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Abstract 

In my diploma thesis, I deal with the topic of the garden as it is presented in Frances 

Hodgson Burnett's The Secret Garden and Ann Philippa Pearce's Tom's Midnight 

Garden. In the beginning, I discuss the reasons for the attractivity of this topic among 

children's authors in general, and introduce Burnett and Pearce. In the following 

chapters I focus mainly on the role of the gardens in the characters' lives, showing the 

positive effect they have on the characters, helping them to gradually change for the 

better. I concern myself with several themes, including the way and the circumstances 

in which the two gardens are discovered, the setting of the stories, and the magical 

aspects of both gardens. I also deal with the differences in the perception of time and 

with the interconnectivity of time levels in the stories. At the end of this thesis there is a 

chapter devoted to the way both authors present their gardens and on the means they use 

for their descriptions. 

Anotace 

Ve své diplomové práci se zabývám tématem zahrady v knihách The Secret Garden 

autorky Frances Hodgson Burnett a Tom's Midnight Garden Ann Philippy Pearce. Na 

začátku si kladu otázku, proč právě toto téma přitahuje autory dětských knih a 

představuji obě autorky. Následující kapitoly jsou zaměřeny na roli zahrady v životě 

hlavních postav a na její schopnost pozitivně na ně působit a přispět k jejich postupné 

přeměně k lepšímu. Věnuji se několika tématům, například způsobu a okolnostem, za 

kterých jsou zahrady objeveny, prostředí, kde se příběhy odehrávají, a také magickým 

stránkám obou zahrad. Zabývám se též rozdílným vnímáním času a propojeností 

časových rovin příběhů. Na konec této práce jsem zařadila kapitolu, v níž porovnávám 

způsob, jakým obě autorky prezentují zahrady ve svých knihách a prostředky, které 

používají při jejich popisu. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Two years ago I came across Frances Hodgson Burnett's The Secret Garden (1911) and 

I found the story very nice and unusual at the same time. That is why I decided to deal 

with it in my thesis, concentrating on the topic of the garden - the way it is presented, 

its role and its symbolic meaning - and compare it with another classic of British 

children's literature - Tom's Midnight Garden (1958) by Ann Philippa Pearce. 

I thought that the comparison between these two books would be very interesting 

because they have a common central motif - a garden that has yet to be discovered - but 

they were written in the time span of almost fifty years in which society, lifestyle and 

relationship to nature changed. Moreover, there are always two main characters in the 

books - a boy and a girl, whose life stories share the motifs of orphanage, loneliness 

and loss of something or someone. I wanted to compare the two ways in which the topic 

of a garden and its role in the characters' lives was handled by two different authors in 

two different periods of time. 

At the beginning of my thesis I concern myself with the question why it was exactly 

gardens that so many authors wrote about, and I mention some important children's 

books dealing with gardens. After that the introduction of both stories and their 

characters follows. I present both authors, too, drawing attention to their relationship to 

gardens and nature as such, and tracing the motifs they had for writing their stories 

about these particular gardens. 

The main focus of the thesis is on the presentation and the role of the gardens in 

relationship to the characters' development. There are many aspects of the two stories 

that I wanted to cover, starting with the way both gardens were discovered, then 

revealing the characters' change that was influenced by the gardens and tracing all the 

friendships that arose there, and showing the characters' relationship to the garden. I 

also deal with the perception of time which is diametrically different in the two gardens, 

and its explanation. One of the chapters is devoted to the real and magic aspects of the 

gardens, and the way the characters perceive them. 
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In addition to these aspects I consider it important to compare the ways Burnett and 

Pearce present the gardens to their readers and show the means they use for the 

description as the description itself is the key point in the readers' perception of the 

gardens and evokes the desired feeling in the readers. 

While writing my thesis, I used several articles, books and websites as a source of 
inspiration and some of them are cited in the text as well. The greatest part of the thesis, 

however, is based on the two primary sources. 
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GARDEN IN CHILDREN'S LITERATURE 

A garden has been a frequent topic of children's literature. Among the best known 

books about gardens are Frances Hodgson Burnett's The Secret Garden and Philippa 

Pearce's Tom's Midnight Garden - the books that will be dealt with in this work. Apart 

from numerous picture books for very young children and from various retellings of the 

Garden of Eden story gardens appear in e.g. Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland, 

James Barrie's Peter Pan, A.A.Milne's Winnie the Pooh, The Garden of Abdul Gasazi 

written and illustrated by the contemporary American author Chris van Allsburg and 

also in Czech books, for instance in Jiri Trnka's The Garden (Zahrada) or in Pavel 

Cech's The Garden {Zahrada). The gardens in these books have many common 

features: they are a kind of mystery that attracts the child characters and nurtures their 

imagination; they are often walled gardens inaccessible to public; many of them are 

locked and neglected, and so it is a great challenge for the children to get inside. The 

garden's magical element is important as well. The atmosphere is emphasized by 

illustrations which in the cases of The Garden of Abdul Gasazi, Jiri Trnka's The Garden 

and Pavel Cech's The Garden are created by the authors of the books themselves. 

Attracted to gardens 

There are many topics that can be dealt with in children's literature, so why did the 

authors choose to write about gardens? The first thing that comes to one's mind is that a 

garden is usually the first piece of nature one finds when opening the door of a house. 

The garden belongs to the house and is thus safe for a child to be in and, at the same 

time, it is the first piece of the outside world that can be investigated without parents. 

Gardens have a lot of attraction for a child, and not only for a child. Being in a garden 

means being in the open air, connected to nature, which is a man's natural. It is even 

more natural for a child that has not been 'spoilt' by the adult world yet. 

Doris B. Wallace adds another important thought: "Perhaps it is the freedom to be as 

one is, not as one 'ought' to be that makes the garden and its privacy so important. For 
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children, the world of nature is free of the adults of the world and the demands they 

impose."1 The child can feel free in the garden, it can develop its imagination without 

being steadily controled by parents and without having to adjust to their rules. The 

garden, or nature, represents a different world where more is possible than inside the 

house, an adult-made place which is again entirely under the control of adults. 

That is why not only playing in the gardens but also reading about them is attractive for 

children. They can identify themselves with the characters of the stories and experience 

all the adventures together with them. It develops their imagination and can serve as an 

inspiration for outdoor activités and investigations, children can come accross new ideas 

and try them out. The garden, as opposed to other story settings, like desert islands, 

jungles, royal courts, ships etc., is close to the child, it is a natural part of a child's 

surroundings, it is something real and therefore makes it easy for the child to imagine 

and to realize all the ideas and activities. Though, of course, not all the gardens in the 

stories are real gardens and not all the characters are common children, many of them 

are given supernatural powers by their authors and are thus incomparable with the 

readers. 

As already mentioned, the garden is connected with childhood and evokes memories of 

it. We find a remark on the topic in Wallace's article: "The impetus for books like The 

Secret Garden, and for other children's books in which enchanted places and magic 

gardens have a central place, is assumed by Carpenter (1985) to be nostalgia for and 

escape to childhood."" Carpenter's statement might be true only partly though, as it was 

only after Burnett moved to America from the industrial England at the age of sixteen 

(which, especially in her case, since she had to earn money to increase the family's 

income, cannot be called proper childhood any more) that she had a closer contact to 

nature. Moreover, she found the inspiration for The Secret Garden in the rose garden 

which belonged to the house in Kent she leased only after her divorce. Pearce, on the 

other hand, was strongly inspired by her childhood memories when she wrote Tom's 

Midnight Garden, she lead the readers to the area where she spent her early years and 

1 Doris B. Wallace, "Secret Gardens and Other Symbols of Gender in Literature," Metaphor and 
Symbolic Activity, 3(3), 1988: 144. 

2 Wallace 144. 
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let them share the enjoyment and the thrill that (not only) the garden and all the 

activities brought her. 

The garden in general is regarded as a feminine symbol (and many authors of children's 

books were women), representing the mother nature and thus helping one to see the 

circle of life in a paralell. One can encounter birth, growth, maturation, decay and death 

in it, and then regeneration again - in some moments even all at once, like in human 

life. Therefore, as M.M.Davies suggests, "The Secret Garden can be read as a 

metaphorical account of sexual development. The power of the garden - the 'magic' -

is represented as the power of life renewing itself. [...] older children can begin to see 

the metaphor of 'coming alive' as a metaphor for growing from child to adult and for 

adult giving birth to child."3 The contact with gardens thus helps children create a 

natural awareness of life cycle and sexuality. 

A garden is not only seen as a representation of sexuality though; it is also compared to 

child health: "In 1911 the idea of the garden had also begun to be explicitly used as a 

correlative of child health in contemporary theories of child development [...] Space, 

clean air, brightness, and movement were seen by Froebel4 as needs of children as they 

were of gardens."3 The plants in the gardens are similar to humans, each of them is 

different in a way but at the same time they share so many features: some are strong, 

some weak and fragile, big or small, they have different smells, colours, different needs 

- soil, weather, season, sun, rain. Some need to be cared for less, some more. They, like 

humans, need other plants and creatures around them, so that they all together would 

constitute a world, a context, so that they would have their meaning in the world. 

Davies reinforces this idea by saying that "The Secret Garden is intended to be a book 

about, among other things, a theory of child development based on organic growth and 

a biological identification of children with other living, reproducing organisms."6 Thus 

children can see that, same as plants or animals, they are also a part of the natural world. 

3 Mäire Messenger Davies, " "A Bit of Earth": Sexuality and the Representation of Childhood in Text and 
Screen Versions of The Secret Garden," The Velvet Light Trap Fall 2001: 51. 

4 Friedrich August Wilhelm Fröbel (1782 - 1852), German educator 
5 Davies 49. 
6 Ibid. 49. 
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The garden enables children to get acquainted with all these things, all the relationships 

in nature, its love and cruelty at the same time. Children can gain a lot through the close 

contact with nature. They learn to respect its laws, they also see the impact of their 

behaviour on the plants and animals and they can then learn to handle them 

appropriately and bring this experience into the human world and the way of treating 

people. 

Davies offers us a view of the topic from a different perspective, comparing human 

experiences to nature and presenting her interpretation: "The idea of the garden as a 

metaphor for human life experiences was already long established in 1911 when The 

Secret Garden was published. As either a natural, uncultivated state of innocent 

wildness or as a stylized, elaborate arrangement of sensual gratifications, a garden has 

obvious connotations for both childhood innocence and adult erotic experience as well 

as the transition from one to the other."7 The garden can thus be associated with various 

phases of human life, which has always been an attractive topic for authors. 

The Secret Garden and Tom's Midnight Garden 

The Secret Garden and Tom's Midnight Garden are two 'classics' of English literature 

for children; The Secret Garden was labelled by Adrian Gunther as "one of the great 

icons of children's literature." The former was written at the beginning of the 20th 

century, in 1910° (1911 according to other sources10), by Frances Hodgson Burnett, 

while the latter appeared almost half a century later, in 1958 and its author was Philippa 

Pearce. Both the authors were British, yet Hodgson Burnett moved to the United States 

at the age of sixteen, which had a great influence on her books. Both The Secret Garden 

and Tom's Midnight Garden were filmed a couple of times as well. Although both 

books belong to the genre of children's literature, of the two, it is only Tom's Midnight 

7 Davies 49. 
8 Gunther 159. 
9 John R.Townsend, Written for Children (Harmondsworth: Kestrel Books, Penguin Books Ltd., 1983) 

88. 
10 e.g. Peter Hunt, Children's Literature, An Illustrated History (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1995) 168. 
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Garden which was really intended for children. The Secret Garden, as Burnett herself 

stated, was not written for children and though it is read mainly by them, adults enjoy it, 

too.11 

The Secret Garden, though idealistic, presents the readers things and events that can 

theoretically occur in their real lives, however high or low the degree of their 

probability, whereas Tom's Midnight Garden belongs to the genre of fantasy and so the 

characters are brought to an imaginary world and are given powers that one can only 

dream of. Burnett lets her characters move within the borders of the real world, and 

though their imagination may be very rich at times, they never cross these borders. 

Pearce's characters oscillate between reality and fantasy and it is often hard to tell what 

is real and what is not. Therefore it is very interesting to compare these two books and 

see the topic of a garden and its impact on the child characters from two different 

viewpoints. 

