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This thesis will examine the governmental settlement policies in two similar 

topographical areas, the North American prairie and the South American pampas. 

Specifically, three novels by Willa Cather, will be included: My Antonia, O Pioneers!, 

and A Lost Lady. They will be discussed in relation to the development of Nebraska as 

afforded by the Homestead Act of 1862 and compared to the very different land 

settlement policies of Argentina as conveyed through the Argentinian national epic poem 

El Gaucho Martin Fierro by Jose Hernandez. Particular attention will be made to the 

influence of the land and its creatures as a shaping influence on the characters created by 

the authors. There will be additional examination of the effect these works had on 

historical development within their respective countries, which will involve social and 

political analysis to place the literature within the historical perspectives of both 

countries.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Aldo Leopold titles the section describing the month of May in The Sand County 

Almanac “Back from the Argentine” (34-35). He refers here to the annual spring 

migration of the upland plover to the prairies of Wisconsin from the pampas of 

Argentina. “He has just flown 4000 miles to reassert the title he got from the Indians,” 

Leopold mentions, as if such titles can be transferred to birds. The point is made that the 

hemispheres of the new world have been joined by bird migration long before Europeans  

eager to flourish in the vast open plains that are so topographically similar settled them. 

Out of these respective experiences would emerge literature which would describe the 

struggles of individuals, and their collective initiatives, to determine their relationship 

with these environments. From this relationship would come a larger national identity 

which might be at odds with international affairs. For the upland plover this all seems to 

matter very little, as by the end of the summer season “they set wing for the pampas, to 

prove again the age-old unity of the Americas.” These two areas of the Americas, 

however, were settled in very different ways. Throughout this paper I will examine the 

way in which the settling of these areas created different relationships with the land, one 

which resulted in the settlement of the North American prairie through small farms, or 

homesteads, while the South American pampas were divided into large ranches, the 

latifundias. 
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 In Gordon Tapper’s introduction to My Antonia the statement is made: “one 

cannot help thinking that Cather is elevating Antonia into a mythological figure who is 

both Earth mother and the progenitor of an inchoate American culture“ (xix). Tapper 

notes that “During the early decades of the twentieth century, many American writers 

believed they could rejuvenate the national self-image by placing such nineteenth-century 

figures as Walt Whitman, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Herman Melville at the center of a 

newly configured literary tradition now taken for granted” (xix). A similar search went on 

in Argentina, where the search for a national identity would turn to nineteenth-century 

writers, particularly Jose Hernandez. Both Cather and Hernandez would explore the epic 

form using characters as an allegory of the land. In a way which would integrate an 

environmental reality with fictive human lives these epics would shape the readers’ 

interpretation of their respective national histories. 

 Both epic writers would find the land provided a fertile basis for personification 

of its natural existence and the life it sustained. The thesis of this paper can be seen as the 

origin of literary characters developing from contrasting social and political visions 

within an economic approach to land settlement. This will involve individual analysis of 

the two writers separately, and a comparison of the shaping forces they dealt with in 

describing the settlement of the similar topographies.. The evolution of immigration 

through the Homestead Act as opposed to large scale ranching, the interrelationship 

between environment and characters in the literary texts, and complex gender issues will 

be analyzed.  
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Critical Overview of Prairie and Pampas Literary Development 

 The North America prairie, as represented through Willa Cather’s novels O 

Pioneers!, My Antonia, and A Lost Lady, was settled by European immigrants largely 

from Scandinavian and other northern countries. In this paper I will examine that 

relationship with the land, that aspect of the environment as a character in and of itself. 

This will begin with the character Alexandra Bergson, and will be followed by the other 

two novels later. As Lawrence Buell points out in The Environmental Imagination “she 

farms successfully by conforming to the land’s requirements,” in a combination of 

respect for it and shrewd business management of its latent resources (160). As 

Alexandra states toward the end of the novel: “We come and go, but the land is always 

there” (179). This must be seen in the context of successful farming. Buell attests to her 

success as a “nonexploitative, community-oriented agriculturalist” (160). He then points 

to an apparent contradiction in her methods, mentioning her “protocapitalistic 

assertiveness” in acquiring valuable acreage (160). However, after an excursion with her 

brothers to a lucrative location called the Divide, Alexandra Bergson is described by 

Cather as noticing: “For the first time, perhaps, since that land emerged from the waters 

of geologic ages, a human face was set toward it with love and yearning. It seemed 

beautiful to her, rich and strong and glorious” (33). This Alexandra is merging to the 

environment in a way in which she will be shaped by and will shape that environment as 

Cather is shaping the fiction to the reality of the land. The passage continues: “Her eyes 

drank 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 a 

human being before. The history of every country begins in the heart of a man or a 
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woman” (33). Thus Cather opens the reader to her design, the land itself unfolding 

through her characters. 

 Cather’s work will be juxtaposed to the rise of a literary genre in Argentina, that 

of gauchesca literature, specifically an examination of the gaucho epic poem Martin 

Fierro, first published in Buenos Aires by Juan Hernandez in 1872. This work has been 

described by the Argentinian man-of-letters Jorge Luis Borges as “the most lasting work 

we Argentines have written” in his essay “The Argentine Writer and Tradition,” 

excerpted here from his Selected Nonfictions. The poem is in the form of the payadores, 

two gauchos who sing their stories of the pampas, accompanied by guitar playing, 

frequently on horseback. They lament the fate of the semi-nomadic gauchos in a 

depiction of their removal from the vast plains in order to facilitate the mass European 

settlement thereon. The poem itself can be seen as a direct rebellion against the 

government policies of President Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, who as envoy to the 

United States came to admire the agricultural progress being made there. The gauchos 

were arrested for vagrancy and forced to work on government projects.  

 None of this is seen as progress in the sense of the Nebraskan Bergsons. Rather, it 

indicates a loss of the brave, self-sustaining individual who takes no orders, and loves the 

very wildness of the pampas, not its domestication by the plow and barbed wire. This 

masculine virility permeates the poem. It would also move toward forming a national 

sensibility no less pervasive than that of Willa Cather’s noble immigrants in the 

American Midwest. As Colin Lewis observes in Argentina: A Short History: “At 

precisely the moment when the gaucho was becoming a romantic figure in Argentine 

literature, the settlement of the frontier drove him into obscurity” (102). The resemblance 
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to the cowboy mythos which persists in American cinema does not reach the epic 

dimensions of the poem being examined, nor is it balanced by an understanding of the 

tilling of the soil as a national achievement. As Borges points out in his collaborative 

work El “Martin Fierro” pastoral life has been common to many parts of the Americas 

“from Montana and Oregon to Chile” but they “have abstained” from producing a 

comparable epic (Obras Completas). 

Borges on Martin Fierro as a Horseman 

 Borges includes an essay titled “On the Cult of Books” in Selected Non-Fictions. 

It begins with the statement: “In Book VIII of the Odyssey, we read that the gods weave 

misfortunes so that future generations will have something to sing about; Mallarme’s 

statement, ‘The world exists to end up in a book,’ seems to repeat, some thirty centuries 

later, the same concept of an aesthetic justification for evils” (358). Borges then proceeds 

to correct this with: “These two teleologies, however, do not necessarily coincide; the 

former belongs to an era of the spoken word, and the latter to an era of the written word. 

One speaks of telling the story and the other of books” (358). In another book, this one 

considering Argentinian literature, Evaristo Carriego, Borges titles one chapter Stories of 

Horsemen. Borges compares two various historical epochs, the one of the gauchos with 

that of Genghis Khan, and describes the conflict between the horsemen and the city, 

conquering nomad and  settled civilization. Borges states: “There is a pleasure in 

detecting between the masks of time the eternal species of horseman and city” (123). A 

footnote then adds “It is well-known that the gauchesca poets Hidalgo, Ascasubi, 

Estanislao del Campo, and Lussich abounded in humorous anecdotes about the 

horseman’s dialogue with the city” (123). This nomadic horseman, as Genghis Khan, 
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wanted to raze ancient Peking and use the land for pasture: “We have here  a highly 

interesting case for specialists in human geography; the predicament of the people of the 

steppe when, without a period of transition, chance hands them old countries with an 

urban civilization.” Borges then observes: “This pleasure, in the case of these stories, 

may leave the Argentine with a melancholy aftertaste, since (through Hernandez’s 

gaucho Martin Fierro or through the weight of our past) we identify with the horseman, 

who in the end is the loser”(123). The translator of this book, Norman Thomas di 

Giovanni, uses prose to delineate Borges’ direct quote from the end of Martin Fierro:  

From a ranch, Cruz and Fierro rounded up a herd of horses and, being practical 

gauchos, drove it before them. Undetected, they soon crossed over the border. 

After this was done, early one morning Cruz told Fierro to look back on the last 

settlements. Two big tears rolled down Fierro’s face. Then, continuing on their 

course, the men set off into the wilderness. (124) 

 With these words, it might be seen that the environment of the pampas exists to 

appear in a book, just as the horseman who inhabits and relates to that land and all of its 

creatures does. Thus the environment becomes an influence on the literature. It is worth 

noting that the gaucho is singing his story on horseback accompanied by a guitar, thus 

merging the oral tradition of ancient epic with the written page. 

