THE WILD AND THE TAME:
LANDSCAPE AND CHARACTER IN TWO OF CATHER'S RED CLOUD NQVELS
by
DIXIE LEE PETTIT

B. A., Kansas State University, 1976

A MER'S REPORT
submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree
MASTER OF ARTS
Department of English

KANSAS STATE UNIVERSITY
Manhattan, Kansas

1532

Approved by:

ol Y O H st

Major Professor /



.

Coil
LD
Lo lof

R

/1982
P47
L2

.| AM1202 24Lyas |

Introduction

When the Cather family left their Virginia home, Willow Shade, in
1883 to live on a homestead on a sparsely settled Nebraska Divide that

separates the Republican and Little Blue Rivers, nine-year old Willa Cather

was, to say the least, in for quite a shock. Accustomed to mountains and

trees, neighbor; and civilization in general, Willa could not adjust to the
treeless open space she found. '"The land seemed to her as bare as a piece
of sheet iron, or as she put it another time, as 'naked as the back of your
hand. ml Years latei' in -a 1921 interview,- Cather described her Nebraska
experience: "I was little and homesick and lonely and my mother was home-
sick and nobody paid any at;:ention to us. So the country and I had it out
together. . . . It has been the happ:i._l}ess and '_l:he curse of my life."2
Mildred Bennett has noted that "The impressinn of Nebraska which engraved
itself so deeply on thg young Willa may have been more sharp and enduring
because in Virginia she ﬁad been more or less protected from seeing the
actual struggle for survival. But in this new land of the '80's there was
no hiding the poverty, the worry, the necessity for heart-breaking 133.:':)1:."3
James Woodress claims that this negative attitude toward Nebraska can be
found in Cather's early short fiction but by the time she wrote her novels,
"the ugliness of the western prairie had been filtered out of the picture,
leaving only a retouched mythic landscape. When she suggests that she and
the country had it out together by the end of the first autumm, she is

foreshortening considerably. There is ample evidence to show that the glow

that lights O Pioneers! and My ﬁ;'l,tonia was a good while in coming."4 Indeed

that lack of glow toward the prairie cﬁaracters, as well as landscape, is

obvious in many of her early short stories published from 1892 to 1912.
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Cather, in her early writing, seems to admire her wild or
spontaneous characters and yet she often destroys them. A good example
is found in the short story "The Joy of Nelly Dean." Nelly, the heroine,
is a wild young thing:

Everyone admitted that Nelly was the prettiest

girl in Riverbend, and the gayest--oh, the gayest!

When she was not singing, she was laughing. When

she was not laid up with a broken arm, the outcome

of a foolhardy coasting feat, or suspended from

school because she ran away at recess to go buggy-

riding with Guy Franklin, she was sure to be up to

mischief of some sort. Twice she broke through the

ice and got soused in the river because she never

looked where she skated or cared what happened so

long as she went fast enough. . . . They [the

women of the community] had good daughters them-

selves . . . and they loved their plain girls and

thanked God for them. But they loved Nelly

differently. . . . I think they loved her for her

unquenchable joy. 5
But the years are hard on Nelly and she dies in childbirth. When the
narrator pays a visit to see the new baby, the child makes a lunge for the
flower or her hat. The grandmother warns, "'Don't let him spoil it.

He loves colors so--like Nelly.'"6 For Cather, untamed, spontaneous youth
are delightful; nevertheless, they are destructive and often marked for
destruction in her fiction. Cather will allow these characters tc survive
only if they change, become tame. Yet, Cather can barely tolerate those
drudges who merely plod through their unimaginative, unmemorabie lives.

Not only does Cather express contradictory attitudes toward the
characters in her early fiction, but also she reveals a mixed response
toward the landscape she describes. She very often portrays the land as
harsh destroyer. A clear example is "On the Divide,” the story of Canute

Canuteson, a Norwegian immigrant who understands the harsh frontier he

inhabits:



He knew by heart every individual clump of bunch
grass in the miles of red shaggy prairie that
stretched before his cabin. He knew it in all

the deceitful loveliness of its early summer, in
all the bitter barrenness of its autumn. He had
seen it smitten by all the plagues of Egypt. He
had seen it parched by drought, and sogged by
rain, beaten by hail, and swept by fire, and in
the grasshopper years he had seen it eaten as bare
and clean as bones the vultures have left. After
the great fires he had seen it stretch for miles
and miles, black and smoking as the floor of hell.