11 Shirley Marchalonis, "Filming the Nineteenth Century: The Secret Garden and Little Women", ATQ 
Vol. 10 Issue 4 Dec. 1996: 273. 
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS. THE IDEA OF THE SECRET GARDEN 

AND TOM'S MIDNIGHT GARDEN 

Frances Hodgson Burnett and the idea of The Secret Garden 

Frances Eliza Hodgson (1849 - 1924) was born on November 24, 1849, in Manchester, 

England, and was the third of five children. Her father died when she was three, 

moreover the family's economy was mined during the American Civil War. When she 

was sixteen the family emigrated to America and settled in a small town near Knoxville, 

Tennessee, where her uncle had opened a grocery store. In America she made use of her 

talent as a storyteller and writer that she had been developing since long ago and started 

writing to supplement her family's income. Moving from the industrial England to rural 

America was a great change for the family and the close contact with nature became the 

central theme in her works, including The Secret Garden. The contrast between 

American and British lifestyle also inspired her, we can perceive it in another of her 

famous books, Little Lord Fauntleroy (1886).12 

12 'The Secret Garden, Frances Hodgson Burnett." 28 Oct 2004 
<http://www.penguinputnam.com/static/rgu.../secret_garden.htm>. 

13 "Frances Hodgson Burnett." 2001. 21 Apr.2006 
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frances_Hodgson_Burnett>. Photograph by Herbert Rose Barraud 
(1845-96). 
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Hodgson published her first story, Miss Caruther's Engagement, in a magazine called 

Godey's Lady's Book in 1868. After her mother's death in 1872 the whole family was 

dependent on her income. She became a very popular writer and sold stories to a 

number of magazines. In September 1873 she married Swan Burnett, a medical doctor 

whose professional specialization she sponsored as well. A year later their first son 

Lionel was born. In the same year she began working on her first novel. The Lass 

o'Lowries. In 1879 she wrote one of her first children's stories. It apeared in the 

St.Nicholas magazine which she would later publish herself. At that time Hodgson 

Burnett, who was constantly ill, got acquainted with the philosophies of Spiritualism, 

Theosophy, Mind Healing and Christian Science. These philosophies became crucial 

themes of her books, namely of A Little Princess, The Secret Garden and The Lost 

Prince. 

In 1886 Little Lord Fauntleroy was published, inspired by her younger son Vivian. The 

book became very famous, not only among children but also among their mothers, and 

Lord Fauntleroy's velvet dress and curls came into fashion. For Hodgson Burnett this 

success also meant a high income which enabled her to free herself from the unhappy 

marriage with Swan Burnett. They got divorced in 1898 and a year later their son Lionel 

died of consumption. In 1900 Hodgson Burnett re-married but the match with her 

second husband, Stephen Townesend, was not a happy one either and it ended after two 

years. 

Hodgson Burnett travelled a lot through Europe, leased a country house in England (at 

Great Maytham Hall in Kent) where she lived between 1898 and 1907 and devoted a lot 

of time to her passion, gardening. Her estate was surrounded by walled gardens, one of 

which was the Rose Garden that served as her outdoor workroom. "And it was here in 

the Rose Garden that she felt the first ideas for The Secret Garden, as she made friends 

with a robin which would come to take crumbs from her hand 'the instant I opened the 

little door in the leaf-covered garden wall.'"14 

14 Ann Thwaite, Waiting for the Party, The Life of Frances Hodgson Burnett (London: Seeker and 
Warburg Ltd., 1974) 182. 



Yet it was long before that she had begun to be interested in gardens and flowers and it 

was not only her estate that inspired her to write about them. She had already developed 

a liking for them in her early childhood. The first book Frances got and liked when she 

was a child was The Little Flower Book, with pictures of flowers and a verse about each 

of them underneath. Later she refered to the biblical Garden of Eden being a great 

inspiration for her. She said about it: "I do not know with any exactness where it was 

situated. I imagine it was a comfortable countrified house with a big garden round it and 

fields and trees before and behind it."13 The first real model for The Secret Garden was 

the garden at Seedley Grove, Tanner's Lane, Pendleton where the family moved for less 

than a year after the father's death to live with their relatives. The second garden that 

influenced her was in Salford. "It was a poor, abandoned garden behind a 'little green 

door in a high wall ... It had been a garden once - and there were the high brick walls 

around it - and the little door so long unopened, and once there had been flowers and 

trees in it.'"16 And finally, the third garden was the one already mentioned, at 

Rolvenden in Kent. 

Hodgson Burnett had a rich imagination and an incredible talent for storytelling, she 

wrote more than forty books, short stories, poems and theatre plays for adults and 

children in the course of her life. She died of congestive heart failure on October 29, 

1924. 

15 Thwaite 8. 
16 Ibid. 9. 



Ann Philippa Pearce 

Ann Philippa Pearce17 (1920 - ) was born in Cambridgeshire as the youngest of four 

children of a flour-miller. She played a lot with her brothers and sisters, they had a 

canoe, swam, fished and skated and they "used to creep into the mill by a secret way 

and play among the bulging sacks, and hide."18 

Pearce had vivid memories of her childhood and during her stay in hospital when she 

had tuberculosis she wrote her first book. Minnow on the Say, which was strongly 

inspired by those memories. It was also the descriptions of scenery and places she was 

familiar with that made her books lively and interesting for children as well as for adult 

readers. 

For many years, she worked as a radio scriptwriter and producer for the BBC's School 

Broadcasting. There she did adaptations of books, which made her study various 

writers' techniques and understand how books were written. It inspired her to write. 

Tom's Midnight Garden was Pearce's second and most famous book. It is considered a 

twentieth-century classic. She again drew on her childhood memories when writing it. 

"My father had to retire and they sold the Mill House. Suddenly my childhood was 

chopped off from me. As they were in the process of selling, I began thinking of writing 

a story based on the house and the garden and this feeling of things slipping away."19 

Tom's Midnight Garden won the Carnegie Medal20 in 1958. After Tom's Midnight 

17 photograph: "Philippa Pearce." 29 Dec.2005 
<http://www.puffin.co.Uk/nf/Author/AuthorPage/0,, 1000024801,00.html>. 

18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Established in 1937, this award is given each year by the British Library Association to the author of a 

distinguished children's book written in English and first published in the United Kingdom. 
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Garden she wrote many other books, including The Way to Sattin Shore, The Battle of 

Bubble and Squeak (winner of the Whitbread Award in 1978), What the Neighbours 

Did and A Dog So Small. 

Pearce is valued for having a deep understanding of children, being able to perceive the 

world through their eyes, and also for her sense of the readers' abilities. Apart from 

books for older children she also wrote stories for beginner readers. 
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LONELY CHILDREN EXPLORE 

The Secret Garden and Tom's Midnight Garden are stories of young children who feel 

neglected and bored, but one day they discover a garden and their lives get a new 

dimension. Both stories are set in England, The Secret Garden in Yorkshire and Tom's 

Midnight Garden in Pearce's home, Cambridgeshire, in the town of Castleford, and 

partly also in Ely in Yorkshire. Yet the beginning of The Secret Garden takes place in 

India, which is mentioned many times and a comparison is made between life and the 

way people behave there and life in England. India has an influence on the main 

character's perception of England and makes her appreciate things that she would have 

otherwise taken for granted. 

The Secret Garden 

The Secret Garden is the story of ten-year-old Mary Lennox who, after her parents died 

of cholera, is brought from her Indian home to Yorkshire, England, to live in the house 

of her uncle, Mr Archibald Craven. Mary is very spoilt and doesn't care about anybody 

or anything but herself. Yet step by step, thanks to the interest that the secret garden's 

existence raises in her, thanks to searching for the garden, finding it and cultivating it, 

she learns to care about other things and other people as well and thus regenerates 

herself. 

The beginning of the story is set in India where the climate is always too hot, described 

as unpleasant and where Mary has no friends and no real enjoyment in anything, the 

reader can thus perceive the sharp contrast with her new home in England where the 

weather changes, the four seasons can be distinguished and where the air is healthy and 

fresh. "India is consistently presented as a place which breeds illness and unbeauty, as 

well as a kind of living death: so long as Mary lived there, she was 'always too hot and 

languid' to do anything at all."" In India, Mary used to spend her time watching people 

21 "The Secret Garden. Themes, Motifs, and Symbols." 1998, 2 Jun.2006 
<http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/secretgarden/themes.html>. 

http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/secretgarden/themes.html


and was not interested in nature too much. She sometimes used to play in a garden by 

herself, pretending she was planting flowers but in fact she did no real gardening 

whereas in England she gradually finds enjoyment in discovering the nature around her. 

"Her contact with English gardens, English boys, and English moors cures her of her 

Indian malaise."22 England has a more friendly climate and its fresh air makes Mary 

much more active than the hot Indian weather, she cares for her garden and works there 

and she also finds friends. Moreover, unlike in India where she was kept enclosed most 

of the time, Mary, although she cannot move freely inside the manor, is given freedom 

in the gardens. This freedom awakens her curiosity, enables her to investigate and 

inspires her to try out new things. She also has aims in life now, which is something she 

had never known before - she wants to restore the secret garden, keep her friends and 

heal Colin from his hysterics and apathy. All this results in a change of Mary's 

character from a selfish little brat to a more caring young girl, and leads to her own 

happiness in the end. 

Tom '.v Midnight Garden 

Tom Long, a twelve-year-old boy, was looking forward to spending the whole summer 

in the garden with his brother Peter, climbing trees and playing. Yet Peter caught 

measles and Tom has to go to his uncle and aunt's place for the sake of quarantine. He 

is very unhappy about that as there is nothing to do at their flat, without Peter and 

without a garden. He can not even go outside or spend time with other people as they 

might catch his measles in case he had them. It is to be the most boring summer in his 

life. 

There is one thing that caught his eye on his arrival though. It is the grandfather clock in 

the hall that belongs to the old Mrs Bartholomew who lives upstairs. The clock shows 

the right time but never strikes the correct hour. It is not to be touched but Tom is 

prepared to investigate it. 

22 "The Secret Garden. Themes, Motifs, and Symbols." 1998. 2 Jun.2006 
<http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/secretgarden/themes.html>. 

http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/secretgarden/themes.html


One night, when he is suffering from sleeplessness, he gets up and creeps to the larder, 

just to kill the time, but on his way back to bed he bumps into his uncle. Tom has to 

promise he will not wander about the house anymore and is ordered to stay in bed for 

ten hours every night. That very night he hears the clock strike thirteen. He goes 

downstairs to check the time and when he opens the back door to let the moonlight in so 

that he could see he discovers a garden - a garden which, as he finds out later, does not 

belong to the time he lives in and where, with two exceptions, people are not able to see 

or hear him. The garden makes Tom's summer the most thrilling one in his life. 

* f V 
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BETWEEN THE HOUSE AND THE GARDEN 

Even though the garden appears in both titles and is dealt with in both books, its role 

and meaning in each of them are often substantially different. The garden plays the 

main part in both the stories and its presence - and also its absence - has a great impact 

on the characters; in The Secret Garden it is very much interconnected with the 

development and deeds of the main protagonist, the ten-year-old Mary Lennox, whereas 

in Tom's Midnight Garden the garden itself rather acts as a background, a place to play 

in and to discover but not a place to be changed or influenced by Tom himself. The 

secret garden grows more and more beautiful because it is cared for by Mary, it changes 

according to her work in it. Tom's midnight garden has its own rhythm and the changes 

in it do not depend on Tom at all. 

However, the garden is not the only setting of the two stories. The house where the 

children stay plays a very important part as well, and there is a great contrast to be 

perceived between the garden and the house. The house is governed by the reason that 

prevails in the adult way of thinking whereas the gardens are governed by intuition, 

spontaneity and emotions, so natural for children. At the same time, these two locations 

can be seen as representations of gender. According to Linda T.Parsons, who deals with 

The Secret Garden, "The power of the house is masculine in origin and that of the 

garden is feminine."23 The foregrounding of reason is usually ascribed to men whereas 

acting according to intuition and valuing emotions is characteristic for women. This 

division of male and female dominance can not be regarded as a general rule though: in 

Tom's Midnight Garden, uncle Vernon is the dominant person in the flat, yet the whole 

house has to respect the owner of the flats, Mrs Bartholomew. During Hatty's 

childhood, it is her aunt who governs the house, and she represents reason rather than 

emotions. 