 It is important at this juncture to establish a relationship between the reader and 

the author. Thomas Hart, writing in Harold Bloom’s critical compendium on Borges, 

Jorge Luis Borges, notes that an important characteristic “of the gaucho poetry of the 

nineteenth century is that it represents the life of the cowboy as it appeared to a 

sophisticated observer from Buenos Aires or Montevideo” (13). Borges, however, insists 
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that the character and thematic elements of Martin Fierro are fundamentally different 

from other gaucho forms and language and are instead universal themes. Although “it 

abounds in comparisons taken from life in the grasslands” it does not derive its value 

alone from this (Selected Non-fictions p. 422). He states emphatically: “The idea that 

Argentine poetry must abound in differential Argentine traits and in Argentine local color 

seems to me to be a mistake” (422). It is quite possible here that Borges is revealing his 

distrust of nationalism and the use it may make of a national literature, folklore in 

particular. It is worth noting that in the northern hemisphere the audience for O Pioneers! 

was removed from its source in a similar way. The writing of the novel by Willa Cather 

years after she left the Nebraska of her youth parallels Hernandez writing his story, which 

in many ways is his own past and reflects his childhood remembrances as Cather’s 

affected hers. He wrote his book in Buenos Aires and, like Cather’s book, it was 

successful with urban readers. It nowhere appears to me that Cather was writing with 

rage and resentment, however, and her readers can develop a sense of pride in the victory 

of Alexandra Bergson, while only a sense of searing injustice can be shared by the 

readers of Hernandez. This can be illustrated by the last lines of each, one of great 

optimism: “Fortunate country, that is one day to receive into its bosom hearts like 

Alexandra’s” (180) and the other reporting “wrongs everybody knows about but no one 

ever told before” (91). Thus the settling of the frontier was dramatized for two urban 

societies in strikingly contrasting ways. 

 Cather’s critics have been disposed to shifting the focus of her fiction to  various 

social and political positions over the past century, as analyzed by Joan Acocella. In her 

book Willa Cather and the Politics of Criticism Acocella writes about the various 
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positions across the political spectrum from traditional Roman Catholic to feminist before 

stating near the end of her work: “Nature was the inspirer of Cather’s irony, and of her 

tragic vision.” This vision seems out of touch with the Alexandra Bergson who so readily 

forgives her brother’s killer, saying to him: “I don’t feel hard to you. They were more to 

blame than you” (171). Blaming the victim of this particular killing seems oddly lacking 

in tragic vision. But then Acocella goes on to say that Cather had learned from nature 

how it could be “wholly indifferent to the happiness of its creatures” (89). Acocella also 

relates how a high school essay on Carlyle prompted Cather to become a writer. “Cather 

was a Carlyle fan, and she rose to the topic.” The essay was published. In an intriguing 

piece on Emerson and Carlyle, which precedes the previous article by Borges in Selected 

Non-fictions, Borges describes Carlyle as having “arguments that are worthy of a South 

American dictator” for his political writings (415). He further states:  “Emerson and 

Carlyle have no other trait in common than their enmity for the eighteenth century.” 

Unlike Carlyle, Emerson searched for “splendid examples of the possibilities that exist in 

every man” (416). Borges only mentions their meeting at Craigenputtock to conjecture 

that Emerson saw their differences from the beginning. I am digressing here in order to 

raise the possibility that Martin Fierro describes the brutalization by authoritarian 

governments of the powerless in the name of progress, while Cather describes a dialectic 

perhaps inspired by Emerson in Whitman, from which her title derives. The poet singing 

“O Pioneers!” in Whitman’s work is not the sorrowful self in Martin Fierro. 

 “In matters of love, I’ve never heard anybody complain;” the gaucho sings, again 

comparing himself to “those beautiful birds that hop from branch to branch,” in his native 

land (14). This central sense of being part of the land as the birds are is what is being 
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taken away from him through government selling of the frontier. That the pampas are his 

native habitat, one he must freely roam in, is inherent in the lines “I make my bed in the 

clover and use the stars for cover” (14). His separation from this habitat has an ethereal 

feeling to it because he is singing of and resembling the wild bird which is being 

tormented by an encroaching, all-powerful cruelty bent on subjugation. Reading Martin 

Fierro is very much to be immersed in a bygone world “when the morning star is shinin’ 

in the heavens,” and to be torn from it at the same time. It is significant that the 

immigrant farmers of Cather’s fiction are willingly establishing the prairie as their home, 

not being remove forcibly from it as the gauchos are. 

The Influence of the Homestead Act on Cather’s Fiction 

 Maire Mullins, writing in the Great Plains Quarterly, observes cogently that: “In 

order to understand the importance of the dream sequences to the changes in Alexandra’s 

character, two significant factors must also be considered: the implications of the 

Homestead Act for the sustainability of the Bergson farm, and the choice of Alexandra as 

the head of the Bergson household after her father’s death” (Alexandra’s Dreams “The 

Mightiest of all Lovers” in O Pioneers!) (p. 2). Mullins then discusses the act itself  as 

vital to the beginning of Cather’s novel, “Cather published O Pioneers! in 1913, but the 

novel begins in 1883, a time of tremendous western expansion and growth, due in part to 

the Homestead Act and to the surge of interest in land west of the Missouri River” (2). 

Mullin then adds: “Signed into law by Abraham Lincoln on May 20, 1862, the 

Homestead Act gave 160 acres of land to any American citizen who was the head of the 

family or at least twenty-one years of age” (2). This also included anyone who intended 

to become an American citizen, thus opening the land to immigrants from foreign 
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countries. Mullins continues with a discussion of the empowerment that this act bestowed 

on women as well as men: “Although Alexandra represents a new type of heroine in the 

tradition of American frontier fiction, she is by no means an anomaly in a historical 

context; indeed, by the late nineteenth century, many women had begun to take 

advantage of the Homestead Act to acquire property in the west-some of them single, 

adventurous New Women” (2). 

 The specific relationship of the success of Alexandra’s farming to the problems of 

cultivation inherent in the Homestead Act forms the core of Mullins’ argument. Although 

the settlers could assume ownership at the end of five years occupancy, the land itself 

was difficult to manage productively: “it was necessary to have at least 360-640 acres for 

a farm to be viable” (3). This was more than twice as much as the free land available 

under the Homestead provisions. Mullin observes: “One could settle on the land, but 

living on the land and farming it were nearly impossible unless more land was acquired” 

and that John Bergson sets the groundwork for this posterity as he owned: “exactly six 

hundred and forty acres of what stretched outside his door; his own original homestead 

and timber claim, making three hundred and twenty acres, and the half-section adjoining, 

the homestead of a younger brother” (3). Alexandra proceeds to buy surrounding farms, 

including one owned by Carl Linstrum’s family, as Mullins notes,  against her brother’s 

wishes: “Despite their resistance, Alexandra prevails. Her motivation is not for profit or 

greed; she genuinely loves the land” (3). This statement underscores that the environment 

is shaping the fiction by its very inspirational place in both the fictional character and the 

author as well. Alexandra is so in love with the land, that in the words Mullins borrows 

from Audre Lorde: “For Alexandra, work on the farm becomes ‘becomes a conscious 
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decision- a longed-for bed which.. [Alexandra] enter[s] gratefully and from which..[she] 

rises empowered‘ ” (3). Thus Alexandra was a part of the land itself, once called the 

Great American desert, and determined to make that desert bloom, despite the limitations 

within the Homestead Act; this act was hers to make successful. 

 Earlier in this paper Lawrence Buell contributed his comment about the assertive 

nature of Alexandra’s endeavors, almost pointing to her as a prelude to the agribusiness 

which is so prevalent today. Michael Roth is quoted by Mullins in this regard, in direct 

reference to the advantages involved in early acquisition of public lands: “‘By most 

accounts the best lands- almost seven-eights of the public domain- ended up in the hands 

of the nefarious speculators, who purchased strategic lands along rivers and railroads, 

lands that were destined to be future town sites ’’’ (5). Alexandra, realizing the best land 

is already under advanced cultivation, plans to acquire it. She explains to her reluctant 

brothers: “‘ The river land was settled before this, and so they are a few years ahead of 

this, and they have learned more about farming. The land sells for three times as much as 

this, but in five years we shall double it ’” (50). Mullins maintains that all of this insight 

into agrarian business comes from Alexandra’s “visceral sense of connectedness to the 

land, a reciprocal connectedness that will later shape itself into a form that will haunt her 

dreams, dreams which have grown beyond the furthest imagination of legislators in the 

nation’s capital” (5). 

Historical Perspectives on Martin Fierro 

 Before closely examining the epic as well as the sequel, it is appropriate to 

discuss the nineteenth century and its contradictions for the gaucho. Colin Maclachlan, in 

Argentina: What Went Wrong?, points to the deliberate encouragement of European 
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immigration to Argentina in the second half of the nineteenth century, whereby “over two 

million newcomers arrived in the country as agriculture brought new land under 

cultivation” (30). However, this vision of President Sarmiento and other leaders was 

tempered by elite privilege, not with concern for the small immigrant farmer. Maclachlan 

continues with “After 1880, large estancias [ranches] emerged in the newly opened areas. 

Politicians and their families, those with useful ties and money, monopolized the land” 

(31). The government shared the ambition for the export agriculture of the great ranchers, 

providing vital rail links which required the rancher to have equally vital links to the 

government. An essential difference emerged from Sarmiento’s appreciation of American 

immigration, as Maclachlan notes “The government, more interested in stimulating 

export production than in creating yeoman farmers, made little effort to reserve land for 

immigrants” (31). Seemingly, Sarmiento had failed to recognize the significance of the 

Homestead Acts of 1845 and 1862 in providing nearly-free 160 acre farms on the prairies 

of the U. S.  In Argentina the immigrants were used instead as laborers; consequently, 

they tended to move into the cities where opportunities were less static. Thus would 

occur the emergence of “two very different Argentinas” (50). However, as Hector Felix 

Bravo has noted in his biographical essay on Sarmiento, the true goals of Sarmiento were 

of an idealistic nature: “The country’s wide open spaces, sparsely populated in spite of its 

potential wealth, contributed fundamentally to isolationism and barbarism” and thus 

appeared to Sarmiento “to be both the cause and the expression of a primitive life-style, 

hostile to useful work and to any sign of social progress” (Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, 

p.8). Bravo points out that Sarmiento “embarked upon the difficult venture of dividing up 

the land as the sole means of populating the open spaces, increasing output and making 
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educational assistance work” but that “Unfortunately, such an ambitious venture could 

not succeed, owing to opposition from a combination of unsavory vested interests whose 

resistance was then, as it is now, insurmountable” (8). The difficulties for the gauchos 

were inherent in this reality. 

