
Majbritt H. Sørensen / 20041067                                                                             Comparing Modernisms A2007 

 1 

1. Introduction 

This paper will look at the symbolic discourse and through that the extra-textual level of Willa 

Cather’s novel O Pioneers! and how the telling element of contrast plays a significant role. 

The extra-textual level is seen through interpretations of various parts in the novel. The main 

themes touched upon are the conceptualisations of the writer in the meta-fictional aspects and 

also the role of women in Cather. When discussing how these two different roles are depicted, 

it is important to separate the author from the work.  

When it comes to writing it is significant to look at the stories, which are written 

throughout the novel and how they are portrayed in the lives of the characters. Which 

analogies are helping along the symbolical discourse in portraying the element of writing? 

How are the meta-fictional features expressed and what do they signify for the characters and 

the extra-textual level? The importance of the mulberry scene is prominent – which aspects of 

the symbolic discourse play an intricate part in this scene? Another question, which is of 

relevance in the realm of writing, is the representation of the main character’s mind as a 

“white book”. What does this entail when it comes to her character development? 

In the matter of the women, it is also significant to look at the analogies for women and 

how these are relevant to the characters in question. Which elements are supporting the theory 

of Cather’s heroine being alternative and how is this shown in the novel? It is important to 

look at the book as a construction where different characters and elements are provided with 

different functions – it is a matter of how these functions are to be interpreted, and in the case 

of the woman, Alexandra’s functions are important. How are her functions combining forces 

with another female character, Marie? In what way is this significant in an effort to complete 

an analysis of Alexandra? In addition, the role of the woman is also depicted through the 

representations of sexual unions – how are these portrayed in the novel and how does it affect 

the characters involved? It is not only sexual unions that seem to have an impact on the 

woman in Cather’s novel; marriage is also depicted as having an influence on the woman. 

What are the general attitudes towards sex and marriage in the novel? 

 

2. Willa Cather and O Pioneers! 

Willa Cather (1873-1947) was a ground-breaking author within modernism, but she did not 

always follow the tendencies of the grand narrative. In some ways, she was seen writing both 
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“within and against tradition.”1 One of the tendencies in the era of modernism was to make 

things new, and when looking at Cather’s novel in question it shows that a balance between 

the old and the new is essential. Cather’s novels are said to have two main features which are 

symbolic discourses and gaps.2 This paper will mostly focus on Cather’s symbolical 

discourse; and through this various analogies will be discussed and used in a further analysis 

of O Pioneers! when it comes to looking at her alternative style of writing and conception of 

womanhood. The gaps are also present in the novel and portrayed through contradictions. 

The novel O Pioneers! portrays a process in which the characters experience a 

development. It can be seen as autobiographical illustrations, which also create an extra-

textual level that can be interpreted as being Cather’s views on e.g. writing and womanhood. 

She wrote the novel from New York3, and the distance to the described land enables the 

infusion of the extra-textual level with the novel’s plot and allows the realistic descriptions to 

blend with the symbolic. Both womanhood and writing will be looked at with the fixing point 

of the telling element of contrast which Cather admired.4 

 

3. An Alternative Writing  

There is no explicit representation of writing in O Pioneers!, but the novel still comments on 

the act of writing through the existence of the abovementioned symbolic discourse. The novel 

is divided into five sections, and the first section “The Wild Land” includes many writing 

analogies. In fact, the wild land itself can be seen as symbolising text.  

If the land is interpreted as text, it is significant to look at the tools with which farmers 

work with: “The record of the plow was insignificant…”5 In this case, the plough could be 

interpreted as the pen writing and so far this has been of no consequence, where the roads are 

“faint tracks in the grass”6. This leads to Willa Cather’s attitude that “the end is nothing, the 

road is all.”7 All this changes in the next section of the novel “Neighbouring Fields” as a new 

era comes to life and the land revitalises: “… the brown earth, with such strong, clean smell, 

                                                 
1 De Roche, Linda: Student Companion to Willa Cather (Greenwood Press, 2006) (21) 
2
 Reynolds, Guy: Willa Cather in Context: Progress, Race, Empire (MacMillan Press Ltd. 1996) (20-21) 

