
The Secret Garden
Characters
Mary Lennox
At the start of the novel, Mary is spoilt, demanding and 
unwanted. In India, her parents spent little time with her 
and she always got her own way. When Mary is first sent to 
England, she thinks she is going to hate the place and the 
people. Slowly, Mary is transformed by the people she meets 
and the secret garden. By the end of the novel, she is a very 
different character.

Dickon Sowerby
Dickon seems to be liked and trusted by the other characters 
in the book. A friend to animals and children alike, Dickon is 
always on the moors and is very connected to nature. Dickon 
has a strong influence on Mary.

Colin Craven
Colin is the child of Archibald Craven and he had a similar 
start in life to Mary. At the beginning of the book, he is sickly 
and spoilt. He hardly leaves his bedroom and never breathes 
fresh air. Colin is another character who goes through a 
dramatic change during the course of the book.

Archibald Craven
Archibald Craven is the owner of Misselthwaite Manor. He 
is Colin’s father and Mary’s uncle. Like Mary’s parents, he 
doesn’t see much of his son at the beginning of the novel. 
Instead, he spends most of his time travelling to distract 
himself from a tragic event that happened to him.

Settings
India
India is a stiflingly hot place 
where Mary lives at the beginning 
of the novel. The lifestyle and 
customs that she experiences 
in India are very different from 
Misselthwaite Manor. In India, 
she treated servants very poorly, 
beating and kicking them without  
being punished.

Misselthwaite Manor
Described using language that 
emphasises its size, the manor 
is filled with objects, furniture, 
pictures and tapestries that 
highlight Archibald Craven’s 
wealth. Despite its amount of 
possessions, Misselthwaite 
Manor lacks warmth.

The Secret Garden
The garden is a mysterious 
place that Archibald Craven has 
forbidden everyone at the manor 
from visiting. When Mary finds 
the garden, it gradually changes 
her character, health and outlook 
on life. It also has an impact on 
other characters.

Frances Hodgson Burnett was born in Manchester, in 1849, 
into a wealthy family. When 
her father died, the family ran 
into financial difficulties. At 
the age of 15, Burnett and her 
family moved to New Market, 
a town in Tennessee, United 
States of America. Burnett 
was a keen reader and writer 
from an early age. Her first 
book was published when she 
was 17. Some of her most 
popular novels include Little 
Lord Fauntleroy (1885), A 
Little Princess (1905) and The 
Secret Garden (1911).
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Frances Hodgson Burnett

A spoilt, 10-year-old girl called Mary Lennox is orphaned by 
an outbreak of cholera and sent to live with her reclusive 
uncle, Archibald Craven, at Misselthwaite Manor in 
Yorkshire. Liking no one and no one liking her, Mary is left to 
her own devices. One day, she hears about a secret garden 
somewhere on the property that nobody is allowed to enter. 
When Mary finds the key to the garden, it’s like entering a 
secret world.

The Secret Garden was written during the Edwardian era (the 
time when King Edward VII ruled England). The beginning of 
the book is set in India, which was part of the British Empire 
at the time. In the 19th century, cholera caused more deaths 
than any other disease. Hundreds of thousands of people 
across the world died during the cholera pandemic between 
1881 and 1896.    

Historical context

• change • grief • loneliness

• recovery • self-belief • trust

Themes
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Story timeline
The novel takes place over a year, following the seasons to 
show how the development of the children and the garden 
are entwined. The beginning of the story focuses on Mary 
but it ends with Colin. The third-person narrative allows the 
story to visit different characters and locations.

Structure

The author describes the house in terms of size.  
It is a ‘huge rambling house’ with a ‘massive door’. Mary is 
contrasted as being ‘very small’. The author’s vocabulary 
choices are reflective of the characters. Dickon is described 
in terms associated with nature, such as ‘his eyes like a bit of 
the sky’. Colin is described using language associated  
with gloom and illness , such as being ‘ill and having to lie 
down’. As Mary begins to enjoy life at the manor, lively verbs 
are used to capture her movements, such as ‘scrambled’ 
and ‘flew’.

Language

The robin is presented as a 
gatekeeper to the garden. It helps 
Mary make a very important 
discovery. It reminds us that 
humans and animals are all part of 
nature.

The robins’ eggs represent the 
importance of life, suggesting 
all living things are precious in 
nature. 

Described in vivid detail, the 
secret garden is a symbol of 
life, rebirth and love.

Symbolism

Literary terms
alliteration
Starting more than one word with the same letter to draw 
the reader’s attention to the text and make it flow, such as 
‘Between the blossoming branches of the canopy bits of blue 
sky looked down like wonderful eyes.’

metaphor
Describing something by comparing it to something that 
has similar characteristics but would usually be considered 
unrelated. For example, the roses ‘had crept from one tree to 
another and made lovely bridges of themselves’.

pastoral
A pastoral novel is about the benefits of living in the 
countryside.

personification
Giving human qualities to something non-human. For 
example, the wind ‘rushed at [Mary’s] face and roared and 
held her back as if it were some giant’.

simile
Comparing one thing to another, often using like or as. For 
example, ‘the sun fell warm upon his face like a hand with a 
lovely touch’.

symbolism
Using a character, action, animal or object in a novel to 
represent qualities or ideas.

Chapter 2 
Several characters are introduced at the start of the book. 
What are your first impressions of Mary?

Chapter 6 
Mary explores the manor and finds that it is a quiet, lonely 
place. What mystery does Mary want to solve?

Chapter 8–9 
Mary makes an exciting discovery. How is the new location 
described?

Chapter 13 
Mary meets a mysterious character. How is he presented?

Chapter 17 
Mary confronts a character. What do you think of her 
behaviour?

Chapter 22 
Mary and Colin have changed since we first met them. How 
have they changed?

Chapter 27 
The master of the house returns. What do you think about 
the events in this chapter?

These are some of the key chapters in the novel. When you 
read the chapters, use the questions as starting points for 
discussion.
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