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Abstract
Gendering America and National Identity in Willa Cather’s O Pioneers!, My Antonia, and
A Lost Lady

Much critical scholarship has considered the ways in which gender and gender
expression contribute to Willa Cather’s novels. Much work has also considered Cather’s
regionalism and its relationship to national literature and the values of the American
middle west. My work in this paper brings together these two notions to suggest that
national identity is gendered in Cather’s work, particularly in O Pioneers! (1913), My
Antonia (1918), and A Lost Lady (1923). 1 consider historical, contemporary works such
as Frederick Jackson Turner’s writings on the American frontier, as well as early reviews
of Cather’s novels in order to provide context around American literature and history of
the period. I consider Cather scholars such as Susan J. Rosowski, Mary Paniccia Carden,
Sally Peltier Harvey, and Hermione Lee, as well as studies of American literature and
nation-building such as work done by Walter Benn Michaels, Mark Morrison, and
Benedict Anderson.

I posit that through characters like Alexandra Bergson, Antonia Shimerda, and
Marian Forrester, Cather imagines a new national identity for America, one that is rooted
in unorthodox gender performance and locates the woman as a type of ideal American.
Cather does this by mythologizing her women, allowing them to recur in the American
present and escaping the bonds of a constricting nostalgia that defines the men in her

work.
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Introduction: America, the Frontier, and Cather at the Turn of the Twentieth Century

Willa Cather’s O Pioneers! (1913), My Antonia (1918), and A Lost Lady (1923)
all attempt to tell the story of America— particularly of the middle west and Nebraska—
through portraits of pioneer women and their hardships. These women are America in
some sense for Cather. They represent the struggles and accomplishments of the
American enterprise at the turn of the twentieth century, challenging what it means to be
a “settler” and an American in most cases. To be a woman on the frontier in these
moments for Cather is couched in issues of class and race, but the overwhelming
statement of Cather’s work is that a very particular idea of America is built on the backs
of non-traditional women and their emotional, domestic, and physical labor. Their gender
is inseparable from prevailing modes of national identity, but I believe that Cather works
towards positioning women like Alexandra Bergson, Antonia Shimerda, and Marian
Forrester as new, complex models of what it means to be American.

In his seminal work, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism, Benedict Anderson grapples with the definition of the nation,
ultimately conceiving of it as an “imagined political community” (Anderson 6). The
imagined community and the symbols and ideals that accompany it are what create the
opportunities for nation-building, and form the basis of a national identity. In the case of
the United States at the beginning of the twentieth century, the imagined community is
less than a century old and it continues to expand and shift, revealing a patchwork
construction of race, gender, and class. America is never consistently “one thing,” though
the narratives of the European Americans who “settled” it and created its borders would

have us believe that it is. Anderson further asserts that “nations inspire love, and often



profoundly self-sacrificing love. The cultural products of nationalism — poetry, prose
fiction, music, plastic arts—show this love very clearly in thousands of different forms
and styles” (Anderson 141). This idea is nowhere more emphatically embraced than in
the America of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, where nation-building is
reflected in the art and literature of the country’s creative minds. Critic Mark Morrison
considers these creative minds as “seeking to understand what could define their literature
as a national literature and not simply as a provincial footnote to English

literature” (Morrison 12). As America becomes an economic and political empire, its
literary life must follow; Morrison invokes Anderson’s imagined community in this
particular artistic moment as “a living organism, one that might be expressed and even
grown by a national literature” (Morrison 13). American literature becomes —secondarily
to some other artistic pursuits—a project of national identity, a way to express what is
quintessentially “American” in a moment of national and international expansion and
self-reflection. This expansion and reflection are characterized by increasingly industrial
modes of production, responding to and moving away from the great American shame of
slavery; a re-framing and re-embracing of agrarianism; and shifts towards a corporate
capitalist economy. Thus, this period grapples with past models of violence and
domination and their effect on the production of economic capital, which depends upon a
type of cultural capital that American authors create. For some, literature becomes a
space in which to challenge the prevailing notions of a national identity, as in the case of
Willa Cather. Because, if the American nation is simply an imagined community, and its

resulting identity is just as imaginary, then Cather can work towards constructing her own



version of a new identity; one that might depict a more realistic picture of what it means
to be an American—more specifically, an American woman.

This interpretation of the American cultural project is not simply a phenomenon
of shaping a historical era to fit a critical lens, it is the product of contemporary criticism
of the time. In a 1922 review in The Survey, reviewer Florence Fleisher constructs Willa
Cather as one of the “prophets” of American fiction alongside Edgar Lee Masters and
Upton Sinclair. Fleisher understands the “purpose” of early twentieth-century literature to
be “a criticism of our national ideals, a reiteration that in the midst of prosperity we are in
want, though we know it not” (Fleisher 192). Herbert S. Gorman’s 1923 New York Times
review of Cather views her in a similar light:

Practically all of our finest novelists and short-story writers have sought certain

specific sections of the country for their inspiration. In so doing they managed to

escape the English influence, an influence that has diminished of late years, but
which at one time threatened to engulf any authentic American note in world
letters. The American scene brought more to our novelists than a shift of scenic
locale: together with the exposition goes a new technique, a new method of
approach. (Gorman BRY5)
Gorman reflects upon the American trend of regionalism, but also recognizes American
literature’s departure from British heritage, which is framed as an engulfing and
threatening influence on emerging American culture. Both Gorman and Fleisher
understand American identity as being intentionally shaped by literary products. In fact,
in Fleisher’s case, there is a recognition that the American project is in distinct need of
redefinition, and that prosperity is not the only lens through which to evaluate American
success.

Other early twentieth-century reviewers of American literature and Cather’s

novels considered Cather’s project to be one heavily dependent on an American past, but



not particularly hopeful about its future. Lloyd Morris’ 1924 review of Cather’s influence
in The North American Review attempts to construct a summary of the arc of American
literature, shaped in large part by authors such as Emerson and Whitman:
Such was the account given by our earlier writers of the national spirit and the
national life. Their account was remarkable for its vision of the future, for its
confident attitude toward what that future might hold forth, for its emphasis upon
the prospect of a national destiny. The epic attitude to them was congenial and
natural; it was, so to speak, the only adequate expression of the American life
which they knew. (Morris 642)
Morris invokes a “national spirit” and a “national destiny,” abstract ideas for which
American authors have tried to find a concretizing influence in literature. They are
concepts that convey an optimism and a futurity, which is perhaps the most important and
most politically and socially useful aspect of nation-building. The great works of
American culture juxtapose a humble nostalgia for the past with an inevitability of future
greatness. However, this is where Cather either differs or falls short for Morris (it’s
unclear which), who views her as discerning “no fresh direction given to American life
and therefore asserts no convinced vision of its future” (Morris 642). This statement
clearly echoes Fleisher’s, so that Cather emerges as one highly critical of the American
project of self-making and one doubtful about its potency moving forward.
Examining the inheritance of the American frontier and its subsequent imagery,
Mary Paniccia Carden considers the creation of America as a space to be conquered and a
national identity based mostly on a notion of male self-determination:
In most stories of national beginnings —whether told by Childcraft, the Disney
conglomerate, made-for-TV-movies, or school textbooks —America is embodied
by men, created by Anglo-European pioneers and patriots. America’s foundational

narratives are gendered narratives; characteristics, values, and priorities
understood as specifically American are also specifically male. (Carden 11)



Carden’s statement comes accompanied by various critical arguments that position
frontier America as a feminized space in need of masculine conquest or guidance. A great
majority of these critical arguments consider Frederick Jackson Turner’s The Frontier in
American History, a historical work of 1921 that describes and complicates the notion of
American expansion and its relationship to a national identity. Turner’s piece, and others
of its kind, are the precursors to Carden’s historical and aesthetic objects which prescribe
a particular type of American identity. The frontier and the American farm can be
positioned as the frontlines of identity creation due to the long-standing ideal of the
agrarian American as the ideal American, based on the inscribed values of that particular
mode of existence, at least since Thomas Jefferson’s argument for its superiority in the
late eighteenth century in Notes on the State of Virginia (1785). In Agrarian Women,
Deborah Fink interrogates the image of the woman on the farm and the frontier, and the
intersection of that position with the male-conquered landscape. She cites “agrarianism,
the belief in the moral and economic primacy of farming over industry,” as being
foundational to “the collective U.S. ideological framework™ (Fink 11). She argues that the
social and cultural values of an agrarian lifestyle have shaped political thinking and
decision-making about how to define the heartland of America, a symbol “for which wars
are fought”; Cather’s settings and her agrarian women are tools for fiction, but they
emerge as tools for nation building as well:
U.S. farmers and rural people have been society’s cultural ballast. A 1987 poll
showed that people across the country believed that farmers were hard-working,
self-reliant citizens who would keep the nation on an even keel. They saw
bedrock goodness and neighborliness in rural community life. (Fink 11)

Though citing the beliefs of a much later America, Fink gets to the heart of why the

pioneer novel —and Cather’s re-framing of it—has such power in setting forth a national



ideal, particularly in a moment of national re-evaluation. In it, the American farmer
becomes associated with everything that we have been taught is quintessentially
“American” —mostly located in self-determination and a Protestant work ethic.

