

was that she was dangerous, a threat to the status quo’.239 Ledger goes on to point out that ‘one 
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of the defining features of the dominant discourse on the New Woman at the fin de siècle was 

the supposition that the New Woman posed a threat to the institution of marriage’.240 Whereas 

Cholmondeley’s novels tend to contain New Woman characters but do not directly address 

feminist themes, her short stories actually challenge gender stereotypes and question the 

validity of the concept of the marriage of convenience. Elaine Showalter has suggested that 

‘the best work of the decade [the 1890s] was in the short story rather than the novel’ and that 

much of it came from women writers.241 She goes on to argue that: 

The novel was a problematic genre for fin de siècle women writers, as many of them 
realised. Too often it tended to the didactic, episodic and stiff, whereas the short story 
was supple, impressionistic and intense. Women writers in the 1890s found in the short 
story a suitable form for the new feminist theories of the decade: the exploration of 
female sexuality and fantasy; the development of a woman’s language, and the critique 
of male aestheticism.242 

 

Cholmondeley refers to the issue of women’s rights in many of her stories but this theme is 

most prominent in her later collection, especially in ‘The Dark Cottage’ (1919) and ‘Votes for 

Men: A Dialogue’ (1909). Her earlier stories do address issues which affect women, most 

notably marriages of convenience and the fallen woman, but her later stories are more political 

and reflect the women’s suffrage movement and women’s role in society, no doubt because 

these were prominently debated at that time. She also explores the subject of female fantasies 

in the form of dreams in her stories ‘The End of the Dream’ (1921) and ‘The Ghost of a Chance’ 

(1921).  

 The first two short stories of Cholmondeley’s which were published in book format 

were included in her novella Moth and Rust in 1902. These were ‘Geoffrey’s Wife’ (which had 

first been published in 1885) and ‘The Pitfall’ (first published in December 1901 in the Monthly 

Review). Both stories, interestingly, show the survival of the woman who transgresses while 

the woman who follows a respectable path in life is shown to be doomed. ‘Geoffrey’s Wife’ is 

a disturbing urban story about a young married couple in Paris. Geoffrey loses his wife, Eva, 

amongst an angry crowd of protesters and mistakenly carries a prostitute out of danger instead 

of his wife. Eva, in a horrific ending to the story, gets crushed to death and her body is 

unrecognisable as a result. This story contrasts the image of the woman in society with the 

woman who has fallen out of the social sphere. Eva is described by the French waiters at their 
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hotel as ‘piquante’.243 This can be translated to mean that she was very desirable and attractive, 

but it can also imply an exoticism as the word also refers to a spicy sauce in cooking. This 

description is especially interesting when we compare it with how her husband views her: 

Beneath the gaiety and the elastic spirit of youth there was a depth of earnestness in 
Geoffrey which his little wife vaguely wondered at and valued as something beyond 
her ken, but infinitely heroic. He looked upon her with reverence and thanked God for 
her. He had never had much to do with womankind, and he felt a respectful tenderness 
for everything of hers, from her prim maid to her foolish shoelace, which was never 
tired of coming undone, and which he was never tired of doing up. The awful 
responsibility of guarding such a treasure, and an overpowering sense of its fragility, 
were ever before his mind.244 
 

Cholmondeley, in her traumatic ending to the story, implies that Geoffrey does not treat his 

wife as an equal and therefore should be punished for this by losing her. The title of the story 

itself shows that Eva is just perceived as a ‘wife’ rather than as her own woman. When Geoffrey 

longs to take her home, ‘Eva was all eagerness to stay’.245 Geoffrey tries to stifle her freedom 

by being ‘autocratic’ and whilst he is reluctant to leave the carriage, ‘Mrs Geoffrey’ longs to 

be free and she ‘sprung out of the carriage, and was laughing at the novel idea of walking in a 

crowd’.246 Eva is keen to walk and walking in this story is shown to be an act of independence 

and defiance: ‘she was …certain that it would not hurt her to walk home’.247 Geoffrey is trying 

to keep ‘his hothouse flower’ shut away from the world whereas Eva says ‘she must and would 

walk home’ and that ‘Geoffrey must relent a little, or she on her side might not be so agreeable 

as she had hitherto shown herself’.248 Cholmondeley is expressing here the need for women to 

be free within marriage, a sentiment that was advanced by Mona Caird in her 1888 essay 

‘Marriage’.249 Cholmondeley displays the restrictions placed on women by marriage and 

society by depicting Eva’s tiredness from ‘having to walk in such a heavy woollen gown’.250 

Yet, Cholmondeley’s ending also implies the dangers inherent in a woman being free, along 

with the dangers that exist within an urban setting. Perhaps Cholmondeley here is implying 

that a woman must be free to make her own decisions, but that she must face the consequences 

of doing so. 
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Cholmondeley cleverly stresses how Eva (aptly named after the biblical Eve) is akin to 

the ‘Angel in the House’, a figure promoted in Coventry Patmore’s poem of 1854. As the 

couple sit together in Notre Dame Cathedral and listen to ‘a half divine organ and a wholly 

divine choir’, Geoffrey looks at Eva’s ‘sweet, awed face beside him, and wondered he could 

ever in all his life prove himself worthy of her’.251 This image is contrasted with that of the 

prostitute who is described as a ‘poor creature with a tawdry hat and paint upon her cheek, who 

tries to laugh’ but then ‘whimpers for mercy, and limps away into a doorway, to shiver and 

hide her worn face from the growing light’.252 By helping to save the prostitute to escape the 

crowd rather than help his wife, Geoffrey has inadvertently ensured the fallen woman’s 

survival in the harsh society she had found herself in. However, by helping her to rise, he has 

allowed his own ‘little wife’ to fall into the clutches of the crowd and be trampled to death.253 

Benedetta Bini argues that this story shows the reader that ‘[i]nnocence does not pay’ as the 

prostitute survives whilst Eva does not.254 Cholmondeley, in an interesting plot twist, has 

ignored the more common narrative ending of the fallen woman in society being punished for 

her actions and instead has attacked the respectable married couple. By doing this, she is 

making a statement about society and how all types of women are subject to demeaning 

treatment within it. She has also shown Eva to be a victim of the social mores which have 

constrained women’s movement, thus strengthening her argument that women are being 

restricted within marriage. 

 ‘The Pitfall’ also addresses the issue of the fallen woman. In this story, Lady Mary 

Carden decides not to advise the ‘bad woman’, Elsa Grey, that she is wrong to elope with a 

married man because she is jealous of her.255 Because of her silence, Mary is punished by 

losing the man she loves to Elsa as he decides to marry her instead. Cholmondeley again 

redeems the fallen woman character by giving her the happy ending instead of the supposed 

traditional heroine of the story. Cholmondeley contrasts the two female characters by 

describing Mary as ‘the kind of woman whom a man marries to please his mother, or because 

she is an heiress, or because he has been jilted and wishes to show how little he feels it. She 

was not a first choice’.256 Elsa, by contrast, is described as coming from ‘bad stock’ as she was 
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‘the only child of one of those ruinous unions which had been swallowed up in a flame of 

scandal seventeen years ago’ and is a ‘[d]egraded creature, not fit to be an honest man’s 

wife’.257 Mary argues that she doesn’t stop Elsa from making the wrong decision as she feels 

society should punish such people, whereas Cholmondeley instead encourages the reader to 

feel sympathy for Elsa as Mary is shown to be selfish in her actions: ‘If there were no 

punishment for such misdemeanours, what would society come to? For the sake of others, as a 

warning, it was necessary that Elsa should suffer’.258 The love of Mary’s life, Jos Carstairs, 

decides to marry Elsa as he thinks that ‘bad women are better than the good ones’.259 This is 

an interesting statement for Cholmondeley to end her story with as it shows the categorisation 

of women on the one hand but also the blurring of the two on the other as Mary, who is believed 

to be ‘so good’, ends up being portrayed as the ‘wicked’ one.260 

Christine Bayles Kortsch argues that ‘In the 1880s and 1890s, the sexual double 

standard became a central fixture of New Woman literature’.261 ‘The Pitfall’ highlights this 

issue by showing that the married man whom Elsa has an affair with, Lord Bethune, can return 

to his wife and his character without being discredited, whereas Elsa, on the other hand, is 

depicted as ‘in great trouble’ because of their relationship.262 By allowing Elsa to find 

happiness with Jos at the end, Cholmondeley  attempts to redress this imbalance in society. 

Kortsch goes on to state that, ‘For New Woman writers, the fallen woman was not merely a 

victim of patriarchal society, a warning to other women, she was also the responsibility of all 

women’.263 This sentiment is clearly expressed in this story as Mary is shown to be responsible 

for Elsa’s downfall as she ‘deliberately-let-her-drown’.264 Cholmondeley suggests that female 

solidarity is needed for women to succeed in life and find happiness. 

Cholmondeley’s next collection of short stories, The Lowest Rung, was published in 

1908. This collection contains the title story, ‘The Lowest Rung’ (also published in Windsor 

Magazine in August 1908), ‘The Hand on the Latch’, ‘Saint Luke’s Summer’, and ‘The 

Understudy’. ‘The Lowest Rung’ again confronts the issue of the fallen woman in society. 

Here, a female writer helps a woman who she believes to be an escaped convict, by hiding her 
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in her house and providing her with clothes and shelter. The two women meet when out walking 

in the countryside and walking in this story is shown to be an act of independence by the woman 

writer to provide inspiration for her work:  

The sudden splendour of the afternoon made me lay down my pen, and tempted me 
afield. It had been a day of storm and great racing cloud-wracks, after a night of 
hurricane and lashing rain. But in the afternoon the sun had broken through, and I 
struggled across the water-meadows, the hurrying, turbid water nearly up to the single 
planks across the ditches, and climbed to the heathery uplands, battling my way inch 
by inch against the tearing wind.265 

 

This description shows the ‘struggle’ of the walk and the determination of the narrator. When 

she first meets the woman, the narrator describes her as a desolate-looking figure’ in ‘uncouth 

garments’.266 The fact that the two women meet outdoors suggests that walking opens up 

possibilities for women and is part of Cholmondeley’s argument for women to pursue greater 

rights as they will be ‘rewarded for [their]…climb’ just as the narrator was.267 Later, the 

narrator reflects: 

That she was a person of education and refinement may hardly appear credible to my 
readers, but to one like myself, whose metier it is to probe the secrets of my own heart 
and those of others – to me it was sufficiently obvious from the first moment that, 
though I had to deal with a criminal, she was a very exceptional one, and belonging to 
my own class.268 

 

Cholmondeley here is complicating the identities of the women so that the reader is left with 

an impression that the characters in this story are not as straightforward as they may at first 

seem. This concept is further enhanced by the story’s ending which shows that the woman was 

not an escaped convict after all but somebody who had helped a convict get away from the 

police by swapping clothes with her. This destabilising of identity is also hinted at in the 

blurring of fact and fiction which is done by the novelist narrator. The reader is further unsettled 

as it is unclear whether Cholmondeley is using her own impressions as a novelist to inform her 

character, Marion Dalrympole. Cholmondeley confirmed, in a letter to her friend Sir Matthew 

Nathan, that Marion was indeed a self-portrait.269 Cholmondeley, in her preface to this 

collection, refers to ‘a string of incidents’ which have occurred because people thought she had 

written them into her novels.270 Marion also refers to being ‘accused of taking other people’s 
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plots and ideas and sentiments’.271 This autobiographical element to her story adds both a 

frankness and a confusion to the story which serves to show all the more how a woman’s 

identity can be fragile and open to more than one interpretation. 

 The fallen woman of the story tells the narrator the tale of her life and how morphia 

brought about her downfall:  

I have dropped down the ladder rung by rung, and now I have reached the lowest rung. 
And it is a good place, the only safe place for wastrels such as I, the only refuge from 
my enemy. There is peace on the lowest rung. I can do no harm there.272 
 

She does not view her fall in society in a negative way, instead she focuses on the fact that 

walking changed her: ‘the road has given me back my health. I can see beauty again now’.273 

Cholmondeley stresses the beauty in the countryside and walking in this story is seen as a 

positive action and a way to change life. Cholmondeley again redeems the image of the fallen 

woman and, instead of portraying her as a stain on society, shows her to be a kind and helpful 

woman who has just fallen on hard times. Bini describes this character as a ‘woman who has 

decided to place herself outside of society and its codes forever’.274 By operating on the fringes 

of society, she can be free from its constraints and therefore be happy. She is upheld as the true 

heroine of the story as she is portrayed as the saviour who has enabled the convict to see her 

ill daughter one last time before she died.  

 This theme of blurred identities is also tackled by Cholmondeley in ‘The Hand on the 

Latch’. This story has a different backdrop to the others, being set in America at the time of 

the Civil War. The wife of a tax collector is left alone at home with a large sum of money when 

a wounded soldier arrives at the house and asks for her help. She eventually lets him in and, 

whilst he is resting, someone else arrives at the house and tries to break in to steal the money. 

Only after she shoots the intruder dead does she realise that the thief was her husband. This 

confusion of who is bad and who is good, or who the woman should fear and who she shouldn’t, 

is further compounded in the final sentence of the story when she announces that her husband 

‘is a stranger’ to her.275 This story casts the wounded soldier in a similar role to the homeless 

woman in ‘The Lowest Rung’, as he is at first seen as someone that the woman should fear, 

with a face ‘sunk and hollow, ravaged with pain, an evil-looking face’, but then acts as a saviour 
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because he assists her when the intruder arrives.276 In this mirroring of the ‘The Lowest Rung’, 

the visitor becomes not someone to fear but someone to befriend. The fact that the danger lies 

in her own husband shows that identities are not always fixed and that the marital home is not 

always a place of refuge. Bini refers to this story as a ‘fantasy of revenge and death’ as ‘it is in 

the family hearth that a lie is lurking’.277 This story highlights the illusion of marriage as being 

a safe environment and yet also stresses the risks of marrying outside of one’s class as 

Cholmondeley states at the outset that the woman was ‘his superior in birth, cultivation, 

refinement’ and had married ‘against the wishes of her family’.278  

 This concept of a blurring between belief and reality is continued further by 

Cholmondeley in ‘St Luke’s Summer’. This story is written in two parts, with the second part 

taking place some years later. The narrator is a young woman who is looking back on her Aunt 

Emmy’s life and recounts details of her relationship with a Mr Kingston. In Part 1 of the story, 

Aunt Emmy, who is now thirty-eight years old, tells the narrator of how she fell in love with 

Bob Kingston when she was nineteen years old and had wanted to marry him but her father, 

Uncle Thomas, forbade her. Bob then went to work on a farm in Australia and they wrote to 

each other for five years until her father forbade that to continue. The narrator encourages the 

reader to feel sympathy for Emmy as her life has been dictated by her ill father and 

unreasonable brother and she has relinquished her own chance of happiness because of her 

responsibilities to them. The second part of the story is centred around the reunion of Emmy 

and Bob. Emmy is now forty-four years old and the narrator goes to stay with her in her cottage 

after the death of her own child. Uncle Thomas is now dead and Emmy has been living alone 

in ‘a certain atmosphere of pensive, prayerful resignation, a background for ethereal day-

dreams’.279 When Emmy and Bob meet again in the glorious Saint Luke’s summer, it is not the 

reunion they both hoped for as time has intervened and made Emmy take ‘a deeper root’ in her 

independent life and she is reluctant to change this.280 She does not want to go to Australia to 

look after another sick relative (Bob’s uncle is now ill), and she prefers to pass her ‘peaceful 

days…in a kind of picturesque haze, like the mist that, seemingly in itself a rosy light, 

sometimes veils a tranquil September sunset’.281 Bob perceptively realises all of this and tells 

the narrator that he has decided to allow Emmy to ‘go on in this perfect little doll’s house, this 
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little haven, thinking of me, and praying for me, and tending her flowers, and mourning like a 

dove in its tree because we are parted’.282 

 This story emphasises the fine distinction that exists between dreams and reality. For 

Emmy, her dream existence has become more real to her than reality. She has reached a point 

where it is preferable for her to live a life that she has imagined for herself: as Bob himself 

states, ‘it’s her romance which is important to her’.283 Jennifer M. Stolpa Flatt argues that, ‘the 

primary obstacle to Emmy’s happiness is that she has come to believe in the reality of her own 

tragic romance so strongly that her mind cannot admit any other reality’.284 Flatt further states 

that the abrupt ending to the story leads readers to feel sympathy for Emmy but not admire her 

choices. This point is debateable as the reader could also feel frustration with Emmy as she is 

not shown to make the decision about not going to Australia herself and instead it is the male 

character, Bob, who decides for her. Cholmondeley has depicted Emmy as so downtrodden by 

the men in her life that she is now unable to make her own decisions. The story ends with the 

narrator looking away from Bob, when he tells her about his plan to leave Emmy and to return 

home, which suggests that even she has no voice in this decision-making process: ‘I could not 

have put it into words, but this strange man had done so…It was not that I would not speak. I 

could not speak’.285 The women in this story have been silenced by the men in their lives and 

Cholmondeley here is emphasising the position of women in society and how little control they 

have over their own decisions. 

 Similar themes such as the role of the woman writer, the blurring of fact and fiction and 

the danger of drugs and alcohol appear in the final story in this collection, ‘The Understudy’. 

The main character in this story, Marion Wright, is again a woman writer but this time she is a 

playwright. The understudy, Mr. Delacour, who replaces the male lead in her play turns out to 

be ‘the lover of her youth…the same, reckless, debonair creature whom Marion had loved, who 

had wounded her and grieved her’.286 Fiction and reality become blurred as Mr. Delacour reads 

out the part she had written based on him: ‘Was Delacour acting? Marion knew that he was 

not….The words were the words she had written. Many of them were the words he had used 

himself, but his passion transformed them’.287 Marion discovers that Delacour is an alcoholic 
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and is horrified by this as her father was one too and she has witnessed first-hand the damage 

the disease can do: ‘She had seen drink once. She knew…The past crowded back upon her 

with all its vileness and nausea, all its unspeakable degradation and violence, wrapped up with 

maudlin sentiment and cheap tears’.288 Cholmondeley points out the dangers of drinking just 

as she stressed the danger of drugs in ‘The Lowest Rung’. As Marion rejects Delacour, he 

instead marries the leading lady of the play, Lenore. She starts to match her husband drink for 

drink to cure him. However, whilst he recovers from his alcoholism, Lenore succumbs to the 

addiction and by the end of the story is dying because of her illness. In this story, there are no 

happy endings: Lenore is dying, Delacour is losing his wife, the theatre manager loved Lenore 

but she didn’t love him, and Marion ‘never wrote another play’ and ‘was alone in the world’.289 

Cholmondeley’s tragic ending emphasises the dangers of falling outside the socially accepted 

barriers of society through drink or drugs. It also stresses the theme of missed opportunities 

which was highlighted in ‘St. Luke’s Summer’. Cholmondeley is suggesting that women’s 

decisions regarding marriage and relationships are crucial to their future lives and therefore 

must only be taken after careful consideration. This is a theme which is carried on and 

developed further in her final collection of short stories. 

 The Romance of His Life, and Other Romances (1921), contains eight short stories: 

‘The Romance of His Life’, ‘The Dark Cottage’, “The Ghost of a Chance’, ‘The Goldfish’, 

‘The Stars in their Courses’, ‘Her Murderer’, ‘Votes for Men’, and ‘The End of the Dream’. 

This collection is considerably more political than the first two, mainly because of the time in 

which it was written. There is a lapse of thirteen years from when The Lowest Rung was 

published and this collection and the First World War had happened in the interval. 

Cholmondeley directly addresses women’s rights in these stories and argues defiantly for 

equality between the sexes. In her introduction, which Cholmondeley writes from her cottage 

in Suffolk, she refers directly to the war and to the Zeppelin raids she witnessed. She chronicles 

how war affected the inhabitants of her village of Woodbridge and how the people suffered 

from the after effects of the bombing: ‘the terrified blanched faces peeping out from the burst 

doorways, the broken smoking buildings, the high piles of shredded matchwood that had been 

houses yesterday, the blank incredulous faces of friends and neighbours’.290 The devastation 

of war and the impact it had on people’s lives undoubtedly influenced her final collection of 

short stories and a darker tone exists in them as a result. Cholmondeley, however, is not 
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pessimistic in her stories and, although they may at times contain bleak undertones and 

disturbing elements, she remains optimistic and hopeful for change in the future. As she 

stresses at the end of her introduction: ‘And, in the silence of our awed hearts, a cuckoo near 

at hand began calling gently to the new day, coming up in peace out of the shining east’.291 

Although war has happened and villages have been damaged, there remains beauty in the world 

and this must be cherished. 

 The title story, ‘The Romance of His Life’, concerns a group of three male students, 

called Jones (the narrator), Parker and Barrett, who play a trick on their professor. They pretend 

to be an invented female admirer of his, namely Maud, and send him love letters supposedly 

from her. This story shows the deceitful nature of men as they treat romance as a game in which 

they can play with other people’s affections. The themes of blurred reality and identity appear 

again in this story as the characters get carried away with their deception: ‘“What you’ve got 

to remember is that I’m not trying to engulf him.” Cries of “Oh! Oh!” from the Committee. “I 

mean Maud isn’t. I am, but that’s another thing.”’292  Jennifer M. Stolpa Flatt points out that, 

‘Maitland’s story demonstrates the danger of manipulating someone else’s beliefs, for doing 

so may affect your own vision of reality’.293 This short story is interesting as it is never clear 

who is the real hero or villain of the piece. The so-called ‘hero of the romance’ and Don of the 

college, Maitland, is depicted as having treated women unfairly in the past and, through this 

trickery, is himself taught a lesson and becomes a reformed character as a result294:  

He now saw with great self-condemnation that if his life had been altruistic in some 
ways, it had been egotistic in others, as in preferring his own independence to the 
mutual services of affection; that he must confess to his shame that he had received 
more than his share of love, and that he had not given out enough.295 

 

When Maitland falls in love with Maud, it is decided that the ‘Committee’ must kill her off. 

Cholmondeley’s story would have taken a much darker turn had she decided that Maitland 

should die because of the deception instead of Maud. However, ‘Maitland is a live man, after 

all’ and the story ends with him ‘being an old bachelor’ who ‘did not worry about women any 

more’.296 The episode has ‘added a new dignity’ to him and, by the end of the story, the students 

‘felt a kind of lurking respect for him’.297 Now, ‘when the Bursar’s wife died Maitland was 

 
291 Cholmondeley, ‘Introduction’ in The Romance of His Life, and Other Romances (USA: Jefferson, 2016), p.8. 
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genuinely kind’ and ‘actually heaved himself out of his armchair, and exerted himself on behalf 

of the poor, dreary little bounder, took him walks, and sat with him in an evening’.298 This 

ending suggests that the power of belief is so strong that reality and identity can both be 

changed as a result. 

 ‘The Dark Cottage’ is a story set in two parts: the first section in 1915, the second in 

1965. This story tackles strong political themes such as war, industrialisation, the environment, 

and women’s rights. In the first part of the story, the patriarch of the family, John Damer, is 

shot down at Ypres and as a result falls into a coma for fifty years. In the second part of the 

story, he wakes from his coma to discover that everything has changed. He is very confused as 

does not realise how much time has elapsed and that his wife is now dead and his son, Michael, 

is now married to Serena with children of his own (Jack, Jasper and Catherine). The themes of 

confused reality and identity are again tackled by Cholmondeley as Michael and Serena dress 

in old-fashioned clothes to pretend that it is still 1915. This story also has science-fiction 

elements to it as Cholmondeley introduces concepts such as people materialising and 

disintegrating in the futuristic part of her story.299 Bunting argues that this story, together with 

‘Votes for Men’, are ‘products of the turbulent times they were created in’.300 I agree with this 

as Cholmondeley is reacting to the desire for change that was prevalent in society at this time 

and she is discussing these ideas and raising these important issues in her fiction. In these two 

stories, ‘Cholmondeley advocates political involvement and representation for women, 

equality in education across the classes, rational dress, clean factories and improved housing, 

increased social and geographic mobility and…a drive and determination to leave a better 

England for future generations’.301 This story tackles these political issues through the 

technique of hindsight with the characters in the future reflecting on the changes that have been 

made. 

 Cholmondeley’s story, ‘The Dark Cottage’, is very different to all her others as she 

combines fantasy elements into her narrative, making the reader unsure whether to accept the 

proposed reality of the future setting or not. For example, the story refers to items such as the 

‘air lorry’ and ‘Catarrh Inspector’.302 This story almost reads like a warning for the future and 

Cholmondeley is advising the reader what will happen to our planet if we don’t look after it. 
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However, as some of her more fantastical elements are unbelievable, it casts doubt in the 

readers’ minds of whether any of the changes proposed are achievable. Her argument for the 

levelling out of society so that all classes are equal is suggested in everyone wishing ‘to be 

dressed alike nowadays’ in ‘the old national peasant dress’.303 Jack suggests to his grandfather 

that previous generations were selfish and only thought of themselves: 

You installed electric light in the house and stables and garage, but there was power 
enough to light a town. While you were doing it, why didn’t you light the church and 
the village as well?...it must have made you very uncomfortable to feel you had not 
shared the benefit of it with the community. The village lies at your very gates.304 

 

This failing has been addressed now with everyone benefitting from electricity. John’s failure 

to accept this new reality leads to his death at the end of the story. John is portrayed as an 

ancient relic who is no longer relevant or necessary to modern society. His character is a 

metaphor for the patriarchal society in which Cholmondeley was living and which she is 

proposing to change through her writing. 

 Jack also confronts his grandfather about women’s suffrage: 

why instead of opposing female suffrage you did not combine to place the 
franchise on an educational basis, irrespective of sex; the grant of the vote to be 
dependent on passing certain examinations, mainly in history and geography. 
Or, if you were resolved to delay as much as possible the entrance of women 
into politics, why didn’t you give better national education.305 

 

By suggesting that John’s beliefs are now outdated, Cholmondeley tactically inserts her 

argument for women’s rights within the parameters of her story. When John argues that ‘the 

national characteristic of the upper classes fifty years ago must have been opposition to all 

change, a tendency to ignore symptoms which really were danger signals, and an undeveloped 

sense of justice’, Cholmondeley is allowing her frustration with the current political climate in 

which she is living in show through in her fiction.306 The ending of this story is a hopeful one 

as John realises that ‘[t]he world is not my world any longer’ and he is no longer relevant.307 

Change has occurred for the better and the future world is presented, on the whole, as being 

more desirable. There are hints that not all change is good though, as the rookery disappears 

because of the Power Station. Cholmondeley is therefore warning the reader that dangers can 

still be present in an ideal world and this is the darkness which is implied in the title. 
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 ‘The Ghost of a Chance’ is a story about missed opportunities but it also has a mystical 

element with notions of dream-like states. It is about a man named Sinclair who has fallen in 

love with a woman who appeared to him when he was in a trance:  

And something within me, something passionate surrendered myself to it, and was 
borne away upon it as by an ongoing tide. It ebbed farther and farther. And I floated 
farther and farther away with it in a golden mist. And in a wonderful place of peace I 
saw a young girl sitting alone in the dawn.308 

 

Sinclair, through making the wrong decisions, ends up having to live his life without finding 

his true love. Cholmondeley decides to punish this character for being selfish as he does not 

put other people’s needs before his own. He fails to visit his sister when she is dying so misses 

the opportunity to meet his destined partner and because he doesn’t go to stop the sale of his 

foster brother’s farm he again misses the chance of meeting her. Yuen argues that, in this story, 

Cholmondeley ‘re-imagined’ the Gothic female character as ‘the dream woman is not only able 

to come to, and leave, the Sinclair family house whenever she pleases, but is also able to avoid 

being caught in Sinclair’s marriage trap’.309 Women in Gothic stories are usually ‘victims of 

convention; they have been frightened by men and/or trapped in enclosures like a castle or 

house’.310 Women are shown to be the more perceptive of the sexes in this story as both Sinclair 

and the narrator, Chipps, fail to appreciate the mistakes he has made by not fulfilling ‘his 

duty’.311 The story ends by Chipps’s fiancée Mildred stating, ‘Men are alike; all as blind as 

bats. I’m sure I don’t know why we trouble our heads about them with their silly ghosts and 

chances and pouncings’.312 Cholmondeley is emphasising the differences between men and 

women and making the argument that women don’t have to agree to marry men simply because 

society expects them to. 

 One of Cholmondeley’s most exceptional short stories is ‘The Goldfish’. This story 

tackles the subject of dreamlike states again together with the issues surrounding marriages of 

convenience and women’s rights. The narrator, Dr Giles, is a male doctor who visits the 

Robinson household which consists of Arthur Robinson and his wife Blanche and Arthur’s 

mother, Mrs Robinson. The goldfish in the story refers both to the actual goldfish that is 

imprisoned in the household aquarium and to Blanche who is imprisoned within her marriage. 
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Mrs Robinson arranged the marriage for her son and refers to her goldfish and daughter-in-law 

as ‘my two pets, Blanche and Goldy’.313 Blanche is a talented artist but her career has been 

hindered by her husband who insists that she just assists him in his painting by copying and 

enlarging his own works. Once Dr Giles discovers her talent, he introduces her to another of 

his patients who is a famous artist and appreciates Blanche’s talent. The tragedy of the story is 

that the doctor discovers too late that Blanche is not ‘a very lucky goldfish’ and realises ‘how 

dreadful it is to be a prisoner’ in her own home.314 Towards the end of the story, Blanche 

drowns herself in the Serpentine whilst the goldfish dies on the drawing-room carpet.  

 Blanche is continually referred to as ‘colourless’ and with ‘half-absent eyes’.315 Oulton 

argues that Cholmondeley here deploys ‘the theme of trances or dream states as a strategy to 

subvert traditional views of the passive woman’.316 Blanche’s career ambitions have been 

quashed by her husband and her mother-in-law and because of this she has become ‘dazed’ 

with ‘[n]o brightness or gaiety’.317 Cholmondeley is making a statement about gender relations 

and how marriage can be damaging, restricting the rights of women. By restricting Blanche to 

working on her artwork in the attic of the house, Kortsch suggests that this ‘associates Blanche 

with the New Woman artist-figure’ as she ‘labours silently in the cramped, unconscious “mind” 

of a society that emphatically throws her back…into the watery cage of domesticity’.318 It is 

also reminiscent of Bertha in Charlotte Brontë’s novel Jane Eyre (1847) who is imprisoned in 

the attic because of her madness. Gilbert and Gubar comment in their book, The Madwoman 

in the Attic, that Bertha acts as a metaphor for the heroine’s ‘own imprisoned “hunger, 

rebellion, and rage”, a secret dialogue of self and soul’.319 By placing Blanche in the attic, 

Cholmondeley is emphasising her imprisoned talent in the same way that she uses the metaphor 

of the goldfish who is imprisoned in its tank with wire netting over the top to prevent it from 

jumping out. Blanche comments on her frustration and her desire to escape by using the 

comparison of the goldfish: 

there is the wire netting. It’s not in the picture, but you know it’s there. He jumps and 
jumps. Haven’t I said so in the picture! And it throws him back. You know that. I was 
like him once. I used to jump, but I always fell back. I don’t jump any more now.320 
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Cholmondeley here stresses the restrictions that have been placed on women in society and 

their desire to be free from them. She is suggesting that it is wrong for men to imprison women 

within marriage and that they should be left free to pursue their own dreams and ambitions. 

 The ending to the story suggests a more complex outcome to Cholmondeley’s argument 

for greater rights for women. In a short paragraph at the end of the story, the setting changes to 

the Royal Academy art exhibition. Blanche’s ambition has been achieved as her painting of the 

goldfish is on display. This success is overshadowed, however, by a young boy telling his 

mother, “I want a goldfish, too”, and his mother replies, “Well, darling, you shall have 

one…You never saw a child so fond of animals as Cedric.”321 This statement suggests that men 

will carry on imprisoning women within marriages and that there will be no change for 

women’s rights in the future.  

 Astrology and fortune-telling are themes which are discussed in Cholmondeley’s story 

‘The Stars in their Courses’. The narrator, Anne, through plotting and scheming, tries to arrange 

her niece’s marriage to a man with money and status. She arranges for her niece, Dulcibella, 

to be governess and companion in her cousin Jimmy’s household. Jimmy is married to 

Gertrude, a lady that Anne dislikes, who is interested in astrology. Anne plans, against 

Gertrude’s wishes, for Dulcibella to marry Mr. Vavasour and for Jimmy’s daughter, Joan, to 

marry (the poorer and hence more unsuitable) Mr Wilson. The ending of this story, however, 

shows that Anne was wrong to ‘have outwitted Gertrude’.322 Anne is forced to move out of her 

lovely cottage at the end as Gertrude wants Joan and her new husband, Mr Wilson, to move in. 