 Gender relations during the Sarmiento era were profoundly progressive in the area 

of education, for which Sarmiento is largely remembered today. Taking from Horace 

Mann’s vision of public education in the U.S., Sarmiento arranged for women to teach in 

Argentina. Bravo notes: “His humanitarian views were largely influenced by Horace 

Mann, the reformer from Massachusetts, who promoted universal education” (1). This 

policy toward Argentinian women became vital to the establishment of a socially 

acceptable profession outside the home. The barbarism which Sarmiento accused the 

gaucho of perpetrating had an effective counterpart in these policies toward female 

emancipation from the life of dependency experienced by women in gaucho life. 

Nowhere in The Gaucho Martin Fierro can the life of a woman be seen as independent 

from this reality on the pampas. Bravo observes: “When he [Sarmiento] became 

President of the Republic, one of his first deeds was to set up training colleges for women 

teachers. The involvement of women in educational work meant that the home, the 

school, and the society were united in the same civilizing task” (7). In addition, Bravo 

states: “Sarmiento’s educational philosophy was based on a lofty conception of human 

nature” (7). It is interesting to remember that while he was in New England, Sarmiento 

spoke to Emerson. 

 Early in the twentieth century a yearning for a unified national identity stirred in 

Argentina, shorn of European dominance and longing for a greater homegrown glory. 
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This surge of nationalism turned backward to the criollo heritage of the gauchos. The 

poet Leopoldo Lugones gave lectures praising the great strength and stamina of the 

gauchos, and that, as Maclachlan states: “when all the current racial amalgamation ends, 

the gaucho’s spirit would remain” (50). Gauchesca literature became a dominant theme 

of national identity, answering a call for a way out of the confusion of just what concept 

should pull Argentina together as a nation. As MacLauchlan observes: “A mythical 

culture rides to an imaginary rescue” of this identity crisis using Martin Fierro and 

similar works, such as Don Segundo Sombra. Also, dance and music modernized 

traditional themes of the interior, making them suitable for an urbanized audience. In the 

twentieth century, Maclachlan points out that Sarmiento’s book attacking criollos and 

favoring European civilization, Civilization and Barbarism , was reversed by the 

nationalists through the gaucho’s tale in Martin Fierro, where the gaucho struggles 

against civilized barbarism: “The gaucho as a romantic symbol arose from an urban 

reality that robbed life of romance” (52). The influence of this cultural mythology was 

enormous, permeating all classes of society, and establishing an ethos of the tragic glory 

of the likes of Martin Fierro “whose doomed frontier experience brought nostalgia into 

Argentine history, apparently permanently” (52). Honor and independence became the 

code of the gaucho for the urban street-wise, replete with gaucho outfits, including those 

fashioned by elegant department stores. This movement expanded with Gardel and his 

definitive tangos (Gardel was from France). 

 The influence of Martin Fierro continued to serve the purposes of nationalism, 

although Maclachlan concludes  that the two Argentinas, one resented as European and 

liberalized by the nationalists who have felt they represent a lost nation, have not been 



   

15 

reconciled. “Nationalist sentiment indicated that the fusion between Creole Argentina and 

Argentina Atlantica (oriented toward Europe) remains incomplete” (181). The 

nationalists’ attitude blamed foreign influence as the cause of Argentina’s ills, for 

promoting liberal democracy and undermining the role of Catholic doctrine in education 

and morality. Their opposition to compromise promoted authoritarianism. The character 

in Martin Fierro remained central to their identity, their sense of aggrievement. As 

Maclachlan points out, they pined to read about: “Victims, drained and bloodless, without 

direction, who await an unknown force to rescue them” (184). As the country became 

demoralized with its division, its people became, in the words of V.S. Naipaul, 

“individually rapacious and collectively diminished” (184). It is extremely prescient 

when Maclachlan states: “Embracing myths as true in the end destroys what should be 

used to create” (184). Therefore, a long flow of talent left the country, despairing of any 

progress being made. One of them was Borges, who in the last year of his life went to 

Geneva to die. His story “The South” can be read through this cultural conflict, where the 

Europeanized protagonist loses his life in a criollo bar. 

Historical Perspectives on Cather’s Prairie Epic 

 Cather’s descriptions of the hardships the early pioneers experienced on the plains 

are stirred with the fundamental warmth and spirit of cooperation which occurred within 

various disparate communities. Rather then the despairing disconnect to the sustenance of 

the environment in the lives of the gaucho, the difficult labor of tilling the soil, 

cultivating orchards, raising livestock, preserving berries and hunting all are brought 

together in a collective endeavor. The immigrants had a sense of entitlement through land 

ownership, a great sense of a national destiny in which they shared. 
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 In The Oxford History of the American West it is pointed out that: “In the debate 

over Texas annexation, an important phrase had appeared: manifest destiny.” The editor 

of an influential newspaper, John L. O’Sullivan, used the term in a placement concerning 

westward expansion, stating: “the fulfillment of our manifest destiny to overspread the 

continent allotted [sic] by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying 

millions.” Although this very concept returns to eighteenth century leaders such as 

Benjamin Franklin, it was now to be pursued with a national zealotry, which had a strong 

element of a collective religious mission. The settling of the plains by the various 

denominations which conflicted violently in European history tended to embrace 

“genuine interdenominational cooperation” when confronted with the isolated realities of 

the plains (Oxford 369). These small and scattered congregations would attend each 

others’ services in the absence of their own. They worked together to provide health care 

as well as schools. This was the Nebraska Cather grew up in, and there is a noticeable 

attitude of religious tolerance in her work. During a Christmas scene in My Antonia there 

is some discomfort between a Catholic visitor in a Protestant household, crossing himself 

in front of the tree in a foreign way. The Protestant grandfather resolves this: “The 

prayers of all good people are good,” he said quietly (Acocella, 85). The manifest destiny 

which can be seen as a force which led to the Homestead Acts was one of democratic 

tolerance which was also economically advantageous to them.  

 Writing in A Lost Lady: the Scholarly Edition, Susan J. Rosowski states: “For 

Cather, the years 1913 to 1923 would mark her passing from the celebration of possibility 

in O Pioneers! to the lament over a pioneer past in A  Lost Lady” (193). This observation 

lends additional critical weight to the perception that there was an epic design to the three 
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novels I am discussing. Later Rosowski cites a crucial essay by Cather which appeared in 

The Nation a month after A Lost Lady first appeared, “Nebraska-the End of the First 

Cycle.” Rosowski points out that Cather’s position was elegiac: “The essay is Cather’s 

retrospective tribute to the state that had been the setting for so many of her short stories 

and all of her novels except for Alexander’s Bridge” and which was “ her 

acknowledgement of personal loss. Her ‘hometown’ existed no longer” (223). Further, 

Rosowski cites Cather’s sense of an intense corruption of the environment and its primal 

role in creating her characters: ‘The country that inspired too had changed, the ‘ugly crest 

of materialism’ having ‘set its seal’ upon the landscape. The essay serves as Cather’s 

explanation to her readers, her preparation for shifting her gaze to other places and 

themes” (223).  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

EL GAUCHO MARTIN FIERRO - THE FLIGHT 

 

 Hernandez published the poem originally in 1872, but then added a sequel seven 

years later, titled The Return of Martin Fierro. The two books often are published in one 

volume, respectively The Flight (La ida) and The Return (La vuelta).  First I will examine 

The Flight. This is the first book, upon which the sequel will be added. The gaucho sings 

his lament of dispossession, and it is in this recounting of the injustice he endured that the 

historical setting is established. The gaucho describes his earlier contentment and semi-

nomadic way of life while apprising his reader of the historic oppression he has 

undergone through governmental, judicial, and military usurpation of his way of life. 

 The original poem maintains a consistent structure, as Carrino notes in his 

translation’s preliminary notes: “The original is written almost entirely in six-line rhymed 

stanzas, with a strong pause at the end of every second, fourth, and sixth line so that they 

fall into pairs” (ix). In the introduction to his translation of the poem, Carrino describes it 

as a “poem of protest from the life of the gaucho” who was removed from his land “by 

the social and material changes that invaded his beloved changes” and destroyed his 

freedom as an individual along with his way of life. The term “gaucho” comes from a 

Spanish word for an orphan with an unknown father, “pampas” from Quechua of 

“plains,” and “criollo” as a native of those plains in Argentina. These words reflect a 

certain sense of identity as the proud owner of his land that seems to me almost like the 
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ownership the upland plover claims: “this pasture is his, and none may trespass without 

his protest” (Leopold, p. 35). Carrino states of his translation an interesting observation 

about himself as a translator: “It is not for me, a political scientist, even if I happen to be 

a native of the country where Martin Fierro takes place, to extol the literary virtues of the 

epic by Jose Hernandez” (xiii). Writing almost a century after the publication of the epic, 

Carrino is able to state his view of Argentinian political history: “I am thinking here of 

the socio-political structure which the protagonists reveal while describing their 

individual experiences, actions, and misfortunes” (xiii). Carrino then makes the startling 

comment that the epic “could (and probably should) be compared realistically with the 

image of Argentina’s socio-political structures reflected by recent events and recent  

writings to see if it has changed really as much as we have been encouraged to believe” 

(xiii). Continuing that “without the slightest doubt, that the socio-political environmnent 

which surrounds the protagonists is rotten to the core” (xiii). Carrino condemns the 

government of that era as: “an evil for the majority, a negative force which casts always 

in favor of the selected few and against the poor of the countryside” including “the 

downtrodden, the gaucho suffers the worst abuses because of his refusal to conform to 

the dictates of government institutions and agents” (xiii). Carrino points out that the 

gaucho Martin Fierro’s complaints against the judiciary and the corruption of lawmakers 

create: “an understanding with the military officers, the priests, and the local 

businessmen; therefore, no protection can be obtained against their combined abuses” 

(xv). 