3 Grumbach, Doris: “Foreword to Willa Cather: O Pioneers!” (A Mariner Book. Houghton Mifflin Company. 

Boston, New York. 1995) (xiv) 
4 Edited by Murphy: Critical Essays (Boston, Massachusetts. Hall, 1984) (105) 
5 Cather, Willa: O Pioneers! (A Mariner Book. Houghton Mifflin Company. Boston, New York, 1995) (12) 
6 Cather: O Pioneers! (12) 
7 Grumbach, Doris: “Foreword to Willa Cather: O Pioneers!” (xx) 
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and such a power of growth and fertility in it, yields itself eagerly to the plow…”8 Suddenly, 

the plough is not experiencing the same hardship as before. If this is seen as a part of the 

extra-textual level, it could be a comment on the authors of the old world hardly making a 

difference versus the newer times where the author is creating more abundant works and 

freeing the imagination. 

Towards the end, we get a sense of the needed balance between the old and the new 

worlds; this is said by Alexandra: “’…We come and go, but the land is always there. And the 

people who love it and understand it are the people who own it – for a little while.’”9 When 

looking at the analogy between land and text, this quote seems to say that texts are always 

here, and that mastering it is a question of loving and understanding the essence of it. Thus, a 

comment can be interpreted on authors and how they should write; writing is interesting when 

it comes to the new ways, but there seems to be a strong belief in not letting oneself get swept 

away in the new. Balance is essential and the old ways should be kept in mind, however the 

novel also comments on the fallacy of doing things alike. When Alexandra compares herself 

with her brothers, she emphasises: “’…It’s bad if all the members of a family think alike. 

They never get anywhere…’”10 Thus, importance is placed within diversity. 

 

3.1 The White Mulberry Tree  

The section in the novel, “The White Mulberry Tree”, holds the most significant allegory of 

writing and the element of contrast dominates this allegory. It seems to culminate in chapter 

VIII where the murder of Emil and Marie is described as a crime scene. In this scene there are 

many contrasts, which will lead to a discussion of how they generate a writing allegory. 

A contrast is seen within two overlapping narratives. One narrative seems to follow the 

poetic discourse and the other is dominated by a scientific vocabulary. The latter is seen in the 

purely functional descriptions of the injuries: “One ball had torn through her right lung, 

another had shattered the carotid artery.”11 The conversion from the scientific discourse to the 

poetic discourse occurs when the narrator says: “But the stained, slippery grass, the darkened 

mulberries, told only half the story.”12 The quote signifies that the scientific narrative is only 

able to tell half the story, and importance is once again placed on the balance, which the 

                                                 
8 Cather: O Pioneers! (45) 
9 Cather: O Pioneers! (179) 
10 Cather: O Pioneers! (53) 
11 Cather: O Pioneers! (156) (my italics) 
12 Cather: O Pioneers! (157) 
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poetic discourse can help fulfil. The poetic narrative tells of two white butterflies fluttering 

above the bodies of the two lovers and describes the hearts of the roses in a romantic manner: 

“…the last wild roses of the year opened their pink hearts to die.”13 The two narratives can 

also be seen as the contrast between the conventional masculine and feminine narratives, 

where the feminine narrative exists within the poetic discourse. 

The butterflies are very significant when it comes to the symbolic discourse running 

through the novel. The butterflies are a part of creating another telling element of contrast 

when they interrupt the stillness of death by their movement – it signifies an opposite to 

death, thus seemingly symbolising a survival despite the murders. Comparing the butterflies 

to the two lovers is validated by an earlier description of Marie, which depicts her as a white 

butterfly-like creature: “Marie stole slowly, flutteringly, along the path, like a white night-

moth out of the fields.”14 

It has been seen in Cather’s works before that “death proposes a possibility of recovery 

and resurrection.”15 This is present in this scene where the lovers appear to resurrect through 

the butterflies. The two lovers represent an unconventional love, which in turn could 

symbolise unconventional writing, and the fact that the unconventional love is killed, but the 

butterflies revealing a survival seems to allow the unconventional love, or writing, to 

persevere. The unconventional writing can be drawn from the butterflies being white, which 

can be seen representing the emptiness of a white sheet of paper. When looking at Cather’s 

distance to the Nebraska prairie when writing O Pioneers!, the butterflies could also signify 

an escape, and thus indicate an imagination and acceptance of the place she used to know. It 

could be said that the “romantic love and passion are doomed by the forces of man and 

nature.”16 However, this is opposed by the mere presence of the butterflies, and their escape, 

which demonstrates that the forces of man, i.e. Frank, do not hold the principal supremacy. It 

appears to be the survival of female imagination, which does not allow itself to be dominated. 

