
A fictionalized missionary's account of two feral girls 

discovered in a remote Indian village in 1920. The story 

is told by Mohandas, a 14-year-old boy who lives at the 

orphanage where they are brought. Mohandas tries to give 

them love and language but soon realizes he cannot protect 

them from an unsympathetic human world. A fascinating 

story made credible by careful attention to setting and 

character developemnt. Ages 12-16. 

########## 

GENDER IDENTITY IN MY ANTONIA 

by Sandra Bennett 

The novels of Willa Cather divide themselves almost sym

metrically into two groups when the gender of the protagonist is 

considered. On the masculine side are Alexander's Bridge, The 

Professor's House, One of Ours, Death Comes for the Archbishop, 

and A Lost Lad y. Some of these, such as Death and The Profes

sor's House, actually focus on a community of men. On the dis

taff side we find Song of the Lark, 0 Pioneers, Shadows on the 

Rock, Luc y Ga yheart, My Mortal Enemy , and Sapphira and the Slave 

Girl . My Antonia, however, does not fit neatly into either of 

these groups, for it focuses on both genders with almost equal 

intensity. 

Although Jim Burden is the narrator of the book and its 

nominal "voice," it is the life of Antonia Shimerda and its in

tertwining with Jim's that forms the motive force of the novel, 

one of Cather's most successful. In it, as in none of her other 

novels, she is clearly grappling with the question of gender 

identity which she, as a woman and an artist in the late 19th 

and early 20th century, found so compelling and disturbing. 

In her early writings, Cather was often contemptuous of 

her female colleagues. Although she admired many women writers, 

such as Sara Orne Jewett, George Sand, George Eliot, the 

Brontes, and Jane Austen, she had, as she put it, "not much 

faith" in women writers. In the Pittsburg Leader of April 8, 
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1898, she wrote a vituperative and sneering review of The 

Women's Bible, which had recently been published by Elizabeth 

Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, and the following year she 

published in the same paper slighting assessments of Gertrude 

Atherton, Ouida, and Kate Chopin. Writing on "The Demands of 

Art" in 1895 for the Lincoln Courier, she said, "They [women 
writers] have a sort of sex consciousness that is abominable . 

They are so limited to one string and they lie so about that. 

They are so few, the ones who really did anything worth while; 

••• and they were anything but women •••• Women are so 

horribly subjective and they have such scorn for the healthy 

commonplace. When a woman writes a story of adventure, a stout 

sea tale, a manly battle yarn, anything w.ithout wine, women, and 

love, then I will begin to hope for something great from them, 

not before." These comments and her hostility toward the mili

tant feminism of Stanton and Anthony, tell us a good deal about 
the fears and doubts Cather had about her own roles as women and 

artist. Her words in the Courier must have come back to haunt 

her after the publication of her own "battle yarn," One of Ours, 

which was roundly debunked by Hemingway and other "manly" writ

ers who felt a woman had no business writing about the exclusive

ly masculine hobby of war. Ironically, of course, this book won 

the Pulitzer Prize for Cather, and brought increased recognition 

to her earlier books. 

Cather seems to have struggled with the question of 

gender throughout her life. It is well known that as a young 
girl she cropped her hair, signed her name "Will" and professed 

an interest in anatomy and medicine. All her life, her closest 

friends were her brothers, and she eyidently never had a serious 

romantic relationship with a man. Many critics state firmly 

that Cather was a lesbian, and in light of modern attitudes 

toward sexual preference, this is probably so. However, it is 

her interior rather than overt struggles with gender and sexu

ality which we find acted out by the characters in her books. 

Perhaps more than any other character, Jim Burden is 

Willa Cather. His experiences in corning from Virginia to 
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Nebraska and his relationship with Antonia closely parallel 

Cather's own early life, and many of his attitudes must be re

garded as reflections of her own. Like many of Cather's pro

tagonists, Jim, while male, tends to be somewhat androgynous. 

Although there is a suggestion of sexuality in his relationship 

with Lena Lingard, it is mainly one of sexual awakening, not 

consummation, and his marriage is cold and sterile. Other fig

ures who fit this same mold are the Professor, Claude Wheeler, 

the priests in Death, Sapphira, Cecile, and the young narratcrs 

of A Lost Lady and My Mortal Enemy . When marriage is depicted, 

as in The Professor's House and My Mortal Enem y, it is often 

shown as suffocating or trivial or both. Cather's frequent use 

of such androgynous protagonists seems to indicate that she felt 

herself "outside" the usual rules of male/female gender identity 

with their inherent limitations, and through her work she 

searched for a more neutral position from which to record and 

observe. 

This search is most richly achieved in My Antonia, in 

which there is an almost perfect fusion of male and female con

sciousness in the characters of Jim and Antonia. They represent 

the dichotomy of Cather's own experience in the rural Red Cloud 

of her youth. Jim, the child of "Americans," is secure and pro

tected, while the immigrant Antonia has a hard, uncertain life, 

especially after the death of her father. Jim is a careless 

child, valued and treasured by his grandparents and the hired 

hands, while Antonia must be responsible even when young; her 

mother and brother regard her only as another pair of hands to 

work for the family. She is neither loved nor protected in her 

own family, although others, like the Burdens and the Harlings, 

see her worth and try to make her life easier. While Jim yearns 

for future escape from the stifling small town, Antonia lives 

emphatically in the "now" even leaving her job with the beloved 

Harlings when they object to her devotion to the dancing tent. 