The garden and the house are presented as two antipoles, the house being associated 

with death whereas the garden with life and freedom; as Christine Wilkie puts it in her 

23 Linda T. Parsons, "'Otherways' into the Garden: Re-Visioning the Feminine in The Secret Garden, " 
Children's Literature in Education, Vol. 33, No. 4 Dec. 2002: 258. 



essay about The Secret Garden: "The house is deformingly constricting, death-inducing, 

and cavernous, and it embodies a superfluity of laws, orderliness, and government. It is 

hierarchical and class-ridden [...] The garden is enclosed, but in contrast to the house it 

is liberating, wild, and health-inducing and egalitarian."24 Stephen D. Roxburgh 

confirms it: "The house is a dead, imprisoning labyrinth. It is as if the house with its 

dark, tapestried rooms is antithetic to the garden."2" Parsons adds: "The house disables, 

discourages, and hides away life. The garden stands in contrast to the house, emanating 

positive, life-giving power [...]."26 Similar characteristics can be applied to the house 

and the garden in Tom's Midnight Garden: for Tom as well as for Hatty, staying in the 

house is almost like being imprisoned - it means submitting to adult's rules and having 

nothing inspiring to do, which suppresses life in them. The garden on the other hand 

gives them the freedom they need, and the great opportunity to investigate and enjoy 

themselves. 

This polarity between the class-ridden house and the liberating garden is parallel to the 

Romantic view of the world as an opposition of civilization and nature. Misselthwaite 

Manor represents human rule, exercised by Mr Craven, Colin and Mrs Medlock, and 

accompanied by physical and mental illness and thoughts of death. It is clear that life 

under this kind of rule must be joyless and has destructing consequences, embodying all 

that a healthy person wants to run away from, and head back towards human origins -

the unspoilt, peaceful world of nature that enables one to feel the unity with it, gives one 

the feeling of freedom and a hope for a better future. It is the same with Mary - she 

longs to get out of the house which gives her the feeling of being imprisoned, into the 

world of the garden, which, even though not completely uncared for, if we consider Ben 

Weatherstaff's visit once every year, represents the wild, unspoilt nature, untouched by 

human. 

The polarity between the house and the garden is very important for the story - we can 

see their seemingly incompatible characteristics but at the same time it is impossible 

24 Christine Wilkie, "Digging Up The Secret Garden: Noble Innocents or Little Savages? ," Children's 
Literature in Education, Vol. 28, No. 2 1997: 79. 

25 Parsons 258. 
26 Ibid. 259. 
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that one would appear without the other - if that happened the meaning of each would 

not be so apparent and the freedom gained in the garden would probably not be valued 

properly. 

We can see the contrast between the house and the garden in both books. The house is 

always a kind of prison for the children, there are strict rules and prohibitions and 

everything is under the control of adults. It seems as if there was no freedom for the 

children there, as if they had to suppress their spontaneity and could not breathe inside 

it. Mary is forbidden to wander around the house and enter the rooms, which makes it 

impossible for her to satisfy her natural curiosity. She, however, breaks the rules and 

finds the sickly, hysterical Colin, who, lying in his bed all the time, is waiting for death. 

Tom, too, is given rules by his uncle, there are many things he is not allowed to do in 

the house and he feels so bored that he desperately wants to escape. 

The garden, on the other hand, represents all that is natural for children (and not only for 

them) - freedom and spontaneity, wilderness and a close contact with nature; in the 

garden there are always many things to discover. That is why Tom, as well as Mary, 

longs for the outside - for the freedom and the range of activities and adventures it can 

offer him. When the children find their gardens, it is as if they found a new meaning for 

their life. They can investigate them, play without adult supervision and this makes 

them happy. 



MISTRESS MARY QUITE CONTRARY ... REGENERATION IN 

THE SECRET GARDEN 

Mary looks unhealthy when she arrives at Misselthwaite Manor. It is wintertime and 

most of the plants in the secret garden seem to be dead, too. Nobody has looked after 

the garden for ten years (except for Ben Weatherstaff who secretly tended it a little bit 

once a year), same as nobody was interested in Mary back in India, even though the 

reasons for it were different. The garden, unlike Mary, was loved and cared for ten years 

ago. Yet after that it has not been looked after and entered because Mr Craven did not 

have the strength to face it and make it remind him of his beloved wife's death which 

had been caused there. That is why he locked it and buried the key in the grounds. Mary 

had not been looked after by her parents because she was in fact an unwanted child who 

was considered ugly and thus would have spoilt her mother's image in society as an 

exceptional beauty, and would also prevent her to appear and to shine and be admired at 

all the social events she loved so much. The result of it was that Mary was given her 

own way and every wish of hers was to be fulfilled, only to keep her out of her parents' 

sight. That made her a little tyrant, refusing to adjust to anything and anybody and thus 

unpopular among other children, too. They teased her and sang a re-made version of a 

children's song. 

When Mary is brought to Misselthwaite and hears about a locked rose garden she starts 

to search for it and soon she finds the key and the entrance to it, almost by accident, 

with the help of her 'friend' robin redbreast. Finding and entering the garden has a 

positive effect on Mary as well as on the garden. The abandonment of both is finished. 
N o w Mury is entirely o c c u p i e d wi th the garden and wi th bringing it back to l i fe . A s 

G u n t h e r comments, "Once Mary has found the garden, all her cunning then goes into 

amassing the information and assistance needed for its restoration."27 The garden 

rewards her by coming alive and offering her the sight and smell of beautiful flowers. 

The fact that she finds the garden is something sensational for Mary, it thrills her and 

she knows she must keep it secret unless she wants to be discovered and punished for 

27 Gunther 165. 
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disobedience, since nobody has been supposed to enter it after the death of her uncle's 

wife. She entrusts her secret only to her maid Martha's brother Dickon who she believes 

can keep it. Much later she tells her cousin Colin. As Gunther says, "She is longing to 

share her secret but controls herself for several weeks, determined not to tell Colin until 

she knows he too is able to exercise such self-control as has never been asked of him 

before: In her talks with Colin, Mary had tried to be very cautious. ... She wanted to 

discover whether he was the kind of boy you could tell a secret to. ... She had not known 

him long enough to be sure."2* It is only at the very end of the book that Mary's secret 

is revealed to Mr Craven who, thanks to the surprising and pleasant circumstances 

under which he gets into the regenerated, flowering garden, does not punish her at all 

but is happy about the outcome of things. 

Gradually, Mary's behaviour begins to change for the better. A parallel can be drawn 

between her behaviour and the climate as well. In India where everything was too hot 

and unpleasant she was unpleasant too yet in England we can see her improvement. 

Mary arrives in winter and, as well as the weather is cold, her behaviour is cold, too. 

There is not much life in her and neither are there many plants alive outside. When the 

spring comes and the flowers start to bloom and show their beautiful parts, Mary has 

already done some work in the secret garden, tending the plants, and thus has shown the 

positive aspects of her personality. These aspects are further developed and in the end 

she (and everyone else, too) can see the fruit of her endeavour. 

The greatest credit for such a change in Mary (and also in Colin and, in the end, in Mr 

Craven too) should be given to the secret garden. Wallace writes: "This garden [The 

Secret Garden] [...] is a sensuous environment of wonder and delight and a source of 

joy in being. As one character [Colin] says, 'The sun is shining - the sun is shining. 

That is the Magic. The flowers are growing - the roots are stirring. That is the Magic. 

Being alive is the Magic.'"29 The simple acts of nature that many others take for granted 

impress Mary and Colin so much that they forget their crossness and enjoy life. The 

shining sun, the cycle of growth, life itself have become something to be celebrated. 

And it is in the secret garden that they discovered this. 

28 Gunther 165. 
29 Wallace 143. 
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Thanks to the garden the characters gradually change into better, happier and more 

agreeable people. Firstly, it is caused by the garden's mere existence, by the secret that 

it embodies, by the feelings the children have when entering it and by the opportunity to 

observe nature inside of it, undisturbed by anyone. The garden is the nicest and the most 

thrilling secret they have ever had in their lives and they are very concerned about not 

revealing it to anyone; otherwise their secret would be spoilt and they might be 

punished for having entered the garden and never let inside again. 

Another reason why the garden has such a healing power is that it makes Mary work, 

and if she wants it to live and to bloom she has to do everything herself (or, later with 

the help of Dickon), for there can be no servants or gardeners around if she wants to 

keep the garden a secret. This means that she has to start acting according to the 

garden's needs, not according to hers. The garden does not care if Mary feels too lazy to 

work or if the weather is too windy or rainy, its plants need to be cared for regularly, 

and to keep them growing Mary has to find discipline in herself. She stops thinking of 

herself only, little by little she ceases to consider herself the centre of the world, starts to 

care about others and, thanks to the existence of the garden, she gradually ceases to be 

sour and cross. 

... without knowing it she was smiling down on to the grass and the pale green 
points all the time. [...J she could not believe that she had been working two or 

three hours. She had been actually happy all the time . . . . ( SG 91) 

This is Mary's first experience with the garden and also the first time she has worked in 

her life. It evidently has a positive outcome, she feels happy and the healing power of 

the garden begins to show its first results. The positive influence of the garden is 

recognized also by Gwyneth Evans, who describes The Secret Garden as one among 

many children's fictions about "gardens in which children work with nature, creating 

beauty through growing things and at the same time experiencing spiritual and 

emotional growth."30 

30 Wilkie 73. 



The children's self-esteem is reinforced, too, thanks to their work in the garden -

according to John Rowe Townsend, there is something about The Secret Garden "to do 

with their [the children's] longing for real, important, adult-level achievement. Self-

reliance and cooperation in making something are the virtues that Mary and Colin 

painfully attain."31 All these qualities are very new to them, as they used to be self-

centered despotic little brats with servants around. The greater and more astonishing is 

the fact that they really achieve their aim and the result is something they can be proud 

of - the wonderful, blooming secret garden. 

Moreover, it is not only Mary's character and feelings that improve, it is also her 

physical appearance and her strength. Thanks to her working in the garden and 

breathing fresh air Mary starts to feel hungry and eats more, her cheeks turn red and she 

looks much healthier. (Later it is the same case with Colin). She is aware of the change 

and feels rather pleased about it. 

' I 'm growing fatter,' said Mary, 'and I'm growing stronger. I used always to be 

tired. When I dig I 'm not tired at all.' (SG 117) 

The fact that she is not tired makes Mary even more enthusiastic about spending her 

time outside the house, working. She grows very fond of it. It is also Martha who 

notices a positive change in Mary and who is happy about it. 

'Th ' air from th' moor has done thee good already,' she [Martha) had said. 

'Tha'rt not nigh so yeller and tha'rt not nigh so scrawny. Even tha' hair doesn't 

slamp down on tha' head so flat. . . . ' [ . . .] 'Tha'rt not half so ugly 

(SG 165, 166) 

Thanks to the change in her behaviour Mary even makes friends, first it is the robin 

whom she gets to know through the grumpy gardener Ben Weatherstaff (his name 

implies an interconnectedness with nature, too), and later she becomes friends with 

Martha's brother Dickon. 

31 Townsend 89. 
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The garden enables Mary an insight into herself, she begins to think about how she 

behaves to others, what kind of person she is and also what role she could have, at least 

in relationship to the garden, flowers and the robin. All these are Mary's friends and she 

does not want to spoil these friendships only because of her selfishness. Together with 

the garden it is also Colin who functions as a mirror to Mary, she realizes that they have 

many similar features and thus can perceive her behaviour from the viewpoint of others. 

It is an impulse for her to change and she also helps Colin re-evaluate his attitude to life 

and start working on himself. In the end "she regenerates both an abandoned garden in 

the mansion grounds and her neglected invalid cousin, Colin, and, in doing so, 

regenerates herself."32 Thus Mary achieves what she wants to, helps others and is 

rewarded by her own happiness. 

The regeneration of both Mary and Colin is viewed in an analogy with the seasons. 

When Mary arrives at Misselthwaite in winter time, she is sour and unhealthy. "She 

begins her gardening in the spring, and as crocuses and daffodils push up through the 

warming earth, her body begins to bloom and her manners to soften. Summer sees 

complete regeneration of both Mary and Colin, and by the time Craven returns to 

Misselthwaite in autumn, the children are harvesting the fruits of their labor - health 

and happiness."33 And it is not only them who end up so well - thanks to Mary and 
Colin, Mr Craven regains his desire for life and the three turn Misselthwaite Manor in a 

cheerful place again. 