The poetic discourse does not inevitably include any magical realism seeing as the 

presence of butterflies in the summer is not unusual, but it is meta-fictional and concerns story 

writing, as well as the act of retelling the events of the crime. The meta-fictional element of 

the novel is also seen in the telling element of contrast when it comes to white versus dark. 

                                                 
13 Cather: O Pioneers! (157) (my italics) 
14 Cather: O Pioneers! (144) 
15 Edited by Gilbert and Gubar: The Female Imagination and The Modernist Aesthetic (Gordon and Breach 

Science Publishers, 1986) (6) 
16 De Roche, Linda: Student companion to Willa Cather (72-73) 
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3.1.1. The Gap between White and Dark 

The meta-fictional aspect of light and darkness in O Pioneers! dominates throughout many 

parts of the novel – and this is also the case in the abovementioned mulberry tree scene. In the 

following example, the white symbolises a white sheet of paper and the darkness indicates the 

writing on the paper. In advance, it is significant to note that the characters’ lives are seen as 

one story being reconstructed several times: “’Isn’t it queer: there are only two or three human 

stories, and they go on repeating themselves as fiercely as if they had never happened 

before...’”17 This quote appears to shed light on the similarities between the two couples in the 

novel: Emil and Marie, and also Alexandra and Carl – however, despite being similar, the 

outcomes turn out the be very different. In the allegory of white versus darkness this proves 

that stories are told through the lives of the characters, or as we will see in the following, 

stories are written. 

If we look at the title, O Pioneers!, it tells the reader to pay attention for innovation, and 

precisely this innovation is shown in the crime scene of chapter VIII in “The White Mulberry 

Tree”. The pioneering occurs in the reconstruction of the event: “The story of what had 

happened was written plainly on the orchard grass, and on the white mulberries…”18, the 

blood trails on the ground is mapping out the events, and thus writing on the ground as 

pioneers did when locating land. When looking at her movements across the ground,19 they 

form a triangle, and in this way Marie seems to be writing a story about the imbalance of the 

love triangle between her, Emil and Frank. The dark blood stains on the white mulberries lead 

to the meta-fictional discussion, where the white stands for the paper and the dark blood stains 

represent the dark ink stains on the paper, thus making Marie the writer of the incident. 

It is well-founded to discuss the fact that Marie is the one who writes, or retells, the 

story of the event, and not Emil for whom “…the chapter had been short.”20 The fact that it is 

the woman who tells the story gives the impression of a female author within the novel. 

However, looking closer at the story told by Marie’s blood in the grass, it becomes clear that 

her half of the story is the scientific narrative and when it comes to the poetic discourse, it is 

seen through the eyes of Ivar. These two halves of the story do not only show how the two 

                                                 
17 Cather: O Pioneers! (70) 
18 Cather: O Pioneers! (156) 
19 Cather: O Pioneers! (157) 
20 Cather: O Pioneers! (156) 
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different narratives create a need for a balance – it also alludes to the need for balance 

between genders. This is further emphasised by placing the conventional masculine narrative 

with Marie and the conventional feminine narrative with Ivar. 

 

3.2 Alexandra’s White Mind 

Willa Cather described Nebraska’s land as “a kind of erasure of personality.”21 This fits with 

the one character in O Pioneers! who actually masters the wilderness of the prairie, namely 

Alexandra. The ‘erasure of personality’ appears to signify a vast space which is still left 

unmarked, or in this case, unwritten. Alexandra’s mind is described in a similar manner when 

compared to a white book: “Her mind was a white book, with clear writing about weather and 

beasts and growing things.”22 The book implies the fact that her mind is meant for a story to 

be written on, but the whiteness entails that a story has yet to be written. It is worth looking 

into the disadvantage of this whiteness. 

One weakness of the whiteness connects with Alexandra’s limitations, thus seeing the 

white as limiting her in various ways. It has been insinuated several times in the novel by both 

characters and narrator that Alexandra has a blind spot when it comes to passion or love – this 

is primarily seen when it comes to her missing insight into the affair of Emil and Marie. Her 

experiences in life enable or disable the story written on her mind, however: “If Alexandra 

had had much imagination she might have guessed what was going on in Marie’s mind (…). 