Here the frontier takes on the visage of Hell itself. Desolate, lonely, the
prairie is barely inhabitable. Cather saw that these conditions og the
prairie had devastating effects on the immigrants who had come to build their
futures. One case which particularly affected Cather was the suicide of
Francis Sadilek, father of her close childhood friend Annie., This man would
play a key role in Cather's fiction as Peter in the story by that name and

as Mr. Shimerda in ﬂzﬁﬁhtonia. ""On the Divide'" vividly portrays how the

land defeats the settlers.

Insanity and suicide are very common things
on the Divide. They come on like an epidemic
in the hot wind season. Those scorching dusty
winds that blow up over the bluffs from Kansas
seem to dry up the blood in men's veins as they
do the sap in the corn leaves. Whenever the
yellow scorch creeps down over the tender inside
leaves about the ear, then the coroners prepare
for active duty; for the oil of the country is
burned out and it does not take long for the
flame to eat up the wick. It causes no great
sensation there when a Dane is found swinging
to his own windmill tower, and most of the
Poles after they have become tco careless and
discouraged to shave themselves, keep their
razors to cut their throats with.$

The bleak picture of the prairie is also found in other Cather stories.
"E1 Dorado: A Kansas Recessional" shows the Solomon River Valley where

"it seemed as if God himself had only made it for purposes of speculation



and was tired of the deal and doing his best to get it off his hands and
deed it over to the Other Party."g "Peter'" is the story of a musician
defeated by the artistic and spiritual sterility of the prairie. In "A
Wagner Matinee' Aunt Georgiana, a music teacher married to a2 man from the
plains, has suffered for years on the stark prairie. When she returns to
Boston to visit her nephew, she hears a concart and cries because she must
leave the music hall and return to the Midwest. Her nephew sympathizes:

I understood. For her, just outside the door

of the concert hall, lay the black pond with

the cattle-tracked bluffs; the tall, umpainted

house, with weather-curled boards; naked as a

tower the crook-backed ash seedlings where the

dish-cloths hung to dry; the gaunt, moulting

turkeys picking up refuse about the kitchen

door. 10

Critics like Woodress argue that Cather's opinion of the American
prairie as harsh, sterile destroyer changed as she matured and drew away
from her childhood home, that her distaste turned into an admiration for

home.ll

But there is evidence that Cather's mixed feelings appeared in

even her earliest fiction. In an article entitled "Willa Cather's Early
Short Fiction in the Light of her 'Land-Philosophy,'" Sister Lucy Schneider
notes that these stories "reveal that, during this twenty-year period, Willa
Cather's feeling and reactions regarding the land are indeed ambivalent.
Denigration and reflection appear in this fiction; so also do appreciaticn

and acceptance. w2

Alongside stories like "On the Divide' and "A Wagner
Matinee' Cather published "Tommy, the !nsentimental,' the story of a
midwestern girl, who upon graduating from high school, attends an eastern
school. When she returns to her frontier home, after a year away, Tommy

admits:

It's all very fine down East there, and the
hills are great, but one gets mighty homesick



for this sky, the oid intense blue of it, you
know. Down there the skies are all pale and
smokey. And this wind, this hateful, dear,
old everlasting wind that comes down like the
sweep of cavalry and is never tamed or broken,
0 Joe, I used to get hungry for this wind! I
couldn't sleep in that lifeless stillness -down
there.

Now, this "dear, old everlasting wind" that Tommy misses is the same wind
that blows off the Kansas bluffs to destroy Canuteson's farm in "On the
Divide." Both stories were published in 1896. Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant,

in Willa Cather: A Memoir, notes:

But the general effect of the West had been

overpowering--she had run into the same old shock

she used to suffer at the mere size of it. When

she was in the East, she forgot everything but

the sharp, specific flavor. Once there, an

unreasoning fear of being swallowed by the

distances between herself and anything else

jumped out at her--as in childhood, again. On -

the plains the wind is soporific. She was

afraid to drowse and dream. Why did she have

such feelings if she were to write about the

comntry--unsuitable, wasn't it?1l4
These mixed feelings for the prairie land, which remained with Cather the
rest of her life, carried into her novels O Pioneers! and ﬂz_ihtonia.