If the American frontier that Cather depicts in her novels is “the line of most rapid
and effective Americanization,” in Turner’s words, it makes sense that the values and
character espoused in creating that frontier would be heavily constructed, “not inhabited
but invented,” in Eric Heyne’s words (Turner 3-4, Heyne 3). Turner’s particular example
of this Americanization is found in his invocation of “Daniel Boone, the great
backwoodsman,” who, aside from presidents and political figures, is the only American
named in this first chapter of Turner’s work. He characterizes Boone as a multifaceted
adventurer “who combined the occupations of hunter, trader, cattle-raiser, farmer, and
surveyor...he pioneered the way for the farmers to that region” (Turner 18-19). This is
the prevailing notion of American identity that Cather has to contend with: male,
adventurous, multi-talented, active, and innovative. The wilderness that a Daniel Boone
figure explores is “interpenetrated,” framing it as a space for male reproduction (Turner
15). The project of shaping the American west is a male one, further specified by what
Brigitte Georgi-Findlay aptly imagines to be a discourse of “innocence”: “America,
envisioned by Europe as the unspoiled Virgin Land, a pastoral New World garden, was
inhabited by the American Adam, a heroic figure who began human history all over
again” (Georgi-Findlay 2). Thus, the America that Cather begins to counter-write in her
work is one that is based in a mythology of masculinity, intentionally foisted onto a
female landscape in the hopes of creating a distinctly American identity and method for

understanding expansion. In this way, America’s legacy and continuation become



dependent on male forms of reproduction and women become subordinate citizens,
excluded from the national ideal of self-determination. And if women are excluded from
this self-creation, then they are excluded from the project of nation-building. Cather
combats this attitude in her works, placing women in positions of creativity and
leadership, where they begin to shape their immediate community —and by extension, the
nation. She seems to express a frustration with the America of the early twentieth century,
and so invokes a nostalgia about the pioneer movement, instead reframing it as female,
what Lloyd Morris’ 1924 review characterizes as a “revival of more heroic days” (Morris

643). Instead, her heroes are heroines.



Chapter One: Inheriting a New America in O Pioneers!

Alexandra Bergson of O Pioneers! stands out as one of Cather’s most developed
and robust female characters, claiming ownership and partnership of the land at her
disposal. Critical discourse has focused on Alexandra as an extension of the land that she
cultivates, occupying both sides of a male/female binary. Daniel Worden, concerned with
the image of the American west as a space for male expression and conquest, examines
the concept of what he calls “female masculinity” in Masculine Style. He imagines
Cather’s women as gender hybrids, performing femininity and masculinity in equal parts:

In this frontier territory, the novels make a case for female masculinity as not

merely a doomed imitation of the naturally masculine but as an authentic subject

position. This dislocation of masculinity from the male body disrupts patriarchal
entitlements to property and women and reworks marriage conventions and
family relations. Masculinity, then, is a strategic performance in Cather’s novels,
one that requires a peculiar relation to time and space. The Nebraska novels offer
an alternate history of masculinity on the frontier at once nostalgic for an idyllic

past and pregnant with future promise. (Worden 82)

Thus, Worden considers a character like Alexandra Bergson to be performing masculinity
as “a socially necessary facade,” which does not decry femininity by any means, but in
fact engages in “the production of masculinity apart from, rather than in opposition to,
femininity” (Worden 84). Alexandra is presented by the narrator immediately as doing
masculinity in a female way in the early pages of the novel, an image that is filtered
through her younger brother Emil, who sees her as a larger-than-life heroine:

His sister was a tall, strong girl, and she walked rapidly and resolutely, as if she

knew exactly where she was going and what she was going to do next. She wore a

man’s long ulster (not as if it were an affliction, but as if it were very comfortable

and belonged to her; carried it like a young soldier), and a round plush cap, tied
down with a thick veil. She had a serious, thoughtful face, and her clear, deep blue
eyes were fixed intently on the distance, without seeming to see anything, as if she

were in trouble. She did not notice the little boy until he pulled her by the coat.
Then she stopped short and stooped down to wipe his wet face. (O Pioneers! 6)



The Alexandra introduced at this moment combines the “uniforms” of the masculine and
feminine, as well as the mannerisms of both in her behavior. She does not speak in this
passage, but her subjectivity is fully communicated. She claims the “ulster” in appearance
and in attitude, and the image of her as a “young soldier” places her among the ranks of
an American tradition of masculine uniformity, balancing any feminine edges produced
by the “thick veil.” Furthermore, her role as nurturer is secondary to her mind, and to the
narrative representation of it, wherein she does not immediately notice Emil—who earlier
considers her a “ray of hope” —or his needs. She begins this selection only in tangential
relation to Emil, described solely as “his sister,” but concludes it by moving out of her
own narrative plane of existence when she stoops down to console him. As if to further
cement Alexandra’s female masculinity, Cather soon afterwards introduces Carl
Linstrum, who is described as having a mouth “too sensitive for a boy’s” (OP! 7). Thus,
Cather instantly sets up gendered norms of appearance and tears them down in almost the
same breath; Alexandra toes the line of masculinity and Carl —her future husband —is
emasculated.

The effect of such characterizations can be found in what they do for the larger
world of the novel, where Worden imagines a restructuring: “Masculinity provides a way
for Cather to reimagine social relations and belonging; Cather’s masculine productions
create modes of social belonging that stand in stark contrast to patriarchal systems of
property ownership and kinship and, in so doing, constitute a kind of immanent critique
of dominant social structures” (Worden 85). Thus, the early moments of the novel

establish Alexandra’s female masculinity so that she might challenge a particular



structure in the narrative to come, granting her access to a national identity that she can
either shape or create.

The means by which Alexandra comes to control her family’s land is a key
example of this “stark contrast to patriarchal systems of property ownership.” The chapter
in which Alexandra inherits her family property begins by describing the Bergson house
as the “low log house in which John Bergson was dying” (OP! 13). The first glimpse of
the Bergson property by the reader is shaped by the disintegration of the patriarch’s
health, framing both the land and the Bergson family as in need of leadership, and as
moving out of the sphere of patriarchal influence. John Bergson’s obsolescence makes his
death seem to be both narratively and culturally necessary:

In eleven long years John Bergson had made but little impression upon the wild

land he had come to tame. It was still a wild thing that had its ugly moods; and no

one knew when they were likely to come, or why. Mischance hung over it. Its

Genius was unfriendly to man [...] there it lay outside his door, the same land, the

same lead-colored miles. (OP/ 13)

John Bergson is framed as a failure in the plight of frontier work, thus providing an
opening for Alexandra to achieve a female success independent of a patriarchal model of
decision-making, though her brothers certainly try to maintain that norm later in the
novel. Furthermore, Cather makes a point here not to gender the land as female; it is a
“wild thing” with “ugly moods,” but it does not have a gender, and in any case is
“unfriendly to man.” It is not a landscape accessible to gendered conquest, but is instead
framed as something that is susceptible to fate, permeated by “mischance.” The land and

the Bergson family legacy are poised for embrace by Alexandra; it has shown itself to be

“unfriendly to man,” but Alexandra is no man.
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Here, we might engage with Frederick Jackson Turner again in order to help
characterize Alexandra, in particular, the superior ability she has to cultivate the land—an
ability her father lacked. Turner looks to the frontier for the purpose of defining an
American character:

The result is that to the frontier the American intellect owes its striking

characteristics. That coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and

inquisitiveness; that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients;
that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful to
effect great ends; that restless, nervous energy; that dominant individualism,
working for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance which

comes with freedom. (Turner 37)

For Turner, such a combination of traits is not necessarily gendered (at least at this
moment in his piece). Cather creates the very image of Turner’s “American” in
Alexandra: she is intelligent, hardworking, innovative, and independent. Importantly, in
the eyes of her father, she is also all of these things where her brothers are not:

It was Alexandra who read the papers and followed the markets, and who learned

by the mistakes of their neighbors. It was Alexandra who could always tell about

what it had cost to fatten each steer, and who could guess the weight of a hog
before it went on the scales closer than John Bergson himself. Lou and Oscar
were industrious, but he could never teach them to use their heads about their

work. (OP! 15)

The same “Genius” of the land described within the confines of John Bergson’s failure is
later described alongside the passion and optimism of Alexandra’s incoming success.
Where before the land’s “Genius” was “unfriendly” to John Bergson, now it “must have
bent lower than it ever bent to a human will before” as Alexandra gazes upon it (OP! 35).
Alexandra’s genius seems equal to the land’s, if not greater. The language of conquest can
now be used differently, and the land yields to a woman’s hopes for it. Cather can create

Alexandra as a new pioneer, independent from male methods of conquest that prioritize

mastery: “Alexandra’s will and the spirit of the Divide are not opposed, but cooperative
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forces; her success is accomplished not by the violent penetration and conquest glorified
in the dominant narrative of national origins, but by mutual and conjoined

desire” (Carden 4). For Carden, concerned with a national romance, such an idea is key to
developing the progress of the American narrative; once advanced by conquerors, now
cooperating with the women who are its inheritors. She asserts that American history has
been written in the tone of the romantic, which presents issues for gendering the
American subject, as it “both sanctions and perpetuates binary models of gender
difference, with material consequences for individual American subjects” (Carden 2). The
“material consequences” in this case are such that American identity and success become
figured as male, and the ideal American citizen imbued with self-determination and
prosperous independence becomes unrecognizable to the American women who have
fulfilled the American project outside of male convention. Thus, an author such as Cather
is in direct conflict with that particular romance, as her female characters inhabit the
space of Worden’s “female masculinity.” Carden concludes that Cather does not reject the
national romance, but rather “recasts the starring role” with “pioneering women who are
both self-created and subject to history” (Carden 11).