But that, (…) was Alexandra’s blind side, and her life had not been of the kind to sharpen her 

vision.”23 The innocence of Alexandra’s life has proved disabling to her outlook on life and as 

it turns out, other characters lives. Thus, Alexandra’s fate is that her white book will never be 

coloured by feelings of passion. 

Another weakness connects with the female mind “branded as another manifestation of 

the pioneer mentality.”24 The pioneer mentality is very noteworthy when it comes to 

Alexandra’s white mind. At first hand, she is seen as a pioneer, because she sees that the right 

thing to do is not what everyone else does. However, a critique of her pioneer mentality 

appears to be bursting from beneath the surface, and this is found in the lack of imagination 

which she suffers from. The narrator compares Alexandra’s brothers, Lou and Oscar, to 

                                                 
21 Grumbach, Doris: “Foreword to Willa Cather: O Pioneers!” (viii) 
22 Cather: O Pioneers! (119) 
23 Cather: O Pioneers! (118) 
24 Reynolds, Guy: Willa Cather in Context (40) 
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pioneers: “…they were meant to follow in paths already marked out for them, not to break 

trails in a new country. (…) A pioneer should have imagination, should be able to enjoy the 

idea of things more than the things themselves.”25 The brothers are often ridiculed and thus 

seen as a comical pair and Alexandra as the complete opposite – but a question has to be 

posed here whether Alexandra fits the characteristics of the pioneer by opposing her brothers. 

The answer would have to be negative; as mentioned, the white book can entail her lack of 

imagination, and as it said in the previous quote, imagination is necessary for the pioneer. 

This could be yet another emphasis on the importance of balance, which Cather seems to seek 

in the novel. It gives the impression of boundaries being dissolved between the sexes, because 

neither the heroine nor her brothers construct the ultimate ‘pioneer’ where imagination is free. 

After having looked at the notion of the pioneer in comparison with the writer, a direct 

connection between the pioneer and the writer is required; this is done by looking at how 

Cather equated the two: “For her, the heroic life is the artist’s as much as it is the pioneer’s.”26 

This leads to the discussion of hero or heroine and how this role is portrayed in the novel. 

 

4. An Alternative Woman 

The woman is depicted in an alternative manner within the symbolic discourse and the main 

analogy which is between women and trees. Before looking at the analogies in the novel 

itself, it is valid to look at what Cather said about trees: “’…Trees were so rare in that country 

… that we used to feel anxious about them, and visit them as if they were persons.’”27 This is 

seen in the novel as well and especially when it comes to Marie’s relationship with the white 

mulberry tree on her land. “’I feel as if this tree knows everything I ever think of when I sit 

here. When I come back to it, I never have to remind it of anything; I begin just where I left 

off.’”28 The tree is given the role of a confidant in Marie’s life, which Alexandra also fills at 

certain times in the novel, despite the lack of understanding between the two. 

There are several other analogies between women and trees in the novel. One of the 

more obvious examples is when Alexandra describes herself to her brothers: “… I never 

meant to be hard. Conditions were hard. Maybe I would never have been soft, anyhow; but I 

certainly didn’t choose to be the kind of girl I was. If you take even a vine and cut it back 

                                                 
25 Cather: O Pioneers! (28) 
26 Edited by Murphy: Critical essays on Willa Cather (77) 
27 Grumbach, Doris: “Foreword to Willa Cather: O Pioneers!” (ix) 
28 Cather: O Pioneers! (90) 
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again and again, it grows hard, like a tree.”29 This also shows how Alexandra has been living 

a life, which did not sharpen her vision when it comes to passion. It also seems to touch upon 

Alexandra’s desire to have had a choice in the matter; she was forced into a promise to take 

care of the land. 

Another appropriate discussion is looking at the elements that move or disturb the trees 

and, as such, the women. This leads to a second analogy, which affect the women in the 

novel, namely between storm and passion. When Carl tells Alexandra that he knew about the 

feelings between Emil and Marie, he compares it with a storm: “’… it was something one felt 

in the air, as you feel the spring coming, or a storm in the summer…’”30 Alexandra also 

compares passion to a storm when she has visited Frank in prison, she compares herself with 

Frank: “Alexandra thought of how she and Frank had been wrecked by the same storm…”31 

But it is important to mention that even though these two were affected by the same storm, the 

outcomes were very different. It could be argued that Alexandra’s roots in the wild land keeps 

her standing whereas Frank is swept away in his passion and ends up killing Marie and Emil. 