There is Masic in there - good Magic, you know... (Colin) 

The secret garden has another special power. It develops Mary's and her cousin Colin's 

imagination. Before Mary finds the garden she often thinks of how it could look like 

and imagins what it would feel like to be inside. When she talks about the garden and 

the robin with Colin he begins to imagine the garden in his mind, too and his image of it 

is clearer thanks to her vivid narration. As Gunther says, "She tells him just enough to 

32 Davies 48. 
33 "The Secret Garden, Frances Hodgson Burnett." 28 0ct.2004 

<http://www.penguinputnam.com/static/rgu.../secret_garden.htm>. 
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free his imagination from its negative obsessions and direct it toward the positive 

i n f l u e n c e of the garden."34 Parsons agrees with him: "When Mary tells Colin the secret 

of the garden, she gives him the 'possibility of life which replaces his secret about the 

probability of death' (Roxburgh, 1979, p. 125), and he begins to recover."33 It wakes 

him up from his lethargy and complete lack of interest in anything and anybody in the 

world. Colin is aware of it himself. 

'I don't think I ever really wanted to see anything before, but I want to see that 

garden.' (SG 143) 

We can also see the impact of the mere thought about the garden on Colin's psychic 

state and physical appearance. It makes him smile and look beautiful, it starts to heal 

him. 

The robin pleased him so much that he smiled until he looked almost beautiful, 

[...] .(SG 146) 

The thoughts about the garden partly replace his thoughts about dying. The idea that he 

could one day find and enter the garden is a strong motivation for him to live and try to 

get better. 

'Oh Mary! If I could go into it I think I should live to grow up!' (SG 143) 

Living to grow up is something Colin could never imagine before as he heard everyone 

say that he was to die soon. The power of the garden is so strong that it turns his 

thoughts towards the positive, it makes him want to live and experience many new 

things. Furthermore, the garden is a place where he grows stronger, where he first 

stands up and starts to walk, which is one of the greatest achievements of his life. He is 

full of pride. 

34 Gunther 165. 
35 Parsons 259. 
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Colin's strong belief in the garden's 'Magic' has such a power that it makes him feel 

that everything is possible inside of it. Even though the garden itself is in fact not the 

direct cause of Colin's success it serves its purpose. When Mary tells him straight how 

queer his behaviour is (she is the first one to do so, until then everyone was afraid of 

him and always did what he pleased but Mary refuses to act like his inferior), Colin 

decides to change and he knows he can do it in the garden. 

'I shall stop being queer,' he said, 'if I go every day to the garden. There is Magic 

in there - good Magic, you know, Mary, I am sure there is,' 

'So am I,' said Mary. 

'Even if it isn't real Magic,' Colin said, 'we can pretend it is. Something is there -

something!' (SG251) 

He needs to believe in something and the garden gives him the opportunity, even though 

he is quite aware that it is not the garden itself that makes him feel so strong. However, 

the 'magic' effect of the secret garden on Colin might have been caused by something 

else. As the garden is the place where Colin's mother died when a branch of a tree had 

broken under her, it is also the place where her spirit reigns. It had always been her 

garden and that did not necessarily have to change after her death. Parsons shares this 

opinion: "The garden [...] is inhabited by the spirit of Lilias Craven. It is a locus of 

female authority."36 This idea is first put into words by Dickon's mother, Mrs Sowerby, 

when she comes into the garden and meets Colin. 

'Eh! Dear lad!' she said. 'Thy own mother's in this 'ere very garden, I do believe. 

She couldna' keep out of it. [...]' (SG 299) 

Mrs Sowerby's belief is confirmed by Lilias, Colin's mother herself, when she calls her 

husband to the garden while he is dreaming, telling him that she is there. 

'Archie! Archie!' [...] 

'Lilias! Where are you?' 'In the garden,' it came back like a sound from a golden 

flute. 'In the garden!' (SG 306) 

36 Parsons 259. 



It might also have been her spi r i t and not only Ben W e a t h e r s t a f f who kept the 

roses and other plants in the garden alive for those ten years during which it has 

been locked up. As Parsons says, "The garden is fertile, simultaneously enclosed 

and free, and 'the female value system that operates within the womb-like 

seclusion o f the garden can be seen as analogous to the power of the mother' 

(Foster and Simons, 1995, p.187)."37 Therefore, when Colin comes to the garden 

he is under his mother's protection and care and feels this strength, though he 

does n o t k n o w what it means and where exactly it comes from. That is why he 

decides to call it 'Magic'. 

And Dickon helped him [stand up], and the Magic - or whatever it was - so gave 

him strength that when the sun did slip over the edge and end the strange, lovely 

afternoon for them, there he actually stood on his two feet - laughing. (SG 248) 

At the end of the story the garden is the place of the important encounter of father and 

son, Mr Craven and Colin. It has a unifying power and brings them together, so that 

they can constitute a family again and start a new life; the long-lasting bitterness, 

pessimism and passivity vanishes and they can go on, enjoying each other. It is autumn 

and at that time the garden is very beautiful, full of late flowers, creating a warm and 

pleasant atmosphere and evoking the harvest of the children's work in the garden. 

Christine Wilkie has a different opinion though, saying that "when we last view the 

garden, through the eyes of Archibald Craven, it is described as 'a wilderness' with 

moribund connotations contained in its late autumn state of 'violet,' 'purple,' and 

'sheaves of late lilies.'"38 However, one could disagree with Wilkie, as Burnett gives us 

a notion of the garden that is rather nice and positive: 

The place was a wilderness of autumn gold and purple and violet and flaming 

scarlet, and on every side were sheaves of late lilies standing together - lilies 

which were white or white and ruby. He remembered well when the first of them 

had been planted that just at this season of the year their late glories should reveal 

37 Parsons 259. 
38 Wilkie 81. 



themselves. [. . .] the sunshine deepening the hue of the yellowing trees made one 

feel that one stood in an embowered temple of gold. (SG 315,316) 

The "wilderness" suggests the untamed nature of the garden, the freedom and the 

spontaneity with which Mary, Dickon and Colin plant the flowers in it, something that 

is beautiful even without being created as a system, according to rules, and without 

being disciplined. White lilies could symbolize the innocence of the children - the 

garden's new creators, who, like the lilies, "stand together" and cooperate, having one 

aim in front of them - the garden's regeneration. In addition to white there is the color 

ruby - it might evoke blood, indicating the sin (seen through the adult eye) present 

especially in Mary and Colin - their disobediance of rules and secret going into the 

locked and prohibited garden, their selfishness and lack of empathy for others, which, 

however, is gradually diminishing in the garden. The presence of red might also 

symbolize the passion and love with which all the flowers are planted and cared for. The 

lilies' "late glories" might suggest the success of regenerating the garden after ten years 

of its sleep, and bringing it to its beautiful state. Furthermore, the garden's evoking a 

temple shows the feeling of closeness to God, to a higher instance, or to perfection 

while being inside. It symbolizes safety, protection and security, something that many 

people are searching for in life, and in this case the characters achieve it. As the temple 

is embowered, it is protected even better, and is hidden to those who do not look for it. 

Therefore getting inside and enjoying its priviledges is a reward for patience and careful 

searching. 

Tom's midnight garden can in a way be seen as a safe place, too. Firstly, it offers Hatty 

many hidings and enables her to escape from her aunt and cousins and invent a world of 

her own, a world where she is not disturbed by anyone. Secondly, it is safe for Tom, 

too, as no one from his time can enter the garden and search for him there, and almost 

no one belonging to Hatty's period is able to see him. As Wallace writes, "Perhaps the 

secret garden is for people who feel oppressed in their daily lives."39 The "secret 

garden" in this case would stand for Tom's garden which is hidden from his 

contemporaries (with exceptions) - a secret which no one knows about. Tom feels 

39 Wallace 144. 
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oppressed during his stay at the Kitsons' as he is obliged to change his summer plans 

and stay at a place where there is nothing interesting to do for him, no children's 

company and no freedom, moreover he has to adjust to the adults' rules and has 

nowhere to escape. When he discovers the midnight garden it is a liberation for him. 

The garden is also a shelter for Hatty who is tied by the conventions of her aunt's when 

being in her house, and who has no friends. 

Moreover, the garden has something 'magic' to it as well, though in a different sense 

than Mary's and Colin's secret garden. It gives Hatty space to dream and pretend that 

she is a princess and that there are fairies hidden among the plants. For Tom the 

existence of the midnight garden itself is magic, as it appears only at night when the 

grandfather clock strikes thirteen and disappears again during the daytime. There are 

many other things that could hardly happen in normal life - the time Tom spends in the 

garden does not count, the seasons change quickly and irregularly, there is ideal weather 

all the time, Hatty grows up much faster than Tom, and when he is in the garden, Tom 

experiences strange things with his body. This 'magic' attracts both of them to the 

garden again and again. 

Gardens abandoned and re-discovered 

It is interesting that both stories share another common feature. Even though the 

gardens are considered to have the best impact on the characters they do not bring only 

happiness all the time. In the secret garden as well as in the midnight garden an accident 

is used as a turning point in further development. It is always the woman who gets 

injured, the man who suffers from his helplessness and later from the loss and, what is 

most important, the garden ceases to be the main scene of the events. The secret garden 

has been locked and the midnight garden loses its importance from the moment of the 

accident; Hatty and Tom never play there any more and the scene is moved to other 

places - Tom and Hatty go ice-skating on the river or up the tower of Ely. 
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When a dry branch breaks under Mrs Craven in the secret garden, she is injured so 

badly that she dies. Mr Craven, her closest person, is with her and is totally helpless. 

After her death he is left alone and is unable to be happy for a very long time. Similarly, 

when Tom and Hatty are building their tree house a dead bough breaks under Hatty and 

she falls down, unconscious. Tom, who is Hatty's best friend, in his ghost-like state that 

belongs to his existence in the world of the midnight garden, can not do anything for her 

either and feels desperate. After the accident things are never the same. Hatty's family 

considers her old enough to start behaving like a young lady, she joins her cousin's 

parties and her interests begin to differ from Tom's. They are never so close any more 

and Tom feels really sorry about that. He gradually loses Hatty. 

In The Secret Garden the accident is only mentioned as something that happened in the 

past whereas in Tom's Midnight Garden it is described vividly, we can feel Tom's 

horror when Hatty falls down from the tree. Nevertheless we can perceive the accident's 

impact very strongly in both stories. Mr Craven associates the garden with his beloved 

wife's death which he has not been able to cope with, and blames it for the destruction 

of his and Colin's lives. Therefore he better locks the garden's door and buries the key 

in the ground so that nobody could ever enter it. In the garden he locks all his joyful 

memories of the endless hours they spent there together and thinks that from that 

moment on - without her - he cannot be happy any more. Mrs Craven used to love the 

secret garden, her rose garden. The symbolic meaning40 of roses is very important: they 

stand for love and joy - the love between Mr and Mrs Craven and their joy of life when 

they used to spend so much time in the garden, caring for the roses and relaxing; at the 

same time, roses symbolize the fleetness of life, indicating Mrs Craven's death after the 

accident in the garden, and, together with the lilies that also grow in the garden, they 

represent paradise. Roses are also symbols of secrecy and silence - the state in which 

the garden finds itself for years after Mrs Craven death. And it is not only roses that are 

symbolic; it is also the surname - Craven - which suggests that he is cowardly enough 

40 'The Christian Symbolism of the Rose." 12 Nov. 2003. I Nov. 2006 
<http://campus.udayton.edU/mary//rosarymarkings36.html>. 
'Thematic Essay: The Rose." 16 Oct. 1995. 1 Nov. 2006 
<http://arts.ucsc.edu/Gdead/AGDL/rose.html>. 
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to be able to face the secret garden, same as he has no courage to look into Colin's eyes, 

both things reminding him of his dead wife he misses so much. 

Yet because it is usually true that things that won't kill you will make you stronger, in 

the end the secret garden, symbolizing Colin's mother, at least has the power to make 

them find their happiness again, it shows them that there are still many beautiful things 

in life and that they should get out of their impenetrable 'shells' and enjoy them instead 

of burying themselves alive, mourning. All the incredible things that happen in the re-

discovered and regenerated garden make them realize that they should be happy to have 

each other and they should care for each other much more, it shows them that they 

should value things that they would otherwise take for granted. The garden does not 

bring their mother and wife back but it gives them new strength to carry on living. 