Cather creates a narrative break following Alexandra’s first few years of
inheritance of the land, allowing the narrative to focus on the development in her
characters, and not necessarily on the narratively and personally tedious struggle that we
know has characterized the past 16 years for Alexandra and her family. The reader can re-
enter the story at a moment of productivity, and attribute that success to Alexandra’s
optimism and passion, the last thing we saw her express before the narrative break. The

land is the first to be described upon reviewing the Divide that is now 16 years older: “the
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brown earth, with such a strong, clean smell, and such a power of growth and fertility in
it, yields itself eagerly to the plow” with “a soft deep sigh of happiness” (OP! 41). In this
way, Cather personifies the land —an oft-utilized technique of hers—and gives that
personification the ability to reproduce in “fertility.” We know that the land can only have
reached this state due to Alexandra’s intervention, which is why the description of her is
narratively secondary to the description of the land; in contrast to the land’s great
transformation, the narrator tells us that “Alexandra herself has changed very little,” and
Carl Linstrum verifies that statement when he visits only pages later (OP! 42). The
overwhelming impact of this expanded scene of prosperity is a kind of bird’s eye view of
16 years of Alexandra’s life and work, and the land is described with greater personhood
than she is, reproducing in fertility while she remains an anomaly of gender expectations,
unwed and childless.

This 16-year-gap cannot fully distance Alexandra and her endeavor from that of
her male predecessors, as Part I opens with the proclamation that ““it is now sixteen years
since John Bergson died” (OP! 41). Despite Alexandra’s ascension to head of the
Bergson family and the role of expert cultivator, her relationship with the land is still
framed in relationship to her patriarch. Proclaiming that he will attempt to make
something of himself for the sake of marrying Alexandra, Carl, before departing for the
North, is seen observing John Bergson’s portrait in the new farmhouse:

Carl was still studying John Bergson’s face and Alexandra’s eyes followed his.

“Yes,” she said, “if he could have seen all that would come of the task he gave

me, he would have been sorry. I hope he does not see me now. I hope that he is

among the old people of his blood and country, and that tidings do not reach him
from the New World.” (OP! 94)

13



In this moment, Alexandra is framed through the image of her patriarch yet again. But
this moment finds her abandoned by her largely male following; Lou and Oscar have
betrayed their faith in her, Emil seeks adventure in Mexico, and Carl leaves to make
himself “worthy” of her. Her great success is accompanied by a great loneliness, and she
links that trend with her father’s inheritance. Furthermore, she hopes that her father, in
death, has returned to his home country rather than the America he helped to shape. The
reverence that Alexandra holds for her father’s “blood and country” invokes a kind of
national pride in absentia; Alexandra’s prosperity can only be American moving forward,
where her father’s must retreat to the land of his birth. Despite Alexandra’s distinctly
female impact on the America that her father began to settle, she cannot escape the
lingering cloud of her father’s dashed hopes, or the loneliness that seems to inevitably
accompany success for a woman in her position.

This constant context of the Bergson patriarch serves to un-gender Alexandra
throughout the novel, and it is always an observation made by her closest male
compatriots. In almost a mirror of the scene of Carl’s departure, Emil observes Alexandra
in her domestic space: “Indeed, he had never thought of her as being a woman at all, only
a sister. As he studied her bent head, he looked up at the picture of John Bergson above
the lamp. ‘No,” he thought to himself, ‘she didn’t get it there. I suppose I am more like
that’” (Cather 122). For the men in Alexandra’s life, she can only exist in reference to her
father and his particular image, even if she ends up departing from the similarities that
they share. For Emil, Alexandra is not “a woman at all,” but really only his sister; he
conceives of her in the way that she has cared for him, which seems not to be gendered

for him. Even then, Emil does not consider her “beautiful,” but “handsome” as Marie has

14



indicated. Her physical attractiveness is even gendered male, but it is something not
inherited from her father. The recurring references to John Bergson’s physical image in
the home serve to define Alexandra both in relation and in contrast to his legacy.

Marie Shabata, established as a foil to Alexandra, plays such a significant part in
O Pioneers! that it would be unwise not to include her in a discussion of the novel’s
gender dynamics. Strikingly beautiful and full of life, Marie cultivates her own land on
the Divide and her orchard with the same success as Alexandra, and she is figured as her
friend and a surrogate sister throughout the novel. Much like Alexandra she inspires awe
and affection in those around her, and the two are described in artistic imagery:

They made a pretty picture in the strong sunlight, the leafy pattern surrounding

them like a net; the Swedish woman so white and gold, kindly and amused, but

armored in calm, and the alert brown one, her full lips parted, points of yellow

light dancing in her eyes as she laughed and chattered. (OP! 70)
The mythology of Marie Shabata is as important to the project of O Pioneers! as
Alexandra’s. The two women are imagined as a renaissance painting; two goddesses
under a bower of leaves in an orchard, different in their beauty but the same in their
power over the land. Alexandra becomes a kind of Demeter, Marie her Persephone,
described often in a white dress, spectre-like: “Her white dress looked gray in the
darkness. She seemed like a troubled spirit, like some shadow out of the earth, clinging to
him [Emil] and entreating him to give her peace” (OP! 121). Even before her murder,
Marie is marked by the language of death, but also linked to the earth. When Emil seeks
to be reminded of her, the only images equal to the task are those of the earth and her
orchard. Emil becomes figured as a harbinger of death, often pictured mowing the grass

of the pioneer graveyard with a large scythe which appears to be an extension of himself;

he is figured as a caretaker of the dead —really, a caretaker of the pioneers who came
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before, while his sister becomes a caretaker of the pioneers to come. So too must Marie
accompany her Hades to the realm of the dead, while Alexandra as Demeter is left to
mourn her disappearance, continuing to cultivate the land that she has made her domain.
It is not Emil who performs violence on Marie, but her own husband. Her gender is what
ultimately horrifies Frank in the moments following his murderous outburst: “Terror was
the only thing that kept him from going back to her, terror that she might still be she, that
she might still be suffering. A woman, mutilated and bleeding in his orchard —it was
because it was a woman that he was so afraid. It was inconceivable that he should have
hurt a woman” (Cather 139). Frank’s horror recognizes the precarity of Marie’s gender,
and he views his violence as a violation of that precarity, as well as a violation of the
sanctity of the orchard, which is now “his,” though it is narratively mentioned in
connection with Marie. His fear is not that he will encounter the body of his wife, but that
he might encounter a woman in the throes of suffering; a suffering that he specifically
caused. The subjectivity of that suffering is what terrifies Frank,—“that she might still be
she” (emphasis mine)—and the moment feels like a violation of so much more than a
human life, but also the particular existence that Marie led and the land on which she
lived it.

The impact of mythologizing by Cather is that her characters become vessels for
the average reader, or average American. If Alexandra can be understood as a mythic
heroine, then an American woman with her eye on the horizon can inhabit that same
vessel. Though we are made to understand that Alexandra is exceptional in her personal
qualities and work ethic, we also get the impression that her story is representative of that

great American story of self-determination and individualism. The connection to myth
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also serves to make the American story one in a larger, more historically expansive
landscape. The very fact of the novels titling—a reference to a Walt Whitman poem —
places Cather’s novel in the context of the great American mythos of cultural production,
paying homage to an idealized way of life.

Much critical work has spent time on the construction of Alexandra’s life as a
“white book,” attempting to conceive of Alexandra’s life story as a great novel of
American progress, or otherwise imagining her existence as a blank slate for a new
American project. Hermione Lee, a biographer and critic of Cather, views the white book
image as a “fabula rasa” which “is analogous to the white space of the land, which takes
shape as we read the book, and to the white pages on which Cather is writing a hitherto
unwritten woman’s pioneer novel” (Lee 108). Alexandra reflects that “her mind was a
white book, with clear writing about weather and beasts and growing things. Not many
people would have cared to read it; only a happy few” (OP! 106). Alexandra views her
own life as perhaps only a summation of her tasks as they have applied to the land and
the Bergson family. In fact, the language of Alexandra’s white book is the exact language
of Turner’s construction of the American frontier, a construction that has been key for our
analysis here, and for the analysis of American identity:

The United States lies like a huge page in the history of society. Line by line as

we read this continental page from West to East we find the record of social

evolution. It begins with the Indian and the hunter; it goes on to tell of the

disintegration of savagery by the entrance of the trader, the pathfinder of

civilization; we read the annals of the pastoral stage in ranch life. (Turner 11)
Turner’s emphasis on the “disintegration of savagery” in this passage and in the entire

work is problematic at best, but it serves to demonstrate the prevailing notions of a

masculine American project that depends upon violence and domination, a notion that is
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divorced from Cather’s representation of Alexandra. Both Turner and Cather’s usage of
the book metaphor, however, gets to the larger idea of American history as a story. It is
constructed, written for a particular purpose and audience. If Turner has written a story of
America as one type of male story, then Cather creates Alexandra to write a different
story of America, even if it uses the tropes set out by Turner’s work. Furthermore,
Alexandra is able to create her own story, fulfilling Carden’s notion of self-creation in the
national romance by Cather. And unlike Antonia Shimerda of My Antonia or Marian
Forrester of A Lost Lady, Alexandra is not communicated to the reader through a male
lens. Her self-creation might be more authentic because of this; her white book is her own
construction of her life and no one else’s.

