
all that we can ever be. Now I understand that the same road 

was to bring us together again. Whatever we had missed, we 

possessed together the precious, the incommunicable past." The 

accidents of fortune which had made Willa Cather a woman and an 

artist, the incidents of her youth that gave her the material 

for her art, and the goad of necessity that drove her fom her 
rural roots into the world of cities and publishers are all 

implicit in these closing words of the novel. None of these 

things can be changed, nor can what has been missed be regained, 

but the understanding that Jim Burden reaches on the Black Hawk 

road is that fusion, not separation, is the goal of the quest; 

the past is a part of the present, not merely its prelude. As 

he looks into the future he is filled with hope; he has regained 

the lost part of himself that he left behind with and in 

Antonia, the feminine part that Cather both feared and sought in 

herself. 
Later in her career, Cather became more sure of the 

position she was still groping for in My Antonia; successful as 

an artist and secure in her friendships and lifestyle, she 

apparently resolved the question of gender identity sufficiently 

to create characters like Tom Outland, Claude Wheeler, and 

Fathers Latour and Machebouf, whose worlds, while free of women 

(Claude's marriage is brief and unsuccessful; he feels only 

relief when his wife leaves), retain that subtly androgynous 

character that becomes almost a hallmark of Cather's work. She 

put aside as well much of her early hostility toward other women 
artists, and though she never became a feminist, she was as a 

mature artist more supportive of other women than her early 

writings would have predicted. One of her statements about male 

and female relationships, recorded in a column on "Women's 

Place" in the Courier in 1895, may be an epigram for the work 

which was to follow and in which Cather broke out of accepted 

models for female writers in her creation .of protagonists like 

Jim Burden. "Woman may be man's inferior," she wrote, "but she 

makes him pay for it." 
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MEMORIZING, RECITING AND WRITING TO WRITERS 

by Van Anderson 

Two years ago I designed a Contemporary Literature course 

for college bound senior high school students. After choosing a 

reading list I contemplated my approach for some time. A few 

days before I began teaching, I set down my hopes for the 

course. Pretending to be talking to my students on the first 

day of class, I wrote the following paragraph (which I subse

quently read to my students): 

I want to avoid the pre-packaged, predigested 

course, structured before it ever begins into unit

quantities and skills and themes. I want to encounter 

what modern writers and stories are saying about our own 

lives, about the problems and questions surrounding us, 

to explore our own reactions to these stories which are, 

after all, our own stories, our own lives in different 

versions. Too often literature is read as any other 

product is consumed--as a kind of placebo, the swallow~ 

ing of which occupies time and fulfills requirements. 

The story or poem remains something apart from any true 

sense of our center. If we encounter anything of real 

value to ourselves, it is not through the analysis of 

character, theme, setting that we spend so much time on 

in literature classes. I would like to read, then, as if 

the stories were our own, as if they mattered, as if we 

could actually discover new truths, patterns and textures 

that somehow clarify what we dimly or starkly suspect 

about our own lives or the lives of others around us. 

In order to accomplish these hopes, I wanted my students to do, 

among other more traditional activities, two unusual series of 

assignments. First, I asked students to read, correspond with 

and talk to a living writer; the benefits of such activities are 

obvious and need only a brief explanation. Second, I asked them 

to memorize, recite and write on passages which each student 

chose from each "unit"; the benefits of these activities are 

perhaps less clear and consequently demand a more lengthy 
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rationale. 

The first series of assignments meant that at least one 

"unit" of reading material had to come from local writers. Con

sequently, for the first year I chose Meridel LeSueur's Ripening 

and for the second year Carol Bly's Letters from the Country . 

From LeSueur's book, I chose six stories from various periods of 

her life to focus on. After reading all of the stories, stu

dents divided into groups in order to write a group-letter to 

the author commenting on and asking questions about the stories 

they had read. LeSueur was gracious enough to read the letters 

and respond by addressing a letter to the specific and general 

nature of the students' questions. In addition, since LeSueur 

lives in Minnesota, I attempted to set up a meeting between her 

and my students so that discussion of her stories and views 

might go beyond the exchange of letters. Again, LeSueur was 

gracious enough to come and speak with my two classes. (I 

followed much the same process the second year with Carol Bly's 

essays and she too was very willing to write and talk to the 

students. I am grateful to both of these writers and deeply 

respect their commitment to young people and education.) From 

my students' comments and end of semester class critiques, this 

exchange was, for many, the highlight of the course. They began 

to see that writers are real people who write from particular 

sets of individual and historical experiences and situations, 

but speak profoundly about images, ideas and feelings of concern 
., 

to us .ail . . 

For the second series of assignments, I required each 

student to choose a passage or poem from each "unit" (six in all 

for the semester), memorize and recite it before the class. 

Prose recitations had to be one half to one page long and poems 

a minimum of 20 lines. Through this process I hoped that the 

stories and poems would become a part of my students' lives in 

a very literal sense. 