The locked and abandoned secret garden is discovered only ten years later by Mary, a 

'stranger' to the place. The interpretation of the midnight garden's re-discovering is not 

so clear because Tom - always as a child - interwines both the period of Hatty's dreams 

of her childhood and the present when Hatty is an old lady already. If we take for 

granted that Tom's existence belongs to the present and that he is only a guest to Mrs. 

Bartholomew's dreams, never really having known her when she was a little girl, it 

would mean that, same as in the case of the secret garden, the now non-existing 

midnight garden would be re-discovered not only by Hatty in her dreams but at the 

same time also by Tom - again a 'stranger', a visitor to the house - during his night 

walks, long after it has been last visited in reality. Through these re-discoveries the 

gardens begin to assume their importance again. Originally the secret garden was 

something like paradise for Lilias and Archibald Craven, and now it becomes a kind of 

paradise for Mary - a safe place where she is free and can do whatever she wants. 

Similarly, the midnight garden used to be a haven for Hatty and now it functions in the 

same way for Tom. These two gardens are always places that give the characters the 

feeling of freedom. In both cases, it is strangers that have to remind the original visitors 

of the gardens' importance. Mary shows Archibald (also through Colin) again that the 

garden is a wonderful place to be in and that it would be a pity to leave it closed. And it 

is mainly because of Tom's presence in the house and his wish for a garden that Hatty 



dreams of her garden again and the memor ies of it become so vivid and important , even 

though the midnight garden does not exist any more. 



FRIENDS IN THE GARDEN 

It is only natural for children that they need company, someone they could spend time 

with playing, talking and enjoying themselves, someone they could trust. As neither 

Mary nor Tom know anyone like that when they arrive at their new homes they find 

other ways of spending time - investigating the gardens. And it is there that they find 

friends in their loneliness. 

Mary has been lonely ever since she was born, which makes her cross, and this 

crossness causes her inability to find friends. She does not realize it at first as she has 

been used to it all her life. She does not have any companions either when she comes to 

Misselthwaite Manor at first. Step by step she starts to like Martha, her servant, but as 

Martha does not have much time for her she goes outside to find some amusement 

there. It is in the gardens where she meets the gardener Ben Weatherstaff whom she 

does not like too much at the beginning for his being cross, disagreeable and 

untalkative, but later she discovers that he can be nice as well and they enjoy each 

other's company. In many ways Ben and Mary are similar. The encounter with Ben 

(and later also with Colin) makes Mary see and realize for the first time in her life what 

kind of person she is and how other people perceive her. 

'Tha' an' me are a good bit alike,' he [Ben] said. 'We was wove out of th' same 

cloth. We're neither of us good-lookin' an' we're both of us as sour as we look. 

We've got the same nasty tempers, both of us, I'll warrant. (SG 49) 

Ben is the first one who tells her the truth about herself. It is quite shocking for Mary 

because in India she was used to being treated like a princess, with all the people around 

her doing everything she pleased, not daring to say anything negative about her not to 

get her upset. Ben does not behave like her servant as he is not. He tells her what is on 

his mind and though Mary feels uncomfortable hearing it it makes her think about 

herself and consciously begin to change her way of treating others. Through Ben Mary 

also gets to know the robin. It is only then that she realizes her loneliness. 



' I 'm lonely,' she said. She had not known before that this was one of the things 

which made her feel sour and cross. She seemed to find it out when the robin 

looked at her and she looked at the robin. (SG 48) 

Mary is eager to become friends with the robin and that moment means the beginning of 

her change. It is for the first time in her life that she really cares about something, the 

possible friendship with the robin is very important to her. 

'Would you make friends with me?' she said to the robin, just as if she were 

speaking to a person. 'Would you?' And she did not say it either in her hard little 

voice or in her imperious Indian voice, but in a tone so soft and eager and coaxing 

that Ben Weatherstaff was as surprised as she had been when she heard him 

whistle. 

'Why, ' he cried out, tha' said that as nice an' human as if tha' was a real child 

instead of a sharp old woman. (SG 50) 

In treating the robin Mary follows the advice of Ben Weatherstaff so that she would not 

make the robin fly away. Thanks to this she succeeds, becomes friends with him and is 

nearly in an ecstasy about it. The fact that she likes someone and the experience of 

being liked is something entirely new to Mary and leads her to change towards the 

positive. As Davies remarks, "Burnett's technique of identifying Mary's regeneration 

with natural elements leads her to make her first friend - a robin, the first experience of 

being liked that she has ever had. The psychological development brings reward: 

through her friendship with the robin Mary finds the way in to the garden."41 

Later, when she has already found the secret garden she finally meets Dickon who she 

heard so much about from Martha. Mary admires him and feels a strong attraction 

towards him even before she first meets him. Now she sees him in person, with all the 

animals around, she likes him even more and he becomes another of her friends, the 

first one whom she tells about 'her' secret garden. 

41 Davies 53. 



Liking and being liked is such an unbelievable thing for Mary that throughout the book 

we even find her count her friends. It is not only in the gardens that she meets them. 

There are also people outside the gardens Mary develops a liking for. The first one is 

the good-humoured and talkative Martha, then it is Martha's mother, Susan Sowerby, 

whom Mary knows only from Martha's stories but who for Mary represents universal 

wisdom, a woman who can find a solution to everything. It is also her cousin Colin 

whom she visits in his room and later she finds Mr Craven a nice man, too. 

Tom, as opposed to Mary who is left alone in India after the death of her parents and 

who has no friends at all and thus does not care too much about where she will go, has 

to leave his brother and friend, Peter. That is the reason of his loneliness. For Mary the 

place where she stays does not make much of a difference, and as she is used to staying 

alone most of the time she does not feel lonelier than before. Tom's uncle Vernon and 

aunt Gwen are not people with whom he would particularly enjoy to spend his time. 

They do not understand him because they have never had their own children. Aunt 

Gwen almost desperately wants Tom to feel good at their place but it is not in her 

powers. However hard she tries, her wonderful meals cannot make Tom happy and 

replace him the joy of being outside in the garden with his brother Peter. Uncle Vernon 

has no patience with Tom and his questions, and his only way of communicating with 

Tom is giving him advice and orders. Nothing can be really discussed as it is always 

uncle Vernon who is right. 

When Tom discovers the midnight garden he finally has an object of interest, something 

that will take him away from the boredom he suffers from during the daytime. And 

there arises a possibility to meet someone he could spend time with, playing. First he 

sees three brothers in the garden - Hubert, James and Edgar, followed by their little 

cousin Hatty. Of them he takes to James especially. He would love to have him as his 

companion for various adventures. The bigger is his disappointment when he finds out 

that he is invisible and inaudible to James. 

We learn only much later why the boys can not see and hear him. The garden and 

everything and everybody inside of it are 'products' of Hatty Bartholomew's mind, it is 



she who 'restores' the garden and all that happens there in her dreams. The boys are just 

parts of her dreams, parts of her memories of the past, they are rather in the background 

and are not able to change what happened a long time ago. It is only what they really 

did and said then that appears in the dreams. Nothing can be added from their side. As 

Tom enters the garden many years after the cousins actually played there, they can not 

notice him at all. He does not belong to their period, that is why they can not react to 

him. It is only Hatty who is able to 'act' or to change something in her dreams. She 

lives through the dreams again, returns back to the time when she was a little girl and 

wished for a friend whom she found in Tom in the end. The power of her thoughts is so 

strong that she is able to reach what she wants. 

From the first moment in the garden Tom has a feeling of being watched all the time. 

Then he finds out that it is not just a feeling but that it is Hatty in fact who has been 

watching him from her secret hidings. She is the one who can see and hear him. Hatty, 

as well as Tom, is lonely and has no one to play with. It is both of them who are longing 

for companions and playmates. 

Tom and Hatty find great companions in each other, both loving the garden and 

adventures. Yet as there is always a shift in time between each of Tom's visits to the 

garden and Hatty grows up much faster than Tom, their interests start to differ. Tom is 

still the little boy who wants to spend all the time in the garden whereas Hatty grows up 

to be a young lady, develops a liking for other things and finds new friends, older than 

Tom, to spend time with. The bond with Tom is not as strong as it used to be in the 

beginning and it can also be perceived from Hatty's seeing Tom more transparent each 

time they meet. In the end Tom vanishes for her completely. Nevertheless on the last 

day at the aunt's and uncle's flat Tom finds Hatty again. 



AT HOME IN THE GARDEN 

There is a difference between the relationship that Tom, Mary and the other characters 

has to the garden. Tom has always liked the garden and loved to spend time there 

whereas Mary, even though she had a garden in India, too, is at first quite indifferent to 

gardens as such. It is only after she listens to Martha talking about the moors, about her 

brother Dickon and about a closed, hidden garden that Mary begins to be interested in it. 

Dickon 'lives' in the nature, for him the garden, the moors and the whole outside natural 

world are like home, he loves nature, is able to understand it and can feel the unity with 

everything around him. He is friends with animals, too, has no problems communicating 

with them and they are not afraid of him. That attracts Mary a lot. With Dickon's help 

Mary gets to know a lot about plants and together they regenerate the secret garden. 

Colin represents a complete opposite of Dickon for a long time, he never spends his 

time outside because he thinks that the fresh air would make him feel sick. Yet later we 

see an incredible development in him. From the moment that Mary starts talking about 

the secret garden he is willing to see it with his own eyes. When he comes to the garden 

he is amazed and wants to go there every day, for he feels good inside. Moreover, he 

ascribes magical powers to the garden and regards it as a place where everything is 

possible. It is also the place his deceased mother loved the most and Colin probably 

feels closer to her while being inside. That is why the garden is very important for him. 

Tom does not know about the midnight garden at all when he arrives at his aunt's and 

uncle's place. It is different with Mary. She is aware of the numerous gardens that there 

are on the grounds of Misselthwaite Manor, although she does not know that one of 

those gardens is a 'secret' garden. For Tom a garden means amusement and so he is 

disappointed without it. The days are boring for him because he has no garden to go to. 

Mary, on the other hand, is bored and that is the reason why she goes to the gardens and 

finally finds the secret garden. 



The garden is a mystery for both of them. For Mary, the locked-up garden embodies a 

mystery before she finds it whereas for Tom, who does not know about any garden at 

the beginning, the midnight garden starts to be a mystery only after he discovers it. 

Each of the protagonists has a different purpose of spending the time in the garden. For 

Mary it is gardening, watching things grow, meditating. She sees a great power in the 

garden, she is concerned with it as with an interesting object, she likes to investigate it. 

Tom, on the other hand, is no gardener at all. His main interest in the garden is tree 

climbing. 

Tom was not a gardener, however; his first interest in a garden, as Peter's would 

have been, was tree-climbing. He always remembered his first tree in this garden -

one of the yews round the lawn. He had never climbed a yew before, and was 

inclined to think ever afterwards that yews were best. (TMG 49) 

Tom is not so much concerned with the garden as such, he likes the amusement that the 

garden offers him, the actions that can be carried out there. The garden challenges him, 

gives him opportunities to move, play and experience various adventures. It nurtures his 

imagination and makes him develop various plans about what he could do there. 

He would steal out here tomorrow, by daylight. [...] He would run full tilt over the 

grass, leaping the flowerbeds; he would peer through the glittering panes of the 

greenhouse - perhaps open the door and go in; he would visit each alcove and 

archway clipped in the yew-trees - he would climb the trees and make his way 

from one to another through thickly interlacing branches. When they came calling 

him, he would hide, silent and safe as a bird, among this richness of leaf and 

bough and tree-trunk. (TMG 25) 

That is what Tom keeps thinking about during the boring days at his aunt's and uncle's 

place. His imagination is so vivid that one can almost feel doing the things together with 

him. It is also Hatty who likes to amuse herself in the garden and enjoys the games that 

can be played there. 
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Moreover, for Hatty and for Mary the garden represents something more important than 

a source of amusement. It is their only 'property', the only place they can call their 

'world' and where they are undisturbed and can do the things they want. Hatty, an 

orphaned girl living with her aunt who dislikes her, and with three cousins who do not 

want to play with her, finds consolation in the garden after her parents die. The garden 

heals her wounds. She spends there all the time, it is the only place where she feels free 

and where she can do whatever she wants, she invents her secret hidings and imaginary 

friends there. The garden is the only place she can call her own. And that gives her a lot 

of internal power. It takes the role of her deceased parents by offering her protection, 

encouraging her and giving her the feeling of safety. Hatty's situation is very similar to 

Mary's. The garden makes Mary feel useful and needed, and rewards her for the work 

she has done there. That way she does not have to feel like an abandoned orphan any 

more, like somebody being unwanted and having no one and nowhere to go to. Now she 

can go to the garden and be a part of it, speak to it and perceive the messages it 

communicates to her. The garden gives Hatty and Mary a feeling of freedom. Moreover, 

it represents their home; neither of the girls feel comfortable in the houses where they 

live. Hatty builds a tree-house with Tom instead. 

