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The Play
THE BEATRIX POTTER DEFENSE SOCIETY explores the
teenage life of Beatrix Potter. And now you’re thinking of
Peter Rabbit. As anyone would.

But Beatrix Potter was much more than Peter Rabbit. She
was a literary subversive, employing the interplay between
the wild and domestic worlds to help her worldwide
readership view and interact with the natural world differently.

Meet the Beatrix Potter you didn't know you didn't know.

Much of her story lies in the journal where she sketched the
artwork that would become synonymous with her name. But
her real story lives in the coded text accompanying those
sketches, coded text that chronicles both her discovery and
harnessing of her personal power, anathema² to Victorian
gender norms.

¹theatre expert who provides research and advice     ³a religious leader   
²offensive                                                                     ⁴not following social conventions of the time

Sibley Snowden
(Beatrix)

Flo Bravo (Edith)
Although much is made historically of how Beatrix’s 
connection to the vicar³ Hardwicke Drummond Rawnsley enhanced her writing
career, there are also hints that his wife Edith was Beatrix’s true guide. Yet it’s
virtually impossible to find information about her. It’s as if she’s been erased.

THE BEATRIX POTTER DEFENSE SOCIETY explores that erasure in an
attempt to crack the code of how Edith and Beatrix may have set each other on
anarchic-for-the-times⁴ journeys of artistic independence.

The Playwright
Janine Sobeck Knighton is an award-winning, 
nationally-produced dramaturg¹, playwright, screenwriter,
story consultant, and educator. She is currently the
Associate Professor of Playwriting and Dramaturgy at Utah
Valley University.

Janine Sobeck
Knighton
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Read more about the production in the digital playbill.

https://dpb-web.instantencore.com/program/45929/page/153947?cid=5202443&refreshCode=1&nav=1


THE BEATRIX POTTER DEFGENSE SOCIETY is set in England in 1882. 
The two characters (Beatrix Potter and Edith Rawnsley) were real people. 
Jot down your answers to the questions below before reading about Beatrix and
Edith on the following pages. Finally, read the script here.

What do you know about Beatrix Potter? Have you read Peter Rabbit 
or any of her other books?

What do you know about England during the Victorian era (1837-1901)? Think
about events in history, culture, social customs, or familiar stories set during this
time.

Preparing to See the Play
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fxKiWWhnptyEtCnE3RxC8eai6V26B9HZ/view?usp=share_link
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Tale_of_Peter_Rabbit/llpAAQAAIAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1


Beatrix was educated at home by governesses. A governess was a
  young woman hired to live with the family and teach the children. 
  Beatrix wrote of her schooling, "Thank goodness, my education was 
        neglected; I was never sent to school. It would have rubbed off 
            some of the originality.”

              Beatrix and her younger brother Bertram kept many pets, 
            some ordinary (a dog named Spot, a rabbit named Benjamin 
          Bouncer), some a little more unusual (frogs, lizards, snakes, a 
          hedgehog, mice and rats), and some even more surprising (a 
          falcon, an owl, and bats)! She wasn't squeamish or overly 
           sentimental about the circle of life. After her pets died, she 
           would boil them down to study their skeletons.

            Beatrix loved to draw and paint. "She spent hours sketching her 
            pets and painting studies of nature. "I do not remember a time 
           when I did not try to invent pictures and make for myself a 
           fairyland amongst the wild flowers, the animals,
           the fungi, mosses, woods and stream, all the 
         thousand objects of the countryside." 

Who Was Beatrix Potter? 
Celebrated author Helen Beatrix Potter (1866-1943) was born in 
London, England. As a child, her family lived in the city, but took 
frequent trips to rural areas, visiting her grandparents’ farm 
outside of London, and spending summers in Scotland.

While coming from a wealthy family allowed Beatrix many 
advantages, her social circle was very small. Her mother, 
did not allow her to spend time with other children. Her family
was also part of a religious minority, belonging to the Unitarian church in a time
and place where most people belonged to the Church of England.            

Learn About the Characters
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What obstacles did Beatrix and Edith face in life?
To what degree do you think they overcame their obstacles?