It is important to compare this analogy with the previous analogy between the wild land 

and text. The trees growing on wild land are a rarity and the trees often experience hardships 

and difficulties surviving. However, not every tree succumbs to the storms and the wild, bare 

land, which Alexandra can be seen as an example of, and possibly also Cather herself. This 

could be a comment on the female author who went through trying times in the beginning of 

the twentieth century. A common attitude towards female authors was that they were 

incompetent to carry out work of literature and art.32 But Cather’s alternative heroine in the 

form of Alexandra and her deep-seeded roots seems to show resilience against this mind-set. 

 

4.1 The Alternative Heroine 

Often, a two-selves pattern is showed within Cather’s heroines where “a woman encounters 

contradictions between the human pattern of two selves and cultural myths that would limit 

her to only one of them.”33 This is exemplified by Alexandra who is seen as the main heroine 

of the novel and seems to be limited in her self through the choices and promises that she to 

some extent is forced to make. The two selves are also portrayed by including a character 

                                                 
29 Cather: O Pioneers! (99) 
30 Cather: O Pioneers! (178) 
31 Cather: O Pioneers! (174) 
32 Reynolds, Guy: Willa Cather in Context (26) 
33 Edited by Murphy: Critical essays on Willa Cather (20) 
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such as Marie who seems to maintain a certain balance between the two main female 

characters. The human pattern can be what is written on the minds of the characters; 

Alexandra’s mind as a white book and Marie being caught in the love triangle, which she also 

writes at the moment of her death. 

 

4.1.1. Alexandra 

Despite the subtle critique of Alexandra as a pioneer regarding her white mind and lack of 

imagination, it is important to note that she is still the novel’s heroine; thus it is important to 

clarify the characteristics of her that qualifies her as the heroine. The alternative lies in the 

two-selves pattern, which is demonstrated within the character of Alexandra. A limiting factor 

of Alexandra can be the fact that she is seen as sexless34 and this is portrayed well in the novel 

where she is neither completely feminine nor masculine, however she seems to represent both 

qualities: “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)…”35, but as we get further 

into the story of her life, we also see the influence of femininity brought to her by another 

female character: “’How nice your dress smells, Alexandra; you put rosemary leaves in your 

chest like I told you.’”36 The characteristic of femininity is once again seen in the natural 

elements i.e. the rosemary leaves, which brings out an air of femininity around Alexandra. 

The sexless aspects of Alexandra thereby constitute elements of contrast.  

At times, Alexandra is the voice of moral and tradition, and especially when Alexandra 

blames Marie for leading Emil to his downfall: “But the mere fact that she was Shabata’s 

wife, for Alexandra, settled everything. (…) Emil was a good boy, and only bad boys ran after 

married women.”37 But her judgement of Marie only supports her lack of knowledge when it 

comes to passions, or storms, of the youth. This can be explained by her leading a lonely life38 

– however this is also seen in much more indirect ways throughout the novel. Alexandra finds 

herself fascinated by a certain incident where she and Emil comes across a single wild duck in 

a bay: “…a single wild duck was swimming and diving and preening her feathers, disporting 

herself very happily in the flickering light and shade.”39 Not only does the solitary wild duck 

                                                 
34 Edited by Murphy: Critical essays on Willa Cather (84) 
35 Cather: O Pioneers! (5) 
36 Cather: O Pioneers! (79) 
37 Cather: O Pioneers! (166) 
38 Cather: O Pioneers! (180) 
39 Cather: O Pioneers! (119) 
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symbolise her loneliness, but it also gives the impression to stand for her longing for freedom, 

which the duck has when being able to do what it pleases. Her desire for freedom shows itself 

when speaking with Carl about the differences between them: “’…I’d rather have had your 

freedom than my land.’”40 The quote gives emphasis to Alexandra’s desire for a different life 

than the one she has been given; this will be touched upon later when it comes to the 

portrayals of marriage and sex. 

 

4.1.2. Marie versus Alexandra 

Seeing as Alexandra is portrayed as the main heroine, it is significant to look at Marie as a 

minor heroine, although still an important character. This is especially validated when 

comparing her with Alexandra and looking at the differences between the two female selves, 

which appear to constitute the women in the novel. The telling element of contrast is very 

much at play in this comparison as the two women are often depicted as opposites. 