Instead, Anne ends up living ‘in the suburbs of Banff’’ where she has severe rheumatism.323 

Dulcie, similarly finds herself unhappy, married to ‘her Wilhelm’ who is ‘dreadfully poor’ 

instead of Mr Vavasour.324 Cholmondeley shows here that it doesn’t pay to interfere in other 

people’s affairs and, as Dulcie’s astrological predictions come true, there is a suggestion that 

one can never change what has been ‘written’ in the stars. Flatt argues that, ‘Cholmondeley 

uses the device of astrology to play with the line between belief and reality and provide the 

justification for a character’s knowledge about life’.325 Cholmondeley again raises questions 

about the boundaries between belief and reality and prompts readers to question the distinctions 
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between them. This is a theme she also discussed in ‘St Luke’s Summer’ and ‘The Romance 

of His Life’. 

 ‘Her Murderer’ is a very dark and sinister story where Cholmondeley employs Gothic 

elements to enhance the suspense. This story centres around a couple, Mark and Janet (the 

narrator), who have been engaged for twelve years and are desperate to marry. However, 

Janet’s godmother, Aunt Pussy, refuses to give her an allowance (which she needs to marry) 

until she dies. Dreams and premonitions add to the tension as Aunt Pussy dreams that she meets 

a man who says he is her murderer and then she does in fact meet the same man. In an eerie 

twist to the story, this man, Clarke, seems to turn up in lots of different places and appears to 

be following Aunt Pussy. When a friend of Aunt Pussy’s is murdered, Clarke is at first arrested 

but when news of his release reaches Aunt Pussy, she dies of shock. This story has a sinister 

edge to it as Janet’s fiancé, Mark, appears to have hired Clarke to murder her aunt so that they 

can get married with her inheritance: ‘He said he did not actually blame Clarke (the lift man), 

for he had shown good intentions, but the man was evidently a procrastinator and a bungler, 

who had deceived the confidence he (Mark) had reposed in him, and on whom no one could 

place reliance’.326 Cholmondeley is suggesting that men cannot be trusted.  

 Cholmondeley’s story ‘Votes for Men’ is in fact a short play-script and a cleverly 

penned political satire. It is set ‘[t]wo hundred years hence, possibly less’ and imagines a time 

when a woman is Prime Minister and men do not have the vote.327 Eugenia, the Prime Minister, 

is at home with her husband, Henry, and they are discussing the issue of male suffrage. 

Cholmondeley pokes fun at the arguments that were put forward against women getting the 

vote in this role reversal story; ‘It shows how unsuited the sex is to be trusted with the vote. 

Imagine that sort of hysterical screaming in the House itself’.328 She substitutes the ‘shrieking 

sisterhood’ (a name the Suffragettes were called by male politicians) with the ‘brawling 

brotherhood’ and replaces the satirical political magazine Punch with ‘Punchinella’.329 Eugenia 

declares that ‘what rules the birth-rate rules the world’ and as such ‘the sex which controls the 

birth-rate must by nature rule the nation which it creates’.330 Cholmondeley proposes her 

argument that the two sexes must be treated equally as she shows that nothing will be solved 

by one being in charge of the other. As Henry states, ‘Those who have the upper hand cannot 

be just to those who are in their power…Men were unintentionally unjust to women for 
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hundreds of years…Now women are unjust to us.’331 Bunting argues that Cholmondeley 

‘intends to shock her readers with a startling lesson on the corruption that accompanies absolute 

power’.332 She does this by presenting Eugenia as ‘a tyrant and a bully’.333 This proposal for 

equality between the sexes in marriage and in society is one that Cholmondeley suggests in 

many of her stories. It indicates the frustration she must have felt with the position of women 

at the time in which she was writing. By setting this story in the future, she can give voice to 

some of these concerns in a less restricted manner. 

 'The End of the Dream’ depicts another marriage of convenience, rather than one for 

love. The narrator’s brother, Ted, marries Essie, a ‘charming’ girl from a ‘disreputable’ family 

and their marriage ‘was on the buying and selling plane’.334 Cholmondeley again uses the 

metaphor of a dream world to put forward her argument of a need for change in women’s lives. 

The blurring of dreams with reality is shown when Essie’s dream becomes true. When Ted 

buys a house in Essex, Essie realises it is the house from her dreams and she encounters the 

man there from her dreams as well. Just as in ‘The Ghost of a Chance’, Essie first meets the 

love of her life, the Duke, in her dreams and when she finally encounters him they ‘were 

entirely absorbed in each other’ in their own world.335 At the end of the story, Essie runs away 

with the Duke and leaves her husband, Ted. The narrator, Beatrice, tells Ted that Essie was 

‘mad, quite mad’ and informs the reader that Ted then went on to marry ‘a sensible good-

humoured woman’.336 Cholmondeley implies that women can often be trapped in loveless 

marriages just as ‘poor Essie was indeed a captive in some “faery land forlorn’, and that 

invisible perilous seas were foaming round her casement windows’.337 Essie did, however, 

escape from her marriage to Ted and all three characters found happiness at the end within 

their own relationships. Cholmondeley suggests here that it is possible for women to escape 

from an unhappy marriage and that dreams can in fact become reality. Yuen suggests that 

‘Cholmondeley argues that embarking on the spiritual/non-material path, which leads to 

freedom, is possible for women’.338 By dreaming of escape, women can in fact enable their 

own freedom. 
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 The theme of dreams which appears in many of Cholmondeley’s later short stories may 

be her response to the First World War. Yuen argues that dreamlike states and Essie’s ‘spiritual 

self…are the very qualities that enable human beings to deal with an uncertain material 

world’.339 This story, therefore, would encourage the reader that in times of war and uncertainty 

it helps to dream. With other themes such as women’s rights and equal marriage, 

Cholmondeley’s stories are signs of hope and a desire for a better, and fairer, future.  

 This chapter has discussed the influence of Shropshire on Cholmondeley, her feminism, 

and the relevance of her descriptions of women walking the countryside in her novels and short 

stories. While her feminist arguments are more pronounced in her short stories, her novels also 

depict heroines who challenge traditional societal conventions and defy the status quo. The 

rural settings in her fiction helps forward her argument for greater rights for women as provides 

the space needed to display her women characters interacting with the landscape in an 

independent way. Cholmondeley contributes to the literary culture of Shropshire as her writing 

adds the perspective of a New Woman to life in the county at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Her fiction may not contain as many direct references to Shropshire as Webb’s does, and this 

will be discussed further in my next chapter, but it still retains a sense of ‘Middle England’ 

with its rural communities. Cholmondeley was clearly influenced by the county she grew up 

in and this is displayed in her depictions of village life and its characters. Her humorous, and 

often sensational, writing perfectly captures the essence of the countryside communities. Her 

fiction offers a different perspective to Shropshire life than the one presented by writers such 

as Housman and Owen, and her memoir provides readers with an insight into her own life 

within the county. My next chapter will discuss how Mary Webb’s writing was influenced by 

Shropshire. It will also examine the concept of ‘Mary Webb Country’ by analysing the 

accounts written by literary pilgrims who went to the county to discover the places that inspired 

her. The next chapter will also discuss her depictions of women walking and interacting with 

the countryside in her novels, short stories, poetry and nature essays.  
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Chapter Two – Mary Webb: Myths, Pilgrims and Women Walking 

 

The Mary Webb Legacy and Literary Pilgrimages to Mary Webb’s Shropshire 

 

The literary legacy of Mary Webb is embedded within the county of Shropshire to a greater 

degree than Mary Cholmondeley’s. All Webb’s six novels are set within the county and she 

lived at different locations within the Shropshire area for most her life. This sense of place is 

strongly present in all of her writings, her poems and nature essays included, and when readers 

think of the author they are likely to visualise Shropshire. Thomas Moult, in his biography of 

Webb, firmly locates her within the Shropshire landscape:  

Day by day she stepped over her threshold and stood looking forth upon that eternal 
panorama of ‘dimpled lands and gaunt purple steps’; and her demeanour suggested an 
intensity and fascination hardly to be understood, unless the observer knew that it was 
also the panorama of her own life.340 

 

Webb’s biographers have sought to place her within the Shropshire countryside, often 

portraying her in a romanticised way. She is frequently described as having an ‘intensity’ which 

is difficult to comprehend, suggesting that she connected to nature in an unusual way. This 

positioning of the author idealises the link between Webb and the Shropshire countryside. 

Certainly, biographies have encouraged literary pilgrims to visit the countryside which inspired 

her writings as a way of interpreting and enjoying her work more intensely. However, the image 

of Webb that has been promoted by these biographers has also limited her reputation, 

presenting her as a romantic, pastoral writer. They have neglected to highlight other important 

elements of her work, such as her feminism. Both biographers and literary pilgrims have 

blurred fact and fiction in such a way that mythologises Mary Webb. This thesis will argue that 

Webb’s sense of place is actually a crucial element of her work, her depictions of heroines 

walking through the Shropshire countryside offering an example of her representation of 

women’s need for more freedom. By placing her novels within the easily identifiable and 

mappable area of Shropshire, albeit often using fictional names, Webb implies that the 

challenges women face regarding their lack of independence is a real one that needs to be 

confronted. This chapter will consider the myth that surrounds Mary Webb, the Shropshire that 

is represented in her writing, and the literary pilgrims that visit Mary Webb’s Shropshire. The 

chapter demonstrates that Webb represents women walking and interacting with the 
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countryside in her novels and short stories in a similar way to Mary Cholmondeley, as a way 

of suggesting the need for greater rights for women in society. 

Moult, in his biography, stresses the importance of place as an inspiration for Webb’s 

writing, but he records it in a way which presents an idealised image of her, casting her as a 

mystical figure:  

Her gaze would sweep away past a copse of larches, past fields that climbed to the 
horizon, over which lay the road that afterwards led her dreaming step along the slow 
rise to Lyth Hill that ere long was luring her with pencil and writing-pad day after day 
in the early morning.341 

 

This image of Webb as a ‘dreaming’ writer who would ‘gaze’ across the Salopian hills is a 

common characteristic of her biographers’ accounts of her and the view of many literary 

pilgrims. Whilst it helps to ensure her position as a writer of pastoral novels and firmly locates 

her within the countryside of Shropshire, it also categorises her in such a way that other 

important elements of her work are overlooked. Webb’s writing achievements, as a result, are 

oversimplified and the more complex issues that her work raises are forgotten. This chapter 

will analyse both biographies and literary pilgrims’ accounts to discuss why literary 

pilgrimages to ‘Mary Webb’s Shropshire’ are so popular and what this tells us about her work. 

I will be analysing the biographies by Thomas Moult (1932), Dorothy Wrenn (1964) and 

Gladys Mary Coles (1978 and 1990), considering how these promote a specific set of images 

associated with this Shropshire author. Webb’s writing of place will be compared to that by 

Emily Brontë, William and Dorothy Wordsworth and Thomas Hardy as they all had strong 

links with the countryside. Gladys Mary Coles, in her biography of Mary Webb, The Flower 

of Light (1978), states that ‘Lyth Hill was to her as Grasmere to Wordsworth, the moors at 

Haworth to Emily Brontë’.342 I agree that Shropshire provided her with inspiration and her 

rural surroundings encouraged and enhanced her writing. 

 This chapter will also extend my discussion of how representations of women walking 

and their experiences of the countryside in Webb’s work, as well as in Cholmondeley’s, act as 

a call for greater rights for women in society. It draws on theories of psychogeography, space 

and place studies, and literary traditions of walking to show that the Shropshire countryside 

provided an ideal setting for Webb to demonstrate the sense of independence that walking in 

the countryside created in women’s lives. I will analyse Webb’s novels, nature essays, poetry 

and short stories to discuss her representations of women walking to argue that Webb’s writing, 
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like Cholmondeley’s, was part of the growing movement in society for greater rights for 

women. 

 The concept of literary pilgrimages has existed for a long time. The word ‘pilgrimage’ 

is defined as ‘a journey…made to some sacred place as an act of religious devotion’.343 Some 

authors have elicited a following of ‘worshippers’ who have been keen to journey to the places 

that they lived in or that inspired them. Nicola Watson, in her book The Literary Tourist, points 

out that: ‘Eighteenth-century culture saw the rise of this new phenomenon, and the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries its heyday’.344 She goes on to argue that ‘nowadays literary 

tourism is so naturalised as a cultural phenomenon in the British Isles that one sees literary 

sites detailed in guidebooks and marked on the road map’.345 There are many reasons why 

readers decide to embark on literary pilgrimages. They could stem from an intention to 

understand the author or the text in a more connected way, or function to meet a spiritual need 

to locate the author within a setting (sometimes even feeling a haunting presence), or as a desire 

to re-construct the text and walk in the footsteps of the authors and/or the characters. Writers 

and texts that have strong links with specific places are more likely to be the focus of literary 

pilgrimages. This desire to read the text in the light of a place has inflamed many of Mary 

Webb’s readers, as she was clearly an author who was affected by and then wrote about her 

rural surroundings. Moult refers to pilgrims as ‘strangers’ going in search of Webb’s work:  

But today it is the stranger who follows the track of that pathway, not the woman for 
whom it opened on to a visionary world, an “other life” that, through her books, has 
become for many people as real as the world we know.346  
 

This way of referring to novels as ‘real’ is an interesting concept and, as I will go on to discuss, 

this blurring between fact and fiction occurs often in literary pilgrims’ accounts and in writers’ 

biographies. This confusion has helped build up the myth of Mary Webb as purely a romantic 

pastoral author and my thesis intends to challenge this image by arguing that her work pursued 

a feminist argument. 

 After Stanley Baldwin, the Prime Minister, had introduced Mary Webb’s work to a 

wider audience by praising it in a speech at a Royal Literary Fund dinner in 1928, many literary 

pilgrims travelled to the Shropshire area in search of her homes and the landscape that had 

inspired her work.  Coles notes in Mary Webb, (an updated but less detailed version of her 
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earlier biography The Flower of Light) that ‘[p]ilgrimages to “The Mary Webb Country” began 

in 1928 and have continued ever since’.347 These pilgrims often recounted their experiences 

and two of their books will be focussed on here: The Shropshire of Mary Webb (1930) by W. 

Reid Chappell, and The Shropshire Haunts of Mary Webb (1937) by W. Byford-Jones.348 Both 

are full of recollections of visits to Shropshire and provide glimpses of life and the people that 

the authors encountered on their tours of the area. Written in an anecdotal style, they are full 

of humour and nostalgia for a way of life that they believe is fading away because of the forces 

of post-war modernity. Adopting a patronising register at times (Byford-Jones refers to the 

‘simple people of the Shropshire countryside’) they do, however, provide us with an insight 

into the expectations of the Mary Webb literary tourist.349  

 Literary tourism, as I mentioned, grows from a desire to discover the landscape that 

inspired a writer’s work; however it is usually informed by the need to discover more about 

the author by seeking out where they lived and attempting to ‘walk in their footsteps’. These 

literary pilgrim accounts differ slightly in that Byford-Jones is more interested in locating the 

houses that Mary Webb lived in and Reid Chappell concentrates instead on the fictional 

characters of her novels and where they were positioned within the landscape. Charlotte 

Mathieson comments in her essay, ‘Brontë countries: nation, gender and place in the literary 

landscapes of Haworth and Brussels’, that: ‘The fluidity of movement between life and 

literature is common within literary tourism accounts, in which authors’ landscapes are often a 

conflation of text and author’.350 This is certainly the case in Reid Chappell’s account where 

there is often a blurring between fact and fiction. He frequently refers to Webb’s characters as 

if they were living people: ‘When the road is reached it can be followed to the right for 

Habberley, near which lived the miserable but striking character Eli Huntbatch, with his horse 

Speedwell and his daughter Lil’.351 Also, when he is waiting for a train at Craven Arms he 

reflects how: ‘There may be times when the train carries an Aunt Fanteague bound to Silverton, 

or a Gillian Lovekin returning home’.352 His desire as a tourist is inspired by his need to locate 

the text within the Shropshire countryside and the characters in the novels govern the route of 
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his pilgrimage. Nicola Watson suggests that with certain authors ‘the text itself invents and 

solicits tourism’.353 This is true of Mary Webb’s work, as we can see with these two books, 

along with the fact that numerous maps and walking tours exist inspired by her novels, essays 

and poetry. Her connection with the place she lived in was so acute that her writing has 

encouraged readers to walk the Shropshire countryside in the same way that Webb and her 

female characters did.  

Gordon Dickins and Gladys Mary Coles’ book, Walks with Writers, includes detailed 

maps and directions for walks inspired by Mary Webb. In this, they refer to a signpost as being 

‘a latter day replacement for the Flockmaster’s signpost which features in Mary Webb’s novel 

The Golden Arrow’.354 This blurring of fiction with reality is actively encouraged by these 

authors as they guide you through your journey. They also instruct the pilgrim to ‘walk through 

the churchyard into the High Street and left up to the Square where the market is now held, 

imagining, if you can, the scene as Mary Webb would have known it’.355 This ensures that you 

both appreciate the Shropshire that Webb lived in and the fictional one which was depicted in 

her novels. These pilgrim accounts and walking guides, while promoting and maintaining the 

firm association of Webb with the county of Shropshire, blur the distinctions between fact and 

fiction in a similar way to how biographers represented Mary Webb and her work. Dickins and 

Coles do, however, qualify some of the sites they mention with the warning that they may not 

be ‘correct’.356 When mentioning Major’s Leap which is referred to in Gone to Earth, they 

point out:  

Whichever of the supposed locations is correct, and if indeed the story is true, Mary 
Webb seems likely to have used this idea of a precipitous fall for the tragic 
finale…when Hazel and her fox cub plummet to their deaths from the quarry edge.357 

 

The use of the words ‘if’ and ‘likely’ suggest there is no evidence behind their linking of this 

place to Webb’s inspiration, and this uncertainty is common with both Byford Jones and Reid 

Chappell’s literary pilgrim accounts. The concept of ‘accuracy’ in relation to fictional works 

is a complicated one. Authors like Webb can produce settings in their novels which are an 

amalgamation of lots of different actual places as well as being the result of their imagination. 

Nevertheless, Webb was undoubtedly inspired by Shropshire and she often used actual names 

for local landmarks in her novels. In my next chapter, I will discuss how I have tried to locate 

 
353 Watson, The Literary Tourist, p.12. 
354 Gordon Dickins and Gladys Mary Coles, Walks with Writers (Shropshire: Shropshire Books, 1992), p.12. 
355 Dickins and Coles, Walks with Writers, p.14. 
356 Dickins and Coles, Walks with Writers, p.17. 
357 Ibid. 



 91 

the places which inspired her settings in the novels and have plotted them on G.I.S. maps (link 

to the maps are given in my Appendix), however it must be considered that these are works of 

fiction so any plotting is open to debate. I will argue that there are advantages to mapping 

works of fiction; for example it can open up other ways of studying novels and provides both 

scholars and readers with an open and accessible resource with which to think about these 

writings as related to the land. Interactive forms of study are a growing phenomenon in literary 

studies with the rise in virtual reality and other technological resources and are paving the way 

for a new form of literary tourism.358 This growing area of study will be discussed further in 

my Chapter Three. 

Another example of literary tourism, particularly the desire to link an author with a 

particular place, exists in the naming of objects and places. The love of Mary Webb has inspired 

some Shropshire people to name many diverse objects and buildings after her and her works. 

These include: a memorial plaque at the Mary Webb Library, Bayston Hill; the Mary Webb 

School and Science College in Pontesbury; a millennium plaque dedicated to Mary Webb in 

Much Wenlock; a brass plaque on a pew in Meole Church stating, ‘Mary Webb worshipped 

here; 1902-1912’;359 a sculpture of Webb outside Shrewsbury library by Jemma Pearson; the 

Mary Webb Road on the Meole Brace Council estate; a rose;360 a beer;361 a hotel;362 and golf 

course holes. The Arscott Golf Course holes were named after characters and locations used 

by Webb in her books; an article from The Shropshire Star stated that, ‘Old Beguildy, Hunters 

Spinney and God’s Little Mountain evoke the spirit of a bygone age and help to make Arscott 

an ideal escape from the stresses and strains of modern living’.363 It is interesting that these 

names conjure up nostalgia in the same way that Webb’s writing sometimes did for her literary 

pilgrims. By linking her name to places and products that are made in the area, her connection 

to Shropshire becomes more established. This desire to firmly locate her image in the 

Shropshire landscape both helps and hinders her reputation. Whilst promoting her work to a 

wider audience, it could also be seen to categorise her as only a regional author. The concept 

of the regional, as opposed to the provincial, author was discussed in Chapter One, which 
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referred to Ruth Livesey’s point that ‘while Eliot is provincial, the Brontës are regional’.364 I 

argue that, while Cholmondeley is provincial, Webb is regional for, like the Brontës, her work 

includes what Q.D. Leavis terms ‘a painstaking application of rural local colour’.365 Webb has 

been linked to the whole region of Shropshire with some pilgrims referring to it as ‘Mary 

Webb’s County’, and because her work is so embedded in the countryside, her readers 

sometimes seek to escape to the rural ‘simplicity’ that her work apparently presents. Local 

authorities and businesses consequently wish to associate themselves with her name, and her 

image and reputation are commercialised and marketed as a product. The use of the Shropshire 

dialect in her novels has further linked her writing to the area and can be seen as an example 

of the building of her Shropshire world for her reader. 

Webb was similar to Thomas Hardy in that they were both denigrated by the literary 

community as being regional writers because they each chose to write about non-metropolitan 

life. As discussed in my chapter on Mary Cholmondeley, Snell argues that the term ‘regional’ 

‘usually involves belittlement of any form of cultural life other than that supplied by the 

metropolis’.366 I argue, however, that the term does not need to be used in a derogatory way 

but can emphasise the connection of an author with a certain area. Raymond Williams, in The 

Country and the City, refers to Somerset Maugham’s view that Hardy ‘had still a strange look 

of the soil’, while Henry James referred to him patronizingly as ‘the good little Thomas 

Hardy’.367 Mary Webb was also subject to the same snobbery. When she attended literary 

events in London, Virginia Woolf and Vita Sackville West were said to engage her in 

conversation but then ‘made adverse criticism or indulged in paltry analysis’.368 This attitude 

still exists, and Stella Gibbons’s Cold Comfort Farm did little to help the belittlement of Webb 

as purely a provincial author. As discussed earlier, regionalism (associated with authors such 

as Webb, Hardy and Arnold Bennett) is not to be seen as a disadvantage but instead provides 

writers with a focus and an insight into their characters’ lives. Their knowledge and attachment 

to a particular place can ensure that their representation of it in a text has arisen from careful 

observation.  

Literary pilgrims sometimes believe that visiting the places mentioned in the novels, 

plays or poems of authors they admire would further enhance the story’s impact on themselves. 
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Reid Chappell, for example, argues that: ‘It is not necessary to go up “Diafol Mountain” to 

enjoy the first of Mary Webb’s novels, but those who are able to do so will experience the 

fascination of seeing the story unfold itself around him’.369 This implies that visiting the setting 

of novels adds a different and enhanced dimension to the reader’s enjoyment and is a strong 

argument in favour of undertaking both literary pilgrimages and the mapping of literary works. 

This connection to the author and their work is also strongly felt by the pilgrims who go in 

search of the author’s homes. A Shrewsbury Information leaflet by Gavin Gibbons states that 

none of Webb’s former homes are open to the public; however ‘Maesbrook, Meole Brace, was 

rebuilt on different site in 1912-1915 but the present owner, Mrs Constance Jellicoe-Wall 

always welcomes Mary Webb enthusiasts’.370 Even if the houses are not available to visit, 

writers of travel guides presume that literary pilgrims would still be interested in visiting the 

areas around their homes to walk in the footsteps of the author. There is almost a religious 

aspect to the pilgrim’s journey, as they imagine the author having been there before them. 

Byford-Jones reflects when he leaves one of Mary Webb’s old homes that: ‘I left Roseville and 

walked round the hill the way Mary Webb went on her way to market, and doing so I imagined 

her…. taking a meal while on her way to Shrewsbury market.’371 This evocation of the ghostly 

presence of the author appears frequently in literary tourists’ accounts. Deborah Wynne 

comments in her essay, ‘The ‘Charlotte’ cult: writing the literary pilgrimage, from Gaskell to 

Woolf’ that ‘[b]y treading in her [Brontë’s] footsteps, pilgrims could “read” another version of 

her life via place, space and the material world, a form of “reading” which relied purely on 

affect rather than rational understanding’.372 This suggests that the emotional response of the 

pilgrim may not produce a rational reading of an author’s work. The literary pilgrim accounts 

of Byford-Jones and Reid Chappell, together with the biographies of Webb, show that literary 

tourists felt an emotional bond when visiting her homes. For example, Thomas Moult writes in 

the opening pages of his biography: 

From the summit of a Shropshire hill a woman used to gaze out upon the stupendous 
panorama of mountains and valleys that followed the sky….. It was as if she stood at 
the extreme end of a narrow peninsula. The four winds would blow through her 
uncovered hair, and the rising and falling plains and ranges, dimly blue and green and 
golden, swept like a broad encircling sea against the heathery slopes, far below her 
feet.373 
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Moult is imagining Webb standing on the hills with her hair blowing in the wind, a fantasy of 

Webb which presents an idealistic version of the pastoral, romantic author who searches for 

inspiration from her surroundings. The literary pilgrims who went in search of the texts in ‘her’ 

Shropshire landscape often sought out this idealised and romantic image of Webb. Gordon 

Dickins, in An Illustrated Literary Guide to Shropshire, visits Bomere, which he argues is Sarn 

Mere in Precious Bane, and reflects that: ‘If the spirit of the novelist still haunts the spot it is 

presumably horrified at the present use made of the pool for it is now regularly used for water-

skiing’.374 This statement presumes a certain image of Webb, one who would abhor the noise 

of modern-day water-sports, and encourages walkers using his guide to concur with his 

opinion. The literary pilgrim accounts suggest that readers’ fantasies tend to dominate the 

image of the Mary Webb that they perceive from the novels. This blurring of fact with fiction, 

as I will show in this chapter, provides a distorted view of the author. 

 This almost saint-like image of Webb possibly emerges from the fact that she was ill 

for most of her life with Grave’s disease and died when only forty-six years old. She died 

without completing her sixth novel and it is generally believed that she could have achieved 

more had she lived longer. Her life is often referred to as ‘tragic’, and she has also been called 

a ‘neglected talent’.375 Her early biographers, Moult and Wrenn, refer to her as both an 

‘invalid’376 and a ‘lost cause’.377 Also, the fact that the wider reading public did not discover 

her books until six months after her death because of Stanley Baldwin’s speech, resulted in an 

almost reverential and nostalgic feeling associated with her and her writings. Often, writers 

who die young or prematurely are revered more than others and acquire a cult following and 

the fact that Webb was more famous after her death than before it is suggestive of this. A 

Sunday Times article from 1931, refers to Mary Webb as an ‘inhabitant of another world’.378 

This otherworldly image is further enhanced in the few biographies of her life, which all 

contain numerous descriptions of instances in which she helped the poor and needy and gave 

gifts to local children. Coles refers to her as ‘a kind of fairy godmother’.379 That she was a very 

generous woman is shown in her letters. In one, she describes how she wants to spend her 
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royalties cheque on a family whose mother was ill, the father out of work and with no money 

to spend on their ill son: ‘Now can that consumptive be saved and his family benefited by 

sending them to the sea for the fortnight.’380 While the legitimacy of these stories of her 

generosity is not being challenged, it is interesting to note how they have been emphasised 

more than other aspects of her character.  

There were certainly other sides to Mary Webb’s personality which have not been 

promoted in her biographies and accounts by literary pilgrims to the same extent as this image 

of a quiet, angelic and generous woman. For example, Hilda Addison, in her biography of Mary 

Webb, emphasises her ‘shy and sensitive individuality’.381 Yet, an article from The Border 

Counties Advertiser in 1930 describes her as having a ‘highly-strung constitution’382 and a 

Shrewsbury Information leaflet published in 1974 describes her as ‘highly emotional and 

difficult to live with’.383 Her friend, the Welsh writer and editor Caradoc Evans, also gives a 

different impression of Mary as he describes her attending literary dinners: ‘She always arrived 

late at these affairs and made a sort of leading actress entrance. She delighted in the gaze of 

people’.384 This is a very different image to the one that Byford-Jones propounds when he visits 

St. Andrew’s church and suggests: ‘I was wondering where Mary had sat. I had decided it 

would be at the back. She was shy and retiring. She would not be seen there by anyone but the 

bell ringers who always tarried at the bottom of the tower’.385 This image of a ‘shy’ Webb 

suited the image of a romantic author. However, as my thesis argues, Webb’s work also 

portrayed implicit feminist arguments with her independent heroines walking the Shropshire 

countryside. Webb’s feminism has been overlooked, possibly because her image has been 

tailored by biographers to fit a certain idealistic portrayal of a woman author. Moult writes in 

the prologue to his biography: 

Silence and solitude were about her, but she was content, for she had sought them. Most 
of her days….. were silent and solitary, except for one companion who shared the home 
they had made together on this high hill overlooking a landscape seemingly empty of 
life, so that a tiny puff of smoke where a railway train crept across the middle distance, 
or a hare flashing soundlessly through the near-by bracken, became a tremendous 
trifle.386 
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He employs an excessive register here and also presumes Webb’s contentedness. This passage 

is purely the work of his imagination as he offers no evidence for his assertions. He goes on to 

refer to her as ‘a solitary figure wandering along the laneways by Wenlock Edge’.387 A 

newspaper article from 1930 also emphasises this view of Webb: 

We can imagine the writer sitting beside her father’s waterfall, brooding alone upon the 
thoughts and scenes so delicately depicted in these dreams of a strange reality. Such 
was this kind and Nature-loving – yet strangely retiring and mystically meditative little 
literary lady – Mary Webb.388 

 

Webb seems to evoke these imaginary ideas. The patronising register of the words ‘delicately’ 

and ‘little’ suggest that Webb was not a complex or serious writer. This romantic ideal of a 

quiet and docile woman living in harmony with nature is surely a reductive view of Mary 

Webb; even her obituary in The Times describes her as ‘very highly strung’.389 There are clearly 

many different aspects to Webb’s personality (as there are to all of us), but the shy, solitary, 

innocent, angelic country girl seems to be the most popular one which has dominated her 

biographies. It should be noted that, even when Addison is describing Webb killing a cat she 

words it in a positive way:  

Then came food difficulties in the war years, and she decided that from time to time 
there must be a check on the cat population. Mary invented a blissful mode of departure. 
She put the animal in a box with chloroform and two sardines. The cat, luxuriating on 
the fish, sank into oblivion.390 

 

The use of the words ‘blissful’, ‘luxuriating’ and ‘sank’ all imply that Mary was being kind to 

the cat by killing it. Her defiant and strong decision to end the cat’s life has been reduced to a 

very feminine and weak act. This all adds to Addison’s portrayal of a saint-like Webb in this 

biography. This reductive view of Webb has had a lasting effect on her legacy. Instead of being 

remembered for tackling important issues in her writing such as sexual abuse, pre-marital sex, 

and women’s desire for independence, she has been restricted to the genre of romantic rural 

fiction, which presents a narrow and misleading interpretation of her work.  

Literary pilgrims are often in danger of distorting the history of the author because of 

their strong feelings fuelled by biographies and obituaries. Helen Deutsch has coined the phrase 
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‘author love’ to describe the emotions that some readers feel towards certain writers.391 Byford-

Jones describes his own feelings for Webb in an article he wrote for The Shropshire Star: ‘It is 

Stanton-upon-Hine Heath which brings me closest to Mary Webb, the only woman with whom 

I became infatuated through what she wrote. Infatuated? Well, it was really love’.392 This 

emotional outburst seems even more extreme when it is considered that he didn’t even know 

Webb personally. He conveys the strong emotions that some literary tourists have for their 

favourite writers and this strength of feeling surely strengthens the myths surrounding the 

author.  

