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Gone to Earth is a novel written by Mary Webb, published in 1917, that presents a rich tapestry of rural life
in England during the early 20th century. Webb's work is celebrated for its lyrical prose and deep connection
to the natural world, reflecting her own experiences growing up in Shropshire. This article delves into the key
themes, characters, and significance of the novel within the context of its time.

Overview of the Novel

Gone to Earth follows the life of Hazel Woodus, a young woman who embodies the spirit of nature and the
untamed wilderness of the Shropshire hills. A passionate and free-spirited protagonist, Hazel is a "wild" child
who lives in harmony with the natural world, often at odds with the societal norms of her time. The novel
explores her relationships with various characters, including a local squire and a poacher, which ultimately
complicate her existence.

Setting and Context

The novel is set against the backdrop of rural England, particularly in the Shropshire Hills, a region known for
its stunning landscapes and rich folklore. Webb's vivid descriptions of the natural environment serve as a
character in its own right, illustrating the profound connection between Hazel and the world around her.

- Rural Life: The depiction of village life in early 20th century England is central to the narrative. Webb
portrays a community steeped in tradition, with a close-knit social structure that influences the characters’
lives.
- Natural Imagery: The use of natural imagery is abundant throughout the novel, with detailed descriptions of
the flora and fauna that surround Hazel. This not only enhances the aesthetic quality of the text but also
symbolizes Hazel's inner life and struggles.

Main Characters

Gone to Earth features a cast of characters that represent different aspects of society and human nature.
Each character plays a crucial role in shaping Hazel's journey.

Hazel Woodus

Hazel is the protagonist of the story, characterized by her intense connection to nature and her desire for
freedom. She is portrayed as both vulnerable and strong, embodying the duality of human existence.

- Independence: Hazel's independence is a central theme in the novel. She rejects conventional societal roles,
seeking solace in the untamed wilderness instead.
- Conflict: Throughout the story, Hazel is torn between her love for nature and the expectations placed upon
her by society. This internal conflict drives much of the narrative.

Other Key Characters

1. Jack Reddin: A local poacher, Jack represents the rugged, untamed spirit of the countryside. He is deeply in
love with Hazel, yet their relationship is fraught with challenges stemming from social class differences.



2. The Squire (Mr. Baird): The squire embodies the wealth and privilege of the landowning class. His interest in
Hazel complicates her life, as he represents the societal expectations that Hazel wishes to escape.
3. Hazel’s Father: A mysterious figure in Hazel’s life, he is a source of her wildness and her connection to the
natural world, yet his absence is felt throughout the novel.

Themes

Mary Webb’s Gone to Earth explores several enduring themes that resonate with readers across generations.

The Struggle Between Nature and Society

One of the most prominent themes is the tension between the natural world and the constraints of societal
expectations. Hazel's journey reflects a broader commentary on:

- Individualism: The novel advocates for the pursuit of individual desires in the face of societal pressures.
- Connection to Nature: Webb underscores the importance of nature in shaping one's identity and sense of
belonging.

Love and Sacrifice

The relationships in Gone to Earth are complex and often filled with sacrifice. Hazel's love for both Jack and
the Squire highlights the difficulties of navigating love in a world filled with social stratification.

- Unrequited Love: Hazel's feelings for Jack contrast starkly with her societal obligations to the Squire,
demonstrating the barriers that class can create in romantic relationships.
- Sacrifices for Freedom: The characters make sacrifices to pursue their notions of love and freedom, often
leading to tragic consequences.

Gender Roles and Feminism

Webb’s portrayal of Hazel challenges traditional gender roles of the time. Hazel's independence and defiance
against societal norms make her a precursor to feminist literature.

- Defiance of Conventions: Hazel refuses to conform to the expectations of womanhood, choosing instead to
follow her instincts and desires.
- Empowerment: The novel empowers women by illustrating the strength and resilience of its female protagonist.