Behind the memorization-recitation routine, however, lay 

another idea that looks at literature as music. Both are, after 

all, in their most basic form the same: sound, air molecules 
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vibrating against the ear drum. The same, that is, if liter

ature takes on its real life and becomes something more than 

"notes" (words) on the printed page. Imagine if Bach or 

Stravinsky had stayed on the page, if their notes had never been 

delivered to air and ear by cello, violin, oboe and all the 

related instruments. If literature is a kind of music, they why 

shouldn't literature's "instrument", the human voice, deliver it 

from the printed page into the living air? And why shouldn't 

students of literature, like young musicians, develop a reper

toire that they perform in recital? 

Memorize? Recite? The old school house bane of the 

ancestors?! Perhaps this prejudice does memorization a disserv

ice. The steps in the memorization-recitation process become a 

series of mental and physical (and hopefully emotional even spir

itual) actions. Memorization means taking a piece of literature 

seriously enough 1) to choose a passage or poem a student likes, 

2) to spend the time and energy necessary 3) to make the words 

literally become part of the physical being. Recitation means 

4) putting the words through nerve and muscle in 5) sound and 

gesture that hopefully 6) carry some of the intellectual and 

emotional impact of the author's work. 

Five and Six assume some "interpretive" commitment and 

energy on the part of students, but teachers know that often 

they can only hope for Four at best. But even if a student pro

ceeds only through Four, consider what has happened: That 

student has gone out of the self to respond to the literature, 

absorbed another person's perception and language and, at least, 

delivered that language through his or her own body, nerves and 

blood. I suggest that such an act imparts a totally different 

experience of literature to that student than if the words had 

merely rested on the page or been part of class discussion. The 

experience is not exactly intellectual but then the intellectua l 

is not necessarily the most essential to life or education. 

When artists, in this case writers, create a work of art, 

they give us their own rendition of life through words whose 

individual sounds and collective cadences and meanings allow us 
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to perceive, feel and perhaps understand another's life. I be

lieve there is a direct though convoluted link between an art

ist's creation and the actual set of experiences and places 

which form his life, thought and feeling. Though that link is 

essentially untraceable, the putting to mind and mouth which 

memorization and recitation require may give students the clos

est and most direct experience of a writer's basic responses to 

and interpretations of his own and other's lives, Memorization 

and recitation make literature more concrete and less abstract, 

They salvage literature from the almost purely cerebral acts of 

reading and discussion and make it more physically real. Like 

an accutely executed and finished photo which arrests time and 

change and lets the viewer experience the moment of beauty or 

perception for something longer than a flash, reciting and lis

tening allow both reciter and audience to hear a work or passage 

which they have already read and lived through, and perhaps hear 

it in a new way. 

Besides memorization and recitation, I asked students to 

take one more step in making the literature literally their own. 

I required each student to submit a· typed copy (plus one xerox 

copy) of each of the six passages or poems they had recited, I 

returned the six xerox copies to each student a week before 

final exams along with the following assignment and explanation 

(we had read the writers referred to in the paragraph below): 

Simply stated: Write an essay focusing on the 

six passages you have recited during the semester. 

The assumption behind this assignment is one 

which Denise Levertov explains in "Some Notes on 

Organic Form." She says" ••• there is a form in 

all things (and in our experience) which the poet 

can discover and reveal." Your "things" and "exper

ien·ces" are the six passages you have recited and 

some "form" lies in/behind all of those pa~sages 

which you, the student, can discover and reveal. 

Read, reread and read again those .passages. With 

Robert Bly, "open the doors of association" and jot 
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down ideas/associations. Look at particular words, 

phrases, tones, perceptions, feelings, innuendoes, 

for each piece has its own "inner grain. To let it 

grow," as Gary Snyder says, "to let it speak for 

itself, is a large part of the work of the poet," 

the student. Draw connections between and among 

passages in order to talk as fully and specifically 

as you can about the literature of this course and 

your experience of the literature. 

On final exam day, I gave each student the original copy of the 

particular six passages, a copy of the above, several pieces of 

lined paper, then asked each to write the essay prepared over 

the past week. 

The final exam was not a chance for students to reproduce 

a quantity of material learned or to show how quickly and clever

ly they could handle themselves and the course material by 

responding to a previously unknown, teacher determined essay 

question. It was, instead, an individualized assignment which 

invited students to reconsider passages and works of literature 

with which they were already familiar and to which they had 

already given considerable time and energy. The result was, for 

the most part, a group of coherent, reflective, sometimes 

provocative essays which I felt accomplished the main goal of 

the course: to "read as if the stories were our own, as if they 

mattered, as if we could actually discover new truths, patterns 

and textures that somehow clarify what we dimly or starkly 

suspect about our own lives or the lives of others around us." 
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