In comparing the two characters it is noteworthy to look into the self, which Marie 

appears to represent. The descriptions of her in the novel make her embody femininity and 

softness: “Her face, too, was rather like a poppy, round and brown, with rich color in her 

cheeks and lips, and her dancing yellow-brown eyes bubbled with gayety.”41 This is very 

different from how Alexandra is portrayed: “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 

was in trouble.”42 These substantial differences play a significant part when adding the 

analogy between trees and women. As we have seen previously, Alexandra describes herself 

as a tree which has been cut back and grown hard, and a similar description is given about 

Marie when she goes through a rough time, however it still contains a hidden softness, which 

is indestructible and resilient: “…yet, down under the frozen crusts, at the roots of the trees, 

the secret life was still safe, warm as the blood in one’s heart; and the spring would come 

again!”43 The secret life of Alexandra can also be seen as being present in the form of her 

recurring vision of the powerful man coming into her room and lifting her with ease.44 This 

vision comes to Alexandra in different ways the older she gets, but the magnitude lies in the 

fact that it does keep coming to her, thus showing that her secret life, or desire, is kept warm. 

                                                 
40 Cather: O Pioneers! (72) 
41 Cather: O Pioneers! (47) 
42 Cather: O Pioneers! (5) 
43 Cather: O Pioneers! (117) 
44 Cather: O Pioneers!(119-120) 
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The analogy of the warmth being close to her roots is also very present: “She had felt as if her 

heart were hiding down there (…) Under the long shaggy ridges, she felt the future stirring.”45 

But Marie seems to allow herself to be swept away with the storm within her secret life, 

whereas Alexandra tries to push away the vision and ignore its effects on her. 

There are also a few similarities between Marie and Alexandra – and this is mostly seen 

in them living under the strains of having made a promise. Alexandra makes a promise to her 

father that she will look after his land after he’s gone, and Marie has made a similar promise 

by marrying Frank. However, this also leads to a discrepancy between the two women. The 

ideas of marriage will be touched upon later, but Marie can be seen as a woman that becomes 

a broken spirit who suffocates within the bounds of marriage. She shrinks into herself when 

she tries to fulfil the role of the subdued wife which she believes Frank deserves.46 Her soft 

warmth by her roots could be seen leading to her downfall as she is not strong enough and 

ends up surrendering to the storm, i.e. passion, which exists between her and Emil. Alexandra 

does not succumb to the storm seeing as she does not allow it to consume her. 

 

4.2 Women in the Sphere of Sex and Marriage 

Modernism can be seen as a culture, which is committed to dismantle the gender categories47 

and this is seen throughout O Pioneers!. One of the ways has been discussed previously when 

it comes to the overlapping narratives in the mulberry tree scene where the conventional 

feminine narrative is told through a man and vice versa. In this case, we also see a dismantling 

of gender categories when it comes to the ideas of sex and marriage. Thus, it is significant to 

look at how Cather portrays these elements in the novel. It can be discussed whether or not 

the sexual element of the novel is a question of morale. When sex moves from the dream 

world to the real world it becomes destructive;48 this is exemplified by Emil and Marie’s 

affair, because they are killed as soon as they give in to the storm between them. 

At times, Cather’s novels represent a modernist dignity, which seems to “require a 

silence surrounding sexuality.”49 This silence is illustrated in the novel and mostly when it 

comes to the heroine, Alexandra. At first sight, her sexuality could be seen as non-existing, 

                                                 
45 Cather: O Pioneers! (41) 
46 Cather: O Pioneers! (116) 
47 Dore, Florence: The Novel and the Obscene – Sexual Subjects in American Modernism (Stanford University 

Press. Stanford, California, 2005) (4) 
48 Edited by Murphy: Critical Essays on Willa Cather (148) 
49 Dore, Florence: The Novel and the Obscene (14) 
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however a second glance makes it come across as “the thing not named”50, which is one of the 

modernist tendencies that Cather made use of. An example of a thing not named in the sphere 

of sexuality is masturbation, and this is depicted after Alexandra has her aforementioned 

vision: “After such a reverie she would rise hastily, angry with herself, and go down to the 

bathhouse (…). There she would stand in a tin tub and prosecute her bath with vigor, finishing 

it by pouring buckets of cold well-water over her gleaming white body…”51 Even though it is 

never said explicitly, it is indicated that the vision provides her with a notion of sexuality. 