Literary Style

Mary Webb's writing style in Gone to Earth is characterized by its poetic prose and vivid imagery.

Descriptive Language

- Imagery: Webb employs rich, evocative descriptions that immerse readers in the Shropshire landscape. Her
ability to capture the beauty of nature enhances the emotional depth of the novel.
- Symbolism: Nature serves as a powerful symbol throughout the book, representing both freedom and the



constraints imposed by society.

Characterization

- Depth of Characters: Webb’s characters are multi-dimensional, each representing different facets of humanity
and society. Their development throughout the novel adds complexity to the narrative.
- Dialogue: The dialogue in the novel is authentic and reflects the regional dialect, adding to the realism of the
characters and their relationships.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its publication, Gone to Earth received mixed reviews, yet it has since been recognized as a significant work
of early 20th-century English literature. Critics have praised Webb's ability to blend the personal with the
universal, creating a story that resonates with themes of love, nature, and self-discovery.

- Impact on Literature: The novel has influenced subsequent generations of writers who explore similar themes
of nature and individuality.
- Adaptations: Gone to Earth has been adapted into various forms, including film and stage productions,
further cementing its place in literary history.

Conclusion

In Gone to Earth, Mary Webb presents a poignant exploration of the human spirit, the beauty of nature, and the
struggles of individualism against societal expectations. Through Hazel Woodus, readers are invited to
reflect on their own connections to the natural world and the complexities of love and freedom. Webb's
lyrical prose and deep understanding of human nature ensure that this novel remains a relevant and cherished
piece of literature, inviting readers to immerse themselves in its themes long after the final page is turned.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Gone to Earth' by Mary Webb?

The main theme of 'Gone to Earth' revolves around the conflict between nature and civilization, exploring the
relationship between humanity and the natural world, and the struggles of individual identity.

Who is the protagonist in 'Gone to Earth' and what is her significance?

The protagonist is Hazel Woodus, a wild and free-spirited young woman who embodies the connection to nature
and represents the struggle against societal norms and expectations.

How does Mary Webb portray rural life in 'Gone to Earth'?

Mary Webb portrays rural life in 'Gone to Earth' with vivid descriptions of the Shropshire landscape,
emphasizing its beauty and its challenges, while also highlighting the simplicity and complexities of country
living.



What role does the setting play in 'Gone to Earth'?

The setting plays a crucial role in 'Gone to Earth', as the natural environment reflects Hazel's inner turmoil
and serves as a backdrop for her emotional and spiritual journey.

What literary techniques does Mary Webb use in 'Gone to Earth'?

Mary Webb employs rich imagery, symbolism, and a lyrical style to evoke emotion and create a strong sense of
place, immersing readers in the rural landscape and the protagonist's experiences.

What is the significance of the title 'Gone to Earth'?

The title 'Gone to Earth' signifies a return to one's roots and the deep connection to the earth and nature,
suggesting themes of belonging, escape, and the inevitability of returning to one's origins.

How does 'Gone to Earth' explore the theme of love?

The novel explores love through Hazel's relationships with different characters, highlighting the complexities
of romantic and familial love, and the tension between personal desires and societal expectations.

What impact did 'Gone to Earth' have on Mary Webb's literary career?

'Gone to Earth' was a significant work in Mary Webb's career, establishing her reputation as a notable writer
of her time and showcasing her talent for depicting rural life and strong female characters.

How does the character of Hazel Woodus evolve throughout 'Gone to
Earth'?

Hazel Woodus evolves from a naive and impulsive young woman to a more self-aware individual, facing the
consequences of her choices and the harsh realities of life, ultimately seeking a deeper understanding of herself
and her place in the world.

What are some critical receptions of 'Gone to Earth' since its publication?

Since its publication, 'Gone to Earth' has received a range of critical receptions, with some praising its poetic
language and vivid imagery, while others critique its pacing and characterization, but it remains an important
work in English literature.
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