O Pioneers! it is important to note, is told from an ommniscient
point of view, and on the basis of biographical information, it is quite
clear that this narrator shares Cather's feelings toward the prairie.
Cather also has chosen specific characters in the novel to voice her own
diverse attitudes toward the land and its inhabitants. Alexandra, the
novel's heroine, sees the beauty of the wild land; yet, she realizes how
confining the pioneer's lifestyle can be. Also Cather admires, questioms,

and finaily attempts to come to terms with the wild characters. Carl

Linstrum praises Alexandra's productive homestead, but he nostalgically



yearns for the old way of life. Alexandra's mother, Mrs. Bergson, an
old-world immigrant, dwells on the hardships of prairie life.

gz‘ﬁhtonia is told from the first person point of view of Jim
Burden. Like Cather, Jim has been uprooted from his Virginia home and
transplanted to a small Nebraska town. Like Cather, the narrator goes East
after graduation and makes occasional nostalgic visits to his prairie home.
Jim Burden expresses Cather's sentiments about the Midwest. Other
characters in ﬂz_ﬁntonia also give voice to Cather's mixed feelings for the
prairie. The immigrant Cuzak is a fellow who has suffered the treachery of
‘the wntamed land. His wife Antonia has made the farm productive, but she
remembers the hardships that she endured in the taming of the land and of
herself.

In,a lecture on Cather, Eudora Welty notes: ''What she has given us
is of course, not the landscape as you and I would see it, but her vision
of it; we are looking at a work of art."15 Here the key word is "vision"
for, indeed, Cather's vision of the prairie land, as well as of the prairie
characters, is a complex one. The Cather critics whom I quote in this study
have employed various terms in an attempt to describe her vision: Sister
Lucy Schneider and John H. Randall have used the word '"ambivalent''; James
Woodress, ''retouched"; and Mildred Bennett, 'mixed feelings.'" ''Ambivalence"
is a term that presents a problem: Cather felt both drawn toward and
repulsed by the landscape and certain characters, but generally she did not
express these emotions in her fiction simultaneously. Although "ambivalence"
is used by some to describe her sharply conflicting feelings, the term, I
believe, is inadequate to convey the muted contrasts as well. Woodress' tsrm

"retouched" is also inadequate in that Cather always had complex feelings



toward the wild landscape and characters and did not, as Woodress believes,
intensely dislike her Nebraska home and slowly, over the years, "retouch"
her feelings and thus her vision to create a more idyllic land and peocple.
Mildred Bennett's term "mixed feelings," which I have incorporated into the
thesis of this report, most closely expresses Willa Cather's overall
attitude toward the landscape and characters. The reader of Cather's fiction
soon finds that the author neither totally admires nor fully despises th:
Nebraska landscape or the people who settled it. The phrase '"mixed
feelings," although somewhat vague, describes more adequately than either
of the other terms Cather's complete vision, for it allows for the
expression of feelings in shades of gray as well as in bold blacks and
whites.

Willa Cather's complex attitudes toward her prairie experience
first emerged in her early short fiction. But these attitudes were carried
into her Red Cloud novels. As this study will show, Willa Cather's mixed
feelings toward the wild and tame are clearly reflected in her depiction of
the landscape and her portrayal of the characters in Q Pioneers! and My

’
Antonia.



Part I

Some twenty-odd years had passed from the time Cather left Red Cloud
until the publication of O Pioneers! in 1913, but she was never totally able
to filter out all of the ugliness, hardship and heartache that she as a
child saw on that windswept Nebraska frontier. The prairie of her childhood
somehow cossessed the mature Cather and periodically drew her back home to
Nebraska. Elizabeth Sergeant notes:

. after a few months in the city, she got
wildly homesick for the West. She would dash

out to see her "family'"--"my mother and father
especially,'" and the wheat harvest, and then
flee back to Pittsburgh . . . for fear of dying

in a cornfield. . . .16
Cather's mixed emotions about the Nebraska frontier are carried over into
her art: in O Pioneers! and Ex_ﬁhtonia the untouched prairie is frequently
portrayed as a beautiful, living symbol of freedom; yet the untamed land
is also depicted as a heartless and defiant foe of the settlers.