Beatrix was particularly interested in fungi, creating 
more than 350 detailed paintings, many of which 
are still used by mycologists (scientists who 
study fungi and mushrooms) today. She was
very curious about how fungi reproduced
—something that was not well understood at the 
time—and started to develop theories and 
conduct experiments. She germinated spores on 
glass plates in her kitchen, tracking their progress under a microscope.

Beatrix finagled her way into the Royal Botanic Gardens (a research facility
open only to scientists) with her uncle’s help. She later described the gardens’
director as "something of a misogynist" who rudely dismissed her theories and
research. Not everyone at the Royal Botanic Garden felt the same way, and
Beatrix found an ally in mycologist George Massee. In 1897, he presented her
research to the Linnean Society, an (all-male) organization dedicated to botany
and natural history.  He told her the paper was well-received, but that it needed
more work before they would be willing to publish it. She never re-submitted it and
no copy of the paper has survived.

As a teenager Beatrix began keeping a
diary which she wrote in a secret code
to prevent anyone else from reading it.
Learn more about how it was
decoded here.

Beatrix wrote and illustrated her first book Peter Rabbit in 1900. After six different
publishers rejected the book, she decided to print and sell it herself. She had 250
copies printed privately. It was so popular that publishers quickly changed their
mind and Peter Rabbit was officially published in 1902, selling 20,000 copies in the
first year. 

Peter Rabbit originally sold for a shilling (roughly equivalent to $12 today). In 2022,
a first edition of Peter Rabbit sold for $8,820 while one of the 250 copies that
Beatrix self-published went for $81,900!

4

Have you ever kept a diary
or journal? Why or why not?

Beatrix might have had a career in science like her uncle the influential chemist Sir
Henry Enfield Roscoe, but as a woman it was much harder for her to earn respect
in the field. Men were often dismissive towards her because of her gender. 

https://www.vam.ac.uk/articles/leslie-linder-and-the-beatrix-potter-collection
https://www.vam.ac.uk/articles/leslie-linder-and-the-beatrix-potter-collection


                Beatrix went on to write many more books. She often butted heads with     
                her publisher, refusing to back down from her vision. "You are a great 
                     deal too much afraid of the public for whom I have never cared one 
                     tuppeny-button,” She wrote in a letter to publisher Harold Warne, “I 
                    am sure that it is that attitude of mind which has enabled me to keep 
                     up the series. Most people, after one success, are so cringingly afraid 
                     of doing less well that they rub all the edge off their subsequent work." 
                     She was the first  person to create and trademark toys from her own 
                      characters. She handmade the proto-type of the first Peter Rabbit 
                         doll herself and designed a wide range of licensed merchandise 
                       including board games, tea sets, and wallpaper.

Who Was Edith Rawnsley?
Artist Edith Rawnsley (1845-1916) was born Edith Fletcher. 
Her family moved to the Lake District from Manchester when she 
was twenty. She met her husband Hardwicke Rawnsley when 
he stayed with her family in 1875 while recovering from a 
nervous breakdown. The cure was to spend time in the 
Lake District, hiking and enjoying nature with Edith. When 
Hardwicke left to become a chaplain in Bristol, he and Edith stayed in touch, and
they were married within three years. Hardwicke was appointed vicar of Wray, the
small rural parish where Edith’s family lived.

5

While many books have been written about her husband Hardwicke, it is very
difficult to find information about Edith. The idea for THE BEATRIX POTTER
DEFENSE SOCIETY came when playwright Janine Sobeck Knighton came across
this line in biography of Hardwicke: "Everything that Hardwicke and Edith did they
did as a couple." Why, Janine wondered, has Edith received so little attention? The
biography goes on to say, "Too little has been written about Edith’s outstanding
talents, and the part she played in Hardwicke’s success in his many fields of
activity. She was the rock on which his life was built.” In fact, when Edith died in
1916, Hardwicke struggled to continue without her and retired a few months later.