 It is most revealing that Carrino finds this same situation in Argentina a hundred 

years on: “It is more likely that they are the effects of the same causes which yesterday 
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produced the same consequences they do today” (xv). This paper will examine this and 

the creation of national myth from the epic poem Martin Fierro and “the conflict which 

has existed almost since independence, between abstract ideas of universal validity and 

the individual applications of these ideas, has not really been settled:” (xvii). 

 Indeed, the poem begins with the gaucho singing to his audience about his “heavy 

sorrow, like a lonely bird consoles itself with song.” Carrino notes that: “Evidence that 

the protagonist, Martin Fierro, was a person in real life is inconclusive, though he is not a 

completely imaginary character, either” (93). A notorious outlaw gaucho of the period, 

Juan Moreira, would be the subject of a book about his life published after Martin Fierro, 

and his story would have been known to Hernandez. Carrino adds: “Martin Fierro is 

drawn from models in real life with whom the author came into contact during his early 

days on the pampas and in his subsequent military career and from writing on the gaucho 

with which he was familiar” (93). This illustrates the close ties with the pampas that the 

character had; indeed, just as the land and its creatures recreate themselves in the epic, 

the gaucho outlaw is also one of those creatures. He continues to define himself to the 

listener as being able to “stand his ground anywhere.” Again, he compares himself to a 

bird: “My joy is to live as free as a bird in the sky” but the people “take him for an 

outlaw” (14). Although he had his horses, his home, his woman, and his work, he has no 

deed to the land. He describes how he was conscripted  by the government into military 

service and his overlords stripped him of all he had. These conscripts were useful in 

Indian wars or in servitude on the land they had roamed.  Those who cooperated were 

given identity cards; those who didn’t were fugitives. As the singer tells us: “You’d work 

and work and you wouldn’t get a cent for it!” (25). Carrino gives notes on the nature of 
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the singer’s peformance: “Typically, gaucho singers improvised verses to the beat of their 

guitars, as they told their stories” in contests, or “payadas” utilizing a guitar called a 

“vihuela, which had six strings and often a sound box fashioned from the shell of an 

armadillo” (93). The very instrument of the song is made from an animal of the pampas. 

 The gauchos’ life on the pampas is somewhat interdependent with cattle grazing, 

hiring out, and independence from authority: “I ’member, what a sight! How the gaucho 

crowd went about always happy and on good horses and ready to work. Even the poorest 

gaucho had a string of matching horses” (18). His pride in himself and his way of life was 

destroyed along with the wilderness of the fenceless plains. Carrino explains that when 

the singer refers to himself as a gaucho he is referring to his “expert ability as a 

horseman, cowhand, and minstrel” and “above all, he refers to his desire to operate as a 

free agent in the limitless time and space of the pampas” (93). This self-regard is essential 

to the character of the poem. In the aforementioned quote from Stories of Horsemen, 

Borges writes that “space stands for time and history” (125). 

 In a different translation by Emily Stewart, published in Argentina in 2009, the 

relationship between the character and the land is preserved, although with different 

phrasing. When Fierro sits and sings, he tells the listener” “like the wind blows, I make 

the grass shiver” and “not even the snake bites me, nor does the sun burn my face” (24-

25). Carrino changes lines which in the Spanish refer to playing cards to: “Everything 

I’ve got, I’m gonna let loose” which close the first stanza  and translates the second as 

“no snake bites me, and the sun doesn’t blister my brow” (13). The point here is that the 

translations both tie in the words of the gaucho to his environment in different words. The 
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bird image appears then again: “My joy is to live as free as the bird in the sky” (Carrino 

14). 

 The narrator tells the story of his incarceration by the oppressive political and 

military forces taking over his terrain. Singing at a gathering of gauchos, Fierro was 

arrested along with the rest in a military round-up and forced to serve as a soldier 

providing protection from Indian raids. This was actually a pretext for forced labor. 

“Indians? Soldiering? Why, there wasn’t even a barracks there/ the Colonel would send 

us out/to work in his own fields,” laments the poor captive (25). Fierro describes his life 

under conscription as one of servitude: “First I sowed wheat and then I built a corral, I cut 

adobe for a wall, made a frame for it and cut straw” (25). Fierro recalls life of 

contentment he had once known:  “I had lived calmly in my ranch like the bird in its nest; 

then my beloved children grew up at my side…” (Stewart 33). Fierro recalls also that he 

was torn from his wife: “I left my wife half-naked that day” (Stewart 33). The gaucho 

speaks of the falseness of the military occupiers of his land, commenting how they had 

wasted ammunition supposedly for defense: “And an irritated sergeant told me they once 

had bullets, but they spent them hunting ostriches; and that they spent night and day 

shooting at the baby birds” (Stewart 40). The ostrich being referred to is a native 

flightless bird of the pampas, the nandue. The dislocation from nature, where the 

occupiers cruelly waste ammunition on defenseless birds can be seen as a parallel to the 

treatment of the gauchos by forces alienated from the environment. 

 When the Indian raids occurred, there was no ammunition left for defense. There 

is much in this poem about Indians and their style of warfare that denotes savagery: “the 

Indians do not spare from their fury even poor innocents; the elderly, gentlemen and even 
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little boys they kill all in the same way” (41). The battles with Indians themselves often 

contain references to the wild animals of the pampas: “but the Indian is an ant that night 

and day is awake” (41). In the following stanza Fierro mentions their skill with bolas: 

“He knows how to handle the bolas like no one else can” referring to the way an Indian 

can throw this weapon, which Stewart describes in a footnote being “composed of three 

fist-sized hard balls attached to the end of three ropes tied together” (42). The strength of 

the Indian as an opponent uses another image from the environment “And the Indian is 

like a turtle, very hard to kill” (41). Fierro then relates his retreat from one such raid, 

describing himself like a violated wild animal: “All the Indians shrieking charged. 

Damn!…they overcame us like wild mares” causing a rout “we ran away through the 

hills just like pigeons fleeing from hawks” (Stewart 43-44). Again, it must be noted how 

the character refers to himself as a creature from the pampas, joining his behavior to 

mares and pigeons, metaphors of flight. This section shows respect for the fierceness of 

his opponents, continuing with: “If I hesitate or cower, I will surely not escape; but on 

that occasion my heart pounded like a frog:” (45). Continuing in this vein, the gaucho’s 

tormentor calls him an “animal” (Stewart 50)  but then the gaucho refers to himself as “ a 

poor animal in the middle of the desert” who is “thin and fine, and lighter than the hair of 

a baby llama” (Stewart 53). Carrino, however, translates this passage as “scrawnier than a 

guanaco” which seems closer to the original, as Carrino often seems to be (38). Both 

translations agree on the ambiguity of the gaucho’s plight as an animal, a creature of the 

wild who suffers from the outsider’s contempt for his existence. It can be noted that this 

interpretation of the Indian as a central and violent presence native to the pampas is not 

found in Cather’s prairie epics, although the presence of a Pre-Columbian civilization of 
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cliff-dwellers is examined elsewhere in her fiction, notably Death Comes to the 

Archbishop and The Professor’s House. 

 In the next chapter of the poem the gaucho gives an overview of the political and 

social dilemma in which he is trapped. Regarding his conscription into military service, 

he states: “I could turn outlaw on them and go back home” because in the military 

“soldiers are turned into peons, sent to the settlements, and loaned out as field hands” 

where “I’ve seen a lot of officers with land and peons in abundance” (Carrino 38-39). 

The gaucho complains about the foreigners he must work with: “I don’t know why  the 

government sends to the frontier a bunch of gringos that don’t even know how to come 

up to a horse” (41). A gringo would have referred to anyone who did not speak Spanish 

well. This needs to be contrasted with the mixing of different immigrant groups in 

Cather’s novels as well as the cooperation between them. The  prairie was to be 

understood on its own terms and tilled successfully, while the pampas was for the gaucho 

a struggle against settlement and domination, a desperate attempt to prevent its 

occupation by outsiders.  

 Edward Crawley, in A House Divided, provides a glimpse into the historical 

background of the immigration which crossed the Atlantic in the mid-nineteenth century: 

“the first waves of impoverished, ambitious, or persecuted Europeans began to pour 

across the Atlantic” (8). A fundamental difference between North American and South 

American settlement then occurs. Because the hunting of wild cattle which had been 

proliferating on the pampas since the earliest colonization was ending, salted beef was 

more profitable than selling hides. Large ranches grew on the pampas, and most of the 

immigrants became “pasture providers for the big cattle ranchers, cheaply creating a 
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cycle within a periodic yield of useful alfalfa” (9). These largely southern Europeans 

were denied the dream of land ownership which so energizes the Nebraskans in O 

Pioneers!. Even in Nebraska, Cather notes: “Like most of their neighbors, they were 

meant to follow the paths marked out for them, not to break trails in a new country” (28). 