In O Pioneers! when Carl Linstrum, a weak boy who eventually leaves
the prairie, sees the land on certain quiet summer evenings, he recognizes
its beautiful qualities. '"Carl, never a very cheerful boy, and considerably
darkened by these last two bitter years, loved the country on days like
this, felt something strong and young and wild come out of it, that laughed
at care.”17 Carl's family eventually is defeated by the prairie life and
is forced to move on. But when Carl returns after many years' absence, he
still feels an appreciation for the beauty of the wild land.

Carl sat musing until the sun leaped above the

prairie, and in the grass about him all the small

creatures of day began to tune their tiny instru-

ments. Birds and insects without number began to
chirp, to twitter, to snap and whistle, to make



all manner of fresh shrill noises. The pasture was

flooded with light; every clump of ironweed and

snow-on-the-mowuntain threw a long shadow, and the

golden light seemed to be rippling through the curly

grass like the tide racing in.l18
This scene literally vibrates with motion and sound; it is a pleasant
picture because Carl is basically fond of the prairie.

Another character who loves the landscape is Crazy Ivar, the hermit.
Living alone in a clay bank miles away from anyone, Ivar commmes with
nature. Crazy Ivar's country is even wilder than the land that the
immigrants homestead. The buffalo grass is short and gray, the draws are
deep, the hills and clay ridges rugged. In Crazy Ivar's country only the
hardiest wildflowers, shoestring and ironweed and snow-on-the-mountain,
can grow.lg This is not the pastoral countryside that Carl sees. It is
wilder, grayer, lonelier; yet Ivar's country has a beauty all its own. It
is here.the wild birds come to'roost, where the coyotes live; it is here
that Ivar says he feels closest to God. The narrator describes Ivar's
relationship with the country:

He best expressed his preference for his wild

homestead by saying that his Bible seemed truer

to him there. If one stood in the dcorway of

his cave, and looked off at the rough land, the

smiling sky, the curly grass white in the hot

sunlight; if one listened to the rapturous song

of the lark, the drumming of the quail, the burr

of the locust against that vast silence, one

understood what Ivar meant.20
Ivar's land perhaps symbolizes the greatest freedom that the prairie
possesses. Too rugged to till, the only way it will be subdued by future
pioneers is by pasturing it.

Alexandra, the earth mother of the novel, perhaps loves the land

the most.



10

She had never known before how much the country
meant to her. The chirping of the insects down

in the long grass had been like the sweetest
music. She had felt as if her heart were hiding
down there, somewhere, with the quail and the
plover and all the little wild things that crooned
or buzzed in the sun.2l

Alexandra views the wild land for the potential fruitfulness it holds and
she feels a personal fulfilling relationship with the land's wild character.

For the first time, perhaps, since that land

emerged from the waters of geological ages, a

human face was set toward it with love and

vearning. It seemed beautiful to her, Tich

and strong and glorious. Her eyes drank in the

breadth of it, until her tears blinded her.

Then the Genius of the Divide, the great, free

spirit which breathes across it, must have bent

lower than it ever bent to a2 human will before.

The history of every country begins in the

heart of a man or a woman.
Through pioneering souls like Alexandra the free spirit of the Divide will
fulfill its destiny.

Sister Lucy Schneider sees the "“land as good in itself--but as a
good that affects people variously and which elicits diverse responses; the
land as the field in which aspirations take root--sometimes to wither and

.“23 Carl, Ivar, and Alexandra

die, but sometimes to come to harvest,
love the wild land, and thus can admire its wild qualities, but there are

characters in O Pioneers! who are intimidated by the untamed prairie. They
see it as a heartless, defiant beast that they must dominate or break. For
these people, the land is the enemy that they must defeat or it will defeat
them. These pioneers find taming the land a continual struggle: the grass
grows quickly hiding the winding wagon roads; the wind and drought defeat

the newly planted saplings; the grasshoppers riddle the corn; and the very

towns themselves seem swallowed up by the endless prairie.