A common feature in Cather’s characters are avoiding sexual unions – or only achieving 

it through a dream.52 In a more obvious way, this is shown through Alexandra when it comes 

to her recurrent dream about the mysterious male figure. But it is also seen with Marie who 

implicitly has a recurrent dream of a sexual union with Emil and when it finally turns into 

reality: “’I was dreaming this,’ she whispered, hiding her face against him, ‘don’t take my 

dream away.’”53 In this case, we see Marie having achieved the sexual union in her dreams, 

and the fact that it occurs in real life seems to take the dream away from her. In this way, the 

actuality of sex jeopardises the dream or, in a more general sense, her source of imagination. 

Yet again, there seems to be a moral within the text of keeping the dream intact – Alexandra 

is seen lacking imagination with her mind as a white book, and as seen previously, this has 

consequences for her development in life. This morale is also shown explicitly in the novel: 

“’When the eyes of the flesh are shut, the eyes of the spirit are open.’”54 

When it comes to Cather’s portrayal of marriage in the novel – it is the affect on the 

woman, which is the main focus. It is not only couples in marriages per se; it is also couples 

on the verge of marriage such as Alexandra and Carl in the end of the novel. A look at how 

Cather felt about marriage is also valid, because she believed that “women who are artists 

destroy themselves if they marry.”55 As we have seen previously, the artist is equated with the 

pioneer by Cather and most of the women in the novel are pioneers in some way. 

In order to discuss the effects of marriage, it is essential to look at the female characters 

who are married and how they have changed because of it. One example is the marriage 

between Lou Bergson and Annie Lee, where a significant change is seen in Annie: “Lou’s 

                                                 
50 De Roche, Linda: Student Companion to Willa Cather (28) 
51 Cather: O Pioneers! (120) 
52 Edited by Murphy: Critical Essays on Willa Cather (147) 
53 Cather: O Pioneers! (150) 
54 Cather: O Pioneers! (162) 
55 Grumbach, Doris: “Foreword to Willa Cather: O Pioneers!” (xx) 
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wife, formerly Annie Lee, has grown to look curiously like her husband.”56 It also suggests 

that she has lost her free-spirited self which she had earlier in life, and she seems dismayed to 

be confronted with this part of her past. Her marriage has changed her spirit or sense of self, 

and this could be connected with the fact that her husband does not address her by her name.57 

The importance of name is shown throughout the novel as well e.g. when it comes to 

belonging. An example is Carl who is constantly called Carl despite the one time where he 

returns to his old homestead where the narrator suddenly switches to calling him Linstrum.58 

This significance of name plays a noteworthy role in the woman’s sense of self in marriage. 

A woman in marriage who at first hand does not seem to have lost her free spirit is 

Marie. But her realisation of not being the kind of wife which Frank deserves changes her 

behaviour: “’Frank’s wife ought to be timid, and she ought not to care about another living 

thing in the world but just Frank! I didn’t, when I married him, but I suppose I was too young 

to stay like that.’”59 Afterwards, she tries to change her demeanour to fit the sort of wife Frank 

deserves and her self undergoes a major alteration: “After that day the younger woman 

seemed to shrink more and more into herself. When she was with Alexandra she was not 

spontaneous and frank as she used to be.”60 The ultimate symbol of Marie as the butterfly 

seems to also represent her free spirit and self escaping and surviving. 

One of the more important couples, Alexandra and Carl, lead a very atypical courtship 

compared to the other couples in the novel. Emphasis is placed upon getting together as 

equals61 and this adds to the importance of balance once again. They are friends who come 

together in marriage: “’I think when friends marry, they are safe. We don’t suffer like – those 

young ones.’”62 This quote leads the discussion to Cather’s idea of life being more passionate 

in the promise, not in the fulfilment.63 What Cather might be saying about Alexandra and 

Carl’s relationship is that the promise made between them as friends about to enter marriage 

will make life more passionate than in the case of Marie and Emil where they carry out their 

passion. They lose their lives as a consequence of this. Towards the end, we see the couple 

walking together: “…they avoided the orchard path and took one that led over by the pasture 

                                                 
56 Cather: O Pioneers! (59) 
57 Cather: O Pioneers! (65-66) 
58 Cather: O Pioneers! (79) 
59 Cather: O Pioneers! (114) 
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pond.”64 Literally, this can be seen as avoiding the place where the murder occurred, but it can 

just as well be seen as a symbolic statement where the couple chose a different path in life. 