Following Emil’s death, the narrator tells us that “Alexandra had written to Carl
Linstrum; a single page of notepaper, a bare statement of what had happened. She was
not a woman who could write much about such a thing, and about her own feelings she
could never write freely” (OP! 150). The great white book of Alexandra’s life becomes
diluted here into a single page about perhaps her greatest sorrow, and her position as a
self-author is somewhat complicated. The annals of her accomplishments and the
catalogues of seasons spent in harvest make up the great white book of Alexandra’s life,
but the mythical nature of her own emotional existence cannot fill more than a page. The
reader gets the sense that the success of cultivating the Bergson land has exacted a toll on
Alexandra in the form of her own reduced subjectivity. In “Willa Cather’s Women,”
David Laird suggests that this sacrifice functions as a way of shoring up gender politics in
the reality of Cather’s America:

Alexandra is permitted to exercise a good deal of power and authority, is able to
cross class and gender barriers for just so long as her family struggles against the
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harsh conditions of an unyielding physical and economic environment. With an
improvement in those conditions—an improvement for which she is chiefly
responsible —she must accept a loss of status in the family, in effect, is
marginalized by her achievements. (Laird 246)
Alexandra thrives personally and economically in the context of the Bergson farm, but
once the success of the family land is ensured, the personal interactions of the narrative
world fall apart. At a surface level, her accomplishments intimidate Lou and Oscar,
though the reader seems to understand that this is predestined given their character, thus it
is not exactly surprising. Her success terrifies Carl into seeking his own success,
removing him from her sphere of intimacy for a time. And, the idea that Alexandra
regrets that she fails to notice Emil and Marie’s blossoming affection suggests that she is
perhaps so distracted by her professional endeavors as to create personal distance
between her and Emil. Her marked loneliness and isolation seem to be strong indicators
by Cather; only abandonment can come of crossing gender boundaries because of the
way that the American family and project have been constructed. Though the novel’s final
moments are optimistic, there can be no traditional, romantic “happy ending” for

Alexandra. Cather’s realism suggests that this is the case for Alexandra, and for the

“successful” pioneer women before her.
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Chapter Two: Finding a Masculine Muse in My Antonia

Figured at various moments as foreigner, muse, “hired girl,” and earth mother,
Antonia Shimerda of My Antonia (1918) grows out of Alexandra Bergson’s shadow,
representing a new generation of pioneer women. Characterized as Cather’s “loveliest
and most memorable” heroine, Antonia has, according to Lloyd Morris’ 1924 review, a “a
consciousness of fulfillment and of destiny accomplished, and an heroic quality which
lifts the common experience of her days above the humble, quiet level of its actual
occurrence” (Morris 648). Antonia’s “heroic quality” pervades the entire novel and
characterizes her as Cather’s new American woman.

Read as a narrative by Jim Burden, a childhood friend of Antonia, the novel
complicates the notion of an emerging American female agency in the sense that Jim
truly “authors” Antonia; Cather makes a point in the introduction to emphasize Jim’s
stake in the narrative to come: “He went into the next room, sat down at my desk and
wrote on the pinkish face of the portfolio the word, ‘Antonia.’ He frowned at this a
moment, then prefixed another word, making it ‘My Antonia.’ That seemed to satisfy
him” (My Antonia 7). This perhaps heavy-handed meta-fictional moment establishes Jim
as the author of the narrative, but also of Antonia. The manuscript becomes humanized
with its “pinkish face” and its presence is both directly and indirectly presented as
indulging Jim’s sense of nostalgia. His re-titling “satisfies” him, and the act of authoring
Antonia places him in a position of power. Such a distinction is appropriate on Cather’s
part; for her, the story of frontier America is often located in the women who performed

domestic and agricultural labor towards settlement, despite having that labor subsumed
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under a narrative of male American progress. Thus, Jim follows in the masculine tradition
of authoring America through authoring Antonia.

Truly, Jim is figured by the frame narrative’s narrator (a possible Cather stand-in)
as the quintessential image of American wholesomeness and self-determination, distinctly
suited for the settlement of the frontier and the inheritance of the male American project:

He loves with a personal passion the great country through which his railway runs

and branches. His faith in it and his knowledge of it have played an important part

in its development...Jim is still able to lose himself in those big Western
dreams...His fresh color and sandy hair and quick-changing blue eyes are those of

a young man, and his sympathetic solicitous interest in women is as youthful as it

is Western and American. (MA 6)

In another novel, this description would work towards establishing Jim Burden as the
story’s protagonist. However, in Cather it works towards creating a structure that the
narrative will try to deconstruct, because Jim—in this passage —embodies everything that
the great American novel is supposed to examine and celebrate: innovation, self-
determination, obvious whiteness, compulsory heterosexuality, and individualism. The
irony, of course, is that Jim is not the novel’s hero, and he is not even the most
“American” in his performance of these nostalgic ideals. He is simply the scribe of
Antonia’s evocation of those tenets, trapped by his failure to either claim Antonia’s tale
as his own, or claim Antonia herself.

Through Jim’s authorship of Antonia, the novel is—in large part—a meditation on
a more complicated question: whose Antonia is she? This question is vital to
understanding Antonia’s subjectivity and her emotional experience, but also to the greater
project of crafting national identity in the novel, and in a selection of Cather’s works on a

wider scale. In the title and at other moments, Jim very clearly considers her to be “his”

Antonia; it is this claiming that satisfies him early in the frame narrative. However, when
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Jim reflects on Antonia’s masculine turn, it is Mr. Shimerda’s image that he conjures: “I
used to think of the tone in which poor Mr Shimerda, who could say so little, yet
managed to say so much when he exclaimed, ‘My An-tonia!’” (MA 72). Jim seems to
invoke this memory of Mr. Shimerda in order to mentally castigate Antonia; she is no
longer the little girl that her father so eagerly claimed with his limited language. Instead,
Jim presents the image of a hard-working pioneer woman, and the reader might
understand Jim’s invocation as a celebration of her acquired strength and productivity.
Jim’s Antonia and Mr. Shimerda’s Antonia are different women, both focalized through
the men who love them.

There is a noticeable shift in Jim’s ability to author Antonia when he returns to
Black Hawk before entering law school. Now disconnected from Antonia’s life, he can
only view her portrait in the town photography studio and ask fellow citizens about what
has become of her. He is told by Mrs. Harling to “‘go out and see your grandfather’s
tenant, the Widow Steavens. She knows more about it than anybody else...She could tell
you everything. Besides, the Widow Steavens is a good talker, and she has a remarkable
memory’” (MA 163). Jim now requires the aid of another woman in order to
communicate Antonia’s fall; she is no longer a text that he can engage with firsthand, as
he has been able to thus far. Widow Steavens is the third person in the text to claim
Antonia, though she does so at perhaps Antonia’s lowest point: ““My Antonia, that had so
much good in her, had come home disgraced’” (MA 167). Despite this “disgrace,” Widow
Steavens seems to be the only character in the text to assist Antonia in her moment of

greatest need, and her claiming of Antonia seems to be more maternal in nature than the

ownership that Jim’s claiming connotes. These varied claimings designate Antonia as
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belonging to a shared community —perhaps even the “imagined” one of Anderson’s work
—and not necessarily as her own person. But if Cather intends to craft Antonia as
representative of the American experience, it makes sense that individual characters at
different moments might feel a significant claim to her and to the existence she
represents.

We look to Mary Paniccia Carden again, who argues for Jim’s claiming of
Antonia as a compensatory move:

Jim endeavors to compensate for his exclusion from this America through his

construction of “his” Antonia, but his wistful nostalgia indicates that both she and

the frontier of his youth elude his definitions. His narrative records the multiple

positions he holds in relation to Antonia and is structured around his various

attempts to fix and define her as his mirror. (Carden 11)
Instead of Cather constructing America as one that is inclusive of Antonia and her varied
forms of gender performance, Carden views Cather’s novel as an effort towards
constructing America as a place that is actively trying to move on from a strictly
masculine performance of identity. Though partaking in a type of nostalgia herself
through the writing of the novel, Cather begrudges Jim his “wistful nostalgia,” perhaps
for its repressive hold on Antonia’s subjectivity and her potential. Jim’s “rise” to wealth
and station as presented in the frame narrative is one that encounters not nearly as many
obstacles as Antonia’s, and his nostalgia recalls an America that privileges masculinity,
while Antonia has not been allowed those same class status, education, or gender
privileges.

Jim not only authors Antonia but is the one to give her the power to author

herself, in some sense, as her English teacher: “Antonia had opinions about everything,

and she was soon able to make them known. Almost every day she came running across
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the prairie to have her reading lesson with me. Mrs Shimerda grumbled, but realized it
was important that one member of the family should learn English” (MA 23). Here,
Antonia’s migration is furthered in her movement across the prairie in order to complete
reading lessons with Jim; it is a literal and figurative migration towards assimilation,
which her mother begrudgingly obliges. When the train conductor in town describes

(133

Antonia to Jim, he says that she can only say one thing in English, “‘we go Black Hawk,
Nebraska’,” a phrase shaped by the movement that her family undertakes, indicating only
their destination, not their origin (MA 10). In her study of My Antonia in Bodies that
Matter, Judith Butler claims that “Antonia is first introduced in Cather’s text in a situation
of linguistic exile and disorientation, full of hunger to learn English and, in particular,
how names refer” (Butler 106). Jim attempts to re-position Antonia from this “linguistic
exile” through linguistic assimilation, and through his authoring of her—perhaps his own
investment into “how names refer.” As the only member of the family to speak even a
small amount of English, Antonia becomes a translator for her family’s experience,
existing between the foreignness of Bohemia and the Americanness of Jim’s existence in
Black Hawk. Jim’s narration portrays Antonia as opinionated, wherein her opinions are
only made “known” through the American expectation of English language acquisition.
Jim does not consider that Antonia’s opinions can be made “known” in Bohemian, but
rather privileges his role in her ability to speak her experience in a way that is acceptable
to the American project of assimilation.