11

In "Chapter One" of O Pioneers! the town of Hanover is just a few
scattered buildings thrown together on the landscape. Young Carl Linstrum
notes as he drives homeward, ''the great fact was the land itself, which
seemed to overwhelm the little beginnings of human society that struggled
in its sombre wastes . . . he felt that men were too weak to make any mark
here, that the land wanted to be let alone, to preserve its own fierce
strength, its peculiar, savage kind uf beauty, its uninterrupted mournful-

24

ness." And Carl is right; the land cannot change to suit the hopes of

the immigrants of the new country. Instead it will encase them and smother
them if it can. The very homes of the settlers, the narrator tells us, ''were
built of the sod itself, and were only the inescapable ground in another

25

form In a way, these sod enclosures foreshadow the lonely, unmarked

prairie graves that will someday hold the defeated settlers. John Bergson
is one such settler. Bergson has come to the new country with the dream of
owning his own land, but as it turns out, he is too homesick, too old, too
weak to develop the homestead. John Bergson ''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."26 For Bergson,
"this land was an enigma. It was like a horse that no one knows how to break
to harness, that runs wild and kicks things to pieces.”27 This pioneer has
suffered much in his struggle with the land.

One winter his cattle had perished in a blizzard.

The next summer one of his plow horses broke its

leg in a prairie-dog hole and had to be shot.

Another summer he lost his hogs from cholera, and

a valuable stallion died from a rattlesnake bite.

Time and again his crops had failed. He had lost

two children, boys, that came between Lou and

Emil, and there had been the cost of sickness and
death.28
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When Bergson himself dies, Alexandra wishes that she can join him and "let
the grass grow back over everything."zg And indeed, she and Carl do notice
the pervasiveness of the grama grass. "Just ahead of them was the Norwegian
graveyard, where the grass had, indeed, grown back over everything, shaggy
and red, hiding even the wire iE'em:e.“30

Mrs. Bergson, who is left to carry on when her husband dies, can
never adjust to her new home; she "had never quite forgiven John Bergson
for bringing her to the end of the earth."31 Remembering her hard times on
the plains, she cries, '"'Drouth, chince-bugs, hail, everything! My garden
all cut to pieces like sauerkraut. No grapes on the creek, no nothing.
The people all lived just like coyotes.‘"32

And the new land has been hard on everyone--not just the Bergsoms.
Along with many other defeated immigrants, the neighboring Linstrums sell
out which allows Alexandra to buy up the homesteads and expand. Then like
an act of defiance, the land becomes parched and the summers "fruitless®:

Then came the hard times that brought every one

on the Divide to the brink of despair; three

vears of drouth and failure, the last struggle

of a wild soil against the encroaching plow-

share . . . . The settlers sat about on the

wooden sidewalks in the little town and told

each other that the country was never meant for

men to live in; the thing to do was to get back

to Iowa, to Illinois, to any place that had

been proved habitable.33

'

Cather's mixed feelings toward the land is also foumd in My Antonia.
-Jim Burden, the narrator, a lawyer who spent his childhood in the small
Nebraska town, Black Hawk, sees the prairie as a wild and beautiful symbol
of freedom. Jim depicts the sense of constant motion in the prairie

landscape:

I felt motion in the landscape; in the fresh,
easy-blowing moming wind, and in the earth
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itself, as if the shaggy grass were a sort of

loose hide, and underneath it herds of wild

buffalo were galloping, galloping.
At another time Jim remembers the ''seascape' of the open prairie.

As I looked about me I felt the grass was

the country, as the water is the sea. The red

of the grass made all the great prairie the

colour of wine-stains, or of certain seaweeds

when they are first washed up. And there was

so much motion in it; the whole country seemed,

somehow, tu be running.35
On his first trip to visit the neighboring Shimerdas, Jim again notes the
wild beauty of the landscape. From his high wagon seat he views the miles
of red grass before him. The bare road he drives on winds about like '"a
wild thing" as it avoids the deepest gullies and crosses draws only at their
wide, shallow points. And all along the way Jim admires the huge sunflowers
that line the trail, like "a gold ribbon across the prairie."36 On certain
fall afterncons, Jim experiences the absolute grandeur of the prairie. He
describes it with biblical language; its redness is like 'the bush that
burned with fire but was not consumed." He equates its grandeur with the
death of heroes--"heroes who died young and gloriously.”37

After Jim displays his courage for Ahtonia by killing a large rattie-
snake, he decides on his hercic victory march homeward that '"The great land
had never looked to me so big and free."38 Jim Burden, like Alexandra
Bergson, sees the potential of the wild land, its vitality.

