THE LAND OF NEBRASKA AND r;\.NTONIA SHIMERDA
by

Mary Kemper Sternshein

Setting is a necessary element of any ncvel, but only a
few authors have made a Great Plains setting an integral part
of their stories, The Great Plains setting of novels has
served mainly as a backdrop. This backdrop is lowered into
place in the first chapter cof the bock and remains there
throughout the novel without becoming obtrusive or interfer-
ing with the plot. When used like this, the Great Plains
setting never becomes a part of the novel, None of the fea-
tures of the land are worked into the neovel, so the reader
is never aware of the changes in the land or the seasons'
coming and going. Setting is as automatic as capitalizing
the first letter of the first word of a sentence--it is dene
a5 a matter of course and then forgotten.

Not all authors are guilty of this sin of omission.
Willa Cather, in her novel My Antonia, chooses the Nebraska
territory as her setting. She does not stop with that
choice. As the novel progresses, the land plays an important
part, perhaps the most important part, of the story. The
land is as important as any of the characters in the novel.
To 1llustrate this point, land, images of the earth, plowing,
harvesting, the cycle of the seasons are usec in the novel
My Antcon:ia by Willa Cather to parallel the growth and dovel-
opment of Antonia Shimcrda, cne of the characters,

The land of Nebraska is revealed toc us through the ayes
agf Jim Burden. He sees Nebraska after dark as he rides to
his grandparents’ home in a wagon. The only land to which
Jim can compare this new territory is his ald home, Virginia.
Jim notices immediately that therc are no meuntains here--
only land and sky. As a matter of fact, after more thought,
Jim decides

There was nothing but land: not a country

at all, but the material out of which countries
are made. . . . I had the feeling that the world
was left behind, that we had got over the edge
of it, and were autside man's jurisdiction. . . .
Between that earth and that sky I felt erased,
blotted gut.l

When Jim goes to bed, he doesn't say his prayers because he
is s5till awed by the magnitude of this new country. He's
evern a little frightened by its size.
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The follewing morning, Jim's feelings completely change.
The light of day helps to make this new country familiar and
inviting, Jim now sees

. - that the grass was the country, ac the water
15 the sea. The red of the grass made all the
great prairie the colour of wine-staius, or of
caertain seaweeds when they are first washed up.
And therc was so much motion in it: the whoie
countrvy sacmed, somchow, to be running (1.12).

Thus, the very things which bothered Jim the previcus night
in the dark on the way to his new home now delight him. He
does not mind the absence of the mountains--he notices the
grass and how it klows in the wind resembling waves. The
waves of grass are moving so swiftly that they scem to run;
they are free.2 Jim describes other parts of the country as
having this feeling of freedom. Once he says "The road ran
llke a wild thing . . ." {l1.16). Later he feelz that

- . . sunflower-bordered roads aLways seem to me the roads
to freedom™ (1.21}. All of Jim's cbservations point tc cne
thing., Human beings have not made much of a mark on the
frontier of Nebraska. Jim does not include in his descrip-
tions acre after acre of cultivated fields or wooden A-frame
houses, The Burdens have the only weocoden house. The other
houses are made of sod. The roads are not paved; they're not
even graveled., ©Dirt roads snake from one farm house to the
next. The country seems almost as young as Jim.

Jim isn't the only newcomer to the country of Nebraska.
Antonia shinerda comes to Nebraska with her family. We first
hear of Antonia while Jim is traveling on the train. The
conductor tells Jim about a young girl who cen not speak
English. We assume that she is foreign. The conductor con-
tinues to Kid Jim about the girl who is "as bright as a
new dollar.”

'Don't you want to go ahead a see her, Jimmy?
She's got the pretty brown eyes, tool'
This last remark made me bashful . . . (1.6}

When Jim first sees Antonia, she is "clutching an oilcleoth
bundle." Once again, Jim pushes this disturbing idea--a
girl--into the back of his mind, He was pot impressed af:ier
his first meeting with her, She was different from any other
girl he had met.

The Burdens' paid a neighborly vieit to the Shimerdas'
where Jim meets Antonia formally this time. 1In the daytime,
Jim notices that Antonia is actually pretty. She does have
big eyes; they are alsc brown and full of light like the sun.
fntonia runs up to Jim, coaxingly holds out her hand, and
runs up the hill, Antonia laughs as her skirt blows in the
wind. After she, Jim, and Yulka have their first English
lesson there on the hill, Antonia impulsively gives Jim her
ring (l1.20]).
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1t is easy to see, within the first few pages of the
rnovel, how the country of Nebraska and Anvonia are similarly
described. EBoth instill a feeling of apprehension in Jim
when he sees them for the first time in the dark. When seen
in the sunlight, both Nebraska and Antonia have beautiful
gqualities. They are both {rce and uncontrolled. They are
both impulsive and untamed, yet they are generous, also.