Hatty was deeply excited about the tree-house [...] she thought of it as her house 

in a way the big house was not: that was her aunt's house, and her cousin's, and 

she was there only on sufferance. This tree-house, however, could be her own 

house and home [...]. (TMG 126) 

Mary, though not 'on sufferance' at Misselthwaite Manor, does not feel at home there, 

for apart from her two rooms she is forbidden to enter any other room in the house. In 

the garden she is not under anyone's control and can do anything she likes. She 

investigates the garden and its surroundings, and so does Tom. However, there is a 

difference between their investigations. Mary gets familiar with the surroundings before 

she finds the door to the secret garden and from the moment she finds it she is interested 

only in the inside of the secret garden. Tom, on the other hand, enters into the midnight 

garden first and he does not know what is around it. Of course he is interested in the 

garden and in all he can find there yet at the same time he is attracted a lot to the outside 

of the garden walls. He plans to investigate every piece of the garden as well as its 



surroundings. He is not concentrated on planting and cultivating the garden, he wants to 

play and climb trees and walls. That is a real challenge for him. 

Tom had no sooner got into his garden than he was curious to see outside it. 

(TMG 42) 

Later Tom manages to get outside the garden, he goes skating on the river from 

Castleford to Ely with Hatty, they also climb up the tower of Ely and enjoy the view of 

the surroundings which is so different from the one Tom knows from his time. The 

garden, however, remains the most important place for him and when Hatty tells him 

the first time that they will go skating without spending time in the garden before, he is 

quite astonished. 

Tom was excited, and yet aghast. 'Now? Without going into the garden at all? 

Without even going through it?' 

'The garden will always be there,' Hatty coaxed him; 'but this great frost - ' 

(TMG 177) 

Hatty takes the garden for granted, yet Tom is afraid of not being able to spend time the 

garden any more, because he knows that it is there for him only during his night trips. 

Mary, Tom and Hatty like to call the gardens 'their' gardens, because they are their 

beloved, favourite places. Yet Colin's way of saying "It is my garden now. I am fond of 

it."42 is possessive, or, as Gunther says, even aggressive.4. He wants everybody to know 

and acknowledge that he is the owner of the garden and he has the right to decide about 

it, tell who will be let in and what will be done there. He does not show his love of 

nature but is rather concentrated on his well-being, his feelings and moods. 

Nevertheless he, like the other characters, needs the garden and enjoys the pleasures it 

gives him. 

42 SG 245. 
43 

Gunther 166. 



REAL GARDEN OR MAGIC GARDEN? 

Mary's garden is, as opposed to Tom's, a real garden which exists in real time. 

However, it is perceived by the characters as a place that works wonders, a place where 

'Magic', as Colin called it, exists. In their belief they are able to reach aims they would 

never be able to reach without such a strong persuasion that there is someone or 

something that gives them the power, or that is responsible for their success. They have 

motivation and as they are sure that the garden worked wonders before, seeing the 

transformation of Mary's character for example, they believe that it is the garden again 

that they can thank for their success and for the fulfilment of their wishes. 

When Tom discovers the garden in the backyard he first thinks that he was deceived by 

his aunt and uncle who told him that no garden belonged to the house. He perceives the 

garden as real, he can smell the grass and flowers and feel the ground under his feet. He 

thinks that his aunt and uncle want to keep it away from him, even though he does not 

understand why. He tries to ask questions about it, and thinks that the hyacinths that 

aunt Gwen put in his room must be the ones he saw in the garden. He can remember 

their look and smell so well. Yet his aunt and uncle keep reassuring him that there is no 

garden. This rather puzzles Tom so he goes to check it. It is in the daytime. 

As he ran down the stairs to the hall, Tom was remembering the hyacinths: he had 

seen the curling back of the petals; he had smelt them. They had been real last 

night; they were real now. He had only to open the garden door to see them again 

- to see the whole of his garden again. (TMG 34) 

We can perceive Tom's confusion. He can remember every detail of the flowers he saw 

in the garden, he can even remember their smell, but still the reaction of his aunt and 

uncle makes him doubt about what is real and what is not. He is not able to explain it to 

himself and the only way to find the answer is getting back to the garden. Yet Tom 

starts to be afraid that he might not find it as he did last night. 



[Tom] ..hesitated to open the door. He felt a sickness in his stomach... 

Suddenly he cried aloud angrily: 'Don' t be a fool! It's there, I tell you! The 

garden's there!' He flung the door wide open, and blinked into the morning 

sunlight. At the back of the house was a narrow, paved space enclosed by a 

wooden fence, with a gateway on to the sideroad at one end. There were five 

dustbins, and near the dustbins was parked an old car from beneath which stuck a 

pair of legs in trousers. (TMG 34) 

The garden is gone. Tom's fear was legitimate. He felt it and was afraid of it so much 

that he had an internal fight with himself and he had to gain courage before he was able 

to open the door and face the 'reality' that the day had to offer him. Even after 

discovering that there really is no garden during the daytime Tom does not want to 

believe it so he asks the man under the car to be reassured, yet the man does not know 

anything about the garden. Tom feels horrible but he still has some hope for a better 

explanation and does not give up his investigation entirely. He stops asking and talking 

about the garden with his aunt and uncle because he knows it would have no sense since 

there is no garden during the daytime, and waits for the night to find out something 

more. And at night there is his garden again. Tom realizes that his aunt and uncle could 

not have known about it at all. At that moment he is sure that there is something 

unusual, something magic about the garden and that in order to be able to visit it every 

night he should rather keep it a secret. So he keeps visiting it and the only one who 

knows about it through Tom's letters is his brother Peter. 

The midnight garden is a 'magic' place even for Hatty who belongs to the same period 

as the garden does and for whom the garden's existence is nothing extraordinary or 

unexpected, as it is in Tom's case. Hatty spends all her time in the garden, for her the 

garden is the whole world (similarly to Mary), a place where she feels free and can 

develop her imagination, give names to trees and write letters to fairies. These are the 

'magic' powers assigned to the garden. She can do there anything she wants, the garden 

gives her no limitations. For Hatty and for Tom the garden is also the place of fulfilled 

dreams. Tom, wishing for a garden, finds it at night. Both Tom and Hatty long for a 

friend and companion and in the garden they find each other. Moreover, Hatty dreams 
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of being free and wants to forget the dependence on her aunt and the humiliation she has 

to suffer in her house, and the garden enables her to do so. 

It is also Colin for whom the garden is a 'magic' place where everything is possible, a 

place of personal and spiritual growth, a place of gaining physical strength and winning 

over his bad moods. 

In fact in both cases the magic powers do not depend on the garden itself yet rather on 

the characters, on their perception of it, their feelings inside the garden and their beliefs 

and powers. The secret garden is real and perceptible in Mary's time, Tom's midnight 

garden belongs to a different period than the one Tom lives in and therefore, apart from 

the people who belong to the period of the garden, it is visible only to Tom and only at 

nighttime. Neither of the gardens, however, dispose of supernatural powers. It is Mary 

who helps regenerate the secret garden and it is Colin who decides that he will stand on 

his feet and do the first steps there, and actually achieves it. In the midnight garden Tom 

is invisible to almost everyone and he can go through closed doors and is able to do 

other unnatural things but it is again not in the least the achievement of the garden. The 

'magic' is in the characters and in the circumstances. 

Tom's Midnight Garden opens up a much greater space for the readers' imagination and 

operates with supernatural effects, though, as already mentioned, the supernatural is not 

brought about by the garden itself but by the characters - mainly by Tom - in certain 

circumstances. The Secret Garden might in a way seem less thrilling as the readers 

know that nothing that would be above human powers can happen inside of it. 

However, the feeling of something exceptional, something 'magical' happening there, is 

present in both stories. 



DAYDREAMING AND NIGHT ADVENTURES 

The existence of the midnight garden has a beneficial effect on Tom, although in a 

different way than it is in the case of the secret garden. As opposed to Mary or Colin 

who are spoilt, tyrannical and selfish in the beginning and who are disliked by others 

because of their behaviour Tom is a friendly boy, he causes no conflicts and there is 

nothing wrong with his behaviour to others. There is no need to change his character. 

The only trouble is that he feels unhappy and lonely with his aunt and uncle, having to 

spend all the time in their flat where there is nothing interesting to do and no one to play 

with, being far away from his brother Peter and from their garden in which they spend 

most of their time in summer and which is their playground, or even their second home. 

He looked his good-bye at the garden, and raged that he had to leave it - leave it 

and Peter. They had planned to spend their time here so joyously these holidays. 

[. . .] These holidays they would have built a treehouse among its [the apple tree's] 

branches. (TMG 7, 8) 

Tom feels really horrible, having to leave all his plans. He longs for his garden and for 

the adventures. Tom's longing for a garden is satisfied when he finally finds it at the 

back of his aunt's and uncle's house one night, and it is even more interesting and 

thrilling because it is a magic garden that only he can enter, never his aunt or uncle, and 

also because he can visit it only at night when the grandfather clock in the hall strikes 

the thirteenth hour. 

The discovery of the midnight garden changes Tom's holiday completely, it has a great 

influence on his mood and feelings. Since then he leads a double life: he spends the 

days in his aunt's and uncle's poky flat and it is only the thoughts of the garden that 

enable him to bear it. Night after night he visits the garden and enjoys being there, 

investigating it and playing with his friend Hatty. Gradually the garden grows more and 

more important for Tom and soon he becomes completely dependent on it. 

Every night Tom slipped downstairs to the garden. At first he used to be afraid 

that it might not be there. Once, with his hand already upon the garden door to 



open it, he had turned back, sick with grief at the very thought of absence. He had 

not dared, then, to look; but later the same night he had forced himself to go 

again and open that door: there the garden was. It had not failed him. (TMG 48) 

We can perceive his great fear of not finding the garden any more. He can not imagine 

being without it, the garden is very important for him. It is an incredible relief when he 

opens the door and finds his garden again. He even prolongs his stay at his aunt's and 

uncle's place instead of going back home and spending the rest of the holiday with his 

brother Peter, just to be in the garden and to experience more adventures. 

. . . the very day before he was due to go, he had nerved himself, cleared his throat 

and said, 'I wish I hadn't to go home tomorrow.' (TMG 98) 

His aunt and uncle are rather puzzled about it as they do not understand why Tom 

would like to stay longer, nevertheless aunt Gwen is happy that he is not leaving and in 

a little while everything is settled. Gwen plans daytrips for Tom yet he would much 

rather stay inside to have enough energy for his night visits to the garden. In the daytime 

his mind is entirely occupied with the garden, he keeps thinking about it, reviewing all 

he experienced there already and planning on what he could possibly do on his next 

visit to the garden. He writes all about it in his 'top secret' letters to Peter. The garden is 

a source of pleasure and adventure for Tom. He lives through it. 

He lived his real and interesting life at night-time, when he went into the garden; 

in the daytime, he wanted only peace - to think back and to think forwards, 

always to the garden; to write of the garden to Peter. (TMG 99) 

He is not interested in anything else but the garden and does not want to be disturbed 

from his daydreaming and plans. In the end Tom finds out that the midnight world is not 

completely separate from his present. 



Past and present interwoven 

Even though the daytime and the night adventures in the midnight garden seem to have 

no connection at first, apart from the fact that it is Tom that lives both, later in the story 

we can find interconnectedness. 