 Despite the distortions of such idealisations, the myths surrounding an author can often 

help to promote their work to a tailored audience. For example, the idea of Webb as a nature-

loving, shy and sensitive person is arguably a suitable image for a writer of novels set in the 

countryside. If the publishers wish to sell a writer’s work to a targeted readership, they will 

encourage an image of the writer which will most appeal to their market. As Mary Webb’s 

books were promoted as romantic pastoral novels, the impression of her that has been 

encouraged over the years is one of a country girl who was most at home when out and about 

in the Shropshire fields and mountains. This may be because she was writing for the romantic 

novel genre and this matched readers’ expectations of that type of novelist. The wife of the 

author John Buchan, Susan Buchan, was a friend of Webb’s and she recalled that Mary ‘missed 

nothing of the scene around us – not a glitter of sunlight on a leaf or the movement of light on 

the hills opposite us escaped her.’393 This image helps to reinforce the wholesome ‘country 

girl’ portrayal of Mary and, by using phrases such as ‘glitter’ of sunlight, a magical and 

mystical impression of the author is given to the reader, making her appear artistic. This vision 

of Webb is reinforced by Webb’s eldest brother, Kenneth Meredith, when he recollects: ‘She 

was so much at one with nature, and so quiet in her movements that when she walked in the 

woods the birds would come and alight on her’.394 This surely mythical remembrance only 

further enhances Webb’s status as a different type of being and assigns her an almost Christ-

like quality. Byford-Jones adds to this myth when he ponders how: ‘She had lain in the meadow 

in which the parish church of St. Andrew’s stood and she had watched daisies open at dawn 
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and seen little drops of dew mirror the first rays of the sun.’395 He provides no evidence for this 

reflection so this statement may be a product of his imagination. Wrenn records a conversation 

that Webb had with a local farmer’s wife who asked how the author had got so wet and she 

mentioned that, ‘The tall corn called me, and I had to walk through it’.396 This places her as 

different to an ordinary ‘country girl’ in that she claims to hear the crops talking to her, as 

though she can receive messages from nature. Moult, also writes that:  

One of her brothers remembers how in girlhood she would go out early in the morning 
and sit in the grass and watch the wildflowers open. She would watch them at evening 
too, seeing them close. He remembers also how she lay for hours and hours, just gazing 
at the wheatfield as the wind ran across it.397 
 

Moult even speculates how a young Mary Webb would have reacted to the nature that 

surrounded her: ‘Probably, from her mother’s arms as she sat in the carriage….. the one-year-

old Gladys Mary [her full Christian name] stared out, round-eyed, at the crows’ nests in the 

trees high against the sky’.398 He is again being very imaginative here about the young Mary 

Webb, assigning actions to her that have no basis in fact. He argues that:  

All these lovely and pleasant features of an England which has not yet vanished must 
have left an abiding impression on that small child, too young to understand, but not 
too young to see them in her intervals of sleep.399  

 

This is all clearly conjecture and his use of the words ‘probably’ and ‘must have’ show his 

uncertainty. His intention to promote Webb as a unique child who had a profound relationship 

with nature is emphasised by his descriptions and they further establish this myth that has built 

up around Webb and her character. These assertions manage to emphasise Webb’s reputation 

as a pastoral, romantic author but fail to stress the feminist side to her work. As Wynne argues 

in relation to myths surrounding Brontë, ‘there is indeed a disconnection between Charlotte 

Brontë’s writing and her mythic status’; this could also be the case for Webb.400 Her novels 

pose some important feminist arguments and portray independent women characters who 

challenge the society in which they are placed in a provocative way. For example, the character 

of Deborah in The Golden Arrow chooses to live with Stephen out of wedlock against her 

parent’s wishes, and Hazel in Gone to Earth runs away from her marital home to live with 
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another man. Both Byford-Jones and Reid Chappell ignore this aspect of Webb’s writing in 

their musings, instead preferring to focus on the author as a gentle Mary Webb who fits into 

the accepted parameters of their travelogues. This disjunction between the two images of Webb 

leads to one being ignored in favour of the other, whereas in fact her literary legacy is instead 

a combination of both.  

 The idea of a ghost of the dead author haunting a place is also an attraction for many 

literary tourists. Watson notes that the appeal of literary tourism lies with tourists ‘actively 

seek[ing] out the anti-realist experience of being haunted, of forcefully realizing the presence 

of an absence […] a form of tourist gothic powerfully characteristic of literary pilgrimage’.401 

This concept of ‘tourist gothic’ is interesting and suggests another dimension to the literary 

pilgrimage. Mary Webb’s grave in Shrewsbury is often pinpointed as a site to visit on literary 

pilgrimage trails and her grave is maintained by the Mary Webb Society.402 In a newspaper 

article from 1955 which was entitled ‘Salop Authoress’s Old Home For Sale’, the anonymous 

writer clearly believes that Webb’s presence lingers in her former home and that this would be 

a selling point for the property. The author writes:  

Now it is for sale…A tea house… a guest house or a private residence… But for 
whatever it is used, the spirit of Mary Webb will be there still, and it will remain the 
mecca of a small band of her admirers, some half dozen or so of whom visit it each year 
and strive to trace its attractiveness and atmosphere in their favourites among her 
works.403  
 

The use of the word ‘mecca’ suggests a religious element to the literary pilgrimages and implies 

that pilgrims worship Webb. Byford-Jones is a typical example when he proclaims,  ‘I am a 

Mary Webb pilgrim, and there are memories of her to be hunted out in the streets’.404 When he 

visits her former residence, Leighton Lodge, he announces that ‘she lives there still, as she does 

in other Shropshire houses in which she resided’.405 In the same article, he goes on to claim: 

‘As I stood before Mary Webb’s birthplace I thought I heard her faintly musical voice’.406 His 

hero-worship has almost become fanatical as he imagines her voice speaking to him from 

beyond the grave. Throughout his book, Byford-Jones hears the voice of Webb talking to him, 
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often joined with the sounds of nature, a ‘babbling brook’ or ‘the song of woodlarks’, thus 

further establishing her image as an ethereal being at one with the natural world.407 Moult too, 

in his biography, refers to ‘the rippling brook’ in the grounds of her house in Meole Brace, 

which ‘still whispers the music that Mary Webb once heard and to which she half-listened as 

she pondered for long dream-rich mornings’.408 It is interesting to note that these imaginings 

often concern Webb idly dreaming rather than actively writing or gardening to produce the 

vegetables for her to sell at market. 

 The Tourist Boards have also played a role in actively encouraging literary tourism to 

the Shropshire area. Mathieson notes how they also encouraged such tourism to the Yorkshire 

Moors:  

While the [Brontë] novels themselves connote strong associations with the surrounding 
locale through evocative descriptions of the Yorkshire moors, this has been further 
capitalised upon in the marketing of “Brontë country” and in the work of the local 
tourist board to “aggressively and successfully” embed the Parsonage within a 
generalised “heritage” landscape.409  
 

If you visit the Shropshire Tourism website today, there are links to various ‘Mary Webb 

Walking Tours’, from which you can download maps and directions.410 This shows that there 

still exists an interest in the idea of the literary pilgrimage to Shropshire and that the Tourist 

Board is aware of how this helps them to promote the area. Their website highlights ‘Magic of 

Mary Webb’ trails and refers to the ‘timeless villages’ you will visit and the ‘unspoilt’ 

landscape. Nostalgia is clearly a marketing tool when promoting the Shropshire countryside. It 

should also be noted that there are links on this website to information about A.E. Housman 

and Wilfred Owen, other authors who bring literary pilgrims to the area, which provides 

Shropshire with a broader conception of ‘literary landscape’ and encourages increased tourism. 

The website goes on to say: ‘Mary Webb’s fictional Shropshire recalls the Wessex of Hardy’s 

novels, and her locations, like his, are based on real places’.411 Wrenn states in her biography 

that Webb’s description of Aunt Fanteague’s house in Shrewsbury in her novel Seven for a 

Secret (1921) ‘is as firmly, geographically established as are Sherlock Holmes’ rooms in Baker 
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Street’.412 She argues that Webb’s novels ‘have a setting as accurate as that of a map’.413 This 

desire to firmly locate the actual settings for her novels is still as strong today. The reasoning 

behind why readers want to locate the actual places which inspired their favourite authors is 

complex and this will be discussed further in my next chapter. It has been suggested that literary 

tourism partly grew out of ‘anxieties on the part of both writers and readers about the erosion 

of intimacy of the relationship between the two in an age of mass readership’.414 Also, there is 

the suggestion that ‘whether once a text purports to describe a mundane or particularised social 

and physical world it immediately tempts its readers to go and check on its accuracy’.415 Both 

of these reasons could be true of the Mary Webb literary tourist as their narratives show that 

they seek to become more intimate with the author through their journey, and also her texts are 

clearly located within a particular landscape.  

 Although Webb spent a lot of time during the last years of her life (1921-1927) living 

in London, literary pilgrims do not appear to seek her or her work at the homes she lived in 

there. She moved to London because of her husband’s work and as a way to promote her 

literary career within wider circles. However, Mary Webb appears to have been unhappy when 

she lived in the capital and yearned to be back in Shropshire and this is reflected most strongly 

in her poetry.416 This, and the fact that Shropshire is the setting for all her novels, probably 

accounts for the lack of interest in her London dwellings. However, Mark Ford has argued in 

his recent book, Thomas Hardy: Half a Londoner (2016), that Hardy wrote about the 

countryside, but that his popularity was a product of the city.417 Ford suggests it was Victorian 

London that shaped his portrayal of women and his vision of Wessex, and the ‘far-reaching 

transformations he had experienced in his years as a “literary man about town”’ had influenced 

his writing.418 Perhaps the time Webb spent in London also enabled her to view Shropshire in 

a different way and thus shaped and illuminated her portrayal of that county. She wrote most 

of her famous novel, Precious Bane, while living in Hampstead and Addison reflects how this 

‘is in itself a tribute to her unique power of visualizing’.419 It was in Weston-super–Mare, where 

she lived from 1912-1914, that she began a series of notes on Shropshire settings, which were 
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the beginnings for her first novel The Golden Arrow (1916). She lived in Weston-super-Mare 

because her husband had gained a teaching post at a boys’ boarding school there. Coles notes 

that, ‘It was, in fact, the experience of physical separation from Shropshire subsequent to the 

honeymoon which…impelled Mary to recreate her landscape in a world of imagination’.420 

Moult also argues that this: 

seaside resort on the coast of Somerset is important in Mary Webb’s career, because it 
was there that, concentrating on a treasured volume of Shropshire folk-lore she had 
taken with her, she came to know that she could never live happily except in her own 
county.421 

 

Arguably, the literary pilgrim could discover the inspiration behind Webb’s work in Weston-

Super-Mare or London (or even Southport where she attended school) just as much as at her 

Shropshire dwellings. Due to Webb’s strong affection for Shropshire, which is evident in the 

fact that she set all of her novels there, her literary pilgrims have focussed their attention on 

there instead. However, a blue plaque has been placed on her home in Weston-super-Mare, 

‘Penrose’, and was co-sponsored by the Mary Webb Society and the Woodspring Museum 

Service and states: ‘Mary Webb, Poet and Novelist Lived Here 1912-1914’.422 Surprisingly, 

this is the only blue plaque that exists at the moment in relation to Mary Webb. However, 

another blue plaque has just been designed and will be placed on Leighton Lodge in Shropshire 

in due course.423   

 It is debateable how important an author’s actual dwelling-place is to the literary 

pilgrim. As far as Mary Webb is concerned, the pilgrim seems to seek her presence in the 

surrounding countryside just as much as in the buildings in which she lived. When Byford-

Jones discovers that the house in which Webb lived in Meole Brace had been demolished, he 

comments:  

if the house in which Mary Webb lived for nearly ten years has gone, and not a stone 
of it remains, memories of her, as a girl and as a woman, are cherished in the minds of 
those who knew her. And it was memories that I sought.424  

 

However, when he does manage to visit one of her former homes, Roseville in Pontesbury, he 

reflects how:  
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Mr E. Jebb, who lives at Roseville, and… asked me into the very room where Mary 
Webb wrote her book…. At that moment, the table was laid for tea in case Mary Webb 
pilgrims came that way, for Mr Jebb took the house in the hope that he would be able 
to make it pay as a boarding house on the strength of its literary connections.425  
 

This commercialisation of Webb is further evidence of the importance of a connection between 

place and writer. It is clearly significant to some pilgrims that they visit the homes of the 

authors, and shows how literary tourism creates opportunities to exploit biographical 

connections. None of Webb’s houses are now open to the public but this has not deterred the 

visitors who still follow the prescribed Mary Webb walks, which are provided by the Tourist 

Board. Raymond Poynton, who bought Spring Cottage in Lyth Hill from Henry Webb in 1932, 

commented in 1987 that, ‘We get quite a number of visitors each year and many more just look 

over the gate’.426 Spring Cottage was recently reported as being ‘under threat as its owners 

have made a second appeal to the Secretary of State against yet another decision by Shropshire 

Council to refuse planning consent.’427 This appeal has since been refused but the local 

opposition to the owner’s plans to alter Webb’s former home has shown that there is still a 

wealth of feeling for this author and that her home is seen as an important literary shrine. The 

article further reports that:  

Unfortunately, Shropshire Council has chosen to disregard the importance of the home 
of Mary Webb in its decision. However, the Planning Inspector did take account of the 
fact that she is recognised as an important national and local literary figure and that her 
cottage on Lyth Hill is bound up in her cultural identity.428  

 

There is clearly a need for a focal point to the literary pilgrimage. The recent BBC production, 

To Walk Invisible, a programme about the Brontë sisters, ended with a flash-forward in time to 

the Brontë Parsonage today.429 It depicted visitors flocking into the former home of the Brontës 

and proved that this house is still an important place of pilgrimage for readers of their novels. 

Having a house and museum dedicated to the life and work of an author means that fans and 

pilgrims can gather together in one place to discuss or think about their work. The house almost 

becomes a place of worship in which devotees can pay their respects. Literary societies are also 

an important aspect in the promotion of literary pilgrimages and the Mary Webb Society has 

been very active in promoting her work to a wider audience. One of the reasons that Mary 

 
425 Byford-Jones, The Shropshire Haunts of Mary Webb, p.47. 
426 Letter from Mr. Raymond Poynton, dated 9th August 1987. Shropshire Archives Ref. 7760/F18A. 
427 Pontesbury Local Newsletter, October 2016 Issue no.224, p. 8, Shropshire Archives Ref. 7760. 
428 Ibid. 
429 BBC production, To Walk Invisible, aired December 2016, dir. Sally Wainwright. 



 104 

Cholmondeley’s work is not as well known or promoted in Shropshire may be due to the fact 

that no literary society exists which is devoted to her. Material goods and commercial 

imperatives linked to an author are an important way to encourage new readers. Publishers, 

businesses and societies play their part in this with their promotion of various author-linked 

merchandise. For example, the Jane Austen Centre in Bath sells Austen-themed teapots, board 

games and jewellery amongst other things.430 

Just as Hardy located his work within his fictional region of Wessex (based on Dorset 

and the surrounding counties), Webb, as I mentioned earlier, also made up fictional place 

names for her Shropshire settings. While her settings, as I have shown through my G.I.S. maps 

in the Appendix, are largely identifiable, some critics argue that the world she presents is very 

much her own. Just as ‘Hardy succeeds in copyrighting his fictive region as a meta-text for his 

novels’, Webb too creates her own textual Shropshire.431 Glen Cavaliero, in The Rural 

Tradition in the English Novel 1900-1939, argues that: ‘Mary Webb’s Shropshire, although 

she was a native of the county, bears little resemblance to the Shropshire landscape as it actually 

is: it is an interior landscape, a projection of emotions, terrors, above all a feeling of pity’.432 

He goes on to argue that: 

the rural world that she describes is remote not only in location but also in presentation. 
There is no real sense of an England existing outside her fictional Shropshire, no sense 
of Shropshire being a part of something greater than itself. The world of the novels is 
entirely self-contained.433 

 

Cavaliero’s argument here is problematic in that he takes a narrow reading of Webb’s novels. 

While they can be viewed as representing characters’ internal struggles, they also are more 

than this and can be interpreted as having far-reaching effects such as in their representation of 

women and their desire for greater freedoms within society. Her Shropshire is not just 

internalised but is also a place in which her characters’ thoughts and feelings can be represented 

both through and because of the landscape they are living in. For example, in The Golden 

Arrow, before Stephen leaves Deborah and runs away to America, he feels the presence of the 

Devil’s Chair ‘looming coal black on the east’ and he feels that it takes ‘away the beauty and 

the cruelty of the land, leaving mere sterility’.434 Hardy himself wrote that: ‘Art is a changing 
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of the actual order and proportion of things, so as to bring out more forcibly than might 

otherwise be done that feature in them which appeals most strongly to the idiosyncrasy of the 

artist’.435 This is true of Webb’s work as she expresses her story through the landscape of the 

area and connects human emotion to nature. While her writing is located within the Shropshire 

landscape, Webb does also reference other places outside the county. Precious Bane and Seven 

for a Secret for example refer to ‘cups and saucers from Staffordshire’436 and ‘the old 

Staffordshire bowl’.437 Many of her poems refer to her time spent in London (as mentioned 

earlier) and some characters in her novels do venture further afield. Stephen in The Golden 

Arrow travels to America from Liverpool ‘to take Prior’s cattle’438, Precious Bane refers to 

men ‘going to bide in London’, and Kester writes a letter to Prue from London.439 Precious 

Bane also refers to the wider historical context that the novel is set in, referring to the 

Napoleonic wars, ‘the war with the French’, and ‘the corn laws and the Parliament men’.440 

This all shows that, although Webb locates her novel within the Shropshire landscape, she 

wishes to position this within the context of the wider historical and geographical setting. 

Seven for a Secret is the novel that is most concerned with life outside of the county of 

Shropshire. The heroine, Gillian Lovekin, is fascinated with the idea of visiting London. She 

reads a serial in a weekly paper which ‘told how a young and innocent girl, not very much 

prettier than herself, went to London and was betrayed, and lived in luxury and sin and then 

died’.441 Gillian then goes on to reflect: 

She had lived, this girl, for nearly a year in a “palatial suite” somewhere near a place 
called Piccadilly. Gillian supposed that this was where the pickle came from, which 
occasionally varied the home-made red cabbage. She went to theatres. She wore satin, 
jewels, swans-down. She was called “Madame”. She was kissed. She went about in a 
motor-car…with the man who betrayed her…There he was, within a few hours’ journey 
of Silverton. If once she could get there, she would only have to step into a train, and 
in such a little while she would be in London.442 

 

This passage shows the exoticism that London represents to Gillian and her naivety, but it also 

displays how near it is to Shropshire as it is only a train ride away. Gillian announces, ‘“If I 
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can get to Sil’erton, I can get to London”’.443 Gillian’s Aunt Emily went to London ‘to her 

operation’, but Gillian herself never manages to get there as she is prevented from boarding 

the train by Robert Rideout.444 This is significant as is an example of women being trapped by 

the society they are living in and expresses their desire for more independence. Webb writes 

an important passage on the concept of place when Gillian is staying at her Aunt’s house and 

is considering where to go: 

Looking round the pictured walls, listening to the silence, broken only by slow chimes, 
she had a sudden flash of perception that this was further away from her dreams than 
the Gwlfas was. She realized that place is nothing – or at least very little. Aunt Emily’s 
visit to London helped in this. When Aunt Emily had been in London, she had really 
been further away from it, from its glittering savage soul, than she had been when she 
walked the old streets of Silverton in health. A hospital ward was not London, though 
in the centre of it: nor a prison, nor a nunnery, nor any place which had been made, 
either subtly or openly, into a cage…she knew that if she married the curate or anyone 
else whom her aunt should choose for her, she would be in a cage even if he took her 
to London. There was, then, no choice.445 

 

The statement ‘place is nothing’ shows how little control women have over their own lives. 

Gillian views her life as ‘a cage’ because she is being prevented by society from doing what 

she wants. This is part of the wider argument that Webb is making about the position of women 

in society and how changes need to be brought about so that women are free to make their own 

decisions. The fact the Gillian fails to make it to London and instead settles down with Robert 

in the village she grew up in could be seen as her conforming to the traditional domestic 

settlement of the romantic novel genre; however it also could be argued that Webb displays the 

restrictions placed on women at this time. Webb, in the final chapter, addresses the reader 

directly by stating, ‘Reader, that is how things happen! When Love, the scarlet-mantled, comes 

in, can the author help being dazzled?’446 This direct statement suggests that society places 

pressure on women to settle down and marry, and also suggests that external pressures are 

placed on her as an author for the reading public demand a happy ending. Webb’s characters 

may always return to Shropshire, as she herself did, but that does not have to mean that they 

have to be content to accept the societal rules that exist. It could be argued that Webb does not 

reference England, Britain or London in her novels as much as Hardy did, and her focus on 

Shropshire may be more intense than Hardy’s was with Wessex, so consequently her work may 
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appear more ‘self-contained’. However, she does provide images of life outside of Shropshire 

and these often serve as a contrast and an indication of women’s restricted mobility.447  

Webb herself was never as happy outside of Shropshire and this feeling of contentment 

within her favourite county is one which is shown in her writing. As Robert Macfarlane points 

out in The Old Ways: ‘Familiarity with place will lead not to absolute knowledge but only ever 

to further enquiry’.448 Webb, through her deep knowledge of the local area, can probe further 

than most and ask profound questions of her environment and so depict it in an intense way. 

For example, in The Golden Arrow she gives detailed descriptions of the structure of the 

landscape by mentioning the types of rocks and minerals that can be found there including 

‘quartzite’, ‘porphyrite’, ‘silver’ and ‘sandstone’.449 She in one sense resembles Jane Austen, 

who told her niece Anna that when planning a novel ‘three or four families in a country village 

is the very thing to work on’.450 By intensely focusing on a small group of characters within a 

defined area, Webb’s plot can be concerned with developing their relationships against the 

background of the landscape. This enables her narratives to be a nuanced study of human 

relationships and how people interact with the natural world.  

 Literary pilgrims in the past have also explored Mary Webb’s Shropshire on horseback 

as well as by foot. Magdalene M. Weale, a literary pilgrim who travelled to Shropshire in 1935, 

chronicled her journey in her book, Through the Highlands of Shropshire on Horseback. 

Although she was not a walker, she was nevertheless a pilgrim, and she appreciates the freedom 

she experienced through her ability to wander: 

“I will tour this land,” I said, “wandering round it in no set order, but just as the spirit 
moves me. I will stop when I feel like it or when the sun sets a limit to my day. When 
my stopping-place has revealed its treasures to me, then I will move on.”451 
 

She acknowledges that it ‘is admirable country for the walker’ but she decides to travel on 

horseback as ‘[i]n no other way…does one get quite that sense of wild freedom, of being on 

top of the world’.452 Webb, however, depicts walking as an act of freedom for her heroines 

and, as I will argue later in this chapter, she uses the act of walking to display women’s desire 

for more independence in society. Her heroines sometimes ride and in Webb’s unfinished 
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novel, Armour Wherein he Trusted (1929), the heroine, Nesta, explores the countryside on 

horseback: 

We went at a gentle pace through the glade, where the running wind came not, save in the 
topmost twigs, where the green, quiet turf was all so still, spelled long ago and the key of 
the charm forgotten till Eternity.453 

 

In this novel, which is set in medieval times and is written in a more archaic style than her other 

novels. Nesta experiences a sense of escape when riding on her horse: ‘we rode away into a 

world of dreams’.454 Webb here makes a statement about women in society and how they need 

the means and imagination to enact their own emancipation. In fact, the whole of this 

unfinished novel acts like a journey as it conforms to the genre of Arthurian legends. Webb 

was known to travel by pony and trap throughout the countryside. Her family nurse, Mrs. 

Powis, recollects how Mary and her father ‘“would come usually in a trap with the grey pony, 

one of Mary’s early loves. Sometimes her father would let her drive”’.455 There are many ways 

that a Mary Webb pilgrim could explore her Shropshire and that pilgrims, such as Weale, could 

just as easily follow in her ‘footsteps’ by horse as well as on foot.  

 Mary Webb’s Shropshire has also been depicted in the 1950 British Technicolor film 

Gone to Earth directed by Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger and starring Jennifer Jones. 

The places that featured in this film are now the focus of modern-day pilgrimages. This film 

was mainly shot within the county of Shropshire during the Summer of 1949 and many local 

residents had walk-on parts in the movie. Filming took place in Much Wenlock, Longnor Hall, 

Pontesford Hall and the area around Lordshill Baptist Chapel above Snailbeach.456 The 

Shropshire Tourism website states that ‘the film adaptation…was filmed around Much 

Wenlock and the hauntingly atmospheric Stiperstones’ and that ‘the star of this film is the 

Shropshire landscape’.457 Precious Bane was also adapted by the BBC for a television 

production in 1989 starring Clive Owen and Janet McTeer. This was also partly filmed in 

Shropshire but is not as closely connected to the county, or as subject to pilgrimages, as the 

1950 film. This may be due to the fact that the film was more popular or perhaps because it 

included many local residents so it continues to be fondly remembered by members of the 

community today. The film extras were paid 30 shillings a day (which the locals thought was 

a lot) and some people took advantage of the film to make a bit of extra money for 
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themselves.458 For example, a sign was put up in a local shop stating ‘Jennifer Jones’ knickers 

for sale’, which is certainly an unusual type of literary relic.459 

Whereas in the past when Mary Webb’s work was more widely read it inspired literary 

tourists to visit the Shropshire area, it appears now that many tourists to the area encounter her 

works for the first time when they visit. Comments in the Visitor’s book at the Mary Webb 

Exhibition in Ludlow Library Resource Centre in January and February 2017 are made by a 

variety of visitors. While one from Monroe, USA, states that they ‘travelled a long way but 

very worth it’ and another ‘came from London just to see this’, yet another visitor states: ‘Very 

interesting – I hadn’t heard of her, I will now look her up’.460 However, it should be noted that 

even when Byford-Jones visited in the 1930s, he was surprised to find local people who did 

not know that Webb was now a famous author and told him that they ‘never heard a thing about 

her since she left’.461 Wrenn too comments that visitors from the United States ‘complained 

bitterly that Shropshire did nothing to honour its most famous writer, and that they had to 

search the unfamiliar cemetery minutely before they could find her simple grave’.462 In a 

newspaper article from 1964, the Superintendent of Shrewsbury Cemetery, Mr L.P. Clarke, 

commented at the Town Council’s Estates Committee: ‘“A great number of tourists, 

particularly from Canada and America, come to see the grave every year and I often have to 

take them to see an overgrown grave”’.463 This article went on to say that ‘[m]any members of 

the committee admitted that they did not know that Mary Webb was buried in Shrewsbury’.464 

When Wrenn was researching her biography in the 1960s, she was shocked to find requests for 

information from the office of a Shrewsbury newspaper to be met with the reply, ‘who was 

she?’465 In recent years, there seems to be a renewed interest in her work and the Mary Webb 

Society and the Shropshire Tourist Board have been very active in its promotion. By erecting 

new sculptures, such as the one unveiled in 2016 outside Shrewsbury Library, maintaining her 

grave, and by holding exhibitions of her work, such as the one at Shrewsbury Museum in 2016 

which moved to Ludlow Library Resource Centre in 2017, new readers will be introduced to 
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her books and can then choose whether to experience her writings for themselves either within 

or outside of the Shropshire landscape. 

 

Theories and Literary Traditions of Walking 

 

In this section, I will argue that Webb’s depiction of women walking in her novels relates to 

the broader points she makes about women and their position in society. By showing her 

heroines walking in the countryside, she is implicitly arguing that women require greater rights 

in society. Her implicit argument is that women should experience the same sense of freedom 

and independence that they achieve when walking in the Shropshire landscape, in all aspects 

of their lives. I will also discuss whether the rural setting depicted in Webb’s novels has an 

impact on the freedom of the walking woman. By ‘freedom’, I refer to the independence to 

make their own decisions about marriage and work and not be bound by society in the way 

they enact their lives, as well as referring to ideas of travel and mobility. Firstly, I wish to set 

out various theories related to the act of walking. The concept of psychogeography is helpful 

here because it relates to an exploration of a particular landscape and can be applied to my 

ideas of women walking the countryside. I will be engaging with theorists such as Guy Debord 

as his theory of the dérive which can be applied to Webb’s wanderings, as well as those of her 

characters. I will also engage with many recent psychogeographers, such as Iain Sinclair, 

Merlin Coverley and Geoff Nicholson, and apply their ideas to Webb’s work. My discussion 

will also engage with literary critics, such as Rebecca Solnit and Lauren Elkin, and will apply 

their theories of walking to Webb’s novels. 

Many philosophers have discussed the concept of walking without a purpose, 

something that Webb’s heroines engage in in her novels. The dérive (French for ‘drift’) is a 

strategy originally put forward in the 'Theory of the Dérive' (1956) by the French Marxist 

theorist, philosopher and filmmaker, Guy Debord. Debord defines the dérive as a mode of 

experimental behaviour linked to the conditions of urban society: ‘a technique of rapid passage 

through varied ambiances’.466 It is an unplanned journey through a landscape, usually urban, 

in which participants drop their everyday relations and 'let themselves be drawn by the 

attractions of the terrain and the encounters they find there'.467 Debord also came up with the 

term ‘psychogeography’, a concept which proposes that landscape can be altered by 
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consciousness. Debord describes the adjective ‘psychogeographical’ as ‘charmingly vague’, as 

though we can define it as we wish.468 This makes the practice of psychogeography a fluid one 

and a practice which can evolve according to its participants. I think this is an interesting theory 

to apply to Webb’s work as her writing, especially her nature essays, encourages readers to 

experience landscape in a similar way. The concept of psychogeography, although often 

practiced in city spaces, could equally be applied to moving through the countryside. Webb 

arguably altered her surroundings by writing her own interpretations of the landscape. Only 

when she is wandering, unguarded, through the countryside is she susceptible to all the 

experiences that the natural world can offer her. Webb sees this as both a conscious and an 

unconscious experience. Her essays often suggest that she entered a dreamlike state and she 

proposes that anyone can achieve this: 

We need no great gifts – the most ignorant of us can draw deep breaths of inspiration 
from the soil. The way is through love of beauty and reality, and through absorbed 
preoccupation with those signs of divinity that are faint, miraculous foot-prints across 
the world. We need no passports in the freemasonry of earth as we do in the company 
of men; the only indispensable gifts are a humble mind and a receptive heart.469 

 

Webb seems like a psychogeographer here as she encourages ‘absorbed preoccupation’ with 

the world. Her love of the natural world became a religion to her. After her illness, Webb 

decided that ‘conventional religion ceased to have the meaning for her that it had held in her 

devotional days at Stanton’, and so she ‘developed her own personal religion’ as was 

‘increasingly convinced that dogma sets up narrow walls around the soul’.470 This idea that we 

should find reasons to worship in the land around us is discussed in one of her untitled poems 

which she wrote between 1902 and 1909: 

 I worship the earth and the airs that blow! 
 Churches and Creeds are nothing to me, 

I have my church where the daisies grow, 
Under a whispering sycamore tree.471 

 

This idea of an open religion, where ‘no passports’ were needed, is again similar to ideas 

propounded by the Romantic poets. These concepts suited the free-thinking nature of Webb 

and is a concept which filters through all of her works. For example, in her nature essays she 

discusses how: ‘This miracle that we eternally question and desire and adore dwells in the 
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comet, in the heart of a bird, and the flying dust of pollen’.472 Just as Debord invited the 

participants of the dérive to drop their everyday life temporarily, Webb encourages readers to 

be receptive  in order for the natural world to open up its secrets. Webb references God in her 

descriptions of the countryside and mentions in her essay, ‘Vis Medicatrix Naturae’, how ‘we 

must walk humbly if we dare to ask for an interpretation of this dream of God’.473 Although 

Webb may have abandoned conventional religion, she did, however, see nature as a gift from 

God and urged walkers to respect this, reminding readers that if they appreciate their 

environment then they will gain a better understanding of it. Sarah Hazlitt also referred to her 

religious beliefs when chronicling walks in her 1822 journal: ‘These walks made me more 

religious and more happy, more sensibly alive to the benevolence and love of the Creator, than 

any books or Church’.474 Walking brought Webb closer to God and inspired her writing. 