Nebraska is not always this inviting and friendly to
pecple. 1n winter, the entire country frecezes solid. 1t is
barren of all forms of 1ife. Snow 1s everywhere, and it
aften drifte up and arcund the houses; an act which necessi-
tates tunneling out. Winter in Nebraska isn't cruel or mean,
but it is hard and bitter.

Winter comes down savagely over a little town on
the prairie. The wind that sweeps in from the
open country strips away all the leafy screens
that hide one yvard from ancother in summer, and
the houses seem to draw closer together.

The pals, cold light of the winter sunset aia
not heautify--it was like the light of truth it-
self. When the smoky cleouds hung low in the
west and the red sun went deown kehind them,
leaving a pink flush on the snowy roofs and the
blue drifts, then the wind sprang up afresh,
with a kind of bitter song, as if it said:

'This is reality, whether you like it or not.
811 those frivolities of summer, the light and
shadow, the living mask of green that trembled
over everything, they were lies, and this is
what was underneath. This 13 the truth.' It
was as if we were being punishcd for loving the
loveliness of summer {(1.115-116).

Hany times families were cut off from town or from
neighbors for months. 1ndividual families must manage on
their own. They must be rescurceful encugh to keep morale
high and to make the best of the situaticon. The Shimerda
family does not have this rescurcefulness necessary to
survive intact through the winter, Mr. Shimerda, Antconia's
beloved father, commits suicide shortly after Christmas.
Following her father's death and subseguent funeral, Antcnia
could, herself, turn bitter toward life. As signs of spring
appear on the MNebraska prairie, Antonia becomes morc recon-
ciled to her father’'s death.

Spring becunces in like a new puppy (1.79). The
Shimerdas "“spring clean" and alleviate wmanyv ¢of their uncomn—
fortable problems. They have a new four-room cabin, a
windmill, a hen house, and chickens. They even have a milk
cow. Their fields are ready to be planted. Antonia still
retains her tendency to respond to guestions in a sharp and
biting manner. She pumps Jim for information about planting
corn and then very rudely insults his grandfather. She very
haughtily remarks that Jim's grandfather is not Jesus. He
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dozsn't know everything (1.80). As winter finally melts into
SDrlnq, most of these cutting remarks melt from Bntonia's
ind and ancther season appreoaches.

As spring advances into summer, Antonla and the land of
Nebraska bacome oven closer together. Antonia hag accepted
her [ather's death, but she knows that he killed himself
partially because the country was too inhospitable to him.

It was not cultivated as he was. Antonia begins to work the
land with a vepueance. She does not g6 to school like the
other children in the territory do., She stays hone and works
"like mans" (1.81). 5he runs her own team of oxen and works
just as lona andé hard as her brother does toc cultivate this
wild, frce land. &he does regret her inability to go to
schocl because Jim catches her crying on the wav te the barn
cne day {(l1.81}. Even though her father has instilled in her
a strong desire for cducation, she somehow knows that the
land must be tamed before time can beo spent with trivialities
and extras likc schoogl. The death of Antonia's father also
killed the civilized., educated facet of the Shimerda family.
Hhen Antonta beains to work irn the fields like a man, her
"ocivilized atrributes wither away."3 Her gentesl manners and
social veneer are strivped away, leaving a woman just as
roarse and crude as any wmele field hand. Thus, as the land
of Nebraska is being strippged of the red grass by the plow,
Antonia is also being strivped of her initial attributes as
she works in the fields,

wWhen Antonia moves toc town as ¢ hire? airl, she loscs
much cf her contact with the land. «f ali the seasons dis-
cusszcd during Antonia's stay in town, winter is most predom-
inant. Even Jim neotices that winter in town is ¢ifferent
than winter on thz farm.

Hinter lies too long in ccuntry towns; hangs on
until it is stale and shabby, o0ld and sullen.

On the farm the weather was the great fact, and
men's affairs went on underneath it, as the

streams creep under the ice. But in Black Hawk
the scene of human life was spread out shrunken
and pinched, frozen down to the bare stalk (1.120).

The winter drags in town. There is neothing to do to
relieve the monotony as there was on the farm. All the young
people of Black Hawk become involved with music and dancing
at the dancing pavilion. HAntonia especially enjoys dancing
and tries to go to the pavilion as often as she can, She
has "relearned" her civilized social manners while she works
at the Harlings.4 Her intense joy of dancing helps her to
lose her job with the Harling family. Her ability to enjoy
herself in the dancing pavilion also beqins to change her
reputation sllghtlv. In the winter in a <ity, people need
diversion. Antonia becomes a diversion. All of the city boys
like to dance with her, yet they know and she knows that no
serious relaticnship will develop (1.133).