There was only--spring itself; the throb of it,

the light restlessness, the vital essence of it

everywhere: in the sky, in the swift clouds, in

the pale sunshine, and in the warm, high wind--

rising suddenly, sinking suddenly, impulsive. _39

But Jim has not always held such benevolent feelings for the prairie

landscape. He is, after all, an eastern boy who has been transplanted to
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his grandfather's homestead. The Nebraska frontier is very different from
the Virginia he knows. He has a difficult time adjusting to the open space,
the meandering overgrown roads, the treeless prairie. The newcomer notes
that there seem to be no fences, fields, or even creeks and trees. He is
threatened by the sense of infinite space and feels ''that the world had been
left behind."*C

Jim remembers the struggles the pioneers had keeping the..r newly
planted orchards alive: '"Trees were so rare in that country, and they had
to make such a hard fight to grow, that we used to feel anxious about them,

41

and visit them as if they were persons.” ""The little trees were insigni-

ficant against the grass. It seemed as if the grass were about to run over
them, and over the plum-patch behind the sod chicken-house."?

Ahtonia, too, recalls her struggle against the treeless prairie.
"'*There wasn't a tree here when we first came,'' she reminisces with Jim.
"'We planted every one, and used to carry water for them, too--after we'd
been working in the fields all day.'" Her husband, Anton Cuzak, a city man,
used to get discouraged, but Antonia persisted: '"'Many a night after he was
asleep I've got up and come out and carried water to the poor things.'"43

As in O Pioneers!, the harsh environment in ﬂz_ﬁhtonia can prove too
hard to bear for some settlers. Khtonia's father, Mr. Shimerda, finds his
new life on the prairie absolutely unbearable. He is an immigrant who cannot
bear the spiritual sterility of his new home, so on a blizzarding winter day
he goes to ﬁis barn, takes off his boots, hangs up his coat, and calmly blows
his head off. Jim realizes that the poor man had been homesick and "'so

wnhappy that he could not live any 10nger.”44 The land slowly and stealthily

wears away men like Mr. Shimerda until death is a welcome idea. Perhaps they
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are too old, too set in their ways to adapt to the challenges of the Divide.
Thus, it is the young, strong pioneers like Alexandra Bergson, or Antonia
Shimerda and her brother who possess the will and imagination to take up

the plowshare where their fathers have left it.



Part 11

In Cather's Red Cloud novels the land is a wild spirit that the
pioneers must eventually tame; and in this rough and savage geography dwell
individuals who appear as untameable as the land itself, and for whom Cather
has great admiration. There are two basic typ2s of wild characters: the
eccentric and the untamed. The eccentric is siunned and feared by the
community, but he is truly not dangerous. The untamed character, the truly
wild, is young and reckless; his/her violent emotions and ungoverned
spontaneity create the potential for harm and destruction.

In O Pioneers! Crazy Ivar fits into the first category of wild
characters. His wildness is merely eccentricity. Because he lives by
himself in the wildest section of the prairie, runs around barefoot, and
is thought to have spells, his neighbors have started rumors about him.

When Alexandra is growing up, she asks her friend, '"'Did you ever hear him
howl, Carl? People say sometimes he runs about the country howling at night
because he is afraid the Lord will destroy him.'"45

Even after many years, when Ivar goes to live with Alexandra, he
still goes barefoot and he insists on sleeping in the barmn. Thus the rumors
continue. The region has become more civilized now and eccentrics like Ivar
are suspect. Her brothers warn Alexandra '"'He's likely to set fire to the
barn any night, or to take after you and the girls with an axe.'"46 Ivar
eventually feels threatened by the gossip that he is to be taken to Engelside,
the state mental institution. Alexandra, the earth mother of the novel,
shelters the harmiess old man and protects him from the community. These two
characters are drawn together because Ivar, like Alexandra, has a special
relationship with the Genius of the Divide.

16
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The narrator sympathetically depicts Ivar as a kindred spirit of
the free and beautiful prairie landscape. He clearly blends in with the
wild land which is his home. The old man lives in a remodelled coyote hele
in a clay bank; no pathway leads to his do?r. Like the prairie creatures,
Ivar lives in simplicity. He does not believe in cluttering his dugout or
the landscape with unnecessary litter. Another admirable characteristic is
his ability to understand and sympathize with the prairie creatures. He
protects the waterfowl that stop to feed at his pond; he comforts and
mysteriously cures the ailing livestock of the pioneers. The narrator
depicts Ivar as a kind and gentle, although misunderstobd man.