The concept of places being transformed through the ways people engage with them is 

an interesting one. The geographer Yi-Fu Tuan states that a space becomes a place when 

through movement we invest it with meaning.475 I propose that by walking both Webb and her 

women characters argue for their need for more independence in society. Webb, in her series 

of nature essays, tries to locate meaning in all the spaces around her. For example: ‘Wandering 

once in June over some Roman ruins in an English field, I was struck by the strange kinship 

between the plants that now carpet the place and the men who once lived there.’476 This 

relationship between past and present in the countryside is one which Webb explores further 

in her poems ‘Colomen’ and ‘Viroconium’ and in her final, and unfinished, novel Armour 

Wherein He Trusted which is set in the Middle Ages. In these, she sees the countryside as a 

palimpsest of history and its traces. If women, therefore, want to create their own history and 

to change their social position, then walking could be seen as a positive, forward action to take 

through the landscape. Only be appreciating and learning what has happened before, can 

women move forwards to change their future.  

 Much has been written about the theory of psychogeography with many writers 

challenging what the term actually means. Tina Richardson, in her introduction to a series of 

interesting essays on this topic, questions whether psychogeography is just ‘urban walking’ or 
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whether it can be applied to the rural environment too.477 She goes on to say that 

psychogeography ‘tends to be associated with urban space…But some psychogeographers do 

countertourist activities, which stray into more rural areas’.478 In this collection of essays, Ian 

Marchant writes about a regular walk he takes in Presteigne in Powys which demonstrates that 

psychogeography is not purely an urban act.479 Richardson also points out in her introduction 

that ‘[p]sychogeography has been oriented in a masculine tradition’.480 This notion is then 

challenged by some of the writers of the essays, such as Morag Rose (who founded the 

Loiterers Resistance Movement and leads monthly walks around Manchester), Victoria 

Henshaw (who conducts sensory walks) and Richardson herself. All these women essayists 

show that psychogeography applies to all types of people; as Rose points out: ‘I am not a 

flâneur in the pure sense because a working-class, queer, disabled woman does not have the 

affordances of Benjamin’s privileged subject’.481 Webb, herself, suffered from Graves’ disease 

and this certainly affected her ability to walk at times. The psychogeographer Merlin Coverley, 

however, points out that people with disabilities can travel from their own home through their 

imagination. The philosopher Alain de Botton claims that ‘the pleasure we derive from 

journeys is perhaps dependent more on the mindset with which we travel than on the destination 

we travel to’.482 Rose goes on to discuss her own group of walkers: ‘We can’t all agree on what 

psychogeography means, but we all like plants growing out of the side of buildings, looking at 

things from new angles, radical history, drinking tea and getting lost; having fun and feeling 

like a tourist in your home town’.483 The use of the Internet and mobile technologies has now 

opened up new virtual spaces for groups and individuals, enabling people to share more readily 

the products of their walks. Tools such as G.I.S. mapping, which I discussed earlier, have 

granted individuals access to data and aided them in creating representations of space and place 

in a completely different way from previous studies. All of this has the effect of making the 

process of walking and writing a potentially universal and shared experience which can be 

enjoyed by many people in different environments. The potential for people with disabilities 
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to ‘walk’ from the comfort of their own home has also been enhanced by technological 

advances. Writing itself can be seen as a way of walking in the mind. Xavier de Maistre, who 

wrote A Journey Around my Room (1795), although he was not disabled but confined to his 

room under house arrest, shows the opportunities for travel with limited means. While 

imprisoned in his Turin apartment for forty-two days ‘he embarked upon a voyage around his 

bedroom: …one that took place almost entirely within the boundaries of his imagination’.484 

He recorded his journey in his writing and as such introduced people to new possibilities of 

conceiving travel. Webb also seems capable of these feats of imagination as she wrote in 

descriptive detail about her native Shropshire when living away from the county in Weston-

super-Mare and London. She could travel in her mind to the place where she most felt at home 

and describe its landscape in painstaking detail. This skill would also have been an advantage 

to her when she felt too ill to venture outside to walk. 

This contemporary interest in psychogeography has led to many studies on women 

writers who were inspired by walks around towns and cities. In her book Flâneuse (2016), 

Lauren Elkin defines a flâneur as ‘one who wanders aimlessly’ and as a ‘figure of masculine 

privilege and leisure, with time and money and no immediate responsibilities to claim his 

attention, the flâneur understands the city as few of its inhabitants do, for he has memorised it 

with his feet’.485 The flâneuse, she argues, is the feminine form of flâneur, ‘an imaginary 

definition’, however she argues that the flâneuse exists and is ‘still fighting to be seen, even 

now, when, as we’d like to think, she more or less has the run of the city’.486 She details how 

walking through the cities of Paris and London provided inspiration for women novelists such 

as the nineteenth century writer George Sand, and Jean Rhys and Virginia Woolf in the early 

twentieth century. Mrs Dalloway, in Woolf’s 1925 novel, reflects: ‘“I love walking in 

London…Really, it’s better than walking in the country”’.487 Elkin comments on how Woolf’s 

move to Bloomsbury gave her the freedom to walk the city streets: 

For Woolf to be able to walk in the city by herself was a hitherto unimaginable kind of 
freedom, and while the move helped her become a professional writer, it was her walks 
that gave her something to write about. The streets gave her everything she needed. As 
she walked through the city, she would rewrite scenes in her mind.488 
 

 
484 Coverley, The Art of Wandering: The Writer as Walker, p.62. 
485 Elkin, Flâneuse, p.3. 
486 Elkin, Flâneuse, p.18. 
487 Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (London: Penguin, 1996), p.8. 
488 Elkin, Flâneuse, p.80. 



 115 

Just as Woolf was inspired by walking in the city, Webb was inspired by her walks in the 

Shropshire countryside. The countryside was arguably a freer place for women to wander in 

than the city. Women were less likely to encounter people on country walks and because of 

this they had been wandering the country lanes and footpaths unaccompanied for a longer time 

than their city-dwelling peers. For example, Sarah Hazlitt’s account of the walks she undertook 

in Scotland, after arriving there in 1822 to initiate divorce proceedings against her estranged 

husband William, notes that: ‘You may walk through the country without molestation or 

insult’.489 However, in Woolf’s 1930 essay on walking in the city, ‘Street Haunting’, she argues 

that in the street people are no longer quite themselves and instead become functioning parts 

of the urban landscape.490 Elkin argues that the result of this is: ‘[w]hereas once we were the 

objects of the gaze, as street haunters we become observing entities, de-sexed, un-gendered’.491 

This argument would suggest that it is irrelevant where women walk. On the other hand, Jarvis, 

however, refers to the ‘genderization of space’ and the fact that the ‘conservative disapproval 

of female travel was increased by a belief in the loosening of sexual virtue that took place “on 

the road”’.492 Nicholson points out that walking for women in the nineteenth century ‘was an 

activity that had something disreputable and risqué about it – pedestriennes weren’t much 

better than actresses’.493 On this basis women walking in the countryside would be less likely 

to encounter these prejudices. However, Charlotte Mathieson notes that the ‘association 

between mobility and sexual promiscuity’ was a danger for women walkers.494 She goes on to 

point out that: ‘The negotiation of a fine line between acceptability and transgression for 

women was no less problematic in rural contexts than in urban’.495 So, whereas women may 

find freedom through walking, there exists the danger of disapproval or judgment of women 

walkers in both rural and urban areas and this could affect their pursuit for more freedoms.  

 The act of walking has proved inspirational for many writers. William Wordsworth, 

Charles Dickens and Virginia Woolf were all keen walkers.496 As Webb was also a regular 
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walker, the literary traditions of walking may have influenced her own writing as the 

Shropshire countryside that she encountered on her walks is then re-imagined in her books. I 

will be engaging with other authors who have used examples of women walking in their work 

or who were also fond of walking themselves. I will also discuss writers, such as the Romantic 

poets, who influenced Webb’s work and the way that she engaged with nature. Discussion will 

also be given to other women writers who enjoyed walking in the countryside as much as Webb 

did: Dorothy Wordsworth and Nan Shepherd. Both of these writers are very similar to Webb 

as they interacted with the intricate details of nature when out on their walks and then recorded 

them in their writing. I will also be looking at the work of the New Nature writer, Robert 

Macfarlane, and how his writing relates to Webb’s. His books can be compared to Webb’s 

nature essays as both show a detailed study and appreciation of the natural world. All of these 

writers are discussed in order to place Webb’s representations of walking in a wider cultural 

and literary context. Some of these authors are nature writers, some diarists, some novelists, 

but they all engage with the concept of walking and writing and demonstrate how these 

activities can be linked together. 

 For Webb, walking, life, and nature were intermingled. Charlotte Mathieson, in her 

discussion of movement in Victorian novels, notes that walking shows ‘there is an integral 

connectivity between body and space’.497 This connection is one that Webb comments on in 

her nature essays and this active pastime can also be connected to the writing process. Geoff 

Nicholson reflects that: ‘Modern literary theory sees a similarity between walking and writing: 

a walk inscribes space in the same way that words inscribe a text’.498 Nicholson’s book is 

mainly about male walkers, although he does refer to a few women walking. In this interesting 

study of pedestrianism he goes on to justify why he believes there is a connection between 

walking and writing: ‘The pace of words is the pace of walking and the pace of walking is the 

pace of thinking’.499 Rebecca Solnit’s cultural history of walking, Wanderlust: A History of 

Walking, also refers to the connection between the movement of walking and inspiration: ‘the 

rhythm of walking generates a kind of rhythm of thinking, and the passage through a landscape 

echoes or stimulates the passage through a series of thoughts’.500 She goes on to say that this 
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‘creates an odd consonance between internal and external passage, one that suggests that the 

mind is also a landscape of sorts and that walking is one way to traverse it’.501 Webb’s walks 

in the countryside provided her with some mental space in which she could plan her novels. 

Also, the actual process of walking may have helped to stimulate the rhythm of her writing. I 

will discuss later how her walking helped inspire her poetry but, as well as providing the 

scenery for her descriptions, it is possible that the actual tempo of her walk could have dictated 

the metre of her poetry.  

Webb expresses the pleasure that she gained from the birds, animals and plants that she 

encountered on her walks in all her writings, but perhaps it is best expressed in her nature 

essays. In her essay, ‘The Joy of Motion’, she recalls how ‘[e]vening after evening, in the 

summer, I have gone to see the white clover fall asleep in the meadows’.502 This essay delights 

in the movement of the natural world and details how the ‘story of any flower is not one of 

stillness, but of faint gradations of movement that we cannot see’.503  She notes the different 

kinds of movement that plants and animals make, from the ‘sudden violence’ of the ivy-leaved 

toadflax to the lashing of the fir trees, and points out that ‘[a]ll solid things are made less solid 

by motion’.504 Although she is referring to the plants and trees themselves moving, this theory 

could equally be applied to humans and how, through walking, they can experience the world 

differently. Solnit also refers to the inspiration that can be found in motion: ‘It is the movement 

as well as the sights going by that seems to make things happen in the mind’.505 The intricate 

and intense observation that Webb experiences on her walks is detailed in her essays. In ‘The 

Joy of Fragrance’ for example, she paints a picture of the otherworldly experience that she 

gained through walking in the woods: ‘Among the enchanted pillars, on the carpet of pale 

sorrel, with a single flower cool in the hand, one is in the very throne-room of white light. A 

little further on the air is musky from the crowded minarets of the horse chestnut’.506 This 

architectural imagery invokes a sense of an interior space within the landscape. Webb clearly 

feels just as (or more than) at home in the outdoors than she does within the confines of a 

building. In ‘Laughter’ she persuades her readers to go outside to experience the pleasure of 

nature for themselves: ‘There is a path that leads from every one’s door into the country of 
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young laughter: but you must stoop to find it’.507 Webb is suggesting here that, even if you live 

in towns and cities, nature is there to be discovered and her use of the word ‘stoop’ suggests 

that you must be prepared to try to seek it out to discover it.508 This is reminiscent of sentiments 

expressed by Wordsworth in his poem ‘Composed upon Westminster Bridge, September 3rd, 

1802’. He similarly suggests that ‘the beauty of the morning’ can be found by seeing the ‘fields’ 

which lie beyond the ‘ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples’.509 Webb’s word ‘stoop’ 

could also be linked to the reference to ‘young laughter’ in order to imply that children find 

pleasure in nature more easily than adults (an obvious echo of Wordsworth), and that adults 

need to return to a childlike state to regain this. She then goes on to detail her own walk: 

The first time I went there was in May…I fled up the path to have my laugh out…Later 
in the year I went further down the path to a place where a crowd of young bullfinches 
were eating dandelion seeds…there is something in the atmosphere of the fennel-path 
that purifies the heart.510 

 

This essay chronicles the walks Webb took near the woods and fields where she lived: ‘One 

winter day the path led me to a hall of pine-trunks, where I watched a nut-hatch go up an aspen 

tree’, and ‘Once, on a July morning, I ran through the cornflower-blue shadows of the path to 

a grove of young fir-trees, and was present at a breakfast party given by the willow warblers’.511 

The language Webb uses to describe how she ‘fled up the path’ and ‘ran’ through the flowers 

suggests her excitement and the sense of freedom that she felt outdoors.512  

The walks Webb took obviously delighted her and inspired her to write nature essays 

and fiction. She paid attention to the minute details of nature, then filled her writing pad with 

her observations: 

Often I have walked in the fennel path all day, watching the gay life there, where the 
birds sit each in a mist of song and the squirrel indulges in graceful buffoonery…When 
the enchanter’s nightshade shone palely along the way, and the moonlight barred it with 
black and silver, I went tiptoe upon the seeding moss to look for little owls…Lately I 
went where the track leads across stepping-stones to the gleaming water meadows.513 
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Her use of the word ‘enchanter’ here, and the word ‘enchanted’ in her essay ‘The Joy of 

Fragrance’, suggests that Webb often sees the extraordinary and mystical in the ‘ordinary’ 

aspects of the natural world. This is similar to the Romantic poet, Shelley, who also used the 

word ‘enchanter’ in his poem ‘Ode to the West Wind’ describing how the magical qualities of 

Autumn leaves were being blown away by the wind.514 Her wandering took her to places that 

she might not otherwise have gone and enabled her to see things that others did not see and all 

these experiences, gained through walking, benefitted her writing as she fills her novels with 

detailed descriptions of the Shropshire countryside. Like Wordsworth, before her, Webb 

walked to inspire her writing. This had the effect of enhancing the characterisation and settings 

for her novels. The nature references in her writing had the dual impact of both firmly locating 

her work within the Shropshire landscape and also providing a literary device which enabled 

her to comment on her characters’ personalities and relationships through the descriptions of 

the landscape in which they were positioned. 

Mary Webb enjoyed walking in rural Shropshire just as much as her character Hazel 

did in her 1917 novel Gone to Earth:  

As Hazel descended the mist rose like a wall about her, shutting her off from Undern 
and the Mountain. She felt like a child out of school, free of everyone, her own for the 
pearly hours of the morning. When she came to the meadows she gathered up her skirts 
well above her knees, took off her shoes and stockings, and pinned her sleeves to the 
shoulders. She ran like a tightly swathed nymph, small and slender, with her slim legs 
and arms shining in the fresh cold dew.515 

 

In her use of the word ‘nymph’, she is again invoking a feeling of enchantment and mysticism 

in her surroundings and gives her heroine a magical element. This child-like image of freedom 

is expressed by Webb, just as she referred to the ‘young laughter’ in her essay ‘Laughter’.516 

Hazel’s sense of freedom when outdoors is compared to that of a child, which suggests that 

children encounter nature in more spontaneous way than adults. Webb, however, still found 

ways to enjoy the countryside as an adult. Thomas Moult, in his 1932 biography, recounts how: 

‘She was a splendid walker, and often she and her husband tramped twenty hilly miles to 

Church Stretton, returning white with dust or soaked through with a storm that had surprised 

them’.517 Reid-Chappell, in his book The Shropshire of Mary Webb, also described how keen 

she was on walking: 

 
514 Percy Bysshe Shelley, ‘Ode to the West Wind’ in The Norton Anthology of Poetry, p.872, l.3. 
515 Mary Webb Gone to Earth (London: Jonathan Cape, 1930), p.182. 
516 Webb, Poems and the Spring of Joy, p.171. 
517 Moult, Mary Webb (London: Jonathan Cape, 1930), p.138. 
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All her life she was a tireless walker; her husband, members of the Caradoc Field Club, 
and other friends – all enthusiastic trampers – will bear witness to her tremendous 
energy in this direction. Sometimes perhaps her spirit was the stronger and her body 
paid the penalty.518  

 

This shows how important walking was to Webb, as she would even walk when she was 

struggling with the impediment of her illness. During the years 1914 to 1916, while living at 

Rose Cottage, Pontesbury, Webb ran a market stall at Shrewsbury market selling fruit, 

vegetables and flowers that she had grown in her garden. Every Saturday morning, she would 

rise early and then walk the nine miles to Shrewsbury and at the end of the day she would walk 

the nine miles home again.519 During this journey on foot, she would pay close attention to the 

life around her and these experiences were incorporated into her writing, especially in her 

poems. In her poem ‘Market Day’, for example, she asks the question: ‘Who’ll walk the fields 

with us to town,/In an old coat and a faded gown?’520 She then goes on to detail all the things 

she noticed on her walk to market: ‘the morning mountains smoke like fires’ (l.7); ‘the mower 

on the half-mown leasur/sips his tea and takes his pleasure’(ll.9-10); and ‘the sad-eyed calves’ 

(l.12) and ‘sorrowful’ foal (l.13). Her husband, Henry, recalled her pleasure in having a market 

stall:  

Although I don’t think she earned more than five shillings before she set out in the 
evening on the nine miles’ walk home, she was never dissatisfied. Indeed, she came 
back looking much brighter: she felt she had done something beautiful.521 

 

Webb clearly enjoyed these inspiring solitary walks and her scanty earnings suggest that the 

journey, rather than the money, was the reason for her stall at Shrewsbury Market. The walks 

and labour both gave her a sense of independence which is later reflected in many of the women 

characters of her novels. When discussing women characters walking, Michèle Aina Barale 

noted, in Daughters and Lovers: The Life and Writing of Mary Webb: ‘The adolescent girl or 

the house-bound woman left the confines of home to discover in the larger world of garden or 

woods a locus of freedom’.522 Webb clearly displays this freedom in her novels in the 

experiences of her heroines. Both Hazel in Gone to Earth and Deborah in The Golden Arrow 

escape out of their houses and into the hills in their pursuit of independence.  

 
518 W. Reid Chappell, The Shropshire of Mary Webb, (London: Cecil Palmer, 1930) pp.5-6. 
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522 Michèle Aina Barale, Daughters and Lovers: The Life and Writing of Mary Webb, (Middletown, Connecticut: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1986) pp.19-20. 



 121 

Rebecca Solnit explains how walking can help people experience the world in a more 

profound way: 

When you give yourself to places, they give you yourself back, the more one comes to 
know them, the more one seeds them with the invisible crop of memories and 
associations that will be waiting for you when you come back, while new places offer 
up new thoughts, new possibilities. Exploring the world is one of the best ways of 
exploring the mind, and walking travels both terrains.523 

 

This idea suggests that the memory of places is just as important as the initial exploration. 

Webb discusses the relationship of memory and place in her poem, ‘The Difference’, where 

the speaker walked ‘among the daisies, as of old’(1.1), reminding her of her lost love. Walking 

can provoke reflection as well as inspiration and Webb notes in this poem that a walk can be a 

nostalgic act. Webb certainly engaged emotionally with the landscape around her and, by 

walking through it, she could more easily understand its intricacies and reflect on other 

journeys made there. A similar point is made by Robert Macfarlane, in his exploration of 

people’s engagements with the English countryside. In The Old Ways: A Journey on Foot he 

notes how walking can be a way of ‘enabling sight and thought rather than encouraging retreat 

and escape; paths as offering not only means of traversing space, but also ways of feeling, 

being and knowing’.524 Webb often tempers her presentation of rural life as a means for ‘retreat 

and escape’ with her portrayals of the harsh realities that farmers and countryfolk encounter. 

For example, the Sarn family in Precious Bane struggle to keep their farm going amid the 

effects of the Napoleonic War and the corn taxes. Also, in The Golden Arrow, Webb displays 

the struggles that Stephen faces when working in the mines, trying to support himself and 

Deborah. Webb successfully portrays life in the countryside as more complex than pure 

escapism. As she lived in similar areas to those of her characters, she portrays an intricate 

picture of all aspects of rural life. Just as she keenly observed the natural environment that she 

lived in, she also studied the local people and this has influenced her writing.525 

Webb bonded with the local countryside creating a way to make sense of how humans 

communicate and understand each other. Walking was a way for her to study the natural 

environment around her. As she points out in her essay, ‘Vis Medicatrix Naturæ’: 

It is not only that the delicate traceries of silver birches are tenderly dark on the 
illumined sky, that a star springs out of it like darting quicksilver, that the music of tone 
and tint has echoed last April’s song. It is something deeper than these. It is the sudden 

 
523 Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking, p.13. 
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sense – keen and startling – of oneness with all beauty, seen and unseen. This sense is 
so misted over that it only comes clearly at times. When it does come, we are in 
complete communion with the universal life…Then we know that we are not merely 
built up physically out of flower, feather and light, but are one with them in every fibre 
of our being.526 

 

The impact on Webb of the Romantic poets is clearly sensed in her description here. Her feeling 

of ‘oneness with all beauty, seen and unseen’ is reminiscent of Romantic concepts concerning 

the imagination as a spiritual force.527 The ‘oneness’ she experiences is an emotion that she 

then shares with her reader.528 ‘Oneness’ is her connection with the natural world and 

encompasses her empathy and relationship with the countryside. For example, in her novel 

Precious Bane, the heroine Prue Sarn expresses the pleasure she feels when walking around 

the mere: 

All around the lake stood the tall bulrushes with their stout heads of brown plush, just 
like a long coat Miss Dorabella had. Within the ring of rushes was another ring of lilies, 
and at this time of the year they were the most beautiful thing at Sarn, and the most 
beautiful thing I’d ever seen. The big bright leaves lay calm upon the water, and calmer 
yet upon the leaves lay the lilies, white and yellow. When they were buds, they were 
like white and gold birds sleeping, head under wing, or like summat carven out of 
glistening stone, or, as I said afore, they were like gouts of pale wax. But when they 
were come into full blow they wunna like anything but themselves, and they were so 
lovely you couldna choose but cry to see them.529 

 

This detailed description of the foliage that surrounds the mere shows the influence that the 

Romantic poets had on Webb. The visuality of the scene conveys the ‘oneness’ with nature 

that Webb clearly felt. The greenery that surrounds Prue is shown to have a such an effect on 

her that she felt like crying. Webb is showing here the powerful impact that nature can have. 

She goes on to describe the insects that surround the mere too: 

There were plenty of dragon-flies about, both big and little. There were the big blue 
ones that are so strong they will fly over the top of tallest tree if you fritten them, and 
there were the tiny thin ones that seem almost too small to be called dragon-flies at all. 
There were rich blue kingfisher flies and those we called damsels, coloured and 
polished in the manner of lustre ware. There were a good few with clear wings of no 
colour or of faint green, and a tuthree with a powdery look like you see on the leaves 
of ‘rickluses. Some were tawny, like a fitchet cat, some were rusty or coloured like the 
copper fruit-kettle. Jewels, they made you think of, precious gems such as be listed in 
the Bible. And the sound of their wings was loud in the air, sharp and whirring, when 
they had come to themselves after their agony. Whiles, in some mossy bit of clear 

 
526 Webb, Poems and the Spring of Joy, p.127. 
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ground between the trees, they’d sit about like so many cats round the hearth, very 
contented in themselves, so you could almost think they were washing their faces and 
purring.530 

 

Webb’s detailed description of the dragonflies again shows her ‘oneness’ with nature. Just as 

the Romantic poets expressed the healing powers of the imagination, Webb displays here that 

her creative talent can illuminate the world around her. This is just an example from one of her 

novels, but in all six of them she keenly expresses her relationship with nature through vivid 

descriptions similar to this one. Her poetical references to nature show that people could 

transcend their troubles and circumstances through the use of their imagination. Possessing a 

visual quality, her detailed descriptions of nature suggest she wishes the reader to share her 

affection for Shropshire, while the almost religious devotion to the world she experiences on 

her doorstep is present in all of her writings. Indeed, this has become such a familiar 

characteristic of her work that she is still more revered in her own county than anywhere else. 

Webb’s suggestion that the dragonflies could be compared to jewels from the Bible implies 

that nature was part of her religion.  

Webb can find beauty in the town as well as in the countryside:  

Quite early on a summer morning, if you look down an ugly street in a busy town, you 
will scarcely know it. The rows of houses have ceased to look dull, and have become 
the opposing camps of light and darkness; the street is a tessellated pavement of blue 
and yellow; the bush that looks so pathetically inadequate by day throws quite a forest 
of obscurity and becomes mysterious.531 

 

The use of colour and the chiaroscuro technique in this description shows her appreciation of 

the beauty in the urban scene. This ability to see the picturesque in even the mundane is again 

reminiscent of Wordsworth and his poem The Prelude where he states: 

 This did I feel, in London’s vast domain. 
 The Spirit of Nature was upon me there; 
 The soul of Beauty and enduring Life 
 Vouchsafed her inspiration, and diffused, 
 Through meagre lines and colours, and the press 
 Of self-destroying, transitory things, 

Composure, and ennobling Harmony.532 
 

 
530 Webb, Precious Bane, pp.190-91. 
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532 William Wordsworth, ‘The Prelude’ in Wordsworth, The Prelude 1799, 1805, 1850, ed. by Jonathan 
Wordsworth, M.H. Abrams and Stephen Gill (London: Norton, 1979), p.267, ll.765-771. 
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Webb, like Wordsworth, can use her imagination to invoke the presence of nature anywhere. 

We know that Mary’s father, George Meredith, was influenced by Wordsworth and 

‘particularly the spiritual integrity and meditation of The Prelude’.533 Webb and her father 

spent many hours together wandering the Shropshire hills and her philosophy was certainly 

inspired by his. In her intensely visual descriptions she is like an artist as she notices the shapes 

and colours inherent in an urban space just as much as she does in a rural one. This displays 

her tendency to wander and scrutinise intensely all places around her, whether rural or urban.  

 The idea that walking had a positive effect on Webb’s mental health is one propounded 

by Barale. She states that Webb would walk after her first attack of Graves’ disease, between 

1902 and 1903, in order to get better: ‘To avoid public scrutiny, Webb went on long, solitary 

walks in the countryside of Meole Brace. Her nature walks were essential to her physical and 

spiritual mending’.534 She goes on to argue that: ‘Webb walked and healed, reflecting, in her 

physically mending body and in her writing, the processes of the natural rural world’.535 Just 

as the countryside provided an uplifting spiritual experience for Prue Sarn in Precious Bane, it 

also helped her creator. Webb’s collection of essays The Spring of Joy bears the subtitle Vis 

Medicatrix Naturæ which is Latin for ‘the healing power of nature’. Barale states that: 

…no other woman writer has so articulately presented the act of nature walk as healing 
as has Webb in these essays. Men walk and write of it in detail: the amateur naturalist 
amid country lanes was not a rare posture for the essayist during Webb’s lifetime…The 
great Romantic writers toured with passionate vigor: Wordsworth, Keats, Coleridge, 
Shelley, Nietzsche, Whitman, Goethe – all were writers who walked the rural 
landscape. Women walked as well: and they also observed…But no other woman writer 
describes as thoroughly as Webb her own healing through nature observation or so 
deliberately writes literary essays…that are concerned with the diseased perceptions 
caused by physical illness.536 

 

Barale implies here that Webb was a totally exceptional and unusual woman writer. Whilst she 

can be compared to the male Romantic poets that came before her and she had clearly been 

influenced by them, she has her own unique way of looking at and describing nature. Barale 

also refers to how Webb, in her essays, continually links the presence and joy of nature to one’s 

own wellbeing and health. For example, Webb states how: ‘The joy of a spring day revives a 

man’s spirit, reacting healthily on the bone and the blood, just as the wholesome juices of plants 

cleanse the body, reacting on the mind’.537 Webb points out here that nature can cure physical 
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and mental ailments, as was suggested by wise women and ‘witches’ in previous centuries. 

Webb, therefore, seems to have more in common with a history of women who experimented 

with natural remedies.  

Rural walking offered freedom to other women writers. Recent research on Dorothy 

Wordsworth has revealed that her written account of climbing Scafell Pike in October 1818, 

together with her friend Mary Barker, ‘is among the first written records of a recreational ascent 

of the mountain – and it’s the earliest such account to be written by a woman’.538 Wordsworth 

also enjoyed lots of walks with her brother and on one day in 1794 she walked thirty-three 

miles with him.539 Not all of her family encouraged her in this pastime however: ‘Dorothy’s 

great-aunt wrote a letter chastising her for rambling about the country on foot’, and Dorothy 

responded that her walks ‘procured me infinitely more pleasure than I should have received 

from sitting in a post-chaise’.540 Wordsworth, like Webb after her, pays close attention to the 

landscape around her as she walks. Rather than focussing on the distant view or the aimed-for 

summit, as is common in men’s mountaineering accounts (such as those of Edward Whymper 

and Alfred Wills), she absorbed the little details of the surrounding countryside and then 

recorded these in her letters and journals. As Robinson argues, men’s travel journals are 

‘traditionally concerned with What and Where, and women’s with How and Why’.541 This 

certainly seems true of Webb’s nature essays. Edward Whymper in The Ascent of the 

Matterhorn states: 

I hastened to enlarge my experience, and went to the Matterhorn. I was urged towards 
Mount Pelvoux by those mysterious impulses which cause men to peer into the 
unknown. Not only was this mountain reputed to be the highest in France, and on that 
account was worthy of attention but it was the dominating point of a most picturesque 
district of the greatest interest, which, to this day, remains almost unexplored! The 
Matterhorn attracted me simply by its grandeur!542 

 

‘Masculine’ language predominates here with words such as ‘enlarge’, ‘urged’, ‘impulses’, 

‘highest’, ‘dominating’ and ‘grandeur’. The main focus of the ascent for Whymper was the end 

result and he was purely focussed in representing the scale and reputation of the mountain 
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rather than on the pleasures he would experience throughout his journey. In contrast, 

Wordsworth’s letter about walking up Scafell Pike states: 

There, not a blade of grass was to be seen – hardly a cushion of moss, and that was 
parched and brown; and only growing rarely between huge blocks and stones which 
cover the summit and lie in heaps all round to a great distance, like skeletons or bones 
of the Earth not wanted at the creation, and here left to be covered with never-dying 
lichens, which the clouds and dews nourish; and adorn with colours of the most vivid 
and exquisite beauty, and endless in variety.543 

 
We don’t know whether Webb read Dorothy Wordsworth but we do know the influence of 

William Wordsworth’s work on her father so she was probably aware of her writings. 

Wordsworth’s descriptions, like Webb’s, detail the beauty of the landscape around her. In her 

diary entry from Monday 31st October 1802, she writes: 

Mary and I walked to the top of the hill and looked at Rydale. I was much affected…The 
lake was perfectly still, the sun shone on Hill and vale, the distant Birch trees looked 
like large golden flowers – nothing else in colour was distinct and separate but all the 
beautiful colours seemed to be melted into one another, and joined together in one 
mass…544 

 

Wordsworth constantly details her walks in her journals, focusing on visual details like Webb 

and the Romantic poets, and expresses her desire to be walking when she is not: ‘the day was 

so delightful that it made my very heart linger to be out of doors, and see and feel the beauty 

of the Autumn in Freedom’.545 Her language here suggests that she too, as well as Webb, felt 

that to walk was a way for women to experience freedom. The pastime of walking was, for 

women, a way of escaping the constraints of domestic life. This sense of freedom is expressed 

in the language she uses when writing about walking: ‘We all passed the morning in sauntering 

about the park and gardens, the children playing about…The young frisking and dancing in the 

sun, the elder quietly drinking in the life and soul of the sun and air’.546 Like Webb, she notes 

how children can be freer in their movements than adults, hinting at her desire to be like them 

and to experience the world as they do. This is a Romantic preoccupation and is similar to 

themes expressed in her brother’s poem The Prelude, where he reflects on how his child-self 

was at one with the largely beneficient Nature who exerted a ‘ministry’ throughout his boyish 

adventures and was an educating power.547 Both of the Wordsworth siblings and Webb agree 
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that the young have a different relationship with nature which adults should work to remember 

and hold on to. Webb is also nostalgic for the freedom of her lost youth in her poem ‘Presences’ 

when she reflects how she can no longer sense the magic presences in the landscape: ‘Though 

in my childhood days/I knew their ways’.548 The themes of memory, nature and childhood 

preoccupy the Wordsworths and Webb and influence their work. However, whilst Webb may 

interact with nature in a similar way to the Wordsworths, her presentation of women is 

different. Webb was writing at a much later period and, as a woman writer in the early 

twentieth-century, she had different concerns. Her writing reflects this as through her heroines’ 

engagement with nature, and by advocating a sense of freedom for her women characters within 

the countryside, she is suggesting their desire for greater independence.  