Only once during her stay in Black Hawk does Antonia
ever revert back to the feelings and thoughts she had when
she was young. Antonia and twe other girls are in the
country picking wild flowers. Thev rest Jim therc. Jim
netices that fntonia has been crying. The flowers have made
her homgsick: her homesickness has made her miss her father.
She reminisces for a few minates and then asks Jim about her
father's spirit once more. Jim reassures her tnat her
father's spirit 15 hapry. Then, amid the spring blossoms,
the new green lzaves, the butterflies, beses, and singing
Lirds, Jim reflects thali “Antonia seemed to me that day
exactly like the little girl who used to come <o our house
with Mr, shimerda” (1.154). 1In this springtime sctting,
"Antonia had the most trusting, responsive svces in the world;
love and credulousness seemed to locok out of them with opcn
faces® {1.i54j. Whsrn Lena Lingard inlcrrupts Antonia's
solitude and reminiscing, Antoniz returns cnce again to the
yay, carefree hired girl ¢n an suting picking wild flowers.
The wzathor subtly coanges, too. It becores hot: almost
unocarapiy hot. The heat was so great "that the dogwoods and

scrub caks began te turn up the silvery underside of their

leaves, and all the Iollage looked soft and wilted" (1.555%Y.
The attitudes of both Antonia and the wzather have charged,
however subtly, vhen rerinded of the resent,

The wvery lasi thing that Antonia, Jim, and their friends
sce that day is an ordinary plough standing aleone in a field,
The visicn ig beautiful. The pleoogh entirely fills the red-
orange circle of ths fun. Jim describoes the piciure.

Magnifi2a across the distance by the horizontal
light, it stood against the sun, was coxactly
contained within the circle of the red disk:; the
handles, the tongue, the share--black against
the molten red. There it was, heroic in size, a
picture writing on the sun {1.159).

The plough stands for more than the material object it repre-
sents, It is a symbol of a whole wa% of life; it stands for
a settled agricultural ¢ivilization. Human beings are
beginning to conquer and tame the country of Nebraska. See-
ing ploughs and cultivated fields 15 more common than seeing
the red grass which grew on the prairie. The cultivation
rocess 1s not nearly complete at this point, though, just as
ntenia's new-found manners do not do her any good until she
begins to use them in her favor.

A large break in time separates us from Antonia and Jim.
Jim leaves Nebraska, finds a job in the East, and marries.
When he returns to Black Hawk years later, he comes during a
hot summer. He has becr somewhat disillusionmed by life, and
he has returned to Nebraska to revive and toc relive memories
gf thlnqs he thought were important, He hears the story of
Antonia's child from Mrs. Steavens. Antconia packed tao leave
Nebraska for Denver one day in March. It was a raw, cold day,
and it was raining. Antonia herself fluctuated between being
happy at the news and sad about leaving the country for good
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{1.201). wWhen Antonia returns to her family disgraced, the
weather once again foreshadows her future. When she arrived,
"It wdas orpe of them lovely warm May days, and the wind was
blowirg and the colts jumping around in the pastnres . . ."
{1.203). For the remaiuder of the surmmer and the fall,
Antonia works in the fields, plows, and tends livestock. The
weather remains mild and calm just as Antonia remains quiet
and steady. Antonia no longer "puts on airs" or brags about
anything. She suffers through pain guietly by herself. she
only goes to town when it is unavoidable. Summer and fall
are placid times.

Antonia's next incident is also foreshadowed by the
weather., A heavy snowstorm falle as Antconia struggles to
drive her cattle home. This is the third heavy snow in the
book. During the first, Mr. Shimerda shot himself. During
the second heavy snow when Jim and Antonia lived in Black
Hawk, Antonia begins dancing with the young men in town and
creates a reputation different from the one she maintained
while living on the farm. During this third snow, Antonia's
child is born. Mrs., Steavens stops her story at this p01nt,
and the next morning, Jim meets Antonia once again out in the
fields on the farm. The season is summer. 'The day is hot.
As the sun sets, the moon vies for brilliancy in the sky.

In that singular light every little tree and
shock of wheat, every sunflower stalk and clump
of snow-on-the-mountain, drew itself up high and
pointed; the very clods and furrows in the fields
seemed to stand up sharply. I felt the old pull
of the earth, the solemn magic that comes out of
those fields at nightfall (1.209).

Antonia and the land of Nebraska are ohce again paralleled.
kfter having her c¢hild, Antonia decides to stay on the farm
and werk the land. As she plants corn, plows, tends live-
stock, etc., she begins to regain her self-esteem and self-
confidence. She's ready to pick up where she left off years
ago and make the best of her life. 1In this respect, the land
is doing the same thing, The plants are standing tall and
straight, high and pointed. Regardless of the size of the
plant, each is striving to reach as high as it can., With an
atmosphere like this created at the end of Book Four, the
reader feels optimistic about Book Five. He hopes that
Antonia will remain content and stable since she has returned
to a life she loves and knows well.