Vicars’ wives played a vital role in the community, though their labors were unpaid
and often unrecognized. In many ways a wife functioned as an assistant to her
husband. She was expected to sacrifice her own wants and needs in order to serve 
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his. In addition to caring for the home and children, vicars’ wives usually taught
Sunday school classes for children, regularly visited members of the congregation,
and helped organize and host community events. Edith was extremely active in her
community. Concerned about unemployment, she and Hardwicke organized
classes to help their parishioners learn new skills. In 1880, they brought in a
woman from London to teach woodcarving classes and hired Edith’s family’s butler
to teach metalworking. Four years later, Hardwicke and Edith founded the
Keswick School of Industrial Arts in 1884, a free school where men and boys
could learn wood and metalworking. The school later expanded to include classes
for women in spinning, weaving and embroidery. Edith was the driving force behind
the school, which became very successful and remained open for 100 years.
Hardwicke referred to her as the “presiding genius” and she ran it almost single-
handedly for its first five years, but she was never granted the title of director.
Instead, Herbert Maryon, who took over in 1900, gets credit as the school’s first
director.

Edith was a talented artist. She had an exhibit of her watercolor paintings in
London in 1876, illustrated the book Flower-time in the Oberland which was
published in 1905, and in 1916 her work was part of an exhibit of women artists
that raised money for the war effort.

https://ksia.co.uk/
https://archive.org/details/flowertimeinober00rawniala/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/flowertimeinober00rawniala/mode/1up


Learn About the Setting

THE BEATRIX
POTTER DEFENSE
SOCIETY is set in a
region of England
known as the Lake
District. Watch the 40-
minute documentary
Secrets of the
National Trust: The
Lake District to better
understand the setting
and the context of the
play.

For an abridged (16
mins) watch, use this 
guide to jump to the
most relevant sections.
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Both Edith and Beatrix enjoyed spending time in nature and recording what they
saw. Go for a walk or sit quietly in an outdoor space and choose something natural
to observe. It could be a plant, an insect, the sky, or anything else that seems 
                           interesting to you. Then record what you see, either by drawing, 
                              taking a photo, or writing down a description.

Spend Time With Nature
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https://youtu.be/cHZG58_xZiQ?si=yZcxA5vTvX0OGVtp&t=1
https://youtu.be/cHZG58_xZiQ?si=yZcxA5vTvX0OGVtp&t=1
https://youtu.be/cHZG58_xZiQ?si=yZcxA5vTvX0OGVtp&t=1
https://youtu.be/cHZG58_xZiQ?si=yZcxA5vTvX0OGVtp&t=1
https://youtu.be/cHZG58_xZiQ?si=yZcxA5vTvX0OGVtp&t=1
https://planbtheatre.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/DocumentaryGuide.pdf
https://planbtheatre.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/DocumentaryGuide.pdf
https://planbtheatre.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/DocumentaryGuide.pdf


After Seeing the Play
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Discussion Questions 
1. Why is Beatrix so desperate to stay in the Lake District?

What has changed for Beatrix by the end of the play?

Why does Edith refer to Beatrix’s sketchbook as a sacred thing?

a) What does Edith mean when she tells Beatrix to claim her fear in order to
see what it reveals?

b) What is Beatrix afraid of?

c) What is Edith afraid of?

d) How does sharing their fears with each other help them?

What does Edith mean when she says she didn’t know how much she would
lose herself in the role of vicar’s wife?

Why did Edith’s exhibition in London make her feel naked?

How does creativity and self-expression help you grow and develop your
sense of identity?

2.

4.

5.

6.

7.

3.
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Fighting to Protect and Conserve

THE BEATRIX POTTER DEFENSE SOCIETY is set in a region of England known
as the Lake District. Poet William Wordsworth helped make the area famous with
his poetry and with a guidebook he published in 1820. He fought to protect the
natural landscape and argued that it belonged to everyone. In 1880s, Hardwicke
and Edith Rawnsley took up the fight, successfully campaigning against two
proposed railway lines in the Lake District and founding the Lake District Defense
Society which gained support from around the country. 