"A girl like me has got to take her good times when she can," 

she tells Jim. "Maybe there won't be any tent next year. I 

guess I want to have my fling, like the other girls." 
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Although Antonia's recklessness takes her away from Black 

Hawk in the wake of her first love affair, she eventually 

returns and makes a rich success of her life as a mother and 

wife. Jim, on the other hand, escapes more completely, first 

into the life of the University of Nebraska, like Cather, and 

then even farther, into the life of Harvard and the East, where 

he becomes a successful attorney for the railroad. But in the 

end, the rejoining of their lives shows Cather's conviction that 

personal integration cannot be separated from one's origins. 

Like Jim, she spent much of her adult life far from the Divide, 

in places like Pittsburg and New York and France, but she never 

really left Nebraska in her heart or in her art. This lifelong 

need to reconcile the world and the parish, the male and the 

female, the Apollonian and Dionysian, is at the center of all of 

Cather's works, nowhere more visibly than in My Antonia. 

Together, Jim and Antonia represent a complete person: 

each characteristic in him is reflected in her by its opposite 

or variation; they act as foils in an intricate pattern that 

works out Cather's own realizations about gender identity. In 

My Antonia, as in life, gender identity is not a function of 

social role. If Jim and Antonia were reversed in circumstances, 

would their gender roles change? Even if Antonia were an 

"American," a member of a middle-class family, loved and cher

ished as Jim was, her options and activities would still be 

limited. However, Jim, even as an immigrant and a poor man's 

son, would be able to enjoy the social and personal freedom that 

is granted to all males, regardless of station. Cather seems to 

suggest in this interplay of status and gender that the 19th 

century limited women in ways that did not relate to social 

position alone, but only to gender. The Harling girls, even 

though wealthy, are far from free in the sense even Antonia's 

cruel brother Ambrosch is. 

Two exceptions that seem to prove the rule are Lena 

Lingard and Tiny Soderball. Both "escape" in the sense of leav

ing Black Hawk and their immigrant pasts, and both become 

successful: Lena as a seamstress and Tiny as the proprietor of 
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a series of hotels and boarding houses. But both succeed in 

"feminine" ways: nurturing and clothing others. Unlike 

Antonia, neither marries nor has children, and their androgyny, 

despite the emphasis on Lena's lazy sensuality, seems even more 

pronounced than Jim's. In these vignettes, Cather seems to 

suggest that success for women in the masculine world can be 

achieved only through the renunciation of the expected female 

functions of mother and wife. Her own impatience with marriage 

seems to support this idea, and even Cuzak, Antonia's beloved 

husband, is somewhat incidental to her function as what Jim 

calls a "rich mine of life." This same strain can be seen in 

the ineffectual characters of Carl and Emil in O Pioneers, as 

well as i.n other novels. There are very few fully masculine 

characters in Cather's work, although her rendering of Tom 

Outland demonstrates that she was fully capable of creating 

them. That she chose not to only emphasizes her apparent desire 

to blur gender identity, perhaps in a search for a more satis

factory combination of viewpoints. 

The viewpoint of Jim Burden is certainly not a tradition

ally masculine one. Early in life, his friendship with Antonia 

shapes his personality and gives him insights and understanding 

that can only be regarded as "feminine" in nature. As he grows 

up, he is contemptuous of the boys and young men of the town who 

cannot see the charm of the hearty immigrant girls, but prefer 

the pale limpness of the pampered and indulged native girls. 

Later, he narrates ironically, the merchants of the town will 

vie for the patronage of the immigrant women, who will become 

wives of some of the most prosperous farmers in the district, 

carving out success with their own strong hands. Most of Jim's 

friends are girls, even in the Harling family, since Mr. Harling 

and Charley are conveniently absent most of the time. The pic

nic at the end of the section "The Hired Girls" places Jim in a 

blissful pastoral setting with Tiny, Lena, Antonia, and Anna 

Hansen. The experience is both a remembering and a farewell: a 

return to the ideal peace of country childhood and a commence

ment of Jim's departure into an uncertain maturity. Cather's 
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choice of characters for this scene, surrounding Jim with women 

who love and admire him, further illustrates his alienation from 

the conventionally masculine and his dependence on the feminine 

principle for his motivation. 

In addition, Jim's struggle to escape from Black Hawk, to 

enter the world of scholarship represented by his Latin profes

sor, and to emerge from the limitations of his past, may also be 

seen as a metaphor for Cather's own struggles to overcome her 

rural beginnings and emerge as a writer. She depicted this 

same sequence in the character of Thea in Song of the Lark, but 

the earlier book is unfocussed and discursive, especially in the 

latter chapters, while My Antonia remains closely intent on the 

issue of personal realization throughout. 

When Jim returns to Black Hawk and hears the story of 

Antonia's elopement and the birth of her illegitimate child, he 

is hurt and offended. This recalls the incident with Wick 

Cutter, in which Cutter's attempt to rape Antonia is thwarted 

only by her replacement by Jim in the house, and Jim is angered, 

disgusted, and humiliated by the experience. Whenever overt 

sexuality rears its ugly head, it seems, Cather and her charac

ters retreat into offended confusion. 

However, in this case Jim is able to overcome his repug

nance, and it is replaced with admiration when he hears of how 

Antonia has coped with her humiliation and has succeeded in 

spite of it. When he meets her again, settled and happy with 

her children, adored by them as by no one else in her life, he 

is completely won over. Her sons and daughters seem to him 

images of Antonia and himself as children, and he cannot wait to 

return, to go fishing with Cuzak and his boys and to bask in the 

warmth of the life Antonia has created. Thus Jim has come full 
circle, returning to the feminine part of himself as repre

sented in Antonia, her family, and the land itself. 

Jim's concluding words as he looks at the grave of Mr. 

Shimerda seem an admission of Cather's own realization: "For 

Antonia and me, this had been the road of Destiny; had taken us 

to those early accidents of fortune which predetermined for us 
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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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