We don't see Antonia again for twenty years. As Jim
walks through her yard to the house, this is the view he
sees,

. . . the forest of tall hollyhocks . . . The
front yard was enclosed by a thorny locust hedge,
and at the gate grew two silvery, moth like trees
of the mimosa family. From here one locked down
over the cattle-yards, with their two long ponds,
and over a wide stretch of stubble which they
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told me was a ryefield in summer . . . . behind
the houses were an ash grove and two prchards:
a cherry orchard, with gooseberry and currant
bushes between the rows, and an apple orchard,
sheltered by a high hedge from the hot wainds

< . (1.220).

Jim seems sliqhtly surprised at finding so much cultivation
of the land. He is also mildly surprised at the number of
children Antonia has had. Both the land and Antonia have
been bountiful and produced well after they were "tamed."
Weither the land nor Antonia's spirit will ever be truly
conguered, but both have besen tamed enough to be malleable.
Antonia and the land are so much a part of each other now
that it would not be inappropriate to classify Antonia as an
earth mother. Everything she dcoes becomes fruitful and
maltiplies. Jim even says

She was a battered woman now, not a lovely girl;
but she still had that something which fires the
imagination, could still stop one's breath for a
moment by a look 9r a gesture that somehow
revedaled the weaning in common things. She had
only to stand in the orchard, to put her hand on
a little crab tree and lock up at the apples, to
make you feel the gaodness of planting and tend-
ing and harvesting at last (l.228-229).

Antonia herself has realized how important the land is
to her., She commented on this occasionally throughout the
buok, but only after the birth of her first child does she
really feel a close bond to the land. §he comments that she
vould never live in a city because "I like to e where I know
every stack and tree, and where all the ground is friendly"
{1.208)y, "I belong on a farm. I'm never lonesome here like
I used to be in town. You remember what sad spells I used to
have, when I 2idn't know what was the matter with me? I've
never had them here"™ (1.223). Antonia is content with her
life; she no longer fights against it or tries to find pleas-
ure clsecwhere. She has helped to cult:ivate and tame the land
so that her children may now engage in the frivolities of
educatien, music, and other fields in the humanities.

The reader should never believe that the spirits of the
land or of Antonia have been dampened or destroycd. The
indomitable, wild, free spirits both exist at the eand of the
novel. There is one spot of land that has never been culti-
vated and never will be. The red grass of Kebraska still
grows there, wild and free. Mr. Shimerda's grave is this
spot. Jim described it well.

. . 1lnstinctively we walked toward that un-
ploughed path at the crossing of the roads as
the fittest place to talk tec each other.

. . - The tall red grass had never been cut
therc. It had died down in winter and come up
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aga.r in the spring until it was as thick and
shrubby as same tropical garden-grass (1.207-
2nat .

Antonia also has preserved her wild and free spirit, but
she has done 5o in a slightly different manner. Leo, her
twelve year old son, rcopresents this freedom of mind and
gpirit. Leo is as Antonia was when she first came teo
Nebraska. Antonia says of him "That Leo; he's the worse of
all . . . . And I love him the best . . ."™ (1.,208). He is
a mischievous little boy who enjoys almost everything--
especially being alive. Leo is also the one child of
Antonia's who represents Mr, Shimerda's artistry. Leo 13 the
person who playe his arandfather's old violin. Even Leo's
description is one conducive to wild freedom. Jim says

. he really was faun-like. He ha<dn’'t much head
behlnd his ears, and his tawny fleece grew down
thick to the back of his neck. His eyes werc not
frank and wide apart like those of the other boys,
but were deep-set, gold-grcen in ¢elour, and scemed
sensitive to the light {1.226}.

Jim's description soes even farther, though, and tells us of
lec's innermost thoughts. When Leo wakes up before the rest
of the family, Jim thinks,

He seemed conscious of possessing a keener power
of enjayment than other pecople; his guick recog-
nition made him frantically impatient of delib-

erate judgments. He always kncw what he wanted

without thinking (1.223}.

Leo, then, typifies the person Antonia was as a child. Il
will have the opportunities Antonia did not have. Leo can
pursue any desire he wishes.

The novel ends at this point, after having securely tied
the ends of the story together. Antonia is finally seen as
an earth mother; she and the earth become synenymous with
each other. They eventually complimcnt each other and =erve
the same funetiorn. Although both the land and Antonia are
*tamed" by their experiences with life, neither has lost a
strong sernse of freedom. The novel ends on this note. The
feeling of wildness and freedom will never be taken away from
either the land or from Antonia's family. They arc too much
a part of each other.
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