So too does Jim become a self-appointed gatekeeper of American identity, and in

relating a particular interaction between himself and Antonia gives voice to the mythos of
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America as land of opportunity, even in the face of extreme poverty for the Shimerda
family:

“People who don’t like this country ought to stay at home,” I said severely. “We

don’t make them come here.” “He not want to come nev-er!” She burst out. “My

mamenka make him come. All the time she says “America big country; much

money, much land for my boys, much husband for my girls” (MA 53)

Diluted into one broken sentence, Antonia gives voice to the great myth of the American
Dream: money, land, and marriage. That myth for the Shimerdas is fueled by Mrs.
Shimerda’s desire to provide for her children, and the American Dream gets re-figured in
this moment as a component of motherhood, a twinkle in the eye of immigrant women. It
is not driven by a masculine model of conquest, but rather a search for belonging and
establishment of a family legacy. And in this moment, Jim becomes the arbiter of that
dream, dictating a compulsory national pride and an immigration rhetoric that prevails
throughout the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries.

Similar to Alexandra Bergson’s inheritance of her father’s land, Antonia inherits a
working position after her father’s suicide. Laboring alongside her brother Ambrosch,
Antonia literally dons the vestiges of the patriarchy that have been left to her:

She wore the boots her father had so thoughtfully taken off before he shot

himself, and his old fur cap. Her outgrown cotton dress switched about her calves,

over the boot-tops. She kept her sleeves rolled up all day, and her arms and throat
were burned as brown as a sailor’s. Her neck came up strongly out of her
shoulders, like the bole of a tree out of the turf. One sees that draught-horse neck

among the peasant women in all old countries. (MA 70)

Jim marks her appearance with the tragedy of her father’s suicide, but his lengthy
description of her clothing and skin tone serve to further other her and associate her with

the natural world. Her “burned” brown skin shifts her away from whiteness, and makes

her more masculine through her resemblance to a sailor. Her neck becomes “like the bole
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of a tree,”—1n Jim’s eyes, she literally embodies the land that she works. He references
the “peasant women” in his description, characterizing them as having a “draught-horse
neck,” reducing them to mere animalistic strength. The effect of such a passage
demonstrates Jim’s effort to shift Antonia’s characterization as far away from traditional
femininity as possible. If she is marked by the sins of her father, the natural world, and
the animals of her non-American homeland, she is completely othered in Jim’s eyes, and
by extension, the reader who relies on Jim’s narrative. Descriptions that might otherwise
seem neutral are imbued with a negativity, given that Jim resents these particular changes
in Antonia— her shift towards the masculine violates his internally constructed idea of
her. Whereas Alexandra Bergson’s appearance —her clothing choices that combine male
and female uniforms—is framed as lending an air of authority, Antonia’s movement
towards masculinity in her appearance (and behavior) is framed as corrupting or
denigrating, a departure from Jim’s ideal.

The great irony in Antonia’s masculinization, and Jim’s distaste for it, is that it
marks her as the ideal American constructed by the literature and public discourse of the
time. Carden claims that Jim “aligns Antonia with her unacceptable family when she does
not conform to his definitions of femininity, thus characterizing gender-role transgression
as un-American,” but in the eyes of the reader, Antonia’s masculine traits become what
most align her with the “American Dream” (Carden 8). Her eye is set on the horizon of
progress for her family’s farm, and she passionately expresses to Jim that “‘I will help

299

make this land one good farm’” (MA 71). Her sense of self-determination and individual
ability exemplifies the quintessential American identity of the pioneer. Jim complains that

Antonia “could talk of nothing but the prices of things, or how much she could lift and
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endure. She was too proud of her strength” (MA 72). To Jim, Antonia’s masculinity is
distasteful, despite any positive impacts it has had on her family’s situation. It is her
masculine traits that become the most archetypically “American”; she can “endure”
physical work but also the great task of being an immigrant in an unforgiving landscape.
Pride in strength and endurance is perhaps the greatest American trait that Antonia can
express at a historical moment of American innovation and imperialism.

Antonia’s masculinity perhaps diverges from Alexandra Bergson’s, which is in
alignment with Worden’s notions of “female masculinity”’; Alexandra combines the
feminine and the masculine in her performance, too, but aside from the overtly sexist
criticisms by her brothers, Lou and Oscar, Alexandra’s gender performance is not
necessarily worthy of comment by the narrator—she simply “is,” and her importance to
the narrative is in her optimism and her partnership with the land. However, Antonia’s
gender performance, which Jim considers to be distinctly masculine in relation to her
work on the family farm, is the subject of great commentary by not only Jim, but his own
family and the other families with which he interacts. The reader gets the distinct
impression—not present in O Pioneers!—that Antonia’s gender performance is
unacceptable. And this is perhaps because of the narrative structure of the work; as a
homodiegetic narrator, Jim holds a stake in the story he constructs, and it behooves him
to uphold traditional gendered expectations because Antonia cannot be allowed a
narrative existence outside of his own construction. This is the most fertile space for
Cather to perform criticism, according to Worden:

Masculinity provides a way for Cather to reimagine social relations and

belonging; Cather’s masculine productions create modes of social belonging that

stand in stark contrast to patriarchal systems of property ownership and kinship
and, in so doing, constitute a kind of immanent critique of dominant social
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structures. (Worden 85)

Characterized as masculine, Antonia transgresses more than gender norms, inheriting her
father’s farm and making it prosperous, then becoming the great image of the fertile earth
mother that concludes the novel. Jim, on the other hand, cannot perform masculinity to
the same extent that Antonia can, but also does not conform to the norms of
heteronormative reproduction as he is childless. Gender is never really “one thing” in My
Antonia, and if Cather can create gender as an amorphous category, then she can
transgress other boundaries in her work as well.

In donning the vestiges of the patriarchal inheritance that empowers her work,
Antonia becomes part of a lineage that ultimately re-positions itself as defined by
feminine empowerment and the hard work that defines the immigrant experience: “The
older girls, who helped to break up the wild sod, learned so much from life, from poverty,
from their mothers and grandmothers; they had all, like Antonia, been early awakened
and made observant by coming at a tender age from an old country to a new” (MA 109).
Already there is a sense of inheritance and national lineage out of the country’s newest
inhabitants, and it is located in the experiences of the women who helped to settle the
frontier. Their land might be handed down from their fathers, but their education is
passed through matrilineal inheritance. And, much as Antonia’s mother expresses the
great tenets of the American dream in her desire to immigrate, so too does she pass down
the real-world resilience of the pioneer experience that is located in true hardship, not in
the myth of the American project. Similarly, it seems that the women of this new
generation of pioneers are distinctly aware of their foremothers, and intend to pay the

appropriate deference to their sacrifices. In a scene consisting of entirely women
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(excepting Jim), marked by both reflection and forward thinking, Lena Lingard exclaims
that “‘I’m going to get my mother out of that old sod house where she’s lived so many
years. The men will never do it. Johnnie, that’s my oldest brother, he’s wanting to get
married now, and build a house for his girl instead of his mother’” (MA 131). Lena’s
comment charges the system of patriarchy with a failure to appreciate its predecessors,
concerned only with the legacy that they will create moving forward. She views the care
of her mother and her elevation as a personal responsibility, attempting to assimilate the
past and the future of the frontier into one project.