In 1895, Hardwicke Rawnsley banded together with philanthropist Octavia Hill and
lawyer Robert Hunter to found a new organization: the National Trust. Their goal
was to raise money to buy land and historic buildings that they could then maintain
and preserve for public enjoyment. It wasn’t until 1923 (after Edith and Hardwicke’s
deaths) that the National Trust succeeded in acquiring land in the Lake District,
though during those intervening years they purchased a 500-year-old house in
East Sussex, received donated land in Wales, Cambridge, and Norfolk, and were 
gifted Kanturk Castle in Ireland. 

Beatrix Potter vacationed at Wray Castle in the Lake District in 1882 (the summer
she turned 16) and fell in love with the beauty of the area. She loved being
outdoors, exploring the forests and mountains, and spent hours drawing and
painting the plants, mushrooms, and wildlife.

How did Edith and Beatrix protect the Lake District?
What power does art have when it comes to conserving our environment
and protecting historical sites?

https://youtube.com/clip/Ugkx6C9IEBeUf2exTOaxnvCqgcTxZaj657cW?si=1x9Ww693rrd5SevX
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Victorian England, women were expected to live with and care for their parents until
they were married. So despite her success as an author and businesswoman, she
dutifully lived with her parents in London, escaping to her farm in the Lake District
only occasionally. It wasn’t until 1913 when she married William Heelis that she
moved to live in the Lake District permanently. Beatrix was passionately invested in
protecting the land. She wanted to preserve the farming community and loved her
life as a farmer. She’s credited with helping to save the Herdwick sheep through
her breeding efforts (here she is winning a prize for her sheep). She bought 15
farms in the Lake District and when she died in 1943 she left 4000 acres to the
National Trust.

The Lake District became a national park in 1949 and was designated a UNESCO
world heritage site in 2017. It continues to be cared for by the National Trust and
receives more than 18 million visitors every year.

The Potters at Wray Castle

Think about important natural or historic places in Utah.
What threats do these areas face?
What could you do to protect them? 

She bought a farm in
the Lake District in
1905 (age 39) with
the proceeds from
her first five books
and set many of her
later books in and
around her
farmhouse and the
local village. She
loved her farm far
more than her home
in London, but in

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-cumbria-57015478
https://nt.global.ssl.fastly.net/binaries/content/gallery/website/national/regions/lake-district/places/beatrix-potter-gallery-and-hawkshead/library/built-heritage-history-and-collections/photograph-beatrix-potter-shepherd-sheep-show-lake-district-1027003.jpg?auto=webp&width=784&dpr=1%201x,//nt.global.ssl.fastly.net/binaries/content/gallery/website/national/regions/lake-district/places/beatrix-potter-gallery-and-hawkshead/library/built-heritage-history-and-collections/photograph-beatrix-potter-shepherd-sheep-show-lake-district-1027003.jpg?auto=webp&width=784&dpr=2%202x,//nt.global.ssl.fastly.net/binaries/content/gallery/website/national/regions/lake-district/places/beatrix-potter-gallery-and-hawkshead/library/built-heritage-history-and-collections/photograph-beatrix-potter-shepherd-sheep-show-lake-district-1027003.jpg?auto=webp&width=784&dpr=3%203x


Edward Abbey
writer

Mel Chin
visual artist

Betsy Damon
visual and performance art

Joy Harjo
poet, musician, playwright

Juan Felipe Herrera
poet, performer, writer, visual artist

Victor Hugo
writer

Courtney Leigh Johnson
visual artist

Ayesha Jordan
multidisciplinary performance artist

Carole Lindstrom
writer

Wangari Maathai
writer

Jamaal May
poet

Charissa Menefee
theatre artist

Aïda Muluneh
photographer

Otobong Nkanga
visual and performance artist

dg nanouk okpik
poet

Aviva Rahmani
visual artist

Pinar Ateş Sinopoulos-Lloyd
visual artist and poet

Robert Smithson
visual artist

Rulan Tangen
dancer

Wyn Wiley (Pattie Gonia)
drag performer

Art and Activism
Art is a powerful influence in society. Below is a list of artists from a variety of art
forms. Pick one name to research. Write a paper or prepare a presentation to
share what you learn. How did/does the artist influence positive change in their
community/the world? In particular, how does their work relate to environmental
protection and historical conservation?           
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