However, Jarvis argues that in Dorothy Wordsworth’s journals, ‘walking is more a 

given of existence than a conscious aesthetic choice’.549 This certainly seems at odds with 

Wordsworth’s description of Scafell Pike which has a distinctly aesthetic quality to it. Walking 

for both Wordsworth and Webb appears to be both an aesthetic and a spiritual activity as they 

both convert the beauty they see around them into the vivid descriptions in their writing. 

However, Jarvis goes on to state that ‘Dorothy Wordsworth’s imagination was not territorial 

in the manner of her brother’s…she did not take possession in writing of the places she visited’, 

and so ‘walking may have the function of confirming boundaries in a non-possessive sense, of 

reaffirming and deepening a sense of belonging to the local environment in which a sheltered 

space has been discovered.’550 This concept of a ‘sheltered space’ is interesting as implies that 

women need to seek protection within the environment. Whilst I agree with Jarvis that walking 

can reaffirm a sense of belonging, I do not think that women need to seek a ‘sheltered space’ 

but instead they can alter the space around them through their own actions and desires. Webb’s 

heroines display that this is possible as they challenge conventions by adapting the landscape 

to suit their own circumstances. For example, Prue in Precious Bane is rewarded by the 

landscape she lives in as she treats it with respect and doesn’t take advantage of it unlike her 

brother. She is successful in her endeavours at the farm, which enables her to become a writer 

and narrate the story of Precious Bane.  

Mary Webb was following a literary tradition depicting women walking in many 

nineteenth-century novels. Jane Austen’s heroine Marianne, in Sense and Sensibility (1811), 

enjoys walks in the country as she feels ‘all the happy privilege of country liberty, of wandering 
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from place to place in free and luxurious solitude, she resolved to spend almost every hour of 

every day…in the indulgence of such solitary rambles’.551 Simone de Beauvoir, in The Second 

Sex (1949), reflects on this sense of freedom that women experience when surrounded by 

nature:  

…among plants and animals she is a human being; she is freed at once from her family 
and from the males – a subject, a free being. She finds in the secret places of the forest 
a reflection of the solitude of her soul and in the wide horizons of the plains a tangible 
image of her transcendence; she is herself this limitless territory, this summit flung up 
towards heaven; she can follow these roads that lead towards the unknown future, she 
will follow them; seated on the hilltop, she is mistress of the world’s riches, spread out 
at her feet, offered for the taking.552 
 

This poetic description reflects the same sentiments that Webb suggests in her novels. To 

experience true freedom, her heroines seek the outdoor space and immerse themselves in the 

natural world. De Beauvoir references Webb directly and refers to her character, Amber Darke, 

pointing out ‘how splendid a refuge the adolescent girl finds in the fields and woods’.553 De 

Beauvoir argues that there are few writers who ‘face nature in its non-human freedom, who 

attempt to decipher its foreign meanings, and who lose themselves in order to make union with 

this other presence’.554 She states that hardly any writers except Emily Brontë, Woolf and 

Webb, do this. She also states that ‘[i]t is when she speaks of moors and gardens that the woman 

novelist will reveal her experience and her dreams to us most intimately’.555 Brontë’s heroine 

Catherine, in her novel Wuthering Heights (1847), also delights in the freedom she experiences 

when outside on the moors:  

I wish I were out of doors – I wish I were a girl again, half savage and hardy, and 
free…and laughing at injuries, not maddening under them! Why am I so changed?...I’m 
sure I should be myself were I once among the heather on those hills…556 

 

The comparisons that Brontë makes here to freedom and childhood are similar to ones made 

by Webb in her work. This could imply that women’s freedoms are restricted as they get older. 

De Beauvoir argues that women, by having an affinity with nature, have impeded their own 

social progress in the wider world. She states: 
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…woman is related to nature, she incarnates it: vale of blood, open rose, siren, the 
curve of a hill…She is doomed to immanence; and through her passivity she bestows 
peace and harmony – but if she declines this role, she is seen forthwith as a praying 
mantis, an ogress.557 

 

This view is at odds with Webb who uses nature as a way to invoke the independence of her 

women characters rather than to encourage their ‘passivity’. A connection with the natural 

world does not require a woman to be peaceful. Webb shows nature encouraging independence 

when her heroines, for example Amber Darke, are freer from the constraints of society away 

from the domestic space of the home and roaming outdoors in the countryside. Webb puts 

forward the argument that women don’t have to be ‘passive’ or an ‘ogress’ to have an 

independent life and that nature can be a way to achieve this. For example Prue in Precious 

Bane, after being accused of being a witch, manages to secure a successful life as a writer 

through her hard work and affection for the countryside.  

Women may, however, feel freer when walking in the countryside but this does not 

necessarily make them safer. Tess for example, in Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles, 

encounters Alec whilst she is out walking in the countryside and she is then raped by him. 

Walking can be both dangerous and emancipating. Virginia Woolf argues that it is the process 

of walking itself that is liberating, allowing women to escape unwanted glances from men by 

using movement to evade them. So, whether women are walking in a rural or an urban 

environment, by having the freedom to roam and explore, they can potentially escape attention 

and control their destination. In George Eliot’s 1860 novel, The Mill on the Floss, Maggie 

Tulliver is shown gaining great pleasure from strolls through her rural surroundings:  

You may see her now as she walks down the favourite turning and enters the Deeps by 
a narrow path through a group of Scotch firs, her tall figure and old lavender gown 
visible through an hereditary black silk shawl of some wide-meshed, net-like material; 
and now she is sure of being unseen, she takes off her bonnet and ties it over her 
arm…she seems to have a sort of kinship with the grand Scotch firs at which she is 
looking up as if she loved them well…She was calmly enjoying the free air while she 
looked up at the old fir-trees…558 

 

Eliot shows her heroine enjoying the ‘free air’ she experiences when walking in the 

countryside. Maggie felt that she can take off her bonnet without the fear of being exposed to 

the male gaze or other unwanted glances.  
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Webb has clearly drawn on this tradition of women walking in Victorian novels. Her 

female characters use walking as a means of emotional release and often embark on journeys 

in times of trouble. Deborah Arden in Webb’s first novel, The Golden Arrow, uses her solitary 

walks through the fields and mountains as time to think about her troubled relationship with 

Stephen: ‘Deborah attained the beauty of the summits…She looked around the reaped country, 

the gashed hillside and spoke aloud as if Stephen were with her’.559 Deborah’s treacherous 

walk back to her parents’ house after Stephen has left her is reminiscent of the walk Jane Eyre 

takes in Charlotte Brontë’s novel when she leaves Rochester. As Deborah is ill and pregnant, 

Webb depicts this walk as a dramatic ordeal for her and this journey adds to the climax of the 

novel as it depicts the heroine’s willpower, effort and passion:  

She was too worn and numb to reason any more. She had no purpose left – either to 
live or die. She had even forgotten Stephen’s child. Blindly, as the bird over the seas, 
she went – sometimes falling, always without consciousness of direction – down the 
hill on the Wilderhope side, through the black woods, along lonely lanes, to the foot of 
the Wilderhope Range…Hours passed. Slowly and with growing feebleness she went 
on.560 

 

The picturesque is clearly missing from Webb’s description of the countryside here. Deborah, 

here, finds no pleasure in the ‘black woods’ and ‘lonely lanes’. We can compare this to Jane 

Eyre’s walk near the end of Brontë’s novel:  

I was weeping wildly as I walked along my solitary way: fast, fast I went like one 
delirious. A weakness, beginning inwardly, extending to the limbs, seized me, and I 
fell: I lay on the ground some minutes, pressing my face to the wet turf. I had some fear 
– or hope – that here I should die: but I was soon up; crawling forwards on my hands 
and knees, and then again raised to my feet – as eager and as determined as ever to 
reach the road.561 
 

Both these quotations show the struggles and difficulties that the two women encounter but 

also a determination to succeed and complete their walk. Both women become disorientated 

with Deborah unable ‘to reason any more’ and Jane feeling ‘delirious’. However, they both 

force themselves to pursue their walk as Deborah ‘with growing feebleness she went on’ and 

Jane ‘crawling forwards on my hands and knees, and then again raised to my feet’. Mathieson 

analyses Jane Eyre’s walk and notes how it ‘operates in part as a narrative space of possibility’ 

so ‘walking is rendered as an alternative in which female experience of mobility can be fully 

 
559 Webb, The Golden Arrow, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1931), p.176. 
560 Webb, The Golden Arrow, p.306. 
561 Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre, (London: Penguin, 1996), pp.360-361. 



 131 

explored and where Jane can forge an embodied, organic connection to the space traversed’.562 

Webb also represents embodiment in her novels through the physical act of walking. Deborah’s 

journey home to her parents’ house is like an act of pilgrimage with the guiding light, that her 

Father has left for her, leading her on to her destination. Deborah’s walk, like Jane’s, serves as 

a reawakening which helps both women realise their own importance and inner strength. Trish 

Bredar notes that Jane’s ‘walks embody not only her progress along a lengthier metaphorical 

path but also her essential role in creating that path’.563 Even though both heroines are 

eventually reunited with their partners, and the novels conform to the typical ending of the 

romance novel genre, these arduous treks show the underlying strength of women and the free 

and independent natures that they both share. 

Another woman writer who delights in rural space is the Scottish modernist author and 

poet, Nan Shepherd. In her book, The Living Mountain (published in 1977, yet written in the 

closing years of World War Two), she describes her journeys into the Cairngorm mountains. 

Robert Macfarlane, in his introduction to the book, reflects that: 

As a walker…Shepherd practises a kind of unpious pilgrimage. She tramps around, 
over, across and into the mountain, rather than charging up it. There is an implicit 
humility to her repeated acts of traverse, which stands as a corrective to the self-
exaltation of the mountaineer’s hunger for an utmost point. The pilgrim contents herself 
always with looking along and inwards to mystery, where the mountaineer longs to 
look down and outwards onto total knowledge.564 

 

Webb’s walks around the countryside could not be described as ‘unpious’ as she appears to see 

signs of religion in the beauty around her and reflects on this in her poems and novels. She 

was, however, similar to Shepherd in the way that she also looked ‘inwards to mystery’. This 

is a more spiritual or pagan belief and this air of mysticism exists in all of Webb’s nature essays 

and can again be linked back to the ideas of wise women or ‘witches’ from previous centuries. 

Shepherd, like other women writers, is not concerned with attaining the peak of the mountain; 

she just wanted ‘to be with the mountain as one visits a friend, with no intention but to be with 

him’.565 Shepherd walked thousands of miles exploring the Cairngorms on foot and, like Webb, 

walking provided her with inspiration for her novel writing as well as her nature writing. Her 

novels, The Quarry Wood (1928), The Weatherhouse (1930) and A Pass in the Grampians 

(1933) all contain intense and memorable descriptions of the natural world. In her non-fictional 
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work The Living Mountain she reflected that: ‘Place and mind may interpenetrate till the nature 

of both is altered’.566 This shows that Shepherd, like the geographer Yi-Fu Tuan, believed that 

place can be altered by a person’s own state of mind. She states that: ‘often the mountain gives 

itself most completely when I have no destination, when I reach nowhere in particular’.567 This 

is similar to Debord’s concept of the dérive and suggests a sense of wandering without 

objective. Shepherd describes how, through walking, she can view the world in a new way: 

…most of all after hours of steady walking, with the long rhythm of motion sustained 
until motion is felt, not merely known by the brain, as the “still centre” of 
being…Walking thus, hour after hour, the senses keyed, one walks the flesh 
transparent…The body is not made negligible, but paramount. Flesh is not annihilated 
but fulfilled. One is not bodiless, but essential body. It is therefore when the body is 
keyed to its highest potential and controlled to a profound harmony deepening into 
something that resembles trance, that I discover most nearly what it is to be. I have 
walked out of the body and into the mountain.568 

 

This description is similar to that in Webb’s essay, ‘The Joy of Motion’, as it too rejoices in 

the act of movement and expresses how walking through nature can help people appreciate 

their own sense of self as well as their surroundings. Shepherd and Webb both connect 

spiritually with the land as is shown in Shepherd’s description of walking ‘into the mountain’. 

This is reminiscent of Webb’s feeling of ‘complete communion with the universal life’ that she 

referred to in her essay ‘Vix Medicatrix Naturae’.569 Both writers express a relationship with 

nature which is all-consuming; they become part of the natural world which surrounds them. 

 

Mary Webb: Writing and Walking 

 

As I have mentioned, the process of walking provided Webb with creative inspiration, a sense 

of freedom and spiritual healing, and her representations of women walking offer, I will argue, 

a greater sense of independence for them, especially in a rural context. Ellen Moers, in Literary 

Women: The Great Writers, states that: ‘A whole history of literary feminism might be told in 

terms of the metaphor of walking’.570 She goes on to argue that: ‘Country walking is Jane 

Austen’s principal symbol for the joys of independent womanhood’.571 For Webb, the freedom 

of exploring outdoors is best expressed when she describes her female characters. In nearly all 
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of her novels (Seven for a Secret (1922) and Armour Wherein He Trusted (1929) excepting), 

the heroines are depicted walking in the countryside and through their walks are shown to gain 

a greater sense of self. They are not just walking from one place to another but the actual 

process of walking is shown to be an act of therapy and self-discovery. For example in Webb’s 

novel, The House in Dormer Forest (1920), Amber Darke is described as feeling ‘like a child 

on the sea beach’ when she is out walking and ‘she could not linger by the pear tree; there were 

so many other things to see’.572 Webb often compares the freedom of movement that her 

heroines experience as similar to what they felt as children. This implies that a woman’s sense 

of adventure and freedom is restricted as she gets older. Instead of achieving more 

independence, like men, women’s rights are impeded. Webb subtly challenges the restrictions 

that society has placed on women by displaying how happy her female characters feel when 

they wander freely in the natural world. 

The pleasure in one’s surroundings and the detailed close observation of her 

environment was something that Webb felt and noticed whilst walking. In her essay, ‘The 

Spring of Joy’, she pleads with her readers to get outside and exist amongst nature: ‘let us go 

out along the lovely ways that lead from our doors into the heart of enchantment’.573 Webb 

also notes how occasionally stopping to stand still helps her to notice the world around her: 

‘After awhile I came to a great gnarled hawthorn hedge…Within its precincts dwelt intense 

sweetness; and there I stayed, looking into the next field through an interstice of the twisty 

branches’.574 Elkin comments how being still can sometimes enable you to appreciate the place 

around you: 

The streets of Paris had a way of making me stop in my tracks, my heart suspended. 
They seemed saturated with presence, even if there was no one there but me…In Paris 
I would linger outside, imagining stories to go with streets…the streets were 
transformed from places in between home and wherever I was going into a great 
passion. I drifted wherever they looked interesting, lured by the sight of a decaying 
wall, or colourful window boxes, or something intriguing down at the other end…575 

 

Webb also mentions feeling a ‘passion’ when walking in a rural context. She refers to this as 

related to ‘wildness’: ‘we are swept up into the wild heart of the wild…Then only do we have 

our full share in the passion of life that fills all nature’.576 Stanley Baldwin, in his introduction 

to Precious Bane, stated that: ‘Almost any page at random will furnish an illustration of the 
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blending of human passion with the fields and skies’.577 This ‘passion’ is the way that Webb 

engages with the land and she then transfers this depth of feeling into her writing.  

 Webb’s love of nature and attachment to the Shropshire countryside and to country folk 

are strongly expressed in her poetry. For example, her poem, ‘The Wood’, displays her 

identification with birds and her desire to converse with the elements in the same way as a bird 

does:  

 Like a bird, with wings 
 Dusky and silent, I would flit through spring’s  
 Wistful, immaculate colours; through the dream 

And hush of summer; down the rush and gleam 
Of autumn; and when winter, with a moan, 
Swept through the freezing wood aloof, alone, 
Prisoning the pine needles in shining, hollow 
Cases of ice, yet the brown bird would follow 
Light as a last year’s leaf I’d flutter by, 
With the sad note of finches in July.578 
 

Webb uses words such as ‘flit’ and ‘flutter’ to describe her speaker’s movement through the 

woodland. She imagines being at one with nature as she moves through it as a bird would. 

Another of her poems, ‘Green Rain’, expresses the elements of nature she found in the 

woodland near her home in Maesbrook where she lived from 1902 to 1909, close to Lyth Hill: 

 Into the scented woods we’ll go 
 And see the blackthorn swim in snow. 

High above, in the budding leaves, 
A brooding dove awakes and grieves.579 

 

These lines show the complex range of emotions that the speaker feels in her walks through 

the woods. The dove’s brooding and grief suggests that the surroundings inspire melancholic 

thoughts as well as pleasure, and that aspects of the natural world can suffer too. 

Thomas Moult, in his biography, comments on how Webb used to go to the woods with 

her notebook and pencil and stay there for hours.580 The wood could be seen from her cottage 

and she escaped to it at all hours, in all weathers and all seasons. Her writings indicate that she 

found a deep satisfaction in what she perceived as the comradeship of flower, bird, animal and 

tree. There is also a mystical quality to the poem ‘Green Rain’ with the ‘fairy voices’ and the 
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‘enchanted’ elements.581 This is an uplifting poem and shows the joy felt from being outside in 

the countryside surrounded by the wildly laughing woodpecker and the ‘mingled music’.582 

There is no doubt that her writing conjures up the sense of freedom that women could feel 

when living and walking in the natural world away from the constraints of urban society. 

Webb refers to her passion for the countryside and her engagement with walking in 

many of her poems. In ‘The Difference’ she states: 

 I walk among the daisies, as of old; 
 But he comes never more by lane or fold. 
 The same warm speedwell-field is dark with dew; 
 But he’s away beyond a deeper blue. 
 A year to-day we saw the same flowers grow – 
 Last May! Last May! A century ago.583 
 

In this melancholic poem, Webb reflects on the action of walking among the flowers as an act 

of remembrance after the death of her father. She uses the art of walking to express the 

speaker’s longing for her love to return. This poem shows the complex relationship that Webb 

has with the natural world, suggesting it can instil sadness as well as providing comfort. In 

‘Absence’, Webb again refers to an experience of walking:  

 Beloved, I walk on the clear, bright grass. 
 Multiple-tinted, magical, still 
 Is the plain, where the blue cloud shadows pass, 
 The silver tree, the forget-me-not hill.584 
 

This visual poem displays how walking can inspire memory. Through her engagement with 

aesthetics, Webb can convert her walking experiences into writing. The concept of the 

‘picturesque’ appeared in the works of Gilpin, Gray and William Wordsworth and was defined 

as ‘that peculiar kind of beauty which is agreeable in a picture’.585 This quotation from Webb’s 

poem offers a picturesque description of the countryside and continues in this way with 

descriptions of ‘gossamer-green’ pastures, the ‘dark blue hollow’ and ‘rose-red flower’.586 

When life is difficult, the speaker resorts to walking and, although the poem offers no solution 

to her grief, it suggests that the act of walking itself and the surroundings with their ‘peaceful 
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sound’ and ‘dreamy life’ offer some comfort for her.587 In ‘The Footpath (I)’, Webb likens 

people’s lives to walkways: 

 The path his daily footsteps made 
 Across our field dies not away. 
 We could not bear to see it fade, 
 And so we walk there every day. 
 And when we reach the further gate, 
 We almost see him standing there 
 In just the way he used to wait, 
 With sunlight on his silver hair. 
 
 His life was like a pathway, straight 
 And lovely, over peaceful ways 
 Right on beyond the sunset gate; 
 We long to tread it all our days. 
 And maybe, when we reach the end, 
 The old, sweet smile will light his eyes, 
 And round his silver hair will bend 
 The aureole lights of other skies.588 
 

Webb dedicates this poem to her father who died in 1909. It shows how by walking the same 

path that their father walked, the family will keep his memory alive. By using the analogy of a 

pathway for his life, the poem emphasises how life can be compared to a journey with the 

suggestion that we may meet our loved ones again at the end of our own road. Macfarlane notes 

that ‘places that live on in memory…are among the most important landscapes we possess’.589 

Walking is shown here to be a way to reconnect, not just with nature, but with people and 

memory. Webb’s poetry stresses the importance of walking as a way to discover truths about 

our lives. Her novels also suggest that walking can be a way to express women’s desire for 

independence and what follows is a detailed analysis of this process. 

 Memories and a sense of history are present in the minds of some of Webb’s women 

characters when they are walking. For example Amber, in The House in Dormer Forest, is 

aware of the history of place when out walking: ‘Amber thought how the contemporaries of 

Harold Hardrada had probably walked in this very wood’.590 Solnit, in Wanderlust, also 

describes how ‘past and present are brought together when you walk as the ancients did or 
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relive some event in history or your own life by retracing its route’.591 Webb’s Armour Wherein 

He Trusted is full of descriptions which display a sense of history in the land. For example: 

Coming out of the garden in the dusk, I saw the forest stand up like a dim curtain of 
Bayeux, with here a vasty oak and there a clump of ellums, and every burgeoning tump 
of trees was like the boss of a shield, so that it seemed some lady had embroidered this 
curtain with the bossed shields of a great army.592 
 

Her reference to ‘Bayeux’ and use of the words ‘boss’ and ‘shield’ firmly positions the forest 

as Medieval. It shows that Webb perceived history to be embedded in the land that she walked 

and also that memories of events which occurred there are imbued into the landscape. Her 

description of setting is as detailed as in her earlier novels and her sense of history in this novel 

is invoked in the details of the landscape:  

Mist stood horse-high there all day, and afore evening the wolves began their restless 
whining. From dawn to sunset the stags belled, and they would startle from some covert 
and gallop past our moat, as if some panic thought possessed them, and in the fitful 
moonlight the owls voiced some old despair. Now at the time of sloe-gathering, my 
aunt Gudrun was busy making cordial and grumbling that no visitors came our way. 
For in great places like Powis there was always a stir of coming and going – a gleeman 
with some new lay in praise of the lord of the place, or men-at-arms lost in uncharted 
forest, or a distressed lady whose paramour had been slain and her pavilion burnt to the 
ground, she herself escaping only through the speed of her jennet and her swiftness in 
departing while the marauders had their thoughts on other matters.593 

 

Webb displays here an awareness that past and present are merged together within the rural 

landscape. Her writing enables the reader to experience the historical world whilst still 

retaining that strong sense of the Shropshire landscape. Coles argues that: 

In setting this story, with its theme of contest between spiritual and physical awareness, 
in the Middle Ages, Mary selected a particularly appropriate period since the concept 
of opposition between spirit and flesh, and the related questions of good and evil, 
salvation and damnation were especially prominent in the medieval consciousness.594 
 

Martin Armstrong, however, in his introduction to the novel argues that: 

though the theme, the period, and the antique style which she had so carefully and 
skilfully adopted give ample scope to the sharp, visual quality which is one of her most 
delightful gifts, they seriously limit the rich and profound sense of the country which 
gives to all the other books their unforgettable atmosphere. They limit it not only 
because that sense is altogether a modern sense and quite inappropriate to the period in 
which Armour Wherein He Trusted is placed, but because it demands her own fervid 
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style for its full expression. The highly artificial style which she has invented and used 
so charmingly in this ‘period’ story would be quite incapable of conveying it.595 

 

Whilst I don’t agree that Webb’s own style of writing is always ‘fervid’, Armstrong makes a 

valid argument here as her style in this novel differs vastly to her others and the sense of place 

is not as marked as in her other works. This novel was, however, unfinished at her death so we 

don’t know whether she would have made major revisions. She did appear to be frustrated with 

her progress with this novel as in September 1927 she attempted to burn it and it was saved 

from the flames by her husband, Henry.596  

In Webb’s 1920 novel, The House in Dormer Forest, her character Amber Darke often 

goes for walks in the countryside surrounding her home and ‘her going out into the green world 

had in it something of a religious rite’.597 Amber, like Webb herself, ‘fostered a love of nature’ 

and ‘[n]ature became for her, not a fortuitous assemblage of pretty things, but a harmony, a 

poem solemn and austere’.598 This description of the landscape is more like Burke’s idea of the 

sublime rather than a picturesque description of the environment. The use of the word ‘austere’ 

implies a more serious aspect of the scenery than in some of Webb’s other descriptions. This 

third novel is an altogether more Gothic tale than her others and probes the relationships that 

exist between the Darke family in a claustrophobic and often eerie setting. Her heroine, Amber, 

reads the landscape and, by doing so, gains a deeper understanding of it. Nature inspired Webb 

to write poetry but can also be seen as a poem in itself with its intricacies and nuances. 

Whenever Amber becomes too troubled by the events inside the house, she escapes outdoors 

to walk as she sees the countryside as a place of refuge: ‘When the atmosphere of the house 

became too thunderous and Amber’s nerves were strained to breaking-point, she crept away to 

the upper woods’.599 The language used here to describe Amber’s walking implies that it was 

a secretive or private act. Amber is using her walks as a means of escape and wishes her actions 

to remain hidden from the rest of the household. This suggests that women are ashamed of their 

desire for independence and that society is prone to be disapproving of them in their quest for 

it. 

Amber reflects on one of her long walks in The House in Dormer Forest:  

It was at this moment, when her bodily self was refined by exhaustion and her spirit 
keener than ever before, that she felt for the first time within the thrilling poignancy of 
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beauty a sense of intimacy – as if she were beginning to know not only the fact of 
beauty, but her essence.600 

The ‘thrill’ and ‘sense of intimacy’ that Amber experiences here are similar to the emotions 

described by Burke when he defines the beautiful as ‘a connection’ with nature.601 There is a 

vacillation in Webb’s writing here between her heroine’s spiritual being, ‘her essence’, and her 

physical being, ‘her bodily self’.602 At the point where Amber’s body is tiring, her spiritual self 

is more alive than ever. Webb has been described as a ‘mystic’ but the concept of embodiment 

is a psychological idea that a person’s thoughts and feelings are governed by their bodies and 

the environment.603 Through walking and engaging with nature, Webb shows that women can 

find their own purpose and role in life and can be free to pursue their own pathway. Social 

psychologists have traditionally been aware that people think, feel, and act inside their bodies 

and their work reveals how ‘sensory, motor, and perceptual processes influence thoughts, 

feelings, and behaviours’.604 Webb’s novel uses the act of walking as a way to express the fact 

that her women characters desire more independence. Amber only truly knows her own self 

when engaged in the bodily movement of walking. For example Webb states: 

Who knows where the spirit lodges, in what grey cell or dawn-cold turret of her mind? 
Wherever her lodging, Amber was playing truant, wearing, for all her thirty years, a 
loveliness to which her physical self did not entitle her.605 

This quotation shows that when ‘playing truant’ out in the countryside, Amber possesses a 

‘loveliness’ which she is not entitled to in her everyday life. This comparison of the heroine 

with a naughty schoolchild again emphasises the connection of freedom with childhood. By 

suggesting that Amber has to behave like a child in order to achieve this sense of wonder, Webb 

is subtly implying that women’s ‘physical’ selves are being restricted and that they need to 

play ‘truant’ from societal expectations in order to achieve more independence. 

In The House in Dormer Forest, Webb displays the difference in how she perceives 

men and women engaging with the countryside around them. In the grounds of the house lies 
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‘The Beast Walk’. When Jasper feels troubled and goes outside to walk to collect his thoughts, 

he heads to the Beast Walk:  

He was falling back upon a habit of his childhood. When people misunderstood him, 
refused to reply to his questions, insisted upon his conforming to their standards, then 
he went to the Beast Walk – the place he loathed more than any place on earth. To 
climb this path harrowed his soul, made his face even at ten years look quite wizened. 
But now, in his young manhood, the dark spell was infinitely stronger. He drank here 
of a charm thick as black honey made from purple poison flowers by bees in hell.606 

 

Webb is using a physical location as a psychological tool. In contrast to Amber possessing a 

‘loveliness’ when outdoors, Jasper’s soul is ‘harrowed’ and he looks more ‘wizened’. Walking 

for him does not provide a place of refuge and escape, as it does for women, because he already 

possesses his own independence and freewill in the household. Jasper analyses his innermost 

thoughts and fears when he is walking and in order to do so he must visit the place he dislikes 

the most. Webb uses place to convey character and, by making it a ‘Walk’ that he visits, she is 

using the suggestion of movement to explore the innermost depths of her characters. By 

contrast, his sister Amber avoids the Beast Walk on her strolls and instead walks away from it 

and on to the buckthorn grove: ‘Amber hurried upwards, avoiding the Beast Walk’.607 This 

could say something about the characters’ own states of mind (Jasper is struggling with his 

religion) but the concept of the Beast Walk itself is a very interesting one and links the 

experience of walking to ideas of psychology and the mind. Walking has been linked to 

concepts of wellbeing and mindfulness, as discussed earlier with regard to Webb herself 

walking, and so could also be linked to analysis of negative thoughts as well as positive. The 

Beast Walk seems to express Jasper’s innermost thoughts and fears and its addition to the story 

gives a gothic quality to the novel: 

To reach it you crossed the wooden bridge at the back of the house, turning to the left 
under the trees in the shadowy path that led towards the Four Waters. Halfway between 
the bridge and Mrs. Gosling’s cottage the Beast Walk went straight uphill from the 
water. There was something significant in the way in which this broad and rather 
pompous walk ended in the soft, thick stream without reason or explanation.608 

 

To describe this walk as ‘pompous’ suggests the hand that man has had in designing it. The 

soft stream at the end of it implies the more feminine free-flowing part of the grounds which 

Amber preferred to stroll in. The Walk represents the dark side to the personality and serves as 
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a reminder of what humans are capable of. All along the walk, the yew hedge has been shaped 

into different animals or ‘beasts’ by members of the Darke family and ‘it was as if each ancestor 

had breathed such ferocities as were in his soul into his especial creation’.609 Nature here has 

been controlled by humans and used to display their own characters. When Jasper returns to 

the Beast Walk near the end of the novel, he observes Catherine betraying him with his friend, 

Michael, and thus her dark side is revealed to him. Webb has used walking in this novel to 

show the dangers and horrors that can exist when nature is controlled and distorted to man’s 

will. Walking in this novel is ambiguous as Webb has used the action to display the emotions 

and traits of her characters. It is shown to be both a way for the brother and sister to escape the 

horrors of the house, but also leads them to a place where they encounter dangers as well. 

 Barale discusses the significance of the Beast Walk in regard to gender relations within 

the novel. She argues that it functions as a ‘metaphor…for the dark horrors that result when 

female sexuality is twisted to meet the demands of conventional marriage and maternity. The 

dark path that leads from marshy banks to the mother-of-pearl, pink-lined grotto suggests a 

vulval topography’.610 By comparing this walk to the female sexual organs, Barale is 

suggesting that the countryside can also represent ‘the sexual, female body to which the Darke 

children are drawn’, and shows that the ‘terrible underpinnings of the domestic sphere’ are 

‘founded on men’s conflicting need and fear of the vagina’.611 This is quite a persuasive 

argument, especially as the Walk leads Jasper to his rendezvous with the evil Catherine who is 

set on betraying him. This suggestion that the walk is part of a woman’s body also emphasizes 

the integral link between women and nature (hence ‘Mother’ Nature) and shows that women 

can have a more significant space in the outdoors. Thomas Hardy also used descriptions of 

landscape as metaphors for sexual activity within his novels. In Far from the Madding Crowd, 

the sexually symbolic named chapter ‘The Hollow amid the Ferns’, contains numerous 

references to landscape as metaphors for Bathsheba and Troy’s sexual encounter. For example:  

The hill opposite Bathsheba’s dwelling extended, a mile off, into an uncultivated tract 
of heath-land dotted at this season with tall thickets of brake fern, plump and 
diaphanous from recent rapid growth…At eight o’clock this midsummer evening, 
whilst the bristling ball of gold in the west still swept the tips of the ferns with its long 
luxuriant rays, a soft brushing by of garments might have been heard among them…612 

 

 
609 Webb, The House in Dormer Forest, p.173. 
610 Barale, Daughters and Lovers: The Life and Writing of Mary Webb, p.100. 
611 Barale, Daughters and Lovers: The Life and Writing of Mary Webb, p.101. 
612 Thomas Hardy, Far from the Madding Crowd, (Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 2002), p.181. 
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This passage contains seductive language and erotic imagery and sets the scene for the sexual 

encounter which is to follow. Webb has used similar techniques with her Beast Walk as Jasper 

goes to meet his lover Catherine ‘on a lurid evening of thunder when the heavy air pressed 

upon the woods and the beasts were tinged with reddish light’.613 The grotto at the end of the 

Walk is similar to Hardy’s ‘hollow’ as is the place where the lovers meet and, as Barale argued, 

is a metaphor for a woman’s sexual organs. Hardy’s hollow is described as a ‘pit’ which ‘was 

a saucer-shaped concave’ and ‘was floored with a thick flossy carpet of moss and grass 

intermingled, so yielding that the foot was half buried within it’.614 Webb’s grotto in 

comparison is ‘built of grey stone and flat as a tortoise’ and ‘might have been a sacrificial 

altar’.615 In this description, Webb could be suggesting that sex is a sacrifice that women make 

in order to conform to the expectations of society. However, Barale’s argument is complicated 

by the fact that Jasper is seen as the victim in this novel as Catherine is already betraying him. 