Jim’s narrative establishes the frontier as a site of distasteful masculinity on
Antonia’s part, but expresses a sardonic observation about the more “civilized”
masculinity of Black Hawk, where the “fathers had no personal habits outside their
domestic ones; they paid the bills, pushed the baby-carriage after office hours, moved the
sprinkler about over the lawn, and took the family driving on Sunday” (MA 88). Jim
seems to look down his nose at this feminized masculinity that is, in his own words,
“domestic,” a descriptor normally reserved for feminine activities. But the frontier has
deeply shaped Jim’s constructions of gender, and those constructions become the lenses
through which the reader understands all of the novel’s characters, most notably Antonia.
This is perhaps the overwhelming downfall of Jim as author of Antonia, and by
extension, America; he creates the terms on which we read her, and his condemnation of
her gender expression reads as his desire for the reader to view her unfavorably. It is
more likely that Cather intends for us to read Jim as a failed communicator of Antonia
because of this exact bias. And if we extend that intention to Jim’s “authoring” of

America, then his communication of the nation and his gatekeeping of national pride are
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perhaps also failed endeavors. For Cather, Antonia embodies the spirit of the pioneer; if
Jim can only create binaries in his understanding of Antonia, and can only blindly adore
or critique her, then he has likely fundamentally misunderstood the spirit of the frontier
and the spirit of the nation that Cather is working toward. This is perhaps why Carden
characterizes the novel as “not a love story for the female heroine, but a failed romance
for Jim”; he fails in his initial attempts to claim Antonia as his own, and in his renewed
attempts to claim her story as his own through his authoring.
Cloistered at university, at a physical and intellectual distance from the frontier,
Jim reflects on its influence, and the general influence of the idea of a homeland. Gaston
Cleric plants this seed in Jim’s mind, quoting Dante Alighieri:
“The seeds of my ardor were the sparks from that divine flame whereby more than
a thousand have kindled; I speak of the ‘Aeneid,” mother to me and nurse to me in
poetry”...While I was in the very act of yearning toward the new forms that
Cleric brought up before me, my mind plunged away from me, and I suddenly
found myself thinking of the places and people of my own infinitesimal past. (MA
141)
The quotation by Dante imagines the Aeneid, the Roman myth of a search for a
homeland, as a “mother and nurse,” to the creative mind. The invocation of the Aeneid
inspires Jim to conjure the image of his own homeland and the people who inhabit it. The
quotation, perhaps more importantly, figures the ideals of the Aeneid as feminine,
nurturing the nation and the creative individual as both a mother and a nurse. Jim’s
connection to the quotation and the imagery that it evokes in his narrative begin to
construct My Antonia as a narrative of nation building and homeland fostering, as
opposed to simply Jim’s failed romance or a portrait of a young woman. Jim’s attention

lands on the phrase “Optima dies.. prima fugit,” quoted as an epigraph on the novel’s

title page and meaning “the best days are the first to flee.” Although not from the Aeneid,
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the phrase comes from Vergil’s “Georgics,” a pastoral almanac seeded with wisdom for
working the land. The more important passage from “Georgics” for Jim stirs his sense of
self and allows him to imagine himself to be the author of something much larger than
Antonia’s narrative:
I turned back to the beginning of the third book, which we had read in class that
morning. “Primus ego in patriam mecum.. deducam Musas”; “for I shall be the
first, if I live, to bring the Muse into my country.” Cleric had explained to us that
‘patria’ here meant, not a nation or even a province, but the little rural
neighbourhood on the Mincio where the poet was born. This was not a boast, but
a hope, at once bold and devoutly humble, that he might bring the Muse (but
lately come to Italy from her cloudy Grecian mountains), not to the capital, the
palatia Romana, but to his own little ‘country.” (MA 142)
By connecting the national to the local, Jim begins to tether his regional experience in
Nebraska—and the women who are a part of that—to the greater cultural project of
national identity. It becomes clear that Jim fancies himself the creator to bring a kind of
muse to his country; not America specifically but Black Hawk, Nebraska. In his
continued reflection on legacy and identity, Jim concretizes that tethering to the images of
the women who have shaped his life and the land, claiming that “it came over me, as it
had never done before, the relation between girls like those and the poetry of Vergil. If
there were no girls like them in the world, there would be no poetry. I understood that
clearly, for the first time” (MA 146). In his next breath, he sees the poet’s words over an
image of Lena Lingard in his mind, connecting the muse of Vergil to the muses of his
own life. Jim can imagine Lena in this moment because she has, of course, just visited
Jim and made her image available to him, but also because she has taken great care to
style herself according to a new, acceptable mode of urban femininity and has, like Jim,

attempted to make a life for herself outside of Black Hawk. When she visits, Jim reflects

that “she was so quietly conventionalized by city clothes that I might have passed her on
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the street without seeing her. Her black suit fitted her figure smoothly, and a black lace
hat, with pale-blue forget-me-nots, sat demurely on her yellow hair” (MA 143). Lena
Lingard, who is described earlier in the text as wearing short skirts and straw hats, with
no mind or care for convention, cuts a very different figure in her tailored clothing. Never
before would Jim’s narrative have described anything about Lena as “demure,” and to
that end, she has been able to buy a dressmaking shop and make “a real good start.” Lena
has taken every care to fashion herself a woman of the new America, in appearance and
in career, and this is perhaps why Jim imagines her in conjunction with his thoughts
about the “Georgics” and the Aeneid. Antonia is left behind in Black Hawk in Jim’s
memory and in reality; she makes no real effort to assimilate to a type of femininity like
Lena’s, and even though the reader is told that Antonia leaves Black Hawk to follow
Larry Donovan, narratively we never see her anywhere but in Black Hawk. On the larger
scale of the nation, Lena seems to be the muse Jim is looking for; she is self-determined,
entrepreneurial, and distinctly feminine. But at the local level, Antonia seems to be the
muse that Jim imagines; he brings her “not to the capital...but to his own little ‘country,’”
just as Vergil imagines. Furthermore, Antonia embodies the traits of entrepreneurship and
self-determination in her own manner, but without the distinct, new femininity, that Lena
does in full view of Jim’s scholarship and imagination.

The impact of this mythical figuration creates America as a land on the cusp of a
legacy, in the tradition of Rome with its cultural and imperial staying power. Cather
begins to create America as a great mythic power, with muses and heroic men to sing its
history and its potential. In Our America, Walter Been Michaels examines nativism and

modernism in American literature of the early twentieth century. He argues that Cather’s
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use of classical allusions functions as a method of nation building in her texts,
particularly as she uses Vergil:

The transformation of the Aeneid from a poem about political identity —inscribed,
in “The Namesake,” with a “drawing” of the “federal flag" —into a poem about
cultural identity [...] marks in Cather the emergence of culture not only as an
aspect of American identity but as one of its determinants. That, after all, was
what the classics were for. "Modern civilization dates from Greece and

Rome” (47), Coolidge said in an address before the annual meeting of the
American Classical League at the University of Pennsylvania in 1921. As Greece
and Rome had been the “inheritors of a civilization which had gone before” (47),
we were now their “inheritors,” Hence, in the effort to form a cultural in addition
to a political identity, it was study of the classics rather than the Constitution that
would promote (as had the Johnson Act) the modern American’s desire “to be
supremely American" (56). The answer to the question, “What are the
fundamental things that young Americans should be taught?” was “Greek and
Latin literature” (44-45). (Michaels 36-37)

Michaels traces a genealogy of American cultural identity, wherein America is labeled a
literal “inheritor” of classical antiquity. Cather’s women, rather than her men, seem to be
the “inheritors” of the American project, which she communicates through her invocation
of classical texts and imagery. Cather brings the muse to America in Antonia and in her
heroines who claim an American future for themselves—the same heroines that seem like
“legendary figures” to contemporary reviewers of Cather’s work like Lloyd Morris
(Morris 647). And similarly to Roman adaptations of Greek myths or legends, Cather
moves towards a mythology of American cultural and political identity that builds upon

the cultures that preceded it.
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Chapter Three: A Feminine Haunting of the Frontier in A Lost Lady

Published in 1923 and set in the aftermath of the first stage of American
expansion, A Lost Lady paints a portrait of a very different woman compared to those in
Cather’s previous novels examined here. Lloyd Morris’ 1924 review categorizes Antonia
Shimerda as Cather’s “loveliest” heroine, and Marian Forrester as her “most
provocative”: “they are subtly alike though superficially different. Despite her
sophistication and the strange nurture upon which her brightness thrives, Marian is
formed by identically the instinct that dominates Antonia” (Morris 648). For Morris, this
“instinct” is passion; Antonia’s passion for cultivating her family’s land and the Nebraska
frontier is what forms the driving actions of My Antonia and the masculinity that she
displays. And though Morris does not mention it, we very clearly see a similar type of
passion in Alexandra Bergson. Passion is what comes to define A Lost Lady, in some
ways, as Niel Herbert tries to reckon with Marian Forrester and the frontier tries to
reckon with the passion of a generation of pioneers.

In Marian’s husband, Captain Forrester, Cather creates a relic of the ideal pioneer
masculinity that was culturally and historically produced by westward expansion; the
tenets of that masculinity have already been detailed here. In “Negotiating the
Afterglow,” Seth Clabough considers the Captain’s masculinity in reference to Ivy Peters,
Niel Herbert, and the “afterglow” of expansionism and frontier determinism: “The appeal
of the Captain stems directly from his interaction, struggle, and identification with the
wilderness. Like the frontiersmen of legend, Forrester tests his power against that of the

wilderness” (Clabough 721). This is perhaps most evident in the Captain’s position as

railroad executive; his entire purpose has been to tame the geography of the west and to

34



bring it to heel by making it work for the purpose of expanding American financial and
political control (a position somewhat mirrored in the passing references to Jim Burden’s
railroad career in My Antonia). Cather writes the Captain as both belonging to nature and
having a kind of superiority over it:

His repose was like that of a mountain. When he laid his fleshy thick-fingered

hand upon a frantic horse, an hysterical woman, an Irish workman out for blood,

he brought them peace; something they could not resist. That had been the secret
of his management of men. His sanity asked nothing, claimed nothing; it was so

simple that it brought a hush over distracted creatures. (A Lost Lady 39)

The Captain’s presence commands irrational, “distracted creatures,” in Niel’s eyes. Such
creatures are delimited as literal animals, women, and the racial “other” of the “Irish
workman out for blood.” Thus Cather establishes the masculinity of the frontier—and to
some extent, of America—and the opposing forces to it. It is also in direct opposition to
the masculinity observed by Niel in Frank Ellinger at the same dinner party, described as
a “restless, muscular energy that had something of the cruelty of wild animals in it” (ALL
37). The masculinity of Frank Ellinger, which threatens the sanctity of the Forrester
marriage, is directly at odds with the stoic, steady masculinity of Captain Forrester. They
are meant to interact differently with Marian’s femininity, and Niel’s construction of it,
specifically.