Crawley notes that “seven out of ten immigrants {in Argentina} had a trade or craft” 

outside of farming (12). The plight of the gaucho could not be ameliorated with 

urbanization the way it could with these immigrants. The gaucho was valuable only to a 

slaughterhouse for work with his knife. For three centuries he had carved out a living, 

fought Spain, the Indians, and the dominance of Buenos Aires. Crawley goes further: “the 

epic poem Martin Fierro tells the story of the uprooting of the gaucho, his conscription 

into the landowners’ army, the destruction of rural life…the subterranean, hopeless, 

rebellion of the erstwhile free horseman” as he vanished from the land” (13). 

 Martin Fierro laments the destruction of his family in poignant verse in part six. 

When he returns to find his family, he finds instead: “Nothin was left of my place: only 

the ruins were there!” (45). Fierro compared his search: “just like an armadillo I headed 

straight for my den” (45). Next, he notices a cat “close by, in a vizcacha hole; it never 

came out as if it knew I’d made it back” (46). The Vizcacha  hole image at this point 

enters the story in order to become a person later on. Carrino explains: “ Vizcacha hole:  

Underground dwelling of the a burrowing rodent of the pampas. These underground 

dwellings consisted of a connecting network of tunnels of considerable depth that 

represented a real danger to horses and cattle” (95). This rodent has a scurrilous, thieving 

reputation as well, and in the sequel a character with these traits will be named Vizcacha, 

a comic counterpoint to the noble gaucho. Borges has compared this character to the 
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companion of Don Quixote, Sancho Panza. In this instance a pampas resident emerges 

from a pampas rodent to flesh out the epic. That a burrowing rodent is the personification 

of evil is in sharp contrast to the prairie-dog-town visited by Jim and Antonia: “The holes 

were several yards apart, and were dispersed with a great deal of regularity, almost as if 

the town had been laid out in streets and avenues. One always felt that an orderly and 

very sociable kind of life was going on there” (32). For Jim, the prairie-dogs are an 

allegory themselves of the Midwestern pioneer town, as if both sprang from the same soil 

through a natural understanding of it. The great rattler Jim then kills is the personification 

of a collective enemy, feeding on the prairie-dogs and threatening Antonia: “He seemed 

liked the ancient, eldest Evil” (34). 

 This is a great contrast to Martin Fierro, who is aghast when he finds his wife and 

sons have disappeared. It will be seen in the sequel that one of the sons has come under 

the influence of the awful Vizcacha, while the wife “flew off with some ladies’ man, I 

guess to get the bread I couldn’t give her:” (47). It can here be noticed the gaucho does 

not criticize his wife’s action, but instead understands her need: “What else could the 

poor thing do to keep from starving to death?” (47). As for the sons: “wherever they are, I 

send my blessings” (47). He continues “My poor little boys/on top of all their suffering/ 

were hired out as peons/but how could anybody expect them to work?” he hopes that 

“some Christian will take them out of pity” (46). The paradox of this life is that he is still 

trying to live on the land which has formed his sensibility but that has been transformed 

from his paradise to a living hell. “He has no children, no woman/ no friend, no 

protectors,” this gaucho, but tellingly “His home is in the wild grass/his place in the wild 

plain…they’ll hunt him down to the end,” to end his existence (58). The triumphant 
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discovery of Antonia and her thriving family after twenty years is a much different story 

than the destruction of Fierro’s family, and the rise of a prairie civilization is in 

counterpoint to the destruction of the gauchos completely. Part seven tells of how in his 

despair he becomes intoxicated and kills a black man in a savage fight. The man is 

“rolled up in a hide and buried without a prayer” leaving Fierro with a twinge of regret: 

“Sometimes I get the urge, to keep ‘im from sufferin’ too much, to dig up his bones and 

stick’em in a cemetery” (54).  

 The eighth segment begins with an acceptance of this most unfortunate destiny: 

“Come on fate, let’s go/since we were born together/and can’t never be apart/with my 

blade I’ll clear/a path for us to follow” (59). We must compare this with the acceptance 

of fate reached by Alexandra Bergson. “You belong to the land,” Carl says to her, and 

she replies “Yes,now more than ever” (179). There is in this statement no ambivalence 

about her future, it is hers for the taking, and she has a choice the gaucho couldn’t even 

fathom. This is a triumphant identity made possible by ownership of the land, not fighting 

for a right to freedom to determine a destiny on the land, a hopeless fight at that. In this 

segment Fierro discusses the plight of the “gaucho they call a vagrant” as “the game that 

never ends; ever since he was a kid he’s like a little tree that grows unprotected on a hill” 

(57). The gaucho has literally grown out of the land, but will be a distinct disadvantage of 

surviving. “His home is in the wild grass, his place in the wild plain” says Fierro of the 

vagrant (58). In the ninth segment Fierro again feels like a wild creature:  “but I had to be 

like a hawk, always on the rooftops, watchin out for the police” and “A gaucho in trouble 

lives like a fox who’s hunted’ (59). Fierro now compares himself to the domestic animals 

of his acquaintance who are treated better than he is “The tender lamb bleats beside his 
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mother, and to the cow that moves away her tethered calf calls out, but the unlucky 

gaucho has no one to call to” (60). The gaucho compares himself to “a stray dog, to look 

for cover, or crawl in some gopher hole to stretch out for the night” in a verse which 

combines the refuge of the wild with the flight of the vagrant.. In a further passage Fierro 

seems to bless the environment he is abandoned upon; “So, one night I found myself 

gazin’ at the stars, which look more beautiful the worse you feel; God must have created 

‘em so we can console ourselves” (61). Here the gaucho reveals a connection to Homeric 

epic, of the wanderer cast by fight away from his land, his family, and his own position in 

life. Borges will make much of this in his interpretation of the universality of Martin 

Fierro, that it is a historical Argentinian poem but with roots also in classical epic. 

 Fierro reveals a unity of space and time here also: “the stars are a guide for a 

gaucho in the pampas” (60). He is using the stars for direction in the night “when the 

chaja bird makes me prick ears” (62). Carrino explains: “The chaja bird is considered to 

be the watchdog of the pampas; it produces a yaja cry at the least sound” (97). When the 

pursuers catch up with Fierro, he befriends one of them name Cruz, and they make their 

escape together. Cruz is indeed a kindred spirit, who relates: “everything turns out to be 

schemes/for colonies and railways/and for spending piles of money/on recruitin’ gringos 

for pay” 984). This reflects the observation by Crawley that “In some cases, like the 

British-owned railways, it was deliberate policy not to employ natives (11). Martin Fierro 

remarks to Cruz: “I can see that the two of us are chips off the same block” (85). At that 

point the two gauchos decide to retreat to Indian territory. As their saga has ended, they 

literally retreat into the wilderness: “We’ll pitch us a tent/like others have done/with a 

few horsehides/and use it to live in”( 88). The final stanza informs the reader “they 
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entered the wildlands” and disappeared into history (88). The final act of the gaucho was 

to remember the land he was dispossessed from, more like the passenger pigeon than the 

upland plover. His independent spirit lives on in this memory as national myth, as 

folklore. The memory is bequeathed to the reader in the final lines, mentioned earlier in 

this paper: “wrongs everybody knows about but no one ever told before” (88). It must be 

noted that the elimination of the horseman’s essential liberty, making him a vagrant, 

parallels the settling of the wild habitat, most often of birds, he cherishes, as if he is 

considered to be a beast of burden captured from the pampas.    

The Return of Martin Fierro  

 Borges takes the view that Martin Fierro exceeds the intentions of its author. In 

Obras Completas Borges iterates: “Hernandez wrote to denounce local, temporal 

injustices, but into this work would enter the evil, destiny, and misfortune which are 

eternal” (529). Borges discusses the sequel, which I will now examine. This adventure, in 

which the gaucho is reunited with his sons, imagines his somewhat miraculous 

resurrection. It begins with Fierro promising: “I will tell you that my previous story 

lacked the best parts” (Stewart 117). It concludes twenty-three chapters later with the 

author speaking directly to his reader “as Whitman did in the last pages of Leaves of 

Grass,” of his own self, and the attempt to complete this tale of woe for the benefit of 

everyone (Borges 556). Borges goes on to say that the discussion of just whether this 

violated gaucho was a drunken brawler and a killer rather than a hero of the pampas can 

go on and on. He was perhaps all of these; Argentinians will instinctively feel his courage 

in a world into which he had been born to suffer. 
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 In the first part, which again is being sung in a payador, a competition, the 

gaucho, Martin Fierro, notes the aspect of status for representatives of the two emergent 

societies in his country: “A city man sings…and he’s a poet! A gaucho sings.and good 

Lord! They stare at him as if he were an ostrich” or as some one who is” (183). In this 

translation, by Carrino and Ward together, there is a slight difference to Stewart’s use of 

“country” which Carrino-Ward translates “plain” (Stewart 118). Still, the sense is the 

same: “The country’s for the ignorant and the town for the educated; I was born out on 

the plain and, I tell you, my songs are for some people - just sounds and for other people - 

sense” (Carrino 185). The gaucho compares the reason for his return to sing as that which 

impels the “bola go rolling and there’s no stopping it; and after all my rolling around I’ve 

made up my mind to come here to see  if I can make a living and if they’ll let me 

work”(189). As in the first volume, he compares himself to “a singing bird” which “will 

never settle himself to sing on a tree that bears no flowers” but quickly adds “there’s 

some dirty linen here to be washed and I won’t get up till it’s done” (Carrino 191). 

Clearly, the gaucho still feels rooted in his environment, and still needs to cry against the 

injustice done to him. The injustice is then compared to the very “pampa wind” which 

“blows the sand” (193). The word for this wind is pampero, which Carrino describes as a 

“strong cold wind from the south-east (193).  