It is not only important to look at how marriage affects women; it is also significant to 

view how women feel about marriage. In a contemporary review, it said that Alexandra is 

craving the love from husband and children.65 However, she does not give the impression to 

envy anyone’s marriage, and this is seen through the depictions of married couples, which 

often seem to be mocked. When Alexandra sees the two dead lovers on the ground, it is 

obvious that she desires their intimacy and passion; but this does not equal the love within a 

marriage as it is depicted: “There was something about those two lying in the grass, 

something in the way Marie had settled her cheek on Emil’s shoulder, that told her 

everything. (…) Alexandra had felt awe of them, even in the first shock of her grief.”66 The 

silent passion between the two, even in death, appears to hit a nerve deep within Alexandra. 

 

5. Conclusion 

It is important to note that the interpretations made are possibly completely separated from 

what Cather was conscious of when she wrote the novel – and in fact, separate from what she 

ever intended. However, the extra-textual level is not less valid because of this – the 

unconscious decisions of an author can create something of equal importance when it comes 

to an analysis. What is read between the lines is put there partly by the reader and partly by 

the conditions influencing the author. However, to a certain degree, it is justifiable to assume 

that Cather was aware of what she was doing seeing as modernism was an era where arts 

questioned themselves. All in all, it is important to consider the levels offered by the novel. 

Some have argued that Cather’s fiction lacks experimental quality;67 however this has 

been disputed by trying to show that underneath the level of plot, O Pioneers! has a strong 

sense of experimental quality with reference to writing and womanhood. This stems from the 

alternative ways of depicting meta-fictional narratives and the conceptualisation of women. 

The main discussion concerning the meta-fictional narratives is around the mulberry 

crime scene. How writing is depicted culminates in this scene, and we are shown signs of 

femininity and boundaries between the sexes being dissolved. The overlapping narratives are 
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one of the ways this is done – the scientific and the poetic discourse are seen as both contrasts 

and completions of each other. As a consequence of this, they are co-dependent in completing 

the story, which in turn provides the reader with two conceptions of writing – one is that a 

balance is required between what is functional and spiritual; the other is a dissolving of 

feminine and masculine qualities. These qualities are assigned to the sexes within the novel 

(Alexandra’s brothers are shown as purely functional characters versus Marie as a 

romanticised character). The signs of femininity are shown by Marie telling the story, which 

entails the notion of a female author. However, emphasis is not placed on the author being 

feminine – it simply celebrates that it is a valid possibility contra the contemporary views. 

A connection is made between the concepts of writing and those of womanhood by 

comparing Alexandra’s mind with a white book. The role of the woman in Cather’s novel 

emphasises the necessity of having two selves which do not limit the woman to only one. This 

limitation is seen when it comes to the lack of imagination, e.g. Alexandra’s white mind. This 

limits her to be a character that seems to be in-between e.g. sexless, and therefore seemingly 

doomed to be lonely. As a result, she lacks understanding when it comes to the aspects of 

passion and intimacy, which keeps her in a state of discontent. The institution of marriage is 

portrayed in a manner that enforces the limitations of a woman’s sense of self. 

The hidden portrayals of sexual unions are ways for the women in the novel to keep 

their secret lives intact and in the end; the novel seems to express the need for these unions to 

remain secret. The hidden secret life appears to include a telling element of contrast – it is 

positive as a survival of imagination, but it also has its negative effects when softening the 

women at their core. Yet again, balance is of the utmost importance. 

The analogies seem to interconnect and thereby forming a complete picture of the extra-

textual level, which includes and helps create a meta-fictional level. We see the land as a 

work of art, or a text, and the trees fight to stand their ground during the hard times of storms 

and dryness. Looking at the wild lands of Nebraska, the common attitude would be that it is 

no place for a tree to grow – just as it was believed that the art of writing was no place for a 

woman to flourish. Whether or not a tree will survive and conquer the harsh surroundings 

depends on its roots, and it seems like Alexandra endured to tell her story, and so did Cather. 