If Captain Forrester is meant to represent the “old guard” of masculinity and
pioneer determinism, then Ivy Peters seems meant to represent newer, perhaps invasive,
models of masculinity. It becomes clear that Ivy’s personality and instincts are directly
opposed to those of Captain Forrester, and his masculinity seems to be one that hinges on

violence and conquest. If the Captain’s masculinity calms the irrational creatures of the

natural world, Ivy only serves to agitate them and violate that calm. In the woodpecker
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episode and in Ivy’s poisoning of the Judge’s water spaniel, Cather communicates Ivy’s
masculinity as being contrary to the natural order. This is solidified in Ivy’s draining of
the swamp later in the novel:

He [Niel] felt that Ivy had drained the marsh quite as much to spite him and Mrs.

Forrester as to reclaim the land [...] By draining the marsh Ivy had obliterated a

few acres of something he hated, though he could not name it, and had asserted

his power over the people who had loved those unproductive meadows for their

idleness and silvery beauty. (ALL 89)
Niel can link Ivy’s violation of the land and the Forrester property with the violation that
he commits at the novel’s end by engaging in an affair with Marian, though he shifts his
target to invade the domestic space more fully. As focalizer, Niel creates two very
different pioneer eras and two different types of men to inhabit them. Captain Forrester
and his ilk are “dreamers” and “great-hearted adventurers,” while men like Ivy Peters are
“shrewd” and will destroy the land to cut it up into “profitable bits” (ALL 89). The reality,
of course, is that both generations of pioneers commit a kind of violation in daring to
expand westward at all (after all, the Captain himself tells us and his dinner guests that
his property was initially home to a Native American encampment). But Niel is more
willing to favor Captain Forrester’s masculinity and its results, because it can prop up the
femininity that Niel expects out of Marian.

Certainly Jim Burden’s narration of Antonia is problematic at various points, and
Cather continues to trouble male authorship through Niel. The audience cannot read
Marian at all without Niel’s focalization, though at moments it serves to shape her more
directly than in Jim’s narration of Antonia. Early in the novel, we are told about the boys

in town and the way in which they place Marian on a pedestal associated with her class

and beauty, which begins to shape the way that Niel can communicate her:
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George and Niel were already old enough to see for themselves that she was
different from the other townswomen, and to reflect upon what it was that made
her so. The Blum brothers regarded her humbly from under their pale, chewed-off
hair, as one of the rich and great of the world. They realized, more than their
companions, that such a fortunate and privileged class was an axiomatic fact in
the social order. (ALL 13)
Immediately, it is clear that class plays into Marian’s femininity; later Niel reflects that
it’s “strange that she should be here at all, a woman like her among common people! Not
even in Denver had he ever seen another woman so elegant” (ALL 32). Niel’s narrative
position often places Marian in stark contrast to “common people,” as if there is a royal
aspect to her. When he observes her entering the church in Sweet Water, he experiences
pride that “he had recognized her as belonging to a different world from any he had ever
known,” framing her as otherworldly, almost angelic (ALL 32). But Marian’s awe-
inspiring class position is only achievable because of her marriage. This begins to set up
the tension that defines the novel; Niel views Marian as inherently elevated in her
femininity and manner, which is directly linked to her relationship with Captain Forrester.
Upholding, defining, and critiquing Marian’s femininity becomes the central position of
the novel and of the men that surround her, with Niel heading that effort. The impact of
this, of course, is that Niel’s morality shapes his focalization of Marian, dictating his own
standards of her “fall” into immorality and the lost lady that emerges. Unlike Jim Burden
and his authoring of Antonia, Niel exists at a certain distance from Marian Forrester,
which creates the opportunity for miscommunication and misunderstanding.
There are two distinct moments in the novel that imagine Niel as outsider—

wherein he is literally outside the Forrester house. The first of these moments serves to

knock Marian off of the pedestal she inhabits in Niel’s imagination:
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As he bent to place the flowers on the sill, he heard from within a woman’s soft
laughter; impatient, indulgent, teasing, eager. Then another laugh, very different, a
man’s. And it was fat and lazy, —ended in something like a yawn. Niel found
himself at the foot of the hill on the wooden bridge, his face hot, his temples
beating, his eyes blind with anger. In his hand he still carried the prickly bunch of
wild roses. He threw them over the wire fence into a mud-hole the cattle had
trampled under the bank of the creek [...] In that instant between stooping to the
window-sill and rising, he had lost one of the most beautiful things in his life.
Before the dew dried, the morning had been wrecked for him; and all subsequent
mornings, he told himself bitterly. This day saw the end of that admiration and
loyalty that had been like a bloom on his existence. He could never recapture it. It
was gone, like the morning freshness of the flowers. (ALL 72)
The moment is obviously starkly disturbing to Niel, but it is without narrative shock for
the reader, who has already read Marian’s infidelity through the boyish eyes of Adolph
Blum. The sting is even keener; Niel, who has become the appointed narrator of Marian,
is the last to know of her behavior. His accidental surveillance is auditory, not visual, but
his eyes are still “blind with anger,” and the violation here is not of Marian’s marriage but
of the image that Niel held of her. There is the sense that in being “outside” the house —
the house that has so directly defined Marian and her particular upper-class femininity —
Niel has been relegated to the “outside” of Marian’s favor to some extent. His hurt is
directly connected to his natural surroundings, only moments before referred to as
“unsullied” in the morning “before men and their activities [have] soiled it” (ALL 70).
The irony, of course, is that the morning and Marian have now been “spoiled” by “men
and their activities” in Niel’s mind. Certainly, Niel’s image of Marian has been shattered
in this instance, but a more psychoanalytical reading might consider his rage to be a
manifestation of a jealousy that has been building during his adolescence; if Marian were
to commit infidelity and violate the trust of the Captain—whom Niel admires—then he

might prefer that infidelity to be committed with him. The rage that Niel feels in this

scene is really a rage of being unable to possess Marian—sexually and affectively, it
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seems—in the way that Frank Ellinger has now been able to. Jim Burden’s inability to
claim Antonia—authorially and personally —is mirrored in this moment.
Cather juxtaposes this early scene of betrayal with a later instance observed by
Niel, in much the same way as his first accidental surveillance:
It happened like this, —had scarcely the dignity of an episode. It was nothing, and
yet it was everything. Going over to see her one summer evening, he stopped a
moment by the dining-room window to look at the honeysuckle. The dining-room
door was open into the kitchen, and there Mrs. Forrester stood at a table, making
pastry. Ivy Peters came in at the kitchen door, walked up behind her, and
unconcernedly put both arms around her, his hands meeting over her breast. She
did not move, did not look up, but went on rolling out pastry. (ALL 145)
In a state of apathy, Niel classifies this as barely qualifying as an “episode,” unlike the
original which provoked such a violent reaction in him. Where before he brought flowers
as an offering to Marian, Niel now approaches to gaze at the flowers already on the
property. Engaged in a repose of comfortable domesticity, Marian reads as a static prop
on the stage of her home, an image that is cemented by her inaction when Ivy takes a
liberty in intimately touching her. Immediately following his glance into the house, Niel
experiences a bitterness that mirrors the first episode, reflecting that “he had given her a
year of his life, and she had thrown it away” (ALL 145). He now views the house as a
place “where common fellows behaved after their kind and knew a common woman
when they saw her,” a direct retaliation against his earlier feelings that she was a
distinguished woman amongst “common people”; Marian has now been made “common”
in Niel’s eyes. The distance between these two episodes is meant to communicate
Marian’s fall into what Niel sees as immorality —a corruption of his idea of her morality

—but really communicates Niel’s sense of disenchantment with Marian’s unorthodox

femininity, which does not take him as its object, but rather as its voyeur. Much as My
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Antonia reads as a failed romance for Jim Burden and his authorial intention for Antonia,
so too does A Lost Lady become a failed romance for Niel Herbert and his attempts to
author Marian in the same way.

The significance of narrating Marian’s “fall” is that it seems to mirror what Cather
perhaps sees as a downturn in the plight of the frontier and the pioneers who settled it.
The impersonal heterodiegetic narrator tells us, in characterizing Niel, that “the world did
not seem over-bright to young people just then” (ALL 25). Such a statement reflects
Cather’s ambivalence towards a movement away from the frontier and its demonstrated
fertility, and the disillusionment of the next generation of American citizens and workers.
Sally Peltier Harvey, in Redefining the American Dream: The Novels of Willa Cather,
considers the notion that burgeoning industrial progress and capitalist tendencies
inherently damaged the image of the frontier as space for eternal potential:

A rural, small-town America—the America of Cather’s Red Cloud —was rapidly

becoming a mechanized, urban-centered one, like the busy city of Pittsburgh to

which Cather moved in 1896. Across the nation, the image of the yeoman farmer
was being supplanted by that of either the wage-earner or the industrial giant.