 The gaucho describes the danger he and his companion Cruz found themselves in 

with the Indians they encountered during their escape. An Indian war-council is described 

vividly as if it emerged from the land itself; “It’s like a dance of wild animals as I’d 

imagine it. It was a colossal whirlwind -the screams were blood-curdling - till, after two 

hours of it that hurricane died down” (201). The Indians refer to them as “‘Huinca!” or 
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foreign, white, Christian. It can be seen there is not a mingling of ethnic or national 

groups on the pampas. This will be compared to the prairie later in this paper. In the next 

part, the singer observes: “the Earth is mother to us all but she gives us poisons too” 

before acknowledging “although misfortune’s born from no mother she has plenty of  

children (203). This is a curious contradiction, perhaps, but leads to “And if you’re born 

to her inheritance you’ll come to ruin anywhere” (205). This tragic destiny continues to 

permeate the poem. It is inherent in the land itself, as Fierro states: “the reason a thistle 

pricks you is because it’s born with thorns” (205). 

 The gaucho’s associations with the land continue in this chapter: “a poor man is a 

tug-of-war that never stops, and he lives on the watch like a carrion bird” yet “the poplar 

tree is proudest of all and it’s the one that always sighs” (205). Describing his and Cruz’ 

two years in Indian captivity, Fierro sings of their total reliance on each other, living in a 

small tent on the plain, as animals due in their natural shelters. “When a calf’s weak and 

hungry, it’ll suck from any cow: a gaucho will understand this” and “you live poor as the 

plague straining all your wits - and like a nutria, always keeping by the water’s edge” 

(209). Stewart translates “nutria” as “beaver” while Carrino leaves the term untranslated 

but with a footnote that it is “otter-like” (209). The nutria, a transplanted species to the 

bayous of Louisiana, is not the same as the one in Argentina, where a different term is 

used for this fur-bearing species (copyu). Carrino is closer for the use of the word to 

describe an otter in Argentina. Throughout the rest of this chapter, something 

approaching the divine seems to be watching over the gaucho, but this divine order is 

distinct to the environment of the pampas, not that found indoors, or inside of a gaucho. 

Each image reinforces a concept of an integrated evolution of wild parts: “A hunter 
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grows skilful sharpening his wits that way; the tasty armadillo - any bird that pipes a note 

- every creature that walks the earth ends up on the spit” (211). This notion seems 

absolutely central to Fierro, that all creatures exist to be eaten: “because out there the 

hunt is spread right to the four winds: nothing escapes the round-up - and at the first 

glimpse of dawn you’re out combing the hillsides and valleys, and nests, and holes” 

(211). This peculiar religious viewpoint extends to the heavens themselves: “In the holy 

heights above lives the master of all / who teaches every animal to find its own 

nourishment; and he offers food for all/ who are born with intelligence” (211). As for the  

human role in this great divine feast, it is interesting to observe the way man deals with 

this:  “he’s the only one who knows how to cry/ and it’s he who eats all the rest” (211). It 

is difficult to discern the meaning here, whether the gaucho sees his own torment as 

willed by the nature of his own omnivorous species, his human Indian and governmental 

tormentors, or in himself as a child of God struggling for survival on the pampas. 

 At the opening of the fourth chapter, the Indians are going out on a raid, and they 

are pictured as  blending in completely with the landscape itself: “First, they bury their 

clothes in holes, like armadillos” and after “they set off half-naked” on horseback. They 

spur their horses on using “the point of a deer’s horn/that’s been well-sharpened and tied 

on their heel” (213). Carrino notes that these pampas Indians were related to the 

Araucanians. Using smoke signals to gather forces, “they’ve come out from the farthest 

corners of the land” (217) At this point in the poem, the gaucho’s perception of a 

primordial savagery is acute, one which joins all life together on the pampas. The Indian 

possesses “no beat of compassion within a heathen’s breast/He gets his sight from the 

eagle/and his courage from the lion/There’s no animal in the desert/he doesn’t 



   

33 

understand, and no savage beast he doesn’t learn / some cruel instinct from” (217). Fierro 

mentions with a curious contempt that “the very names they’re called by are of animals 

and wild beasts” (219). These names are recalled, but there is a disjunct here to the notion 

of names coming from nature on the North American plains, where they appear as a 

positive appellation. 

 The gaucho expresses a need for the Indian to be kinder to women: “The more 

savage a man is/the worse he treats a woman” as opposed to the gaucho code “it 

is only cowards who act tough with women” (227). There is finally an Indian who 

through nobility of spirit comes to their aid, yet “He showed he had a noble heart - he’d 

have liked to be a Christian” suggests that the gaucho’s code of honor is found through 

civilizing the barbaric nature of man rather than finding any kindness or compassion to be 

intrinsic to human nature (231). The gaucho also mentions the smallpox brought with 

such devastation to these Indians, and their perception that the “Christians make bad 

magic” (233). Fierro’s fatalism is reinforced when his Indian savior is struck with the 

same pox: “but destiny can turn against/even the best of plans” and even his companion 

Cruz falls and dies (239). Further struggles with the Indians ensue until the gaucho has 

finally escaped on horse taken from a defeated Indian. At this point he praises the way 

Indians raise horses: “They handle them gently/ to cure their ticklishness” and “They 

never use violence on them, because they treat a horse with such patience, there’s none to 

touch it” (271). Throughout the rest of this chapter instructions of apparent wisdom are 

given on the care and treatment of horses, something we have already seen as a central 

part of a gaucho’s life. In this, the ancient skill of the horseman may be seen: “The horse 

is an animal - excuse me for mentioning this - which has plenty of sense and plenty of 
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feelings too” (273). The gaucho much admires the Indian’s appreciation of this. Perhaps 

Borges’ essay on the horseman is reaching towards this rather primitive approach to an 

understanding the horseman has for what he rides, the horse. The problem is the 

horseman has so similar understanding of the settlements and cities of people,  The 

gaucho talks of his escape from the desert lands of the Indian while giving advice about 

how to survive there: “It’s a rare thing in the desert, for a man to come through alive” so 

“ Mark your course in the daytime” and remember that “God gives special instincts to 

every single living thing; - man counts as one of them, and on that level plain/he’s guided 

by the sun and the stars ,by the wind and by animals” (277). As much as anything I have 

discussed so far, this last quote explains the approach of the protagonist to the poem, to 

the very substance of this thesis, that the environment is a determining influence in the 

work, forming and informing character, at times undifferentiated from the characters 

themselves. 

 “I’ve come to the end of this story, and I can’t go on anymore,” Martin Fierro 

says at the end of the tenth chapter (281). He then tells how he was able to return to his 

native lands where he learns that the persecuting judge has died, and the charges against 

him have been forgotten over the period of ten years, the ten he has roamed the Indian 

lands, the frontier, and as an outlaw. The bodies he has let behind, including the black 

man killed in a knife fight, are to be understood as matters of mutual cause. Then he is 

able to find his two sons and learn of his wife’s death. The eldest son then sings his story 

in the twelfth chapter. This “eldest son” tells his listeners that “ever since I was a child 

I’ve lived with no one to protect me at all” and “when you’ve got no father/everyone 

treats you like dirt” (291). Remembering that the term gaucho means an orphan who 
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doesn’t know who his father is, this segment of the poem which unites father and son is 

intended to be particularly meaningful. He relates how he was sent to the penitentiary 

because he was falsely accused of murder, continuing his father’s experience of 

dispossession through corruption: “A criollo who gets into trouble/is bound for plenty of 

suffering, and no one will help him, either/if he’s got no means of his own/ A gringo’s 

more resourceful- when he murders he pretends he’s mad” (295). The gringo is the 

European; the criollo is native to the pampas. This son’s story is instructive: “without 

improving the laws, they improve the punishment” (297). With an intriguing comment on 

the human condition, he reveals the worst punishment: “It’s not with fetters or chains/that 

you suffer the penalty, but with a deep solitude and a silence so deep/it seems a if in all 

the world/you’re the only one left” (297). At this point , the reader wonders if this is a 

comment on the nature of poetry itself. For it has already been mentioned that the 

traumas of the world exist to be sung in a poem, and without the necessary cell of 

solitude Hernandez may not have heard that music.  

 The living hell of the prison is then portrayed in detail, and much of it comes from 

being removed from the environment which sustains the life of the gaucho: “In there, 

there’s no sun in the daytime and the night has no stars” (299). “What I’d give to have a 

horse to ride and the pampa to gallop on!” What is disappearing is the freedom and 

independence of the gaucho, and Argentina is being awakened to this through the poem, 

and this will endure, this nostalgia for the life of the criollo, to inform the future of the 

country. The suffering of the humiliated falsely accused prisoner completes the chapter, 

and will linger as a potent political concept. 
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 In the thirteenth chapter, the second son sings his story.  Through similar 

injustice, the boy is taken in by an aunt who leaves him an inheritance from which he is 

separated by an unscrupulous guardian. The guardian is the Vizcacha which has been 

mentioned earlier in conjunction with the rodent native to the pampas. Carrino notes: 

“The character is named Vizcacha because he embodies some qualities of the animal. 

Vizcacha steals anything he can, as does the animal” (317). There is no doubt given to the 

name: “Vizcacha was what they called him and he was a foul-mouthed old thief” the son 

relates. The son also says that “My guardian was of the old sort and there aren’t many of 

them left now” (319). Hence it can be seen that this old scoundrel was part of the 

nostalgia, a counterpoint to the noble criollo, the gaucho. Vizcacha steals and fences his 

goods: “Night after night we used to skin some beast from the neighborhood” and then 

proceed “to fix up the deal and he and the storeman between them drew up the bill of 

sale” (319). Vizcacha “would become enraged if someone wounded the sheep during the 

shearing” while “lifting a fleece or a pair of shears” (321). Vizcacha knows the art of the 

humanitarian-swindler so well he spanks the boy for hurting a woman’ s puppy while 

stealing her leather straps: “he was as sly as a fox like that” (321). It is revealing of the 

author’s intention in naming this character that when the boy kills a rodent of the same 

name. The boy is told: “Don’t let me hear you mention those animals” (321). The boy 

ponders this briefly before deciding: “I could see that put him in a rage and I didn’t 

mention them again” (321).  