The reader could then see Jasper as the sacrificial victim instead and observe the dangers that 

can be posed by the sexuality of women. I think that Webb is suggesting that Catherine’s 

betrayal is also against her heroine, Amber, as Catherine attempts to seduce her lover, Michael, 

so women could still be viewed as the victims of society here in their expectation to marry and 

settle down. 

Webb’s heroine, Hazel Woodus, in her novel Gone to Earth also wanders freely around 

the countryside: 

She went on, regardless of direction. At last she found an old pasture where heavy farm-
horses looked round at her over their polished flanks and a sad-eyed foal rose to greet 
her. There she found button mushrooms to her heart’s content. Ancient hedges hung 
above the field and spoke to her in fragrant voices. The glory of the may was just giving 
place to the shell-tint of wild-roses. She reached up for some, and her hair fell down; 
she wisely put the remaining pins into her bag for the return journey. She was intensely 
happy, as a fish is when it plunges back into the water. For these things, and not the 
God-fearing comfort of the Mountain, nor the tarnished grandeur of Undern, were her 
life. She had so deep a kinship with the trees, so intuitive a sympathy with leaf and 
flower, that it seemed as if the blood in her veins was not slow-moving human blood, 
but volatile sap.616 

 

Hazel, like Webb herself, experienced such an affinity with the landscape that she was like a 

fish returning to its element. She could wear her hair as she pleased and act however she wanted 

as she was alone and felt free from prying eyes. Stuart Sillars comments in his chapter on Gone 
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to Earth, in Visualisation in Popular Fiction 1860-1960, that: ‘Hazel’s own nature, in its 

innocent delight in the country, is a powerful statement of female freedom’.617 However, even 

though Hazel feels this sense of freedom she still encounters the male predator, Reddin, on her 

unaccompanied walks and falls victim to his sexual advances (in a similar way to Tess in 

Hardy’s novel). Walking then, whilst it can be viewed as an act of empowerment, does contain 

dangers for women in both rural and urban contexts. Perhaps then the idea of freedom for 

women is a concept of the mind. Webb explores this concept of freedom with her heroine 

Amber Darke: 

Through a gradual awakening to natural beauty, she received a perception of beauty 
peculiar to herself…The blackbird fell into a long meditation, and Amber shut her eyes, 
listening, not with her ear, but with the soul. Here, where the sounds of the world died 
away like a lapsing tide, she heard the sad rumour that life makes, stirring and 
murmuring in the silver hush of nonentity.618 

 

She enters an almost transcendent state when in the woods as she meditates in the wonder of 

the landscape. Her sense of ‘ecstasy’ was only interrupted by the arrival of Michael 

Hallowes.619 Hazel Woodus’s freedom is similarly disturbed by the presence of a man. Whilst 

feeling freer in the countryside, Hazel is not necessarily safer as she is still subject to the male 

gaze when exploring by herself and this restricts her ability to wander without scrutiny. By 

including this encounter with Reddin in her novel, Webb displays the restrictions that are still 

placed on women by society and highlights the need for women to gain greater independence 

without fear of subordination. There are also lots of examples of hunt imagery used in Gone to 

Earth which further emphasise the controlling power that men hold over women. For example, 

the ending of the novel depicts Hazel as the hunted animal:  

For one instant the hunt and the righteous men, Reddin the destroyer, and Edward the 
saviour, saw her sway, small and dark, before the staring sky. Then, as the pack, with a 
ferocity of triumph, was flinging itself upon her, she was gone.620 

 
The men of the pack, as well as Reddin and Edward, all are shown to be the hunters here and 

Hazel is their prey. Webb’s heroine in this novel has been unable to find her sense of freedom 

and has been restricted, and ultimately killed, by the men in her society. 

 

 
617 Stuart Sillars, Visualisation in Popular Fiction 1860-1960: Graphic Narratives, Fictional Images (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1995), p.112. 
618 Webb, The House in Dormer Forest, p.185 and p.188. 
619 Webb, The House in Dormer Forest, p.190. 
620 Webb, Gone to Earth, p.319. 
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 To contrast how men and women encounter the space around them, we can compare 

Webb’s description of Hazel walking to that of the character of Reddin. Hazel is described as 

being so at one with nature that ‘she walked in a mystical exaltation’.621 Reddin, however, 

while ‘in the fields and woods enjoyed himself only. For he took his own atmosphere with him 

wherever he went, and before his footsteps weakness fled and beauty folded’.622 He does not 

experience the transcendence that Hazel does and is trapped inside himself. Whereas the 

landscape provides ecstasy and escape for Hazel, Reddin’s response to it is merely perfunctory. 

This shows the difference between Webb’s representation of the ways in which men and 

women engage with the countryside around them. Webb rarely depicts men wandering through 

the countryside and when she does, for example Stephen in The Golden Arrow and Jasper in 

The House in Dormer Forest, they are troubled or distraught. Kester in Precious Bane does 

share Prue’s sympathy with the environment, yet we only view him outside with Prue and not 

alone. Her hero with the greatest affinity to the landscape is Robert in Seven for Secret as he 

has an empathy for the land and is reminiscent of Gabriel Oak in Hardy’s Far from the Madding 

Crowd. Robert is a poet as well as a farmer so shows a more creative response to the 

countryside. However, he is not depicted walking the countryside in the same way as her 

heroines as is usually shown to be working on the farm. Webb’s women, however, encounter 

a sense of enchantment when outdoors. For example, Hazel in Gone to Earth ‘had no words 

for the wonder in which she walked. But she felt it, she enjoyed it with a passion no words 

could express’.623 Her lack of language suggests that she was so overcome with the ‘wonder’ 

of the landscape. Webb even goes on to state, in this description of Hazel’s walk: 

Mrs Marston had said several times, ‘I’m almost afraid Hazel is a great one for wasting 
her time.’ But what is waste of time?...But to drink at the stoup of beauty; to lift the 
leafy coverlet of earth and seek the cradled God (since here, if anywhere, He dwells), 
this in the world’s eye is waste of time. Oh, filthy, heavy-handed, blear-eyed world, 
when will you wash and be clean?624 

 

This interjection from the narrator here, shown in brackets, displays the depth of emotion that 

Webb felt for the beauty of the countryside. Webb argues that Hazel’s freedom to wander as 

she chooses throughout the countryside is one of the most important ways in which she can 

spend her time. Webb suggests it is only by wandering through the countryside that we can 

truly understand and appreciate its beauty and ourselves. By coming into contact with the 

 
621 Webb, Gone to Earth, p.184. 
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623 Webb, Gone to Earth, p.185. 
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natural world, rather than studying a visual or textual representation of it, a deeper appreciation 

of the world and environment can be achieved together with a feeling of transcendence. It is 

ironic that Webb offers a textual representation in order to state this but her message is clear 

and this was an effective way to convey it. Webb’s writing encourages readers to experience 

these emotions for themselves. Walter de la Mare was one such reader who was so inspired by 

Webb’s work that he took The Golden Arrow ‘climbed to the Devil’s Chair and spent the whole 

day reading it’.625 As explored earlier in my chapter, many literary pilgrims to this day have 

been inspired to do the same. 

 Webb uses the act of walking in her essays, poems and novels to display the 

independence, sexuality, and wellbeing of her woman characters. She also, herself, engages 

with the act of walking to both inspire and dictate her own writing. Both the rhythm and the 

practice of walking are beneficial to the writing process and this is clearly shown in Webb’s 

work. By writing about women characters who shared the same affinity for the Shropshire 

landscape that she did and displaying them walking within the countryside, Webb successfully 

and subtly inserted the argument for more rights for women in society. The sense of freedom 

that her rural settings provided is a metaphor for the capability of the female mind.  

 

The Short Stories of Mary Webb and Her Feminism 

 

Biographers and readers of Mary Webb’s work who have analysed her novels, poetry and 

nature essays, have mainly ignored her short stories. Her short stories display her own form of 

feminism as they depict many independent working women. Like Mary Cholmondeley, Webb 

seems to have found the short story format to be a suitable genre to display strong implicit 

arguments for more rights for women in society. They are important to our understanding of 

her as a writer and many of them are very well written and are well articulated; they are 

certainly worth further study. Whilst it is unclear exactly when most of Webb’s short stories 

were written, as she was mainly writing in the early part of the twentieth century, it can be 

presumed that they were composed at that time. Liggins, Maunder and Robbins in The British 

Short Story suggest that stories from this period can be distinguished ‘between those works in 

which the major emphasis is on plot, and those in which plot is subordinate to psychology and 

mood’.626  Webb’s stories concentrate on creating an atmosphere and she focuses on the moods 

 
625 Reid Chappell, The Shropshire of Mary Webb, p.19. 
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of her characters at certain moments in their lives. Nevertheless, as Liggins, Maunder and 

Robbins point out: 

the distinction between a focus on technical experiments, psychological intensity and a 
fragmented narrative, on the one hand, and a neat tale with its twist and compressed 
sense of completion, on the other, is not actually that secure. There are very few 
modernist short stories which have no plot at all, and there are relatively few plotted or 
traditional short stories which are not interested in point of view, psychological stresses 
and the necessary partiality of any narrative structure.627 
 

Webb’s stories are not strongly plotted, like the stories of Thomas Hardy for example, but 

instead they concentrate on psychological issues. Her short stories, even when exploring so-

called Victorian themes, are modernist in style and are reminiscent of Katherine Mansfield’s 

stories. Liggins, Maunder and Robbins comment that stories from the Victorian period 

‘covered a remarkably wide range of subjects: murder, adultery, degeneration, betrayal, and 

weird or “uncanny” events – hauntings, the return of the dead, the experiences of “second 

sight”’.628 As will be argued, Webb included many of these subjects in her stories, but she did 

so in a modernist way. This combination of Victorian themes with a modernist style make her 

stories particularly interesting and worthy of further study. 

Short stories are more like poetry than novels as each word carries great significance. 

Mary Webb saw herself primarily as a poet, and may have felt herself suited to this style of 

short fiction. There are certainly similarities between her poems and stories, as both contain 

numerous references to natural elements, the countryside, colour and scenery. She uses these 

rural and pastoral images to construct the mood and ambience of the story in much the same 

way as she does in her poetry. As will be shown in this section, Webb uses similar themes and 

plots across her poems and short stories. It is difficult to date all of them and it is unclear 

whether the story inspired the poem or vice versa, but either way she clearly developed some 

of the ideas she explored in her poetry more fully in her short stories. It has also been posited 

by Jane Eldridge Miller that:  

the fragmentary and inconclusive nature of the short story made it the ideal vehicle for 
some of the most successful explorations of modern women and feminism. It permitted 
writers to focus on individual episodes, or moments, instead of on causality and 
resolution, and thus it freed them from some of the narrative constraints of the novel.629 

 

 
627 Liggins, Maunder and Robbins, The British Short Story, p.123. 
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As I will discuss below, because Webb questions the position of women in society in some of 

her short stories, it is possible that, like other female writers of the period, she found this form 

a suitable outlet for her feminist ideas. Glennis Stephenson states that: 

The female novelist of the nineteenth century may have frequently encountered 
opposition and interference from the male literary establishment, but the female short 
story writer, working in a genre that was seen as less serious and less profitable, found 
her work to be actively encouraged.630 

 

T.P.’s and Cassell’s Weekly (20 December 1924) reported ‘Mary Webb…is weary of novels 

for the moment and is devoting her energies to the art of the short story’.631 Through the short 

story, Webb could express her views and opinions without the constraints and expectations of 

the novel-reading public. 

Not all of Webb’s short stories have been published and it is unclear when many of 

them were written. Some were published in journals during her lifetime: ‘The Name-Tree’ and 

‘Blessed are the Meek’ were published in The English Review and ‘Owd Blossom’ in 

Hutchinson’s Magazine. In America, ‘The Prize’ appeared in The Atlantic Monthly and ‘Caer 

Cariad’ in The Bookman. These five stories, alongside five others, were published 

posthumously in the same edition as her unfinished novel Armour Wherein He Trusted in 

1929.632 A further five short stories were selected by Gladys Mary Coles for her book, Mary 

Webb: Collected Prose and Poems, in 1977.633 ‘A Cedar-Rose’ had appeared in Country Life 

in July 1909 under a pseudonym ‘Lady Day’, ‘Mr. Tallent’s Ghost’ was published in Lady 

Cynthia Asquith’s collection, The Ghost Book (1926), and ‘The Cuckoo Clock’ was published 

in Asquith’s collection, Sails of Gold (1927). The other two, ‘The Sword’ and ‘The Chinese 

Lion’ were not published during Webb’s lifetime, but after she died her husband arranged for 

their publication: ‘The Sword’ appeared in The Cornhill Magazine in 1934, and ‘The Chinese 

Lion’ was published by Bertram Rota in 1937. All the journals mentioned (except for Country 

Life which was a popular, rural-themed, sporting pursuits and property magazine) were well-

known literary publications that regularly featured short stories by leading writers such as 

Anthony Trollope, Elizabeth Gaskell, Henry James, George Eliot, Thomas Hardy and Arthur 

Conan Doyle, among others. This suggests that Webb’s credentials as a short story writer of 

some talent were recognised. Thomas Moult in his biography of Webb argues that she ‘wrote 
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sketches that are not very distant, temperamentally and in their expression, from several of the 

more tender stories of Katherine Mansfield’.634 Coles refers to a surviving unpublished story, 

in her biography Mary Webb, called ‘Pearl the Loving’. She states that this is written as a fable 

and ‘gives an insight into the adolescent Mary’s mind, in particular her psychological and 

emotional dependency on her father’.635 Coles argues that this story is a ‘significant piece of 

adolescent writing… this tale points ahead to her novels in the narrative skill, the use of 

allegory, and the projection of herself into a central female character’.636 I don’t believe that 

her stories can be read as simple autobiography and reading her stories in this way demeans 

Webb’s craft as an artist. Linking Webb’s short stories to her life tends to simplify work which 

is complex. Webb was trying to do something ground-breaking with her writing as she was 

experimenting with familiar themes but presenting them in a different way. Her stories, 

therefore, need to be taken seriously as works of art and not just as a way of providing insight 

into her life. 

As there is almost no literary criticism or analysis of Webb’s short stories and they 

throw a significant light on her scope as a writer and as a feminist, it seems appropriate to offer 

a detailed analysis of a selection of them in this thesis. Coles dismisses Webb’s short stories as 

being ‘uneven’, some are just ‘sketches’ and others ‘hastily written for magazines’.637 She 

refers to the short stories which were published alongside Armour Wherein He Trusted as ‘ten 

rather weak stories’.638 However, Coles does go on to point out that the ones she felt were the 

best were, ‘Blessed are the Meek’, ‘The Prize’, ‘In Affection and Esteem’ and the fable ‘The 

Cuckoo Clock’.639 Martin Armstrong, in his Introduction to Armour Wherein He Trusted, also 

states that the stories are of ‘unequal merit’.640 He argues that: ‘One or two are mere sketches 

and none of them is quite faultless, for the truth is that Mary Webb was not deeply interested 

in the artistic problem of the short story’.641 His argument is that short stories require ‘a 

considerable technical awareness in the writer’ and that Webb ‘on the occasions when she 

wished to give artistic expression to a brief and simple emotion, she turned more often and 

more successfully to poetry’.642 His opinion is that her best short stories are ‘Over the Hills and 
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Far Away’, ‘The Bread House’ and ‘The Prize’. It is interesting that his choice of favourites is 

slightly different to Coles’ selection (both critics do however choose ‘The Prize’). This 

indicates the subjective element of readers’ responses to the stories and suggests that the gender 

differences of readers, and time of writing for both Armstrong and Coles, may be factors which 

colour the appreciation of a story. It is also interesting that both critics seem to want to create 

a hierarchy of stories rather than appreciating them individually on their own merits. I agree 

with Coles’ choices, though I would add ‘The Name-Tree’ to the list instead of ‘The Cuckoo 

Clock’. These four stories have more emotional depth than the rest and are more effective as 

short stories as they tackle controversial issues with warmth and understanding. 

The stories that gain some attention from critics and biographers are the ones in which 

Webb draws on her experiences of the types of people that she encountered in Shropshire and 

in London. For example, ‘Owd Blossom’ is a rural story about a local man who lives in a 

‘disused barn in the middle of the foldyard’.643 Hilda Addison, in her biography of Webb, 

comments that Thomas Hardy’s characters cannot compare with Owd Blossom as Webb ‘knew 

her rustics with an understanding pre-eminently feminine’.644 This is a strange comment to 

make as it is not a strictly feminine trait to be able to relate to fellow country people, and this 

comment demeans Webb’s artistic ability to construct both believable and interesting 

characters. Webb describes her title character as ‘simple’ and states how he ‘would gently 

stroke the deep-coloured petals of a rose or violet, or the round red cheek of little Daisy… and 

his caress was received confidingly, by flower and child’.645 The story goes on to narrate that, 

when Daisy grew up, she used to meet her fiancé in the fields and how Owd Blossom used to 

watch them together. Webb uses sexual imagery to describe the ‘wavelike undulations and 

dimples and shadows’ of the fields they used to meet in.646 This emphasises the sexual 

independence of her heroine as she has not yet married but meets her ‘lover’ ‘every green and 

golden summer evening’ in the fields.647 The ‘stupid’ hero of the story saves Daisy from being 

killed by a bull and is then saved himself and the story concludes with him living next to Daisy 

and her husband and having a cottage and a garden of his own.648 This eccentric rural character 

is accepted, and even applauded, in Webb’s story because of his rustic qualities and is even 
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referred to as becoming a ‘celebrity’ in the village because of his actions.649 His watchfulness 

over the heroine is portrayed as a kindly protectiveness which saves her from harm rather than 

as a strange and unwelcome attention. Armstrong argues that this story is ‘suprisingly 

amateurish’, but Webb appears to delight in these pastoral themes and characters as they must 

have been her inspiration as she looked back at her time growing up in the countryside and the 

people she lived amongst.650 By dismissing her work in this way, the critics have not given 

Webb credit for trying to defy expectations of the short story writing genre. Her work in this 

area has been constantly underrated and demands to be re-evaluated as it depicts sexually 

independent women in a rural context. 

Her story ‘Many Mansions’ also has a rural setting as is set in a ‘very Rip-van-Winkle 

of a borough. Somewhere in the Middle Ages it had fallen asleep’.651 Addison identifies this 

borough as Much Wenlock in Shropshire and labels this story as a piece of autobiographical 

writing in which Webb recalls going to read the Bible once a week when she was a ‘small 

child’ to a man called John Lloyd.652 By constantly dismissing Webb’s stories as mere 

autobiographical anecdotes, the critics are failing to study them carefully and thus give them 

the attention they deserve. Similarly, Coles refers to this story as a ‘cameo’ which is ‘a scene 

of her childhood’.653 The story is written in the first person and the narrator recounts how to 

get to John’s house there ‘was the walk of a mile down the country road, beside which ran a 

thread of a brook, except in the summer’.654 There is a very nostalgic tone to this story and 

plenty of description of the surrounding countryside: ‘In the hedgebanks grew a few sweet 

violets, and there you might find the largest, most brightly coloured snail-shells I have ever 

seen’.655 She also beautifully describes her journey to his house : 

Down the street of blue shadows, past the church with its needling spire, with just one 
glance through the wrought-iron gates beyond which lived a lady in a garden of lilies…. 
I always saw her beyond gates of wrought iron, walking in a garden of lilies.656  
 

The references to playing games of conkers and collecting snail-shells in faery houses all add 

to the idyllic English village setting of this story. Webb again praises the ‘simple goodness’ of 

 
649 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.216. 
650 Armstrong in ‘Introduction’ in Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.15. 
651  All references to this story from Webb, ‘Many Mansions’ in Armour Wherein He Trusted, pp.189-193. This 
quote is from p.189. 
652 Addison, Mary Webb, p.15. 
653 Coles, The Flower of Light, p.29. 
654 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.190.  
655 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.190. 
656 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.191. 



 151 

her rural hero in this story and she emphasizes his ‘inexpressive righteousness, his bantering 

affection’.657 This rustic type of man may be one which Webb encountered during her time 

living in Shropshire and she describes him perfectly in her stories and extols his virtues. 

Dorothy Wrenn in her biography of Webb describes this story as ‘a story with no plot – little 

more than a sketch – but, because of its use of a child’s viewpoint, it is one of the most minutely 

finished things she ever wrote’.658 Whilst not as feminist in its themes as most of her short 

stories, ‘Many Mansions’ shows Webb’s love for Shropshire and emphasises her own 

enjoyment of walking and of the freedom that it gave her: she states that it was ‘a great 

adventure’ to walk to John’s house as a child.659 

There are other short stories of Webb’s, however, that have not been analysed at all by 

critics or biographers. Amongst these, many feminist themes are covered which range from 

women’s views on religion to sex and morality. Her story ‘The Prize’ is centred on a village 

fair and the ‘run for pig’ race.660 The focal point of the story is Selina Stone, a woman whose 

life seems ‘to move to a different rhythm from the lives around them’, and she decides to 

compete in the race even though her husband has recently died and the village people feel she 

should be in mourning.661 It is interesting that it is only the women who are running in the race 

and Webb states that there was ‘betting among the young men, each of whom backed his own 

girl, speaking of her in racing terms’.662 As the race ends in disaster, Webb implies that women 

need to work together in solidarity with each other, rather than compete, as more can then be 

achieved by acting together. This story, therefore, raises a strong feminist argument in favour 

of the women’s rights movement. Selina’s actions are viewed by the villagers to be ‘breaking 

all the laws of good taste’ and she is frowned upon by the other women.663 The ‘frantic gaiety’ 

of the fair is effectively expressed and the ‘enormous revel’ is shown to build in tension 

throughout the story.664 Even though the subject matter may appear light-hearted, there are dark 

undertones, which are hinted at in the ‘touch of harshness’ which exists in the village folk, and 

a profoundly religious theme exists throughout.665 The ending to the story is disturbing and 

Webb manages to tackle important subjects such as romance, sex and religion in just a few 
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pages. She uses dark imagery such as the ‘deepest black’ clothes that Selina Stone wore, the 

‘purple shadow of the yew-tree’ with ‘its flat, dark masses’ and the ‘dank enclosure of the 

churchyard’.666 She successfully turns the scene of a happy village fair into a sinister setting 

with the use of descriptive and figurative language. For example, Selina is described as having 

‘something of the atmosphere of a pariah’ and  ‘the look of a creature at bay’.667 The 

categorization of Selina Stone as ‘a bad ‘oman’ who is punished for giving Bill Jakeaways ‘all 

he asked…in sultry summer evenings’ is contrasted with the character of the schoolmistress 

who is described as ‘very quiet in grey silk’.668 This theme of the differing roles and contrasting 

images of women, the angel/whore dichotomy, suggests Webb’s feminism as implies that 

women should not be judged or categorised and made to compete with each other. The villagers 

view Stone’s death at the end of the story as a ‘judgment’ for her shameless behaviour and 

Webb, by invoking sympathy for Selina, implies that women should not be treated in this 

way.669  

The themes of love and sex are tackled in Webb’s short story ‘The Name Tree’. As 

Addison points out, the heroine, Laura, ‘dies because of too much crude spirit’.670 This story 

has a clear feminist message as it warns of the dangers of men overpowering women as a 

married Lord seduces a young girl. It is a similar plot to Webb’s novels, Gone to Earth (1917) 

and Seven for a Secret (1921), and contains a sad and dramatic ending as the young heroine is 

found dead in her orchard. Webb challenges the rules of society and suggests that women 

should have more rights and control over their own lives. The young girl in the story is 

portrayed as a ‘frantic, imprisoned bird’ who is forced to ‘have nothing of herself left, no corner 

of her spirit that was not his’.671 Laura lives at home with her father and is visited by the 

neighbouring Lord and his wife. The aptly-named Lord Winter tries to then seduce her in her 

orchard. The oppressive nature of this confrontation is cleverly mirrored in the description of 

the plants that surround them: ‘It was the intolerable sweetness of it, the sharp smell of crushed 

nettles, of the white cherry petals that wandered down the stirless air like tears, of the soft, pale 

cowslip calyxes, that shook her fortitude.’672 Descriptions of nature permeate this story as the 

characters are compared to the scenery that surrounds them. Laura loves all the plants equally 
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671 All references to this story from Webb, ‘The Name-Tree’ in Armour Wherein He Trusted, pp.175-185. This 
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as she says: ‘I love the ugly things as much as the others, I’m as fond of the nettles as of the 

cowslips’.673 Lord Winter mocks her love of nature, which is very like Webb’s own, as being 

‘absurd’, and he states that her ‘love should be given to a man. Such passion of yours should 

bear fruit’.674 He longs to seduce her as ‘[t]o possess this woman would be to ravish a forest’, 

so he offers to buy her house, the significantly-named Cherry Orchard, for her in return for her 

love.675 Webb’s feminist argument in this story suggests that women are being oppressed by 

men and that man’s control over their lives is ‘bruising, breaking’ their independence.676 Webb 

uses the natural elements to effectively build the tension in her story and as the terrible climax 

approaches, the trees of the orchard ‘brooded over them like jewelled birds in some ancient 

tapestry’.677 The tragic ending to the story suggests that women need to be free to make their 

own decisions. Laura is shown to have ‘[s]uch passion for a place’, as Webb did for Shropshire, 

but Lord Winter, by tearing off the leaves from her Name-Tree, damages her and this leads to 

her eventual death.678 Webb shows here that man’s desire to possess women is damaging and 

that women are independent people who need the freedom to enact their own destiny. 

‘The Sword’ is an interesting feminist story in the way that it categorises different types 

of women. For example, it contrasts ‘good women’ with ‘daughters of joy’.679 Webb highlights 

the differences between women by referring to them as ‘the registry-office lady, with her 

busyness, her trivialities, her little tea-equipage, little storms, tiny victories’, the ‘flower-soft, 

bird-voiced, gazelle-eyed girls’, ‘stout ladies of culinary capacity, breathlessly determined not 

to be “put upon,” tall young women with “manner,” and mammas’.680 This story portrays a 

woman’s struggle to work, the sacrifices she must make when she marries, and women’s desire 

to carry on working after marriage. When the heroine of the story, Eucharis, agrees to marry 

Richard, she is horrified at the idea of giving up her job to become his wife:  

She would be a great lady. She seemed almost terrified at the prospect. The wedding 
would be, of necessity, ceremonious. She must take her place in the world. And the 
poor little registry-office lady wept with such abandonment of grief that his words 
might have been her death-sentence.681 

 

 
673 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.178. 
674 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.177. 
675 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.179. 
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Webb emphasises the angel/whore dichotomy, that she identified in ‘The Prize’, as oppressive 

to women. This feminist story highlights a woman’s desire to remain independent. in its 

favouring of the idea of free sexual expression for women. The story is centred on the character 

of Richard Cledd who ‘was what is known among competitive mammas as a “catch”’.682 He is 

a recognized war hero who had fought in the First World War and is now looking for ‘a 

housekeeper’ and he falls in love with Eucharis as soon as he meets her.683 Webb mentions 

how he had always desired an angelic woman: ‘Had he not been looking for her ever since, as 

a small boy in a white suit, he had cried because the beautiful angel in the church window 

would not come down to him? He had found her now.’684  She is described as a ‘tall, white, 

unmatchable eucharis lily’ with a ‘holy, peaceful name, with a faint backwash of the chants of 

eucharistic feasts’.685 She is portrayed as almost an ethereal being:  

She was so velvet-white herself, with that lucent, mayflower skin, those lips whose 
sweetness and strength kept truce, that high, candid brow, the eyes with large pupils 
like a child’s – wondering, as if just lifted from looking at a miracle.686 

 

She ‘had that air of otherwhereness’ and ‘her body was still fair with attars of Paradise’.687 This 

excessive use of adjectives associated with beauty and nature stresses her angelic qualities and 

because of these her sudden fall from grace is greater. Once it is discovered that she is already 

married to another man, who has been locked away in an asylum, she is punished for her actions 

by being killed at the end of the story. It is a melodramatic ending as she dies from the shock 

that results from Richard discovering her secret. This is, arguably, a Victorian plot as it contains 

all the vital components of short stories from that period such as betrayal, remorse and passion. 

However, Coles describes this story as ‘a sophisticated, typical “Twenties” tale of a returned 

soldier and the tragedy of his post-war love affair’.688 Whilst Coles has given this story the 

praise that it rightly deserves by describing it as ‘sophisticated’, the word ‘typical’ lessens her 

praise somewhat and it is surprising that she has placed the emphasis of the tragedy on ‘his’ 

love affair rather than highlighting the tragic ending for the heroine. I think that this story shows 

Webb’s feminism as emphasises the problems that independent working women face when 

choosing to marry. It also shows that women are punished by society for seeking to fulfil their 
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own ambitions, while men are not. The heroine is compared to a ‘sparrow, starving and 

desperate’ who ‘flung itself violently against the window and fell across it, dead’.689 This 

trapped bird metaphor, also used by Webb in ‘The Name-Tree’, shows the imprisonment of 

women in society and this argument is further enforced by Richard taking ‘the precaution of 

bolting the door’ when they are in the registry office.690 Webb is suggesting here that women 

desire more freedom to make their own decisions and not be forced into them by men. 

Webb’s story ‘Blessed are the Meek’ is set in a women’s workhouse and shows how 

the woman who stands up for what she believes in and questions the establishment is punished 

with threats of being sent to the asylum as is ‘not quite herself’ and ‘a little – queer…. A little 

– wandering’.691 The story ends with the heroine hanging herself from the ‘beam of the porch’, 

as she wants to be free and not be sent to the asylum.692 She states: ‘I be a pauper lunatic by 

the mercy of men’.693 This story again expresses Webb’s argument for female independence 

as it emphasises how the ‘[f]orty-nine women’ had been ‘shut in here’ and were wishing to be 

free, like the bee that Fidelia lets out through the window, as they want to escape this 

‘prison’.694 The image of death is present from the beginning of the story in the description of 

the women who are in the workhouse being compared to figures on tombs: ‘Ninety-eight feet, 

clad in these stockings, were posed in various attitudes down the long room, swinging, tapping, 

crossed, or set out stilly side by side like on those tombs’.695 There is a general feeling of 

oppression in their workhouse life as they are described as ‘shut in here. All these life-stories, 

full of sad and joyous and wild happenings, had stopped here, and were waiting only for Death 

to break the final thread. Life was over’.696 Their lives are very monotonous and Webb displays 

this perfectly with her use of the colour grey: ‘the long grey corridors’, ‘[t]hey were knitting 

more grey stockings’, ‘[t]he sky was of the same sad grey as the workhouse stockings’.697 The 

only bright colours appear in the blue eyes of the kitten playing on the floor, and in the dreams 

of the women and the thoughts of the gardens they used to have: ‘A pink rose-tree, a white 

rose-tree, and a lilac’.698 Coles again fails to appreciate this story fully in her biography and 
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only refers to it in relation to Webb’s poetry or as an biographical anecdote. Webb ‘called, 

complete with flowers, on the old and sick, particularly at Cross Houses Workhouse, where 

she was deeply moved by the plight of workhouse women sitting in greyness’ and Coles claims 

that this experience directly influenced her story.699 Whilst it probably did, Webb’s story is 

more than a reflection on what she had seen and instead warrants attention as a worthy piece 

of writing. It stresses women’s desire to be viewed as ‘individuals’ and how society does not 

recognise this.700 

The most discontented of the women in the workhouse is the heroine of the story, 

Fidelia. She encourages the other women to remember the lives that they had before they ended 

up there. When Fidelia is discovered to have stolen a rose from the matron’s garden, she is 

punished by not being allowed to attend the ‘harvest tea’ that evening.701 The Bishop visits 

them and speaks of his idea of Heaven but this alienates the women even more:  

But, alas! his speech did not comfort. It lacerated. It destroyed the pictures that had 
glowed on the wall. It hammered to pieces the little eikons of home. It built up a picture 
of Heaven which had in it no touch of the loved fold and cottage, but which appeared 
to ninety-eight alarmed eyes to be exactly like the workhouse. It was grand and large 
and rather pompous.702 

 

This image of Heaven upsets Fidelia so much as she states: ‘It’s for Squire and Rector and you. 