(Harvey 13)

This is not to suggest that Cather is creating Marian or any of her other heroines as
autobiographical, but rather that Cather’s anxieties about American progress and
nostalgia surrounding the pioneer period are what inform her work, to a large extent.
Stephanie Bower places this in conjunction with sexuality studies of the time, connecting
Marian’s displayed sexuality with a decline of frontier ideals that marks the historical
moment: “Marian’s gradual intimacy with Ivy Peters comes to symbolize the essential

corruption of the generation who inherits —and betrays —the legacy of the ‘pioneer

period’” (Bower 59). Marian is presented as all that is left of the pioneer “tradition,” even
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though she inhabits it from a considerably elevated class position as compared to
Alexandra and Antonia. She is what remains of that particular mode of existence, and
Niel inhabits that transitionary space between the “old world” and the “new” (if we might
so starkly delineate the two). He reflects that “the people, the very country itself, were
changing so fast that there would be nothing to come back to. He had seen the end of an
era, the sunset of the pioneer” (ALL 145). His concern is not movement forward, but
rather that there will be no possibility of return. His ultimate frustration is that Marian
cannot be relegated to one temporal position; she has engaged with the masculinity of the
old world and of the new. Instead of the Captain’s legacy (made insignificant by his
financial ruin and lack of children) or his land (made insignificant by Ivy’s violation),
Marian is all that is left of Niel’s hero, and this is what he most bitterly despises:

It was what he most held against Mrs. Forrester; that she was not willing to

immolate herself, like the widow of all these great men, and die with the pioneer

period to which she belonged; that she preferred life on any terms. In the end,

Niel went away without bidding her good-bye. He went away with weary

contempt for her in his heart. (ALL 145)
Niel’s desire is not that Marian should fade from existence, but rather that she should
nobly sacrifice herself —figuratively, of course —in order to pay tribute to the pioneer era
that her husband helped to define. In Niel’s eyes, Marian’s existence cannot be for
herself; she is meant to be a symbol of a bygone era, and in that way —and in various
others—she is objectified.

The result of Marian’s lingering in her house and on the frontier is that she comes
to haunt the text and Niel’s narrative. It is this haunting quality that defines Marian, for

Niel, as a “lost lady.” When Cather describes Marian through Niel’s eyes, there are

always elements of the colors black and white in her appearance. If her dress or
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accessories are not described as white or ivory, then it is the whiteness of her skin that is
detailed. This, of course, racially distinguishes Marian as distinctly white, something that
contributes to her class position and creates her femininity as pure. However, the constant
tension between Marian’s whiteness and the various examples of blackness of either her
hair, her dress, or her male companion’s suit also serves to create her as a specter that
haunts her property and the town. Niel recalls in one instance where “she left them, and
they watched her white figure drifting along the edge of the grove as she stopped here and
there to examine the raspberry vines by the fence” (ALL 12). The image is distinctly
gothic; Marian does not walk “along the edge of the grove,” she drifts as a “white figure.”
In an encounter at the law office, Niel describes her as unchanged by environmental
stimuli:
She stood beside his desk in her long sealskin coat and cap, a crimson scarf
showing above the collar, a little brown veil with spots tied over her eyes. The
veil did not in the least obscure those beautiful eyes, dark and full of light, set
under a low white forehead and arching eyebrows. The frosty air had brought no
colour to her cheeks, —her skin had always the fragrant, crystalline whiteness of
white lilacs. Mrs. Forrester looked at one, and one knew that she was bewitching.
It was instantaneous, and it pierced the thickest hide. (ALL 26)
Once again, Marian is remarkably white and pure, possessing a “crystalline whiteness,”
and bearing a resemblance to a flower. Combined with her “bewitching” quality, and the
crimson scarf at her throat that mimics a mortal wound, Marian reads as an almost
supernatural being, gothic in her recurrence in the world of the living. This is certainly
not the first time that Cather has created a spectral woman; we might recall an encounter
following Emil and Marie’s murder in O Pioneers! that imagines Alexandra as a haunting

element: “When Ivar stopped at the gate and swung out his lantern, a white figure rose

from beside John Bergson’s white stone” (OP!/147). A similar “white figure” to Marian’s

42



rises from a position of mourning, seeming to haunt her father’s grave and symbolically,
his memory. The same kind of haunting occurs in Jim Burden’s memory when he
imagines the immigrant girls from Black Hawk, the sound of their laughter, and the
image of Lena floating across a harvest field (MA 146).

If Marian haunts Sweet Water and Niel’s existence, then it also seems as though
she is the one in mourning at various moments in the text. Her ever-present black dress
and veil cement this impression, though before the Captain’s death it seems as if Marian
is meant to mourn his bodied masculinity after his accident. If Cather intends for her to
haunt the text as a way of haunting the “bygone era” of the pioneer, then perhaps she
intends for Marian to mourn that bygone era as well. Utilizing these gothic elements
allows Cather to really dig into an aesthetic of recurrence, which is heavily present in
gothic texts and functions quite usefully in matters of nation-building. The use of the past
to haunt the present complicates established national identities and the mythos on which
they are built by forcing a type of collective reflection. The same recurrence that Niel
fears will be impossible, that there “would be nothing to come back to,” is countered in
Marian’s haunting. For Marian to both haunt and mourn in A Lost Lady signals a
recurrence of the past in the form of nostalgia, and an anxiety about the future of the
American project.

A Lost Lady is notable for its deployment of female sexuality, a technique that
Cather forgoes in most of her novels. Truly, Cather’s novels are often devoid of any kind
of overt sexuality at all, unless it is assumed for reproductive purposes. There would
seem to be a type of freedom in allowing Marian the agency to express her sexuality in

the text, though Niel’s focalization decidedly condemns it as immoral, as something
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“coarse and concealed.” We might return to Lloyd Morris and his understandings of
passion in Marian Forrester in order to better understand Cather’s decision to depict
Marian’s sexuality: “Passion, in Marian, serves no end but its own; it is immediate and
gratuitous, an unquenchable force which, when threatened with frustration by lack of a
stimulating object, spends itself recklessly upon any available recipient” (Morris 648).
Now, a 1924 review might be expected to espouse the values of its historical context by
expressing ambivalence about women’s sexuality, but Morris gets to maybe a larger point
about Marian’s sexuality, which is that it is unproductive in its nature and in its results.
Her passion does not reproduce, as it ought to according to the standards of gender
expectations at the time. Rather, her passion only serves herself, which is part of what
Niel so despises about her infidelity. Viewed through Susan J. Rosowski’s theory of
“birthing a nation,” Marian is antithetical to the American project of reproducing
citizenship and national identity, as opposed to a heroine like Antonia, who ultimately
conforms to such an expectation in her celebrated fertility. Conversely, Stephanie Bower
argues for Marian’s sexuality as a site of political and cultural discussion:
Only by bringing Marian’s sexuality into view can Niel contain the danger it
poses to the values he holds dear; at the same time, by reading her sexuality as
deviance, Niel justifies the surveillance that maintains these values. The story of
Marian’s ‘fall’ thereby enacts the fall of the nation, and her body is the site on
which social, political, and economic issues are phantasmatically raised and
resolved. (Bower 60)
Bower reads Marian’s body as an objectified site for Niel to grapple with his own notions
of rejection and masculine disillusionment in the changing historical moment. This
argument connects Niel to Jim Burden more concretely than before; both men come to

view the changing American landscape and culture through their respective constructions

of women, which do not leave a lot of room for the actual women themselves. Contrary
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to Bower, I do not conceive of Marian’s fall—or Antonia’s temporary missteps with
Larry Donovan—as enacting the “fall of the nation,” but rather as an attempt to

communicate the anxieties of older models of masculinity by Cather.
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Conclusion: Written for Men, Inherited by Women

This study has made a point to demonstrate that the American myth has largely
been written for and about men—both in regards to Willa Cather’s moment and our own.
The “American Dream” is located in a construction of national identity that relies on
overwhelmingly male agents. Cather begins to trouble that construction in the three
works examined here (and arguably, in her other works as well). What emerges is the idea
that Cather’s women do not succeed in spite of being women, but rather that they succeed
because they are women. Cather’s men almost always reveal themselves to be
disillusioned with their own masculinity (via the ambiguous gender performances of the
women in their lives), as well as the promises of an America belonging to them that
simply cannot be kept. Despite the fact that the American myth is written for men,
Cather’s men are always insufficient to its expectations. On the other hand, Cather’s
women— particularly Alexandra Bergson and Antonia Shimerda—are able to be
successful because they are not originally written into the American myth in the same
ways that men are. They are not limited by its boundaries or its nadirs, and Cather
presents their inability to be contained by the American myth as their great power.
Cather’s women do still adhere to the foundational traits of national identity as set out in
cultural and political works through their individualism, hard work and endurance, and
their desire to forge new territory —physically and culturally. But Cather’s work, at its
core, seems to be not necessarily concerned with creating a new model of national
identity centered on femininity, but rather with making space in the established model for

women and their traditional and non-traditional labor.
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In O Pioneers!, My Antonia, and A Lost Lady, Cather takes great care to craft her
women, and America, as constructed characters and stories. Alexandra and Antonia both
bear great resemblance to the mythic, gesturing towards their vast readability and their
placement in a larger tradition of American cultural production. Marian Forrester haunts
the text as an otherworldly specter of the frontier and her husband’s failed masculinity,
demonstrating the power of the American past to haunt the present and future. All three
women are created as permanent monuments to the American project, which is indeed a
project for Cather. She recognizes American history and literary thought to be tools in
constructing the massive story of American “greatness.” Cather views women as

inheriting this story, as well as shaping it.
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