 The boy then describes his guardian’s frequent habit of surreptitiously cutting the 

manes off of other people’s horses, presumably for sale, and refers to him with the 

honorific “Don Vizcacha” 9323). Baffled by this odd tutor, the boy wonders what 
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possessed the judge to ever appoint him, pointedly using a metaphor from his 

environment : “But what was I supposed to learn alongside that mean old tramp, who 

lived like the leeches in the swamp, fierce as a tero bird”(325). Carrino notes these are: 

“Marsh birds with spur-tipped wings known for courageous defense of their young. They 

produced loud cries at some distance from their nests in order to deceive intruders” (165). 

The fact that the boy cannot fathom the actions of the judge echoes the sentiments of the 

gaucho Cruz earlier, in the first book:”A gaucho has to put up with it, until he’s 

swallowed by the grave…Or else till there comes a real criollo/to take charge of things in 

this land” (160). This is a recurrence of what Carrino calls “the core of the poem’s 

message, namely, the need for a government that is more sympathetic to the gaucho and 

his problems” (161). 

 Vizcacha gives the opposite advice for survival on the pampas than Martin Fierro 

has been giving; “Don’t go changing the hole you live in, you be like the mice, stay quiet 

in the same corner/where your life began” and to make friends with the crooked 

politicians who lay down the law:  “Make friends with the judge, don’t give him a chance 

to complain of you. And when he chooses to get annoyed what you have to do is lie low’ 

(329). Vizcacha’s clever adages continue until the end of the chapter in a complete 

counter to the gaucho’s chivalric code, and yet drawn from the same environment: “A 

woman’s a kind of animal/that I won’t start describing here/She’ll always like a strong 

man, but watch how you choose - because she’s got  a heart that’s like the belly of a 

toad” (335). Vizcacha dies after being attended by the boy, and there is a wake of sorts 

with amusing anecdotes of the dead man’s life, including tales of how he stole calves, 

and remained on “bad terms with everyone” for “letting his sheep mix with other flocks, 
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and when they were sorted out/he’d take the biggest share of them, and then he’d come 

and complain” (345). As they take inventory of his effects, all manner of goods emerge, 

some of dubious provenance, and given to the boy as the inheritor: “the heir of all these 

bits of junk…The first thing I’d like to know is what’s happened to my herd of cows!” 

referring to the original inheritance Vizcacha took from him after being named 

guardian(355).  It is interesting to note that the boy then prays for the soul of his 

guardian. The boy remains free for misadventures, but ends wondering whatever 

happened to “that herd of mine” (371). 

 The next singer in the celebration is a young man named Picardia, a name which 

is rooted in a Spanish term for a rogue, and who says his mother’s name was Inocencia. 

He  is also orphaned and turns out to be the lost son of Fierro’s companion in his escape 

to the Indian lands, Cruz. He sings: “I went around like a rolling stone, and poorer than a 

rat” and compares himself to a crane: “Time to go home, crane, even though you’ve only 

got one leg to stand on “ which Carrino explains refers to “the cranes’s habit of escaping 

inland when a storm threatens the seashore” (383). Picardia lives by deception and card-

sharking: “I can deal from the middle of the pack or slip the top card underneath” (389). 

Picardia goes on with all his swindles and scams but oddly refuses to vote in a rigged 

election, even if it means his life: “I respect those who respect me, but no one’s going to 

interfere with my voting paper or my card” (403) Picardia’s role in the corrupt elections 

of the time is interesting considering his own cunning mode of deception. Perhaps he is a 

comment on Argentinian elections: “because Justice is a lady…and where she rides is up 

behind whoever’s most cunning” (405). He is also the victim of an illegal arrest for the 

purposes of conscription. Yet he too expresses the peculiar chivalry of the oppressed 



   

39 

gaucho toward his honest compatriots: “that if you don’t take care of your countrymen 

you’re not a true patriot” (427) 

 The final chapters witness the appearance of a final singer, a black man who turns 

out to be the younger brother of the black man killed by Fierro. Their singing duel lasts 

through out the night. This black man sings about his identity coming from a large 

family, which he claims is distinct on the pampas: “Negroes are very loving/although 

they don’t boast about it; there’s nothing equals their affection/nor their tender care - 

they’re like the maca-bird, that raises its young under its wing” (447). Carrino notes this 

that this refers to a “Slow and cumbersome river bird” which “takes its young on its back 

while swimming” (447). The influence of this pampas bird is felt upon the raising of 

children.  

 The black man extends the discussion with an observation about weight, 

challenging Fierro about the nature of weight. Fierro states: “God keeps among his 

secrets/the secret containing this; and he commanded that all weights/fall to the earth “ 

and “the reason for weight was for weighing /the sins of mortal man” (471).The question 

the black man then poses is : “If you can reply to this question consider that you’ve 

won;” in relation to this as a singing contest “So answer me right away/when it was that 

God made time/and why he divided it up” (473). Martin Fierro returns that: “Time is only 

the delaying of things to come - it never had a beginning nor will it ever end, because 

time is a wheel, and also a wheel is eternity” while concluding “And if a man divides it 

up/he only does it I guess/to know how much he’s lived so far/or how much he’s got left 

to live” (473). These speculations take the epic to entirely new dimensions.  Indeed, 

within a few more stanzas the black man becomes a voice of personal conscience when 
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he reveals that his brother “died by foul means /at the hands of a drunk in a brawl” and 

requests that Martin Fierro: “agree, we’ll sing on the subject of the unjust deaths/that 

certain people bring about” (479). The reader at this point recalls Martin Fierro’s 

uneasiness over the body not being properly buried. Fierro retorts with an image of a 

mulita, or small armadillo: “the mulita has a litter of nine and all of them are alike”(481). 

The singing duel is left unfinished with this when bystanders prevent a fight. The fight 

which does not occur might be the fitting standoff between the gaucho Martin Fierro and 

the presence of his conscience haunted by “the yoke he finds himself in” (483).  

 It can se seen in these final chapters that the vastness of the pampas has enlarged 

the scope of the epic into vast philosophical themes. Fierro instructs his sons on a variety 

of ethical considerations to live by, such as: “The carrion bird with its hooked beak/has a 

taste for robbery, but a man with powers of reason will never steal a cent - because 

there’s no shame in being poor/ but there is in being a thief”(495). These admonitions 

continue, with the gaucho epic ending in the final separation Martin Fierro from his sons 

and the son of Cruz: “After this, the four of them turned towards the four winds” (499). 

The poet himself closes with the hope: “it’s not to do anyone evil but to do everyone 

good” (505). 

 Reflecting on these particular chapters, Borges comments on the universality of 

the poem. In “The Argentine Writer and Tradition” Borges develops an approach to the 

poem which is at odds with what he felt was a nationalist view of the poem; “I believe 

that Martin Fierro is the most lasting work we Argentines have written; I also believe, 

with equal intensity, that we cannot take Martin Fierro to be, as has sometimes been said, 

our Bible, out canonical book” (420). The nationalism which Borges refutes is based 
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upon the notion that the indigenous gaucho singer, the payador, leads directly to the 

gauchesco literature culminating in Martin Fierro: “gauchesco poetry, which has 

produced - I hasten to repeat - admirable works, is as artificial as any other literary genre” 

(421 NF). It is in this essay that Borges might be read as contradicting the general theme 

of this thesis, that the environment of the pampas is a determining influence in creating 

the characters. For while Borges acknowledges: “for a long while the poem does not 

allow us to forget that the person singing is a gaucho; it abounds with in comparisons 

taken from life in the grasslands” he also points to the payada, “the improvised musical 

face-off which occupies the second part” (422). “The author forgets this concern with 

local color and writes in a general Spanish, speaking not of vernacular  subjects but of 

great, abstract subjects:  time, space, the sea, the night”(422). Perhaps what Borges is 

trying to establish with these observations is that there is more to the heritage of the poem 

than what is local, thus prone to become part of local political manipulation, but to what 

is beyond nationalism to the universality of great literature. Indeed, the reader must 

acknowledge the differences in the original and the sequel in this regard. In the sequel: “It 

is as if Hernandez himself had wished to demonstrate the difference between gauchesco 

poetry and the genuine poetry of the gauchos” and “The idea that Argentine poetry must 

abound in Argentine differential traits and in Argentine local color seems to me to be a 

mistake” (422). Borges states: “there is, in my mind, a fundamental difference between 

the poetry of the gauchos and gauchesco poetry” (421). One would be described as 

thematic, where the popular gauchos sang of “the pain of love and absence, the sorrow of 

love” in words which were “in a lexicon that is equally general” while “the gauchesco 

poets, on the contrary, cultivate a deliberately popular language that the popular poets do 
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not even attempt” which include “a quest for native words, a profusion of local color” 

(421). Borges concludes the essay by claiming “the universe is our birthright’ and “we 

cannot confine ourselves to what is Argentine in order to be Argentine” because in doing 

so there is a danger that “being Argentine is a mere affectation, a mask” (427). 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE ENVIRONMENT AS A SHAPING FORCE 

 

IN CATHER’S PRAIRIE EPIC 

 

 The primacy of the land in the development of character in the novels being 

discussed is frequently played out in gender relationships. When young Jim Burden, in 

My Antonia, first sees the vast prairie opening to the settlers of the nineteenth century he 

observes: “There was nothing but a land: not a country at all, but the material out of 

which countries are made” (11). Thus from this first chapter in My Antonia, Cather 

established the centrality of nature in the novel, and the extent to which that environment 

would shape the characters, as Jim continues: “Between the earth and sky I felt erased, 

blotted out. I did not say my prayers that night: here I felt what would be would be” (11). 