It inna for us’.703 She is proclaimed to be ‘overwrought’ and it is decided that she must be sent 

to the asylum.704 This emphasises how men are in control and how society is shaped by their 

ideals and not by women’s. The story ends with her deciding to die rather than face this 

outcome. This melancholy tale encourages the reader to question society’s morality. By killing 

off the heroine at the end of this story, Webb makes the reader question how women are treated 

by the Church and by society as a whole. Fidelia concludes that the ‘meek’ are not ‘blessed’ 

but instead, ‘Them as is blessed is them as can fly’.705 She longs to be like the swallow and 

have wings so that she can fly away out of the workhouse, but instead she chooses to escape 

the ‘locked’ walls and kills herself. Webb cleverly displays the restrictions placed on women 

in society by contrasting their situation with the freedom of a bird. She also used this 

comparison in her poem ‘Colomen’: 
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 She would be free of the distress 
 That men call joy, the littleness 
 That men call life – as birds are free. 
 So in the dewy morning hour 
 She hanged herself within the tower706 
 

This poem (which is one of the longest of all Webb’s poetry) is about a lady who haunts the 

place called ‘Colomen’. A travelling painter arrives there, sees her and they fall in love. The 

poem ends tragically as her lover is murdered so she decides to take her own life: 

 In an evil hour 
 Her sister saw him leave the tower. 
 
 For all her simple country grace, 
 Hers was a haughty, lordly race. 
 When night was thick and black above, 
 They sent the press-gang for her love.707 
 

The heroine of this poem, like the one in ‘Blessed are the Meek’, kills herself by hanging. She 

would rather die than suffer ‘a wild, remote, [i]nhuman sorrow’.708 This emphasises Webb’s 

feminist argument as shows how women need their independence in order to be happy and 

survive.  

 The theme of missed opportunities for women characterises the story ‘A Cedar-Rose’ 

as well as ‘The Sword’. ‘A Cedar-Rose’ has a strong feminist tone throughout and raises 

questions about what women can achieve. It states:  

What were the gallants of the fifties doing, what was Mother Nature doing, that this 
should have happened? Because Miss Adalia was plain of feature, untalented in mind 
and secluded in life, there was no reason why she should not have fulfilled her woman’s 
vocation.709 

 

This is a tragic story about missed chances and lost dreams and Webb cleverly uses the 

metaphor of flowers and nature to suggest this. This story concerns the Misses Amory who are 

‘timid souls, and lock themselves into their fortress-like house in its enclosed garden, for fear 

of tramps’.710 The reclusive lifestyle of the sisters is reminiscent of the aunt and niece in The 

Aspern Papers by Henry James. The house is described as ‘plain’, like the women who live 
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there and their garden ‘never grew flowers, being too overshadowed by an immense cedar, the 

pride of the old ladies’ hearts’.711 One of the sisters, Miss Adalia, talks to the narrator about 

the cedar-rose and how, ‘[o]nce in a number of years one or two will appear on a cedar tree 

among the common fruit’ but that their ‘tree has not borne one for more than seventy years’.712 

She believes in the legend that ‘the finding of a cedar-rose meant a happy life for the finder’.713 

Her eventual discovery of a cedar-rose is described as a ‘miracle’ and her face is ‘transfigured’ 

because of it and ‘was young again’.714 Yet, the appearance of the flower predicts death and 

Miss Adalia dies shortly after her discovery. This is an unsettling ending which leaves the 

reader with a sense of loss for the lives of the women and what they could have achieved if 

they had had the same opportunities as men. This story is another example of Webb’s feminist 

leanings and emphasises her argument for greater opportunities for women. Coles describes 

this story as ‘a charming vignette about two elderly Victorian spinsters’ and argues that its 

‘completeness and the use of symbolism indicate aspects of Mary Webb’s future achievement 

in the novel and some of the similes and metaphors are forerunners of those which animate her 

later writing’.715 Whilst she praises this story and compares it to the work of Katherine 

Mansfield, she patronisingly refers to it as a ‘little country story’ and again demeans its artistic 

merit by stating how it ‘sprang directly from Mary’s experience “visiting”’.716 Coles fails to 

appreciate the feminist argument implicit in Webb’s work which deserves to be highlighted. 

 In a similar way to her novels, Webb depicts many images of women walking in her 

short stories as a way of implying their desire for more independence in society or as a way to 

assert the importance of their independence. Her urban story, ‘Palm’, is based in Bayswater 

and is a tale of a working woman who is selling bunches of pussy willow on the streets of 

London so that she can raise money for her penniless daughter, a ‘little Madonna of the gutter’, 

who is about to give birth to an illegitimate child.717 Coles refers to this story as ‘a brief 

character sketch’ and, as it is less than 400 words long, is very un-Victorian and instead is 

reminiscent of the more modern genre of flash fiction.718 It begins: ‘She wandered through the 

square of tall, stern, dilapidated houses that might well be called Tower-of-Babel-Square’.719 
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The heroine is an independent working woman who works very hard and this is shown by her 

expressing her tiredness of endlessly wandering through the streets: ‘Lady, O Lady! Buy a 

bunch of palm. I’ve walked so far, my dear, on these poor feet’.720 Her walking is shown in 

this short story to be an act of perseverance as she declares: ‘I’ll walk with palm. I’ll walk till 

I drop’.721 Her determination to provide money for her daughter is shown through her action 

of walking the streets. Addison points out that it ‘recounts an incident which actually happened 

to Mary in South London’.722 Webb had lots of requests for money and goods from people not 

as fortunate as herself and she helped many people by giving money and gifts to them. This 

story echoes the ‘young stories of the London streets’ that Webb heard and she narrates the tale 

of a lady who helped the poor, as she herself did, by giving them ‘a bundle of linen’.723 Coles 

states that ‘[w]hilst this sentimental little piece (found among Mary’s papers after her death) 

has no special literary merit, it shows very clearly the susceptibility which made her an easy 

prey for scrounging beggars as well as the genuinely unfortunate’.724 Coles fails to highlight 

the feminist argument implicit in this story as it shows Webb’s awareness of the difficulties 

that women faced in society. Dorothy Wrenn comments in her biography of Webb how her 

London stories reveal ‘her pity and understanding for the people condemned to this rootless, 

lonely existence in a great city’.725 This story, as well as raising feminist themes, also shows 

Webb’s yearning for Shropshire whilst she was in London as it ends with a nostalgic 

recollection of the ‘long, brown country roads, and of the voices, penetrating, obstinate and 

melodious, of the clover-breathing kine lowing after their young’.726  

The short story, ‘In Affection and Esteem’, is also set in London and depicts another 

working woman who walks around the city. It is the moving tale of a woman who is destined 

never to receive flowers from an admirer so instead sends them to herself, however her 

landlady, convinced that they cannot be for her, sends the postman away. The protagonist of 

the story bears the plain name of ‘Miss Myrtle Brown’ and the reader is likely to feel sympathy 

for this character as we are told, in the opening sentence, how she ‘had never, since she 

unwillingly began her earthly course, received the gift of a box or a bouquet of flowers’.727 
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Myrtle works stitching ‘buttonholes in a big London shop’ and ‘she trudged away to the 

underground station every day’.728 The word ‘trudged’ implies her tiredness and dissatisfaction 

with her life. There is a lyrical tone to this story as the heroine recounts how many flowers she 

would like to receive: ‘Red roses at the bed’s head, white roses at the foot. On the table, pinks. 

Not a few flowers; not just a small box. Many, many flowers – all the sweetness the world 

owed her’.729 The narrator goes on to state that she is owed ‘a debt of beauty’ because she has 

spent so much time working to produce buttonholes for her customers that she deserves to 

receive some flowers in return.730 She is extravagantly referred to as ‘the world’s creditor for 

so much of colour and perfume’ and ‘its creditor for small daisies and immense sunflowers’.731 

There is a regretful and dark undertone to the story as Myrtle reflects that she is ‘not young 

enough’ anymore and she minces the meat ‘as if Time and Death were on the chopping-

board’.732 There exists a profound disappointment and disillusionment in Myrtle’s life which 

is reminiscent of Mansfield’s short story ‘The Tiredness of Rosabel’. She is so eager for 

something exciting to happen that she decides to ‘provide a pageant for herself’.733 Once she 

has ordered flowers for herself, her journey home from work changes: ‘Through Covent 

Garden’s peculiarly glutinous mud she went in a beatitude, worked in a beatitude, went home 

in a dream’.734 Rather than trudging home, she now walks in a daze. The story ends on a 

melancholy note as the flowers are sent away from the house by the landlady and Myrtle is 

described as ‘a sad-coloured butterfly’ and refers to herself as ‘my only friend’.735 Webb creates 

such pathos with this story that she appears to want to leave the reader feeling bereft at the end 

of it with a strong sense of regret for the heroine. Webb is emphasising women’s desire for 

change and for more opportunities and she does this by depicting the heroine walking around 

London. The mobility of Myrtle is significant as it is a metaphor for her desire for freedom. 

The women in her short stories are often punished for desiring more from life and Webb 

stresses here the constraints that have been placed on women by society and the need for change 

to be brought about in the future.  
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A similar tale to the one told in ‘In Affection and Esteem’ was also related by Webb in 

her poem ‘An Old Woman’. This poem is about an old woman who could not afford to buy 

flowers in her lifetime but now is surrounded by them when she is dead. It says: 

They bring her flowers – red roses heavily sweet, 
White pinks and Mary-lilies and a haze 
Of fresh green ferns; around her head and feet 
They heap more flowers than she in all her days 
Possessed. She sighed once – ‘Posies aren’t for me; 
They cost too much.’ 
Yet now she sleeps in them, and cannot see 
Or smell or touch.736 

 

This disturbing poem goes on to say how she would have loved to have received flowers when 

she was alive but they are pointless now:  

 They give her tears – affection’s frailest flowers – 
 And fold her close in praise and tenderness: 
 She does not heed. Yet in those empty hours 
 If there had come, to cheer her loneliness, 
 But one red rose in youth’s rose-loving day, 
 A smile, a tear, 
 It had been good. But now she goes her way 
 And does not hear.737 
 

This is similar to ‘In Affection and Esteem’ and shows the importance that Webb placed on 

nature and the role that it plays in people’s lives and also the importance of changing the 

position of women in society before it is too late. Her poem ‘On Receiving a Box of Spring 

Flowers in London’ also shows the importance of sending and receiving flowers as they are a 

reminder of the countryside when living away from it: ‘I did not think the violets came so soon, 

Yet here are five, and all my room is sweet’.738 Webb’s use of nature in her writings emphasises 

the frailty of human existence and, therefore, stresses the urgency of the need to empower 

women. 

Webb’s story, ‘Caer Cariad’, is subtitled ‘A Story of the Marches’ and is firmly 

positioned within the Shropshire landscape. It tells the story of Dinah who was married to 

Zedekiah but loved David. She struggles with her conflicting emotions as: ‘She knew suddenly 

that her one desire was to follow David to the world’s end, that so she would attain holiness. 
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Yet how could that be, since she would be breaking the laws of God and man?’739 Webb deals 

with difficult and controversial issues in this story as she challenges the idea that all women 

want to get married and have children. Dinah declares how she never wanted to marry David 

but felt it was the ‘only respectable vocation open to her’.740 Interestingly, when her child is 

born ‘she had cried out that it was a text and not a child that she was bringing into the world’ 

and when it dies ‘she was not very sorry’.741 To compare a child to a ‘text’ is such a surprising 

analogy to make and maybe indicates that Webb felt her writings were a substitute for children. 

Webb does not suggest that lack of maternal feeling should be frowned upon; instead the reader 

is encouraged to feel sympathy for Dinah’s situation. It could also indicate the significance of 

a working role for women as it stresses the recognition of the role of the woman writer. 

Cholmondeley also compared a woman’s relationship to her writing to that of a mother’s 

relationship with her child in Red Pottage when Hester says to her brother, ‘I did not let your 

child die. Why have you killed mine?’, after he has burnt her book.742 Both authors are 

highlighting the importance of the woman writer and her status in society. ‘Caer Cariad’ deals 

with issues of sin, remorse, guilt, spiritual needs, heaven, the devil and God. Dinah has five 

stillborn babies and this is felt by her husband to be punishment for her sins. Webb herself did 

not have any children and she wrote about this in her moving poem, ‘The Neighbour’s 

Children’: 

 They run to meet me, clinging to my dress, 
 The neighbour’s children. With a wild unrest 
 And sobbings of a strange, fierce tenderness, 
 I snatch them to my breast.  
 But my baby, ah! my baby 
 Weepeth – weepeth 
 In the far loneliness of nonentity, 
 And holds his little spirit hands to me, 
 Crying ‘Mother!’ and nearer creepeth; 

Beats on my heart’s lit window anxiously, 
Shivering and sobbing, ‘Mother, let me in!’743 

 

Coles mentions in her biography that Webb ‘had confided to friends such as Caradoc Evans 

how much she wanted a baby, how she would have liked “several”’.744 Such information makes 

 
739 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, pp.227-228. 
740 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.228. 
741 Ibid. 
742 Cholmondeley, Red Pottage, p.276. 
743 Webb, ‘The Neighbour’s Children’ in Poems and the Spring of Joy (London: Jonathan Cape, 1948) p.74, lines 
1-11. 
744 G. M. Coles, The Flower of Light, (London: Duckworth, 1978), p.200. 
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this short story even more poignant, and just as the narrator of the poem senses the ‘little spirit’ 

of her child near to her, so too does Dinah feel ‘the eyes of her unbreathing children’ following 

her around.745  

‘Caer Cariad’ depicts the heroine, Dinah, embark on a treacherous walk in order to 

escape the confines of her unhappy marriage and to be reunited with her lover. Her walk is an 

act of defiance and independence: ‘‘I’ve a mind to go,’ she said to herself. She fetched her 

shawl and set off’.746 As her husband ‘ceased to regard her as worthy of his supervision’, Dinah 

felt ‘[f]ree for the first time’ so ‘she began to wander’.747 Walking in this story is portrayed as 

a positive action, prompting women to claim control of their lives. The countryside she 

encounters on her walk is shown to be welcoming of her decision: 

There did not seem to be any criticism in the bright world – all made of amber and 
green and pale blue glass – as she left the spinney and set forth with a brave heart on 
her twenty-mile walk…By mossy tracks where primroses bloomed in bridal bouquets; 
through grave beech-woods transparently roofed with young leaves; over the quick, 
pointed grass that pricked up, thick and wet, through a powder of daisies with delicate 
elation; across the brown, rounded hills she passed, grotesque and sombre…she kept 
on.748 

 

This passage shows that the landscape encourages her decision to walk with its flowers 

blooming and filled with ‘elation’. Her journey is presented by Webb to be essential to Dinah’s 

independence as her ‘willing old feet’ take her to Caer Cariad and her own happy ending.749 

Her story ‘Caer Cariad’ also discusses the controversial topics of love and sex. ‘Caer 

Cariad’ asks important questions about morality and law. It poses the question: if you love 

someone, do you need to get married? Webb explores this issue in her novels, The Golden 

Arrow (1916) and Seven for a Secret (1921); indeed, it was very forward thinking of her to 

write about this in the early part of the twentieth century. Webb refers to the ‘institution of 

marriage’ in this story as ‘herd-morality’ and questions the principles behind it.750 Webb 

discusses the issue of forbidden love and ponders why it is deemed wrong to engage in a sexual 

relationship with someone if you love him or her, whether you are married to them or not. Her 

romantic image of love is presented in this mystical short story in a compelling argument for 

the ‘free love’ social movement. Liggins, Maunder and Robbins argue that this ‘desire to 

 
745 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.231. 
746 All references to this story from Webb, ‘Caer Cariad’ in Armour Wherein He Trusted, pp.225-238. These 
quotes are from p.233. 
747 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.232. 
748 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.234. 
749 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.235. 
750 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.228. 
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reform the institution of marriage or to reject it in favour of spinsterhood, lesbianism or a free 

union (the 1890s version of living in sin) was central to discourses about the New Woman’.751 

Writers such as Sarah Grand, George Egerton, Netta Syrett, Olive Schreiner and Ella D’Arcy 

had been writing about these issues in their short stories before Webb and may indeed have 

influenced her.  

 The issue of female insanity as a social category imposed on women is also posed in 

‘Caer Cariad’; because of Dinah’s actions she appears to have ‘lost the sanity of others, which 

had been her madness, and now that men called her mad she drew near to the patient reason of 

nature’.752 As she decides to leave her husband and go to live with her lover, in his house ‘under 

the southern slopes of Caer Cariad’, it is said that ‘the full flood of madness’ has come upon 

Dinah.753 Linking female independence with insanity appears in some of Webb’s other short 

stories as already discussed. When Dinah arrives at David’s cottage, even though they are now 

both elderly, they now find their own ‘Paradise’ together and the story ends with David stating 

how the only ‘Bad Place’ is the one they would have been in if they had not found each other 

again.754 This tale challenges the notions of Heaven and Hell and what is right and wrong. 

Webb raises as many questions as she answers in this story, but it is made clear that her views 

on the subject are that love should overcome all obstacles. 

 Another story of Webb’s which depicts a woman walking is ‘Over the Hills and Far 

Away’. This story is about another working woman: Margaret Mahuntleth who works as a 

chair-mender. She walks all over the county for her work: ‘she fought her way to Thresholds 

Farm through weather that made her whole being seem a hollow shell’.755 Walking is shown 

in this story to be an act of independence and endurance as Margaret travels ‘on her small 

birdlike feet all over the county, carrying her long bundle of rushes’.756 She walks in all 

weathers: ‘Winter and summer she tramped from place to place, over frozen roads and dusty 

roads and all other kinds of roads’.757 The word ‘tramped’ implies her tiredness and resilience. 

Margaret does not go inside buildings but lives in the countryside: ‘Under the bowl of the sky, 

across the valleys she came, did her work featly as an elf, and was gone’.758 She is shown to be 

 
751 Liggins, Maunder and Robbins, The British Short Story, p.70. 
752 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.232. 
753 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.234 and p.233. 
754 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.238. 
755 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.135. 
756 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.135-6. 
757 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.137. 
758 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.137-8. 
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a magical creature who is at home with nature. However, Margaret is invited into the Master’s 

house at the end of the story and is invited to stay there. This story ends with the lines:  

And this was how Marg’ret Mahuntleth, the poor chair-mender, without will of her own 
or desert of her own, as far as she could see, came to be the mistress of the house and 
lawful wife of the master of Thresholds.759 

 

Even though Margaret is now a mistress of a house, the language used by Webb implies her 

independent spirit disappears as she becomes ‘perfectly receptive, empty-handed’ and the 

Master with his ‘flaming eyes’ is shown as a predatory creature.760 Webb argues here that 

women need to assert their own independence rather than give in to a man’s desires as she asks 

the question: ‘How shall a conch-shell make music unless one lends it a voice?’761 Webb’s 

story is an argument for women needing a voice in society in order to be able to freely wander 

the countryside and pursue their own work.  

 The endings of Webb’s short stories are interesting in that they are mainly melancholy 

whereas her novels, except for Gone to Earth, end happily. In her short story, ‘Owd Blossom’, 

Webb even comments that the story should have had an unhappy ending, with the hero being 

killed by a bull, but then she changes it and he lives. She writes: ‘The story should end here, 

but it cannot. If it did, Love would be left for ever facing Death’.762 It is interesting that she felt 

that a short story should have a sad ending. This could be due to her expectations about the 

genre. Alternatively, the happy endings of her novels could have been the result of pressure 

from her readers or publishers to produce a romantic ending for the novel-reading public. 

Whatever their ending, these stories show the reader that Webb was a diverse writer who could 

successfully write outside of her perceived genre of romantic novels and nature essays, and 

incorporated her ideas and beliefs into the contained format of a short story. They offer another 

perspective of Webb and provide her readership with a diverse range of stories which 

encompass many genres and viewpoints.  

 This chapter, as well as discussing the role that biographers and literary pilgrims have 

played in shaping the reputation and image of Mary Webb, has also emphasised Webb’s links 

to the Shropshire area and the importance of place in her writing. I have analysed literary 

theories of walking and representations of women walking and interacting with the countryside 

in Webb’s novels and short stories and the feminist arguments implicit within them. Like 

 
759 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.141-2. 
760 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.141. 
761 Webb, Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.140. 
762 Webb, ‘Owd Blossom’ in Armour Wherein He Trusted, p.220. 
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Cholmondeley, she combines these two elements in her writing to portray what it was like for 

a woman to live in Shropshire in the early part of the twentieth century. In my next chapter, I 

will analyse what G.I.S. Mapping can teach us about the work and life of Mary Cholmondeley 

and Mary Webb, along with the journeys of Webb’s literary pilgrims, in order to argue that 

place and gender are firmly linked in their writing. Chapter Three will also briefly discuss 

Thomas Hardy, another author whose work has been subject to mapping and pilgrimages, and 

comparison will be made between how his treatment of place differs, or is similar to, 

Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s in order to show how men and women writers react to the space 

around them.  
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Chapter Three: Placing Mary Cholmondeley and Mary Webb in the Twenty-First 

Century 

  

Mapping Shropshire 

 

This thesis has emphasised the connection of Shropshire to the lives and works of 

Cholmondeley and Webb, and in order to further my analysis of this connection I have 

produced literary maps using G.I.S. (Geographical Information Systems).  The National 

Geographic Encyclopaedia defines G.I.S. as follows:  

A geographic information system (GIS) is a computer system for capturing, storing, 
checking, and displaying data related to positions on Earth’s surface. GIS can show 
many kinds of data on one map. This enables people to more easily see, analyse, and 
understand patterns and relationships.763 
 
I have produced G.I.S. maps relating to the places in Shropshire where Cholmondeley 

and Webb lived, the locations referred to in the novels of Webb, and the routes taken by Webb’s 

literary pilgrims. A study conducted by Donaldson, Gregory and Murrieta-Flores entitled, 

‘Mapping “Wordsworthshire”: A G.I.S. Study of Literary Tourism in Victorian Lakeland’, has 

shown that the literary landscape of the Lake District ‘was determined not only by the broader 

geography of Wordsworth’s works, but also by the contours of the local waterways, roadways, 

and railways that afforded the literary tourist access to the poet’s world’.764 This is interesting 

as it suggests that the popularity of certain tourist destinations has been influenced by 

geographical features, for example how accessible they are, their proximity to other tourist 

sites, and the presence of roads and rail links, as well as the availability of accommodation in 

the vicinity. A similar relationship between the literary geography of Cholmondeley’s and 

Webb’s life and novels and the physical geography of the Shropshire region can be more easily 

compared using G.I.S. By plotting the points of interest visited by literary tourists, such as 

Byford-Jones and Reid Chappell, on a G.I.S. database, it is possible to compare whether their 

routes were determined by the physical landscape of the area, for example whether they had to 

bypass certain areas due to the presence of hills or rivers.765 These modern geographical 

technologies can, as well as plotting the land associated with the work and life of Mary 

 
763 National Geographic Society Encyclopedia, 26 March 2011. www.nationalgeographic.org Accessed 9th 
November 2016. 
764 C. Donaldson, I. N. Gregory and P. Murrieta-Flores, ‘“Mapping ‘Wordsworthshire”: A G.I.S. Study of Literary 
Tourism in Victorian Lakeland’, in Journal of Victorian Culture: 2015, Vol. 20, No. 3, pp.287-307, p.293. 
765 See links to maps in Appendix. 
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Cholmondeley and Mary Webb, help us to reconsider the route of the 1930s literary tourist 

who went in search of Webb. We can also compare these routes with the maps of the walking 

tours offered today to see how different they are. This enables us to see whether a modern-day 

literary tourist could just as easily encounter ‘Mary Webb’s Shropshire’ in the same way as a 

1930s one did. The Shropshire landscape that often features in Webb’s novels is part of land 

owned by the National Trust and therefore is protected from development, so it has remained 

largely unchanged over the years. However, the Meole Brace area, where Webb lived from 

1902 to 1909, has been subject to a lot of building work in recent years and thus offers a 

different perspective for the tourist today. 

 As was discussed earlier in the thesis, Cholmondeley’s work does not contain as many 

references to Shropshire as Webb’s so therefore is not as easy to map. I have, however, 

produced a map of ‘Mary Cholmondeley’s Shropshire’ and this indicates the house she lived 

in, where her relatives lived and other notable local landmarks or houses that she visited or that 

may have provided inspiration for her fiction. My map centres around the village of Hodnet, 

where Cholmondeley was born, and marks out the house she lived in, Hodnet Rectory. It also 

pinpoints Hodnet Hall which was where the Heber-Percy family lived who were relatives of 

Cholmondeley. Saint Luke’s Church in Hodnet is also displayed on the map and this was the 

church where Cholmondeley’s father was the rector. My map also highlights local notable 

houses that Cholmondeley visited whilst living in Shropshire: Condover Hall and Wenlock 

Abbey. The Owen family lived at Condover Hall and they were relatives of Cholmondeley so 

she often went to stay there. Wenlock Abbey was home to the Milnes-Gaskell family and Lady 

C. Milnes Gaskell was also an author and had written Spring in a Shropshire Abbey (1905) and 

Friends Round the Wrekin (1914) amongst others.766 Cholmondeley went to stay with the 

Milnes-Gaskells in July 1893 and her name can be seen written in the Visitors’ Book.767 The 

Milnes-Gaskells entertained many other famous authors including Henry James and Thomas 

Hardy.768 The disparity in the number of literary pilgrim accounts devoted to Webb rather than 

Cholmondeley, and the number of references to Shropshire in Webb’s work, accounts for the 

fact that there is more discussion of Webb in this chapter. Even though there does not appear 

 
766 Lady C. Milnes-Gaskell, Spring in a Shropshire Abbey (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1905). Lady C. Milnes-
Gaskell, Friends Around the Wrekin (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1914). 
767 Cynthia Gamble, Wenlock Abbey 1857-1919: A Shropshire Country House and the Milnes-Gaskell Family, 
(Much Wenlock: Ellingham Press, 2015), p.249. 
768 Henry James visited Wenlock Abbey in 1877 and he wrote about it in ‘Abbeys and Castles’ in James, 
Portraits of Places (London: Gerald Duckworth, 2001), pp. 236-241. Thomas Hardy signed the Visitors Book in 
1893 and 1894 and this is shown in Gamble, Wenlock Abbey 1857-1919: A Shropshire Country House and the 
Milnes-Gaskell Family, p.216. 
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to be as many literary pilgrims who travel to Shropshire in search of places that are connected 

to Cholmondeley, and no written accounts exist from literary pilgrims dedicated to 

Cholmondeley, I am hopeful that my thesis and maps may encourage more people to visit the 

area to seek out the places associated with her. There is also the possibility that future 

researchers could potentially look at Cholmondeley’s work and map her Suffolk or London 

connections in the future. 

Using Google MyMaps, I have compiled G.I.S. maps for some of Mary Webb’s novels, 

the Shropshire houses that she lived in, and the routes that Byford Jones and Reid Chappell 

took for their written accounts of visits to the county. My maps can be accessed via the website 

links given in the Appendix. This chapter will discuss the purpose of mapping, the information 

that can be discovered through mapping, and some of the problems that I encountered and how 

these were overcome. The G.I.S. maps show that by plotting her novels on a virtual map, we 

can more easily see and identify fictional landmarks and also appreciate the strong connections 

that Webb made between her characters’ personalities and the environment in which they were 

living. For example, The Golden Arrow map shows how Deborah lived in a safe and sheltered 

area at the foot of the Stiperstones hills when she resided with her parents, yet later moved up 

amongst the craggy rocks and The Devil’s Chair when she moved in with Stephen. Webb 

firmly positions her novels within the Shropshire landscape, often by using actual place names 

in her writing. For example, in a description in Gone to Earth, she refers to:  

Hunter’s Spinney, a conical hill nearly as high as God’s Little Mountain, lay between 
that range and Undern. It was deeply wooded; only its top was bare and caught the light 
redly. It was a silent and deserted place, cowled in ancient legends. Here the Black 
Huntsman stalled his steed, and the death-pack coming to its precincts, ceased into the 
hill.769 

 

The use of actual place names and landscape descriptions firmly locates Webb’s novels within 

the Shropshire landscape and links her work to this county in a definite way. However, whereas 

sometimes Webb does use local names for her landmarks (for example The Devil’s Chair), she 

does not always use real place names and her fictional ones often present us with a 

topographical problem. Even more problematic is that often she borrows actual place names 

and re-applies them to different settings or to characters within the novel (for example the 

character of Beguildy in Precious Bane). This makes it hard to identify certain settings in her 

books and this is problematic for the literary pilgrim who desires them to be easily located. 

These fictional names all relate to different locations throughout Shropshire and when 

 
769 Mary Webb, Gone to Earth (London: Jonathan Cape, 1930), p.75. 
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searching through the Mary Webb Archive at the Shropshire Archives, even though Gordon 

Dickins argues that ‘[m]ost of the towns and villages mentioned in her novels under fictitious 

names are easily identifiable’, I have found that there is a difference of opinion as to which 

locations Webb is referring to.770 For example, Kenneth Milner thinks that ‘Lullingford’ in 

Precious Bane is Much Wenlock771, yet Alma Parry believes ‘Lullingford’ to relate to Ludlow, 

Western Lullingfields, Baschurch or Ellesmere.772 Kenneth Milner feels that that his 

‘meticulous knowledge of every nook and cranny of the town, and every page of the novels, 

has enabled him to identify actual places and people in Much Wenlock.’773 However, Gladys 

Mary Coles believes Lullingford to be Ludlow, but she also points out that, ‘[s]ome of my 

identifications of her settings will possibly be disputed: some sites are well established; and 

there are others which will always remain an enigma.’774 G.I.S. software can help to solve this 

puzzle as it aids in the identification of the places and this could then give us a more accurate 

and clearer understanding of the locations represented in Webb’s novels. By using G.I.S. 

mapping techniques, the viewer has a three-dimensional view of the land so it is clearer to see 

how and where different places are located.  

 The map that I created based on Precious Bane helps to identify more easily the 

locations of Sarn Mere and Lullingford which are mentioned in the novel. Looking at my map, 

the most likely locations for these two places are Bomere and Much Wenlock as they are 

geographically most likely given the descriptions of distances between them which are given 

in the novel. An article in the Shrewsbury Chronicle from 1950 also thought that Sarn was 

based on Bomere: 

The glooming mere by which the Sarns lived fits Bomere perfectly. The pool, secluded 
and half-hidden by the woods that stretch to Condover, is near to Lyth Hill; where Mary 
Webb and her husband had built a cottage, and it is known that she often walked around 
its shores while she was writing Precious Bane…nobody who has visited Bomere, 
especially in the winter months, can doubt that this is the place Mary Webb had in mind 
when she worked out the fascinating story of Gideon and Prue and Kester 
Woodseaves.775 

 

 The Border Counties Advertiser in 1930 also noted that: 

 
770 Dickins, An Illustrated Literary Guide to Shropshire, p.78. 
771 Kenneth Milner, Lullingford, (Telford: Taws Printers Ltd., 2004).  
772 A. Parry, ‘Place names from the novels of Mary Webb with (suggested) locations’, Shropshire Archives, 
Exhibit C2B undated. 
773 Milner, Lullingford, p.4-5. 
774 Coles, The Flower of Light, p.333. 
775 ‘Filmmakers seek Inspiration from Mary Webb: A Prime Minister’s praise set the seal on her fame’, 
Shrewsbury Chronicle, March 29th 1957, Shropshire Archives Ref. 7760. 
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It has been a matter for considerable conjecture what is exactly the district Mary Webb 
sought to portray in Precious Bane. It has been thought the Ellesmere district, where, 
of course, the largest collection of Shropshire meres is situated, but Sarn Mere of the 
story probably had its prototype in Bomere, an expanse of water not far from Lyth Hill. 
Sarn Mere, no doubt, is a composite locality and we might get nearest to the truth by 
saying that if Bomere were transferred to the Ellesmere district we should have 
something very much resembling Sarn.776 
 

These quotations both point out the problems that we can encounter when mapping Webb’s 

work as some fictional locations may be a mixture of different places and this is a factor that 

we must bear in mind. We must also consider that although Webb was basing her settings on 

real places, her novels remain works of fiction. This obsession by literary pilgrims to identify 

the ‘real’ locations may possibly obscure Webb’s achievements as a writer. However, I argue 

that this pursuit can add an exciting dimension to Webb’s work and encourages and creates 

both renewed interest and attracts a fresh audience to her work.  