But Cather does portray three truly wild characters in O Pioneers!:
Marie Tovesky, Frank Shabata, and Emil Bergson. These three have certain
characteristics in common--they are all young; they cannot controletheir
emotions; and they ultimately lead each other to destruction.

Marie is a Bohemian girl whom the community has always admired. Her
passionate nature and her tragic fate are foreshadowed by the description of
her as a child: "a dark child" with "a coaxing little red mouth,' dressed
in a scarlet frock.47 She is cuddled and fawned over by the men of the
community. Like Nelly Dean in the short story "The Joy of Nelly Dean,"
Marie has brown eyes with ''golden glints that made them look like gold-stone,
or, in softer lights, like the Colorado mineral called tiger-eye."48 Like
Nelly Dean, she is the special little beautiful girl that everyone loves.

When we see Marie next she is a young girl married to Frank Shabata,
a young immigrant she met while she was at the convent school. She had sesen
frank, rfallen in love with him, and against her uncle's wishes, had mm away

to marry him. When Frank had first met Marie, he was a popular young fellow
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with the girls and had not paid much interest to the girl from Hanover, but
when he discovered that her uncle did not want him to see her, his interest
was kindled. More out of spite for the uncle than love for Marie, Frank had
married Marie and now he farms the Linstrum's old homestead for Alexandra.
But Frank is discontented with his lot in life. He is not suited to
farming, and unlike Alexandra, he is out to defeat the prairie. Frank '"had

Adl The neighbors note his

savage nature. Alexandra sees Frank as "one of those wild fellows."SO At

flung himself at the soil with savage energy."

another time she notices, "Even in his agitation he was handsome, but he

51

looked a rash and violent man," and she sees "discontent in his blue

eyes."s2

Because he is unhappy, Frank makes Marie unhappy. Since Marie is
agvays the gayest, most popular girl at parties, Frank easily becomes
jealous.

In the first days of their love she had been his
slave; she had admired him abandonly. But the
moment he began to bully her and to be unjust,
she began to draw away; at first in tearful
amazement, then in quiet, unspoken disgust.

The spark of her life went somewhere else, and
he was always watching to surprise it. He knew
that somewhere she must get a feeling to live
upon, for she was not a woman who could live
without loving.>3

So Frank keeps his wife confined on their farm and, when the winter snows
come, it is literally months before she can see any one of her neighbors.
But Marie is not made for this life of solitude. She is passionate; she is
ready to live. The narrator describes her as being "incapable of being
lukewarm about anything that pleased her.“54 Once Alexandra asks, '"'But
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can't she walk? does she always run?'" Just like Nelly Dean, Marie does

not care what she does just as long as she goes fast enough.
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Emil Bergson, Alexandra's youngest brother, has fallen prey to the
charms of his neighbor. He loves Marie and, as she grows more discontent
with Frank, she turns to Emil. Finally the storm grows in Emil and he must
travel to Mexico. But neither Marie nor Emil can shake their love for each
other and this leads to the ultimate disaster: Frank discovers the two
lovers in the orchard, and shoots them. At the end of the novel the two
lovers are buried in the cemetery and Frank is sent to prison. All three
have been destroyed because they could not control their passions.

Spontaneity is the downfall of these three wild characters. They do
not reason enough to note the consequences of their actions. Marie does not
ever imagine that she will be "stuck" on an out-of-the-way homestead with a
rash and violent husband when she marries Frank. Frank himself cannot
adjust to the farming life he has been thrown into by rashly marrying Marie.
And Emil can only see that he is in love with Marie. He does not take into
account the consequences of being in love with a married woman.

But as John H. Randall has nofed, "Willa Cather considered
spontaneity the trait of a great nature and gave it to all her heroines,
just as she gave it to Marie. For her, spontaneity always involved extreme,

total reactions, whether for good or for bad."56

Marie's spontaneity, her
wildness, 1s what makes her so special but it is also what leads to the
disaster at the end of the novel. Certain passages show us that Cather
admires these wild characters although they are ultimately destructive.
When we first see the grown Emil, the narrator describes him as "a splendid
figure of a boy, tall and straight as a young pine tree, with a handsome
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head, and stormy gray eyes, deeply set under a serious brow." Here the

narrator depicts Emil in admirable terms, yet the "stormy gray eyes' hint