The most obvious link between the past - or the midnight garden - and the present is the 

grandfather clock. It is the first object that catches Tom's attention and wakes curiosity 

in him on his arrival at the house where his aunt and uncle live. The clock has always 

been a very important thing - in the present as well as in the past. During his night trips 

Tom finds out from Hatty that nobody is allowed to touch it in their house, and it is only 

Hatty's aunt who can wind it. When Tom arrives at his uncle's and aunt's place he is 

told not to meddle with the grandfather clock either. No one is supposed to come near it 

except for the old Mrs Bartholomew. The clock remains in the same place - in the hall 

of the house - in both periods, and although its dial always shows the time of the 

present in which Tom lives its striking suggests a different hour. It is symbolic that it is 

Mrs Bartholomew who always winds the clock as she is the one that spans both periods 

- the past of the dream garden and the present.44 

The next link between the two periods is the back door of the house - it is the entrance 

into the midnight garden and thus the entrance to the past. Tom even finds out that 

sometimes when he does not close the door on entering the house again the house is the 

one from the past and he can thus investigate it too, which enables him to see the house 

as it looked like in late Victorianism and to get to know the way people used to live at 

that time. 

Another connection of the midnight garden and Tom's reality during the daytime is the 

yew tree that originally belonged to the garden and that still stands, though in someone 

else's garden behind a fence. The original ground was sold to several buyers, and thus 

the large garden that belonged to Hatty's house was divided and partly disappeared as 

well. 

44 "Literary Qualities." 13 Nov. 2005 
<http://www.bookrags.com/shortguide-toms-rnidnight-garden/literaryqualities.html>. 
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In the end we find out that it is not only the objects inside the house and in the garden 

that are links between the present and the past. The link is also Hatty. On his last night-

trip, when Tom can not find the garden and cries to call Hatty for help she hears him. 

And it is not the young Hatty from the garden. Tom finds out that Hatty is the old Mrs 

Bartholomew, the owner of the fiats who lives upstairs. She was woken up from her 

dream at night by hearing her name and in the morning she sends for Tom to make sure 

he was calling her. She tells him she is Hatty and after some hesitating Tom finally 

believes her. He recognizes her from her way of speaking, from her movements and 

smiles, but mainly by looking into her eyes. Their familiarity strikes him the moment he 

saw her. At first Tom is confused and thinks that Mrs Bartholomew is able to go back in 

Time. Yet she gives him another explanation: 

'When you're my age, Tom, you live in the Past a great deal. You remember it; 

you dream of it.' (TMG 214) 

That makes many things clear to Tom. He knows now why the time in the garden 

shifted so much and why the weather was always pleasant. It depended upon what Mrs 

Bartholomew chose to dream about. When they try to find out what made the garden 

appear, they realize that it was not only Mrs Bartholomew's dreams but also their 

common wish for a friend: 

... never before this summer had she dreamed of the garden so often, and never 

before this summer had she been able to remember so vividly what it had felt like 

to be the little Hatty - to be longing for someone to play with and for someone to 

play. 

'But those were the things I wanted here, this summer,' said Tom, suddenly 

recognizing himself exactly in Mrs Bartholomew's description. (TMG 214) 

This proves that there must have been a certain telepathy between Tom and Mrs 

Bartholomew, otherwise they could not have met in the same dream world each night. 

They had a common ground - the wish for a garden, which for Hatty was the stage of 

her childhood and was connected to many things she had come through and for Tom it 

represented something he was missing at the moment. 
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[. . .] that great longing [.. .] must have made its entry into Mrs Bartholomew's 

dreaming mind [...]. Mrs Bartholomew had gone back in Time to when she was a 

girl, wanting to play in the garden; and Tom had been able to go back with her, to 

the same garden. (TMG 215) 

Meeting Hatty on the last day makes Tom happy and replaces all his despair of having 

lost the garden and his friend for ever. Mrs Bartholomew insists on Tom's visiting her 

and bringing his brother Peter with him as well. This means that their friendship does 

not belong only to the past and to the present but that it would continue in the future as 

well. 

There is yet another person who, though living in Tom's period, appears in the world of 

the midnight garden. It is Tom's brother, Peter. For him, thanks to Tom's letters that 

contain vivid descriptions of the garden and all the new experiences, the midnight 

garden becomes the centre of his thoughts. He gets fixated on the garden as there is 

nothing attractive for him at home to do or think of since Tom left. The intensity of 

Peter's thoughts and wishes concerning the garden and all the adventures Tom can 

experience there enable him to get into Tom's midnight world through his dreams, even 

though it is not exactly in the garden where they meet in the end but on the top of the 

Ely cathedral tower. The fact that he is able to get there is astonishing as he is the only 

one belonging to Tom's daytime who manages to do it. Both Tom and Peter are 

surprised that it is actually possible. It proves that there is a strong tie between the two 

of them. This is the moment when they meet: 

Tom [...] was alone on that side of the leads for a moment; and then he had a 

strong feeling that he was not alone after all. Someone had come belatedly out 

through the door from the spiral staircase, and now stood beside him. He knew, 

even before he turned, that it was Peter. (TMG 188) 

Peter's wish to be with Tom is so strong that it really brings him to the past, even 

though only for a short while. All these occurences in the story show that often there are 

no borders in time, that the past and the present are relative notions which can co-exist 

and that they can be experienced by the same people at the same time. 



TIME IN THE GARDEN 

Tom's Midnight Garden is a book concerned with time the relativity of which is 

projected through the garden; The Secret Garden, on the other hand, focuses on the 

garden in itself. In Tom's Midnight Garden the garden is seen rather as a demonstration 

of time changes and season changes. Mary's garden is real and exists in real time. The 

season changes are important but they always take turns as they should do, and we can 

perceive the changing of the characters' moods according to the weather. The time in 

the garden has the same pace as the time outside of it. In the midnight garden however, 

the seasons change irregularly, sometimes Tom finds himself in a different part of the 

year, but what is more interesting - the weather is, with a few exceptions, always 

pleasant. For it is not nature that governs the weather in the midnight garden but the 

mind of Hatty Bartholomew, it is the weather she chooses to dream about. Margery 

Fischer confirms it: "As Tom explores the garden we follow a narrative counterpointed 

and inconsecutive; for time, and the occasions revealed in past time, are governed by the 

present dreaming of the old woman and the wakefulness of Tom."43 

Unlike in the case of Mary's real garden which is always visited during the daytime, 

Tom's visits take place at midnight, although on entering the garden he can find himself 

in any part of the day. 

This grey, still hour before morning was the time in which Tom walked into his 

garden. He had come down the stairs and along the hall to the garden door at 

midnight; but when he opened that door and stepped out into the garden, the time 

was much later. (TMG 41) 

Each time Tom comes to the garden he finds himself in a different time of day or in a 

different season. Some of Tom's visits even go back to the past and then, another time 

months or even years are skipped. This can be perceived through the garden itself - the 

first night Tom visits the garden there is a heavy thunder and a fir tree is struck and 

burnt down, yet the following night the fir tree stands in its place again. 

45 Margery Fischer, Classics for Children and Young People (Lockwood: The Timble Press. 1988) 32. 
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The clearest proof for the time shifting are Tom's encounters with Hatty though. He 

meets her first when she is a little girl. Every night he returns to the garden but he sees 

that Hatty grows up very quickly and that, step by step, their interests begin to differ. 

Yet one night the time in the garden returns to the moment when Hatty lost her parents 

and had to move to her aunt's house, which is how Tom actually finds out that Hatty is 

an orphan. Nevertheless the next night there is the grown up Hatty again. She is not so 

keen on playing in the garden anymore and finally leaves Tom almost unnoticed. 

Time is perceived differently by each of them. Tom comes to the garden every night of 

his stay at his uncle's and aunt's place yet for Hatty, who lives in a different reality, 

days, weeks, months or even years pass before she sees Tom again. 

'I shall see you tomorrow,' said Tom. 

Hatty smiled. 'You always say that, and then it's often months and months before 

you come again.' 

'I come every night,' said Tom. (TMG 146) 

And it is not only the time horizon of weeks or months in which the garden differs from 

Tom's daytime-reality. The world of the midnight garden belongs to a different period 

of history - a period in the past. It certainly does not belong to the future, as we can 

conclude from various clues: the town that in Tom's time is built up with houses 

whereas from Hatty's window we can see the big garden and all the surroundings, 

Hatty's clean river where fish are swimming as opposed to the polluted water in Tom's 

town - the pollution is caused by cars that replaced horse carriages used when Hatty was 

a girl. Also, Tom finds out that Hatty's room is the same room in which he stays. Only 

Tom's room is divided into two, one of them being a bathroom. Hatty tells him she has 

a bath in her room and can not believe that Tom needs a special room for bathing. 

Moreover she takes her bath only once a week, which quite surprises Tom. Hatty and 

the garden must have existed in the past. 

From the very first moment Tom notices a difference of the night world and his day 

reality, yet he does not ascribe it such an importance. The housemaid he sees in the hall 

the first night is wearing an extremely long gown, a kind of gown which Tom certainly 
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has not seen in the daytime. Then, when he sees Hatty and her cousins he becomes 

aware of the different clothes they wear. He begins to investigate, asks his aunt and 

searches in books. While searching Tom uses more clues: length of skirts, men's 

trousers and a period when a Queen reigned, because Hatty once talked about a Queen 

on the throne. He finds out that Hatty must have lived during the reign of Queen 

Victoria. 

Later Tom makes use of this time difference, when he asks Hatty to leave her skates in 

her secret hiding so that he could use them and skate with her. When he brings them 

with him the next night he sees that the two time levels are perfectly interconnectable 

and at the same time independent on each other, for Tom is wearing the same skates at 

the same time as Hatty is, and the skates are in a state of many decades later - rusty, 

unpolished and not too sharp. 

The fact that the world of the midnight garden and the world outside of it belong to 

different periods brings an important result concerning time: At first Tom thinks he has 

just one hour to spend in the garden - the thirteenth hour the grandfather clock strikes 

and that has never existed in 'real' time, and so is completely at Tom's disposal, without 

causing his disobedience by not spending ten hours in bed as he promised to his uncle. 

While he is in the garden he is very much concerned with time and is worried not to 

spend there more than this one hour. Yet when he returns from the garden the first night 

and checks the time he finds out that it is only a few minutes past midnight, these few 

minutes being the time necessary for moving from his bed to the door downstairs and 

coming back again. This means that no 'real' time passed between his entering and 

leaving the garden. No matter how many hours he spends in the garden the time there 

actually never counts. He can spend there as much time as he pleases. 

The relativity of time is also suggested by the symbolic inscription on the grandfather 

clock. It says "Time no longer", a quotation from the Bible, the meaning of which could 

be interpreted as an end to the borders of time that prevent us from being free and 

enable us to forget about time limits and enjoy all the activities without the constant fear 

that they would end. This proves to be true for Tom as well as for Hatty in the end. 



Hatty can live her childhood through her dreams again and Tom can enter the world of 

young Hatty every night. And, even if he thinks that he has lost his friend on his last 

visit to the garden, he finds her again, now during the day, in his 'real' world. This 

shows that time no longer exists in friendships, in fantasies or dreams, in all the things 

that are important for us. 

Ghosts ... or not? 

The result of the midnight garden and the 'real' time being two different realities is that 

Hatty does not perceive Tom as a 'real' person and that at the same time Tom gradually 

develops a belief that Hatty is somebody unreal, a ghost. To Hatty Tom does not appear 

as someone of flesh and bones - she can not touch him properly, her hand can go 

through him and he does not look solid but rather transparent to her. The older Hatty is 

and the greater the age difference between them, the less visible Tom is for her. he starts 

to fade and in the end she can scarcely see him, until he vanishes completely. Tom's 

fading is the consequence of Hatty's development and thoughts; as she grows older the 

little Tom ceases to be the most important person in her life and she does not think of 

him so often anymore. As he loses this importance and the place in Hatty's thoughts he 

also loses visibility. As a result of Hatty's growing older and Tom's staying the same 

age all the time we can see that their interests slowly begin to differ and during their last 

meeting in the midnight garden world each of them is thinking of something different 

and there is no common ground for their communication. Tom still stays in his fantasy 

world, full of ideas concerning games and activities in the garden whereas Hatty is keen 

on socializing, partying and meeting young men and does not listen to Tom. 

At first Tom does not know that he is 'different', he only notices it when he meets a 

maid in the hall and realizes that she can neither see nor hear him. And not only the 

maid. Tom is invisible and inaudible for everyone, except for Hatty and, as he finds out 

only much later, for Abel, the gardener. Tom feels that there is really something strange 

about him. He possesses supernatural abilities, like going through closed doors. 