In mapping my G.I.S. maps of Mary Webb’s novels, I consulted the information located 

in Shropshire Archives and then compiled a list of all the fictional place names in Mary Webb’s 

work and their suggested related towns.  I have then inputted this data into the Google MyMaps 

database. Another G.I.S. map that I have plotted shows the locations mentioned in The Golden 

Arrow. This map shows that Webb clearly knew the landscape she was writing about as the 

setting is restricted to a small area and surrounds the Long Mynd where she spent her 

honeymoon in 1912. It can be noted by the textual references displayed on my G.I.S. map that 

Webb carefully positions her plot within the landscape by referring to hills, mountains and the 

surrounding environment. By doing this she foregrounds the Shropshire setting in her novel 

and emphasizes its importance to her narrative. A study of this map shows that the landscape 

of Shropshire itself played a part in the representation of women in the novel, as Webb uses 

the wild, and sometimes treacherous, Shropshire countryside to reflect her characters’ 

personalities and to enforce their defiant stance against society. By placing her wild landscape 

within a geographically identifiable region rather than in a wholly imaginative place, Webb 

suggests that the threat to women’s independence is real and locatable. For example The 

Golden Arrow map shows the setting as indicative of the drama of Deborah and Stephen’s 

relationship, for the mountain called The Devil’s Chair looms over their lives; Webb carefully 

selected certain aspects of the landscape to support the themes of her novel. Wilderhope, 

therefore, represents the known countryside and peaceful family life in which Deborah grew 

 
776 Clayton Jones, The Border Counties Advertiser, November 12th 1930, Shropshire Archives Ref. 7760. 
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up, and Diafol represents the unknown terrors and the darkness that consumes Stephen when 

he is in doubt about which life to choose. By walking through these areas today, one can sense 

the foreboding hills and the beauty that exists within the landscape. Webb’s writing evokes the 

emotions of this area and, when read in conjunction with both the map and a tour or pilgrimage 

of the countryside, a deeper understanding of her work is possible.  

Both mapping and literary tourism encourage readers to explore texts in a different way 

and can open up alternative readings. My intention was to create more scholarly maps that will 

emphasise Webb’s role as a ‘serious’ feminist writer rather than as a provincial and romantic 

author, in order to explode the myth that has grown up around her. My G.I.S. maps can thus be 

used as an alternative way to ‘read’ the text as extracts from her novels are positioned alongside 

the places that inspired them. I have also plotted a map which shows all of the places where 

Webb lived in Shropshire and provided photographs of the houses that she lived in. Using 

G.I.S. mapping, it is possible to see the landscape that surrounded Webb as she wrote her novels 

and you can identify the exact locations in which she resided at different times. By studying 

the maps, patterns and connections can be identified between the life of the author and her 

works. For example, it can be seen from the maps that Webb set The Golden Arrow, which was 

published in 1916, in the Long Mynd and Stiperstones hills where she often walked whilst she 

was living in the nearby village of Pontesbury from 1914 to 1916. This open and easily 

accessible resource can be used as both a literary guide and a virtual walking tour which both 

scholars and lovers of Mary Webb and Shropshire can use wherever they are in the world. I 

have uploaded past and present photographs of the landscape and buildings to my map so that 

viewers can see what the landscape looked like when Webb lived there and compare it to how 

it looks now. Users can also add information to my maps so that this will be a constantly 

evolving project. Paintings, diary entries, letters, literary texts and historic, literary and 

ordnance survey maps can all be inputted into the map so that as much information as the user 

requires can be available at the click of a button. Numerous walking tours and maps of Mary 

Webb’s Shropshire already exist and these can also be inputted into my G.I.S. database using 

deep mapping techniques. The database, therefore, has the advantage of bringing together lots 

of different materials and collating all the information into one resource that will be accessible 

to all.  

In order to indicate the history of literary pilgrimages in the area, I have also plotted the 

routes that Byford-Jones and Reid Chappell took; making the places that they focused on more 

easily identifiable to encourage further study. It can be seen from these maps how much 

travelling they undertook in their search for places which both inspired, and were associated 
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with, the author. By using G.I.S. software as a resource, the reader may further appreciate 

Webb’s work, which adds a different dimension to previous literary studies. Mapping opens 

up a more visual way of studying a text and the surge in interest in recent years for interactive 

literary techniques, such as virtual reality games based on novels, shows the growth in this area 

of study.777 Whether one chooses to physically walk Webb’s Shropshire, or virtually to do so, 

the myth that has surrounded Mary Webb deserves to be exploded to make way for a re-

evaluation of her work as a credible feminist writer. My maps as well as helping readers to 

look beyond the myth, also foregrounds the influence of place on her work, rather than 

focussing unduly on aspects of her personality. G.I.S. Mapping also provides an opportunity 

for less able or physically disabled people, who are unable to walk freely around Webb’s 

Shropshire, to engage with the resource, so making the information more inclusive. Denis 

Wood’s book The Power of Maps argues that maps ‘enable the past to become part of the 

living’.778 My G.I.S. maps enable Webb’s landscape to be accessed by a new readership.  

The plotting of fictional places on a real world map is a concept that has frequently 

provoked discussion. As Thomas Hardy also used fictional place names in his work, yet 

retained a link with a specific area of the country, I will now consider what can be learnt from 

the study of his novels and analyse this in relation to Webb’s work. Webb was a great admirer 

of Thomas Hardy’s work and he had a considerable influence on her writing. His strong 

association with a particular place or area has resulted in numerous literary pilgrimages to 

‘Wessex’. Hardy’s writing career began in the 1870s, before Webb was born. The appeal of 

his novels for Webb probably went far beyond his representations of rural life and landscapes, 

for he dealt with themes such as marriage, divorce and the hypocrisy of late-Victorian attitudes 

to women. Webb wrote to him in 1922 to ask if she could dedicate her next novel to him. He 

accepted and so Seven for a Secret bears the dedication: ‘To the Illustrious Name of Thomas 

Hardy, whose acceptance of this dedication has made me so happy’.779 She was invited at a 

later date to his Dorset home but this meeting never took place due to her ‘illness and 

depression’.780 Her writing style and the subject matter of her novels, short stories and poems 

have a lot in common with the work of Hardy. Both authors set their novels and poetry in a 

landscape which has been the focus of literary tourism due to the evocative representation of 

 
777 There is a video game series devoted to Arthur Conan Doyle’s character Sherlock Holmes created by 
Frogwares (2002). Charles Dickens meets a character in an Assassin’s Creed Syndicate video game created by 
VGS(2015). 
778 Denis Wood, The Power of Maps (London: Guildford Press, 1992), p.1.  
779 Mary Webb, Seven for a Secret (London: Jonathan Cape, 1930), p.7. 
780 Coles, The Flower of Light, p.227. 
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place in their writing. Her novel The House in Dormer Forest (1920) was compared to Hardy’s 

books in a review in the Bookman (September, 1920), the reviewer stating: ‘this grim and 

powerful story […] awakens memories of Charlotte Brontë and Thomas Hardy’.781 The 

reviewer focused on the ‘gloom in the story’, but referred to the ‘all-pervading humour’.782 

Hardy was adept at dealing with the darker sides of the human personality while also providing 

comic elements to his stories. Webb may have been inspired by his more risqué and candid 

representations of sex than the Victorian veiled sexuality of other novelists. Stuart Sillars 

argues that ‘the sexual hunger’ of Webb’s female characters is an important part of her writing 

and this is an aspect of Hardy’s novels.783 One of main similarities in their work is that they 

both shared a love of the countryside which is clearly shown in their writing. Dominic Head 

comments that: ‘Mary Webb’s Precious Bane…reproduces Hardy’s vision to the extent that 

human happiness is dependent upon sympathetic engagement with the rural environment’.784 I 

agree with this assertion as regards Precious Bane, for the characters in this novel who have 

most sympathy for the landscape, Prue and Kester, receive their own happy ending together, 

while Gideon, who treats the landscape as purely a way to make money, drowns himself in the 

mere. However, this assertion is not true in respect to Gone to Earth as Hazel, who loves nature, 

is tragically killed at the end of novel when she flees from the fox hunt and falls down a quarry. 

It could be argued, however, that Webb shows that general human happiness is only possible 

through interaction with nature as this novel condemns the practice of hunting with Hazel 

depicted as being a victim of the hunt just as much as the fox. Both authors show that the 

natural world and wellbeing are linked and this may well have been a reason why Webb 

enjoyed Hardy’s books so much. This influence on her writing is, unsurprisingly, most obvious 

in her descriptions of the natural environment. 

 When mapping, it must be considered why both Hardy and Webb invented place names 

for their settings while basing them on real places. Webb’s relationship with the Shropshire 

countryside was so complex and emotionally charged, and it could be suggested she didn’t 

want to claim the actual place names for her settings in order to emphasise their existence in a 

re-imagined setting of her own. Watson argues that Hardy, by blending real names with 

imaginary ones, ‘created a region in which the real, although still verifiably there, actually has 

 
781 Quoted in Coles, The Flower of Light, p.213. 
782 Ibid. 
783 Stuart Sillars, ‘Gone to Earth and 1920s Landscape Ideology’ in Sillars, Visualisation in Popular Fiction 1860-
1960: Graphic Narratives, Fictional Images, (London and New York: Routledge, 1995), pp.93-112, p.98. 
784 Dominic Head, Modernity and the English Rural Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), p.24. 
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rather less purchase upon the tourist’s imagination than the overlay of the fictive’.785 This 

implies that the reader and literary tourist wish to discover a ‘dream country’ when visiting the 

region and that this is part of their quest. Perhaps it is the same for Webb, as she both desires 

to integrate the Shropshire she loves into her novels, yet also aims to use her own imagination 

and the result is a combination of the two. Hardy himself stated the reasons for his revival of 

the ancient name of ‘Wessex’ in his Wessex novels in his 1895 Preface to Far From the 

Madding Crowd: 

The series of novels I projected being mainly of the kind called local, they seemed to 
require a territorial definition of some sort to lend unity to their scene. Finding that the 
area of a single county did not afford a canvas large enough for this purpose, and that 
there were objections to an invented name, I disinterred the old one. The region 
designated was known but vaguely, and I was often asked even by educated people 
where it lay…But I believe I am correct in stating that, until the existence of this 
contemporaneous Wessex in place of the usual counties was announced in the present 
story, in 1874, it had never been heard of in fiction and current speech.786 

 

It is interesting that Hardy uses the terms ‘local’, ‘territorial’ and ‘region’ in this quotation as 

these imply that he clearly wanted to demarcate a designated area. This is also a key 

characteristic of Webb’s novels and, as discussed earlier, she rarely strays out of the borders of 

Shropshire. Hardy went on to reflect that: 

Since the appellation which I had thought to reserve to the horizons and landscapes of 
a partly real, partly dream-country, has become more and more popular as a practical 
provincial definition; and the dream-country has by degrees solidified into a utilitarian 
region which people can go to, take a house in, and write to the papers from.787 

 

Hardy draws attention to the ‘horizons’ and ‘landscapes’ of his setting and reflects here that 

his ‘dream-country’ has now become a definite region. Hardy has argued that his labelling of 

Wessex enables his imaginary place to become ‘partly real’. His imagination has created a 

world which exists beyond the page and has in fact subsequently become a tourist destination. 

This concept of a ‘dream-country’ is one that could also be applied to Webb’s Shropshire. 

Possibly Webb didn’t need anything to exist outside of her ‘dream-country’, and that is why 

very few of her characters ever venture beyond it. Unlike with Hardy, there is no record of the 

reasoning behind Webb’s choices for her fictional place names, but the interest in her version 

of Shropshire is just as acute, as is evidenced in the many maps of ‘Mary Webb’s Shropshire’ 

 
785 Watson, The Literary Tourist, p.178.  
786 Thomas Hardy quoted in Merryn Williams, Thomas Hardy and Rural England (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 
1972), p.103. 
787 Ibid. 
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which have been produced. Readers seem to be interested in discovering which locations her 

fictional towns are based on as it enables them to understand more easily, and relate to, Webb’s 

‘dream-county’. It adds another layer of significance to a place, and allows readers to attempt 

to enter into Webb’s imagination. Just as literary pilgrims wish to visit the homes and graves 

of authors, they also wish to visit the inspiring places which prompted their writings in the 

hope that this will give them a different and deeper understanding of the text. Indeed, as Watson 

reflects, ‘[t]he landscape sought by literary tourists, too, is a text’ and, just as film-makers and 

TV producers are keen to produce their own interpretation of classic works of fiction, readers 

are eager to create their own version of their favourite book in the form of a pilgrimage.788 

Andrew Enstice, in Thomas Hardy: Landscapes of the Mind, traces the whole process 

of Hardy’s translation of his Dorset world into the Wessex of his novels.789 He notes that 

Hardy’s Wessex changed between the time when he wrote Under the Greenwood Tree (1872) 

to his writing of the final novel Jude the Obscure (1896). This shows that even when place is 

a concept of the author’s mind it can evolve and change just as much as an actual landscape. 

He states that: 

Hardy’s perception of Wessex demanded its geographical visualisation, and therefore 
its identification with southern England. Yet the emphasis on actual place varies from 
novel to novel, from scene to scene. Casterbridge is closely identifiable with 
Dorchester. Tess’s Marlott completely unidentifiable except for its location on a 
Wessex map.790 

 

Webb’s novels tend to move around the county of Shropshire, as she herself did, and her places 

do not seem to overlap often. Mallard’s Keep does feature in both The House at Dormer Forest 

and Seven for a Secret but it seems to be identifiable as the same place in both. The dispute 

with Hardy’s locations makes it hard for the reader to easily identify the fictional landmarks 

mentioned. Merryn Williams argued that Hardy ‘was describing a region which he knew 

intimately and whose history and traditions were a major part of his consciousness, but he was, 

simultaneously, retaining his creative autonomy so that his descriptions are never entirely 

literal’.791 This idea of ‘creative autonomy’ is interesting as suggests that Hardy deliberately 

wanted to be elusive. Some of Webb’s settings are more clearly identifiable than others. In The 

Golden Arrow for example, ‘The Devil’s Chair’ was already a local name for a particular 

outcrop of rocks. Enstice and Williams are both literary critics from the 1970s, later critics 

 
788 Watson, The Literary Tourist, p.7. 
789 Andrew Enstice, Thomas Hardy: Landscapes of the Mind (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1979). 
790 Enstice, Thomas Hardy: Landscapes of the Mind, p.ix. 
791 Williams, Thomas Hardy and Rural England, p.104. 
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however take a different approach to literature and place. Jonathan Bate in The Song of the 

Earth (2000) argues that: 

I am interested in the way in which an imaginative entry into the fictive worlds of 
Austen’s Donwell and Hardy’s Wessex – places which have some kind of historical 
origin, but which are ultimately quasi-mythic – may serve as an analogy for the human 
capacity, in Thoreau’s phrase with regard to his time in Walden woods, “to live 
deliberately”. To live…with thoughtfulness and with an attentiveness, an attunement to 
both words and the world, and so to acknowledge that, although we make sense of 
things by way of words, we do not live apart from the world.792 

 

Webb may have been promoting the idea of the ‘quasi-mythic’ place with some of her locations 

as this would fit in with the other mythic elements to her novels. The concept of living 

‘deliberately’ is also one which could be applied to Webb as she propounded the concept of 

being in ‘complete communion’ with the environment in her nature essays.793 This 

understanding of culture and environment in respect to place suggests that what Hardy and 

Webb wanted to achieve in their fictional worlds was a place to which the reader could escape 

in order to make better sense of the world. It could be argued that the actual locations they are 

using for inspiration are not as important as the whole concept of a fictional ‘dream county’ 

that they, and their readers, could travel to. The idea of discovering the location that Webb had 

in mind when creating her fictional towns may be a distraction from the purpose of the novel. 

However, as my mapping shows, the interactive element of undertaking a literary pilgrimage 

(whether actual or virtual) adds a new dimension to literary studies and encourages a new 

audience to encounter an author’s work.794  

Many maps have been produced of Hardy’s Wessex and are now included at the 

beginning of lots of editions of his novels so that they act as a visual aid for the reader. This is 

something which could be considered to be published alongside future editions of Webb’s 

novels. Bertram Windle corresponded with Hardy and as a result of his communications he 

produced a map of Wessex which he then published in his book The Wessex of Thomas Hardy 

(1902). In this, he states that:  

Without Mr. Hardy’s generous assistance, these pages must have been much less 
complete than it is hoped they will be found to be. Nor, without the same generous 

 
792 Jonathan Bate, The Song of the Earth (London: Picador, 2000), p.23. 
793 Webb, Poems and the Spring of Joy, p.127. 
794 I designed and taught a module entitled ‘Reading Shropshire’ to first year students at the University Centre, 
Shrewsbury in January-May 2020. I introduced the idea of G.I.S. mapping to my students and encouraged them 
to explore my maps of Mary Cholmondeley’s Shropshire and Mary Webb’s Shropshire alongside a reading of 
their novels. I wrote an article about their experiences of this which has been published in The Mary Webb 
Society Newsletter, Autumn 2020, pp.8-10, www.marywebbsociety.co.uk Accessed 30th October 2020. 
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assistance, would the writer have been able to speak with such certainty as to the 
identification of some of the spots.795 

 

The author in this case has explained which places inspired his writing. There exists an impulse 

in many readers to be provided with literary maps as a guide to a novel. Modern literary 

mapping projects, such as ‘the Mrs Dalloway Mapping Project’ are presented as worthwhile 

as they enable readers to ‘understand the influence of geography on the flow and structure of 

the novel’.796 This can be shown with my maps of Webb’s novels too; for example with The 

Golden Arrow map and the relationship between the positioning of Deborah’s houses within 

the landscape (see link to map in Appendix). It is also argued that ‘reading the novel with a 

mapping gaze’ is a way to ‘restructure the text in order to better understand it’ and that this 

‘culturally informed reading’ is ‘focused upon the space of the text as an organizational 

element’.797 This shows that mapping enables readers to approach the text in a different way 

and enables re-evaluation of the work. This new way of reading the novel both benefits and 

enhances the readers’ experience as it allows the importance of place to be foregrounded and 

analysed alongside the text. Maps have been produced of ‘Mary Webb’s Shropshire’ but none 

with her collaboration and none have been included in published editions of her novels. 

However, by using G.I.S. to map her novels, the ‘influence of geography’ and the use of 

landscape can be better observed as mapping opens up new dimensions to her work.  For 

example, as I mentioned earlier in relation to The Golden Arrow, inferences about Webb’s 

characters’ personalities and their relationships can be more easily recognized when compared 

to the landscape in which they are residing. This can be more clearly observed from a three-

dimensional map where close inspection of the settings is feasible as the user can zoom in and 

out of the landscape using their cursor. Because deep mapping techniques enable various 

documents such as older maps and photographs to be inputted into the G.I.S. map, a detailed 

picture of the landscape over time can be appreciated.  

 Hardy’s Wessex is not limited to Dorset: Hardy himself stated that it includes ‘the 

counties of Berkshire, Wilts, Somerset, Hampshire, Dorset and Devon – either wholly or in 

part’.799 Webb’s writings also were not purely limited to one county as her novels, Seven for a 

Secret and Armour Wherein he Trusted represented Wales as well as Shropshire. This shows 

 
795 Bertram Windle, The Wessex of Thomas Hardy, (London: John Lane, 1902), p.xi. 
796 Sara Luchetta, ‘Exploring the literary map: An analytical review of online literary mapping projects’, 
Geography Compass, 29 November 2016, p.5. 
797 Ibid. 
799 Ibid. 
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the fluidity of the settings within their landscapes and indicates the author’s presence in their 

construction. The ‘dream-country’ of a literary area leads readers to disagree sometimes; 

proving that readers are determined to try to pinpoint exactly for themselves where the ‘actual’ 

location is. This desire to discover the ‘truth’ could be for purely commercial reasons, as we 

have seen in the Tourist Board information, or could be just born out of a wish to have a 

connection with the author, as we have seen with the literary pilgrimage accounts. Webb’s 

relationship to Shropshire was as crucial to her as any of her human relationships. The desire 

to walk and map ‘her’ county has been important to many of her readers, as by doing so they 

feel a greater connection to both her and her work. By using my maps to virtually or actually 

walk Cholmondeley’s and/or Webb’s Shropshire, the user creates a new way of reading the 

text, for they enact a physical experience of the unfolding of the narrative in time and space 

and thereby contribute to the imaginative expansion of the author’s world. As this chapter has 

explored the importance and significance of G.I.S. mapping techniques in helping readers 

today to visualise Cholmondeley’s and Webb’s relationship with Shropshire, my Conclusion 

will examine the literary legacy that these two writers have left and how their work continues 

to influence people today. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 180 

Conclusion: The Enduring Literary Legacy of Mary Cholmondeley and Mary Webb  

 

This thesis has examined the influence that Shropshire had on the writings of Mary 

Cholmondeley and Mary Webb. It has also explored the representations of women walking the 

countryside in their novels and short stories and has examined how this was part of their larger 

argument in favour of greater rights for women in society. The sense of place and setting, as 

we have seen, is important in the works of both Cholmondeley and Webb. Shropshire inspired 

both of them. Since Cholmondeley and Webb, there have been other writers who have also 

been associated with the area. Edith Pargeter (1913-1995), who wrote mainly under the 

pseudonym Ellis Peters and was most famous for her ‘Brother Cadfael’ series of historical 

novels, was born in the village of Horsehay in Shropshire and lived for all of her life within the 

county. She said that:  

I have used this landscape, native and familiar to me, in all my books, sometimes in its 
veritable shape and by its own names, sometimes with its edges diffused into a 
topography between reality and dream, but just as recognizable, for those who know it 
as I do, as if it had been mapped with the precision of an Ordnance Survey sheet. I did 
not set out deliberately to make use of my origins. Shropshire is simply in my blood, 
and in the course of creation the blood gets into the ink, and sets in motion a heartbeat 
and a circulation that brings the land to life.800 
 

This author displays here a love for the county that is similar to the one felt by Webb. Pargeter 

also used the area to inspire her novels and creates a literary landscape that is so strongly 

connected with the area that Shrewsbury Abbey still advertises itself as the ‘fictional home of 

Brother Cadfael’ on its website, and Shropshire Council advertises a ‘Brother Cadfael self-

guided walk’ which is detailed in a booklet that they sell.801 There used to be a visitor centre 

in Shrewsbury dedicated to her famous character, but this has since closed.802 Malcolm Saville 

(1901-1982) is another author who is associated with Shropshire, having set many books in his 

Lone Pine series here. There is a Malcolm Saville Society who are very active in promoting 

his work to a wider audience and they hold regular events at locations which are mentioned in 

his books.803 The interest in these two authors shows the influence that literary tourism still has 

on the area. Another famous author from Shropshire is Barbara Pym (1913-1980) and her 

 
800 Ellis Peters, Ellis Peters’ Shropshire, (Stroud: Sutton, 1999), p.19. 
801 www.shrewsburyabbey.com Accessed 20th February 2020. www.shropshire.gov.uk Accessed 20th October 
2020. www.shropshiretourism.co.uk also advertises ‘Bother Cadfael Car trails’ which guide you around the 
Shropshire countryside. Accessed 20th October 2020. 
802 Shropshire Wildlife Trust now own this site and they have a wildlife garden there and the garden shed is 
named ‘Cadfael’s hut’. 
803 www.witchend.com Accessed 20th October 2020. 
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novels are more similar to Cholmondeley’s than Webb’s as they are primarily concerned with 

relationships between men and women, and her female characters move between urban and 

rural settings in a similar way to Cholmondeley’s. There is an active Barbara Pym Society but 

they appear to concentrate on her time spent in Oxford, more than Shropshire, and they hold 

their Annual General Meeting at St. Hilda’s College.804 

 As mentioned earlier, there are still maps and information available in Shropshire 

tourism sites in relation to Mary Webb. There is not the same interest, at present, regarding 

Mary Cholmondeley. This may partly be due to there being no literary society devoted to her 

that helps to promote her work. There is, however, a website devoted to Cholmondeley which 

was set up by Carolyn Oulton.805 This provides lots of useful information relating to her life 

and work and serves as a valuable resource for her readers. Cholmondeley’s literary legacy 

continues, however, to inspire readers and I hope that my maps and thesis will help promote 

her work to a wider audience.806 Reference to Mary Webb appeared in the recent novel by 

Louis de Bernières, So Much Life Left Over, which shows that her work is still having an impact 

on authors of today.807 A play of Webb’s novel Precious Bane was written by Bryony Lavery, 

and also a musical version of this novel has been produced by Miriam Raiken-Kolb and G. L. 

Horton.808 Webb’s writing has also inspired musicians and a concert of pastoral music 

evocative of her work was performed at Ludlow Fringe Festival in 2019.809 At an exhibition 

dedicated to Mary Webb at Shrewsbury Museum in 2016, there was a Writer in Residence, 

Lisa Blower, a novelist who drew inspiration from the exhibition and Webb’s novel Gone to 

Earth to create a modern-day version of the story.810 

 As I have shown in this thesis, there has been a growth in interest in Space and Place 

studies in recent years, particularly in relation to women, nature and walking.811 The rise in 

New Nature Writing, encouraged by authors such as Robert Macfarlane, Helen MacDonald 

 
804 www.barbara-pym.org Accessed 20th October 2020. 
805 www.marycholmondeley.com Accessed 1st October 2020. 
806 I have taught Red Pottage at the University Centre, Shrewsbury, and on the M.A. course in ‘Nineteenth 
Century Literature and Culture’ at the University of Chester for the past three years. Her novel has proved 
popular with the students with many choosing to write about her for their essay choice. 
807 Louis de Bernières, So Much Life Left Over, (London: Vintage, 2019), p.139, and p.255 
808 Bryony Lavery, Precious Bane, (London: Oberon, 2003). www.preciousbane.com Accessed 20th October 
2020.  
809 ‘The Joy of Music’ at St. Laurence’s Church, Ludlow on 22nd June 2019. Composed by Rob Northcott. Robin 
Rubenstein was on piano and Mark Lacey on the clarinet. 
810 The exhibition at Shrewsbury Museum was entitled ‘Treasures: The Literature and Landscape of Mary 
Webb’s Shropshire’ and took place between 7th March and 5th June 2016.  
811 Recent books include Kathryn Aalto, Writing Wild: Women Poets, Ramblers and Mavericks who shape how 
we see the Natural World (Oregon: Tinder, 2020) and Kerri Andrews, Wanderers: A History of Women Walking 
(Chicago: Reaktion, 2020).  
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and Raynor Winn, has emerged from an increased awareness of the issues connected to climate 

change.812 As readers and writers become more environmentally aware, the desire to appreciate 

the natural world becomes more pronounced. The influence of Mary Webb’s novels, poems, 

short stories and nature essays are, perhaps, more relevant now when people are encouraged to 

explore the world on their doorstep and engage with the natural world around them. 

Cholmondeley’s work, by emphasising the importance of the role of the independent woman, 

is also relevant, for her writing highlights a need for greater consideration of women’s issues. 

Both writers deserve more recognition within the county they were born in, as well as by the 

general reading public. This thesis has explored how their writing has been influenced by 

Shropshire and how they presented women walking and interacting with the rural landscape to 

further their feminist argument in favour of more rights for women in society. It is hoped that 

their works will continue to be experienced and enjoyed by readers for many years to come 

and that this thesis has helped to go some way in promoting their work to a wider audience.  

  

  

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
812 Macfarlane, The Old Ways (London: Penguin, 2013). Helen MacDonald, H is for Hawk (London: Vintage, 
2015). Raynor Winn, The Salt Path, (London: Penguin, 2018). 
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Appendix: G.I.S. Mapping 
 
N.B. I have provided descriptions and screenshots for my maps but to explore them properly 
then please visit the web-links provided. 
 

1. Gone to Earth (1917) map – 
 
This map shows the main locations referred to in Gone to Earth. The fictional place name is 
stated and then the suggested actual place that it refers to is written in brackets.  
 
https://www.google.co.uk/maps/d/u/1/edit?mid=1pZYUbq1QABPaeykXMy6gOvF_kUgU5pp
b&ll=52.61916587597406%2C-2.780682899999988&z=11 
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2. Mary Cholmondeley’s Shropshire map – 
 
This map depicts Mary Cholmondeley’s home in Hodnet together with homes of some of her 
relatives and other notable buildings and places that she visited in Shropshire. This screenshot 
shows how modern-day photographs of the buildings can be uploaded onto the map. The 
close-up photograph shows how the user can study the landscape of the village and can 
virtually walk between the buildings depicted. 
 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1HO703fakia1z5nKnA_av0Lmq1WR6Cvkl&
ll=52.72688992809811%2C-2.651250050000007&z=11 
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3. Mary Webb’s Shropshire map – 
 
This map depicts all the places where Mary Webb lived in Shropshire. The first screenshot 
shows how each blue pointer may be clicked on to reveal more information about the houses. 
Photographs of the properties have been uploaded onto the map together with information 
about the years that Webb resided there. The second screenshot shows how the user can 
closely inspect the modern-day landscape and can compare how the area has changed since 
Webb lived there. 
 
https://www.google.co.uk/maps/d/u/1/edit?mid=1BCr58TQji-
L1fW9P7oREf1Pq8dQ&ll=52.704367895488446%2C-2.8425872499999514&z=11 
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4. Precious Bane (1924) map –  
 
This map depicts the possible locations for the settings in Precious Bane. By plotting them on 
a map, the user can more easily identify where Webb was referring to in her novel. This map 
shows that the most obvious locations for Lullingford and Sarn are Much Wenlock and 
Bomere due to their proximity to each other on the map and in the novel. 
 
https://www.google.co.uk/maps/d/u/1/edit?mid=1xHyEJiyXQvjNk7RdAdyS7mebiRnQeHE6
&ll=52.63696503155886%2C-2.7298169500000995&z=10 
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5. The Golden Arrow (1916) map – 
 
This map shows the locations referred to in Webb’s first novel The Golden Arrow. The fictional 
place names are again written first and the suggested actual place that it relates to is in 
brackets. The user can click on a blue pointer on the map and information about that place 
will be revealed. The first screenshot shows that text from the novel has been added to the 
map so that the user can explore the story alongside the plotted setting. This reinforces the 
link between text and place. The second screenshot shows how the user can alter the base 
map scenery to allow them to study the landscape of the area in more detail. This is a 
designated Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty so is protected from development and 
therefore has not changed much since Mary Webb lived there. By studying the text on top of 
the landscape, the user can appreciate how the novel interacts with the scenery and 
connections can then be made between the characters and their surroundings. 
 
https://www.google.co.uk/maps/d/u/1/edit?mid=1fKDiXiKLiutogQXQ9Bt8DTiyauY&ll=52.62
380505918709%2C-2.8546418999999332&z=11 
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6. W. Byford-Jones’ Literary Pilgrimage (1937) map – 
 
This map shows the route that Byford-Jones took when he completed the literary pilgrimage 
that he wrote about in The Shropshire Haunts of Mary Webb. The locations are numbered in 
the order that he visited them. I have uploaded drawings from the book which can then be 
viewed alongside written extracts. The user can then conduct their own virtual literary 
pilgrimage of the area as they explore the map.  
 
https://www.google.co.uk/maps/d/u/1/edit?mid=1GGg4V3mxyVl0NM-
u5keEXRUJU9I&ll=52.62087061391449%2C-2.7301908000000594&z=10 
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7. W. Reid Chappell’s Literary Pilgrimage (1930) map – 
 
This map shows the places that Reid Chappell visited when he undertook his literary 
pilgrimage as detailed in his book The Shropshire of Mary Webb. It includes extracts from this 
book which can be viewed alongside the places that he visited. 
 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=1OgP7R-
Gf1ISx5HHQoRNmiucErddmqX7g&usp=sharing 
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