Furthermore he seems to have no bodily weight, he leaves no footprints in the grass 
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behind him and when he climbs trees the boughs do not swing beneath him either. He is 

not able to carry things or open the doors. 

Nevertheless Tom is sure that it is Hatty of the two of them who is a ghost. This occurs 

to him when he is ill, aunt Gwen comes to him and in the first moment he sees Hatty 

instead of her. He is convinced that she can not possibly live in 'his' time because she 

lived during Queen Victoria's reign and her cousins in the garden wear trousers that 

were in fashion in the Early Victorian Period. 

'[...] Queen Victoria 1837 to 1901. She must be Hatty's queen. And then there's 

the French man of Fashion in trousers: he belonged to the Early Victorian Period. 

That's where Hatty belongs. That period is over a hundred years ago, so, if Hatty 

were a girl then, she must be dead by now, and all I can have seen in the garden is 

a ghost.' (TMG 111) 

Tom's explanation is logical, but so are Hatty's arguments, because each of them sees 

the other one in relation to their reality, or to the period in which they live. And it is 

only natural that neither of them wants to be called a ghost, for each of them perceives 

themselves as a real being of flesh and bones, so it is only when Tom meets Mrs 

Bartholomew on his last day at the Kitsons' that everything is explained. 



AN ENJOYMENT FOR THE SENSES 

It is interesting to compare the way the two gardens are presented in the books. The 

secret garden is one of the many gardens that belong to Misselthwaite Manor whereas 

the midnight garden is the only one belonging to the house and is - unlike the secret 

garden which constitutes a separate place - directly accessible from the house. There is 

nothing secret about it for the inhabitants of the house and anyone can enter it whenever 

they like. It is different in the case of the secret garden, which was locked after Mrs 

Craven's death so that nobody could get in. The secret garden was neglected and 

untended for ten years. Yet finding the key to it gives Mary the opportunity to enter it. 

Now the garden is exclusively hers. 

[...] she was inside the wonderful garden, and she could come through the door 

under the ivy any time, and she felt as if she had found a world all her own. 

(SG 88) 

Both gardens are depicted as wonderful and mysterious, though in the description of 

Mary's garden it is worded whereas when we are reading about Tom's garden we can 

'feel' its beauty and its mystery without these characteristics being mentioned. 

It was the sweetest, most mysterious-looking place anyone could imagine. (SG 87) 

'Eh!' he [Dickon] almost whispered, 'it is a queer, pretty place. It 's like as if a 

body was in a dream.' (SG 112) 

We can perceive both the secret garden and the midnight garden mainly through visual 

images - through a rainbow of colours and various kinds of plants and flowers. Mary's 

secret garden is full of flowers, mostly roses, but also crocuses or snowdrops. A 

comparison to gardens in India is made as well. 

The high walls which shut it were covered with the leafless stems of climbing 

roses, which were so thick that they were matted together. Mary Lennox knew 

they were roses because she had seen a great many roses in India. (SG 87) 
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Tom's garden is much larger and therefore offers also a much greater variety of flowers 

and plants. Many trees grow there - they are of a great importance for Tom, and as one 

of the parts of the midnight garden is the kitchen garden, we can read about fruits and 

vegetables, too. 

An extremely important part of the overall image of the garden are colours, helping us 

visualize it; through the changing of the colours in the secret garden we can perceive the 

changing of the seasons. This is how the garden looks like in winter, when Mary 

discovers it: 

All the ground was covered with grass of a wintry brown, [...]. 

[...] thin grey or brown branches and sprays looked like a sort of hazy mantle 

spreading over everything, walls, and trees, and even brown grass [...]. (SG 87) 

Everything is brown and grey, indicating coldness, monotony and lack of life. That 

makes Mary worry about the garden. She wants it to live. 

'I wonder if they [sprays and tendrils] are all quite dead,' she said. 'Is it all a quite 
dead garden? I wish it wasn't.' (SG 88) 

She need not have worried so much. Thanks to her and Dickon's care the garden wakes 

up. They can see the first results of their work when the springtime comes. It brings a 

great change to the garden - new flowers and plants appear which are of bright and 

warm colours. 

'When first we got in here,' he [Dickon] said, 'it seemed like everything was grey. 

Look round now and tell me if tha' doesn't see a difference.' [...] 'Why!' she 

cried. 'The grey wall is changing. It is as if a green mist were creeping over it. It's 

almost like a green gauze veil.' (SG 175) 



... and here and there everywhere, were touches or splashes of gold and purple 

and white and the trees were showing pink and snow above his head [...]. 

(SG 228) 

We can feel the garden's coming to life after the winter not only from the changing of 

the colours but also from the dynamism of the movement of the growing plants. Apart 

from the visual aspect auditory and olfactory images appear in the description, too. The 

garden is very still when Mary enters it for the first time. 

'How still it is!' she whispered. 'How still!' (SG 87) 

The stillness again evokes the lack of life, the absence of movement in the winter 

garden. There are no smells at all. And here is the description of the garden when Colin 

gets into it. It is in the spring and we can see a great contrast with the winter mood: 

[...] there were fluttering of wings and faint sweet pipes and humming and scents 

and scents. (SG 228) 

The whole garden wakes up, the flowers begin to bloom and their sweet smell brings 

the bees into the garden. Everything is full of life. The whole atmosphere is even 

emphasized through repetitions ("How still [...] how still", or "scents and scents"). 

Tom's midnight garden is described rather in shapes, the description shows three 

dimensions, size and orientation in space. 

[...] it lay so inviting and clear before him - clear-cut from the stubby leafpins of 

the nearer yew-trees to the curled-back petals of the hyacinths in the crescent-

shaped corner beds. (TMG 25) 

It is much more accurate and gives the reader a clearer picture of the garden than the 

description of the secret garden. The midnight garden is obviously much larger, with 

secret places and hidings inside of it, whereas Mary's garden is a secret place in itself. 



The names of plants and trees are mentioned very often, too, trees being the most 

important objects for Tom. 

[. . .] a great lawn where flower-beds bloomed; a towering fir-tree, and thick, 

beetle-browed yews that humped their shapes down two sides of the lawn; on the 

third side, to the right, a greenhouse almost the size of a real house; from each 

corner of the lawn, a path that twisted away to some other depths of garden, with 

other trees. (TMG 24) 

When reading this passage, one can imagine the midnight garden right in front of him, 

one can almost feel it around him, being attracted into its depths. The garden is 

personified and similes are used in the description: 

[...] the garden had stayed awake; now, after that night-long vigil, it had dozed 

off. (TMG 41) 

[. . .] it [the fir tree| was wound about with ivy, through which its boughs stuck out 

like a child's arms through the wrappings of a shawl. (TMG 43) 

Same as in the case of Mary's garden Tom's garden is described through colours, 

sounds and movements. All these characteristics make it very vivid. The language is 

poetic. 

The green of the garden was greyed over with dew; indeed, all its colours were 

gone until the touch of sunrise. The air was still, and the tree-shapes crouched 

down upon themselves. One bird spoke; and there was a movement [...]. 

(TMG 41) 

The garden seems even more real to us because tactile and olfactory images are used in 

the description. It makes us perceive the garden with more senses, same as we perceive 

the whole world. 

Underfoot the earth was soft with the humus of last year's rotted leaves. 

(TMG 41) 
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Both the gardens are depicted very vividly, involving all human senses to perceive 

them, and Burnett as well as Pearce evoke in the readers the feeling of actually being in 

the gardens and experiencing everything with the characters. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this thesis I have examined how gardens are presented and what role they have in 

Frances Hodgson Burnett's The Secret Garden and Ann Philipa Pearce's Tom's 

Midnight Garden. During the process of writing I have discovered that the two stories 

share even more features than they seemed to in the beginning. 

Both the stories are set mainly in England, though the story of The Secret Garden starts 

in India. This is used by Burnett to show the contrast between these two diametrically 

different countries and to emphasize the positive aspects that English nature has on 

Mary. Moreover, the stories are not set in the garden only, they partially take place in 

the house as well, a fact which enables us to perceive another contrast - the contrast 

between the civilized world which is full of adult rules and prohibitions, the world 

governed by reason, represented by the house, and the world of the garden which 

symbolizes freedom, spontaneity and closeness to nature. 

In the main part of this thesis I concerned myself with the discoveries of the two 

gardens and tried to show what was it exactly about them that influenced the characters 

in such a positive way. In both stories, the garden is a neglected place at first, a place 

that has yet to be discovered by a 'stranger' and through the discovery it gains its 

importance again. The circumstances of the discoveries are different: Mary gets to know 

about the garden's existence and searches for it intentionally whereas Tom finds the 

midnight garden by accident. Nevertheless, the impact of both discoveries is positive 

and we can see the healing effect of the gardens. The secret garden causes Mary's, and 

later Colin's gradual improvement not only thanks to its mere existence and the 

pleasures it brings but also thanks to the work that has to be done there and that shifts 

the children's attention from themselves towards their garden. They see the results of 

their work and are motivated to continue. The changes of the children are seen in a 

parallel with the season changes. The discovery of the midnight garden has a positive 

effect on Tom for whom it becomes a source of happiness and fun in the otherwise 

boring house of his uncle and aunt. Furthermore, both the gardens are places where new 

friendships arise and where people get closer to each other. The gardens also develop 

the children's imagination. 
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Later in this work, I dealt with another common feature of the two gardens. Each of the 

gardens is stigmatized by an accident, too, which in the case of the secret garden causes 

its abandonment and in Tom's midnight garden shifts the attention towards other places 

and thus leaves it in a way abandoned as well. Nevertheless, the secret garden is re-

discovered again and the midnight garden also remains an unforgettable place which is 

exchanged for other places because of Hatty's growing up and finding new interests 

rather than because of her blaming the garden for the accident. This chapter also deals 

with the symbolic meaning of roses in The Secret Garden. 

One chapter is devoted to the differences in the relationship that the characters used to 

have to the gardens. Mary loves gardening, watching all the plants grow and learning 

about them, for Dickon the garden and nature as such are like home, and Colin enjoys 

being inside the garden and sharing the secret about its discovery. Tom and Hatty, on 

the other hand, love the garden for the infinite adventures and playing possibilities that 

it offers them. Moreover, for Hatty and for Mary the garden is a shelter which protects 

them from the outside world and its rules and prohibitions. 

Another part of the thesis discussed the opposition of real and magic aspects of both 

gardens and the perception of time in them, showing that no supernatural effects are 

needed for the garden to be considered a magic place. Even the secret garden which 

exists in real time is considered a place where 'magic' works and where the characters 

can achieve more than outside it; it is only the them who are endowed with the great, 

magic power. The midnight garden's appearance is magic in itself for Tom, because it 

appears to him only at night and gives him supernatural powers he does not normally 

possess. The time in the garden has a different pace than Tom's life, too, the seasons 

change quickly and Hatty soon grows older than Tom, sometimes the time goes back in 

the garden, and, what is most important, the garden itself belongs to the past. There are 

links to the present, however, like the yew tree or the grandfather clock; yet, the most 

important link is Hatty, and it is only on the last day at his aunt and uncle's place that 

Tom finds it out and meets her. Tom has always been concerned with the passing of 

time and with its limits concerning his being in the garden with Hatty, but now he finds 



out that the past and the present are connected and time is not considered an obstacle 

any more. 

The last chapter focused on the means both authors use to describe their gardens, and 

included various quotations from the texts for illustration. The secret garden as well as 

the midnight garden are referred to as mysterious and wonderful places. There is mostly 

visual imagery used in their descriptions, including colours that also indicate mood, the 

midnight garden is often described through shapes and sizes and thus enables us a better 

orientation in space. Plants are named in both gardens, too, trees being the most 

important ones in the midnight garden, whereas it is flowers, mostly roses, that grow in 

the secret garden. Besides visual imagery, both authors use auditory and olfactory 

images, and in Tom's Midnight Garden, even tactile images appear throughout the 

description. 

Gardens, as I mentioned at the beginning of this thesis, have attracted many authors for 

their combination of both natural and man-made world, for their ability to evoke 

pleasant feelings and thus regenerate both body and soul. Gardens enable one to enjoy 

the freedom and closeness to nature and feel secure at the same time. Moreover, for 

children they always embody a kind of mystery. The Secret Garden as well as Tom's 

Midnight Garden, though seemingly two very different stories, both represent these 

characteristics and show us two related ways to approach the topic. 
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