Through the very youth of the boy Cather will evolve the newness of the prairie 

experience, the growth of the society which has taken root on the prairie. O Pioneers! and 

A Lost Lady also recall the settling of the North American prairie by northern European 

immigrants in the second half of the nineteenth century; all three novels portray the 

formation of farming communities through a common struggle to understand the land and 

its promise along with its punishing reality. Through her childhood in Nebraska, Cather 

came to know the relationship with the land as well as to write an epic recreation of the 

previous century in the twentieth.  
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 Gordon Tapper, writing in the introduction to  My Antonia states : “Part of what 

makes Cather such an important voice in American literature is that she reproduces the 

national mythology of the frontier while simultaneously revising it by placing 

indomitable women at the center of the national script” (xv). Tapper notices that these 

women are merging on a deeper level with their surroundings. Not solely “Conquering 

the land” but becoming part of it, they reveal that: “What is probably most distinctive 

about the representation of the countryside in My Antonia is the way in which Cather 

dwells  on the ineffable empowerment of the self as it gives up to an overwhelming, 

sublime landscape” (xv). Tapper observes that it was through the “prairie trilogy—and 

My Antonia in particular—that Cather defined her literary voice” (xiv).  

 As the prairie trilogy began, there was a “longstanding tension between the 

country’s material accomplishments and its spiritual ideals” according to the historian 

Van Wyck Brooks, as quoted by Tapper. This tension was cause by “two American types 

often at odds with one another. The practical ethos that transformed the United States into 

an industrialized nation was embodied by the ‘Pioneer’ type” (xiv). The other type was a 

“reflective ‘Puritan’ “ who had from the early beginnings of the American experience 

attempted “to create a utopian community” (xiv). Cather was felt by cultural critics such 

as Brooks to have “reconciled these opposing strains” in style which extended Walt 

Whitman “through his transformation of vernacular materials into a radically new kin of 

poetry imbued with a transcendent vision of the democratic self” (xiv). When Jim Burden 

states “At any rate that is happiness; to be dissolved into something complete and great” 

there is a significant epic moment occurring (p. 17). Tapper then sees this initial response 

of Jim Burden to the newness of the landscape experience as recalling “the literature of 
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American transcendentalism in which Ralph Waldo Emerson declares, “I become a 

transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all [Essays and Lectures, p. 10]” (xvi). Tapper’s 

reflection on what emerges in Cather very much demonstrates this paper’s perception of 

the environment as a shaping force of characters in the prairie novels. The interactive as 

well as reflective nature of this experience shows: “how the pastoral idea of a utopian 

garden has affected American attitudes to the landscape and history of the nation” (xvii). 

This is central to the myth Cather reveals and recreates. 

 It is necessary at this point to explore the complexity of Cather’s environmental 

consciousness. Patrick K. Dooley examines this in his essay “Biocentric, Homocentric, 

and Theocentric Environmentalism in O Pioneers!, My Antonia,, and Death Comes to the 

Archbishop” (Cather Studies 2003 64). Dooley refers to Aldo Leopold’s The Sand 

County Almanac, stating: “Leopold observed that human ethical sensitivity can be seen as 

a gradually widening circle of beings respected as possessing intrinsic worth (64). Dooley 

is concerned with the way in which Cather deals with the worth of the land and its 

development by people, positioning her perspective as: “While her deepest environmental 

impulse is, it seems to  me, in favor of a homocentric position of conservation, she also, 

though less often and with less fervor, sides with a biocentric position of conservation” 

(65). The homocentric viewpoint involves a wise management of the land so as to make it 

productive, that is, to make farmers prosperous, while the biocentric view would look 

toward land conservation. 

 The homocentric view seems pervasive in My Antonia. The early disaster of the 

Shimerdas, due to Mr. Shimerda’s hopeless displacement on his land, coupled with some 

corrupt business practices, is paralleled by the wise management of the Burdens. Dooley 
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points out that in Cather the success of the homesteaders depends on their learning the 

land’s secrets through their own resourcefulness and initiative, then proceeding to its 

subjugation: “But once the key is found and the puzzle solved, the land submits to the 

human hand that develops, tames, subdues, orders, masters, controls, and improves (all 

Cather’s terms) it ”(67). Certainly the gradual development of the Shimerda farm, after 

the death of Antonia’s father, reveals the learning necessary to making the farm work, 

influenced by the Burdens. This is overshadowed by the enormous success of Alexandra 

Bergson in O Pioneers! as well as the Forresters in A Lost Lady, yet all three novels 

reveal a fundamental mastery of the land. Cather even seems to be extending to these 

women their share of the patriarchy, as they achieved much the same as their male 

counterparts.  

 Dooley observes: “Some of Cather’s characters, however, find wildness and 

naturalness the preferred state” (69). Ivar, the religious Russian neighbor of the Bergsons 

in O Pioneers!, seems almost the holy fool of the prairie in his bunkered dugout 

hermetism: “Ivar led Alexandra and Emil to his little cave house. He had but one room, 

neatly plastered and whitewashed, and there was a wooden floor” (25). Ivar explains to 

his visitors that the birds are wild and sacred creatures and must not be treated otherwise: 

“I have many strange birds stop with me here. They come from far away and are great 

company.  I hope you boys never shoot wild birds?” (24). This biocentric view can give 

us some insight into Cather’s conflicted view of Nature’s bounty, one that must be 

protected while it is being exploited. Ivar’s views become theocentric as well: “but these 

wild things are God’s birds. He watches over them and counts them, as we do our cattle: 

Christ says so in the New Testament” (24). It is revealing that Alexandra would move 
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Ivar onto her prosperous farm in his old age, thus preserving his biocentric as well as 

theocentric views within the wealthy confines of her homocentric viewpoint, that of wise 

use, wise use leading to wealth. Alexandra, upon approaching Ivar’s home, sees that 

“Ivar has lived for three years in the clay bank, without defiling the face of nature any 

more than the coyote that had lived there before him had done” (22). For Dooley, “the 

key word is defile” (70). The relationship Ivar has with the land is preservationist, 

“although not a pure preservation” according to Dooley, because there is still a human 

imprint, although Cather can see it as not defiling nature (70). 

 To return to Jim Burden and the earlier quoted passage at the end of the first 

chapter in My Antonia, the presence of the divine is made explicit, as he feels “blotted 

out” by the presence of the land (11). Later, toward the end of the novel, Dooley states: 

“Jim Burden leaves  Antonia surrounded by her children and bountiful farm amply 

provisioned to face the future and ready for the transfer to the next stewards of the land” 

(974). At the end of this essay Dooley remarks: “Cather’s religiosity is neither apologetic 

or proselytizing; for her, religious faith is simply a given of human experience” (75). 

Nearing the end of O Pioneers! Carl Linstrum tells Alexandra: “You belong to the 

land…now more than ever” (179). Alexandra then states: “we come and go, but the land 

is always here. And the people who love it and understand it are the people who own it - 

for a little while” (179). In these telling passages, it can be observed that Cather has 

constructed, in the two prairie novels which preceded A Lost Lady, an allegorical 

representation of the land to its inhabitants in which the land is sacred to the prosperity of 

its inhabitants in the present, to its intrinsic and religious nature, its origin from the past, 

and to the future existence of its stewards and their relation to the land itself. The prairie 
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has assumed divine status in Cather’s work, and this allegory will create characters as 

well. 

 Cather’s female characters are wedded to the land, but in changing ways. 

Alexandra Bergson’s is a direct and chaste connection, while Antonia’s is an actual 

marriage to her husband, accompanied by their dedication to the family that land 

supports. Perhaps the husband can be seen as representative of that land in a real and 

protective way. Over a period of the twelve years between the publication of O Pioneers! 

and A Lost Lady the female character transforms into the decayed relationship Marian 

Forrester develops  with the land after the death of her husband, Captain Forrester. The 

sunny optimism of the author has changed to a skepticism which has emerged in Sweet 

Water, the town where the Forrester farm is located. Alexandra’s love is that of a primal 

connection to the land. As John J. Murphy expresses it in his essay “A Comprehensive 

View of  O Pioneers!” “Alexandra’s is the story of creation, the story of a human 

civilization being shaped out of a land as flat and formless as the sea”(Critical Essays on 

O Pioneers!) (114). As the Forresters fade from time, the fresh hope will fade, as 

Kathleen Nichols observes: “The glory of the era she [Marian Forrester] represents  ends 

not with a whimper but with Ivy Peters’ grasping hand on her breast” (Murphy 186). This 

reference to Marian Forrester is in stark contrast to lines near the ending of O Pioneers! : 

“Fortunate country, that is one day to receive hearts like Alexandra’s into its bosom, to 

give them out again in the yellow wheat, in the rustling corn, in the shining eyes of 

youth!” (O Pioneers! 180). Murphy describes it: “This creative urge explains Alexandra’s 

sensation of germinating soil,  her fantasy of being carried away across the fields by a 

gigantic earth figure, and her spiritual communion with the Genius of the Divide” (125). 
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This refers to a recurring dream, on Sunday mornings, that Alexandra has of a godlike 

man coming to her: “She could feel him approach, bend over her and lift her, and then 

she could feel herself being carried swiftly off across the fields” (120). The land itself, 

through her musings of the visiting male deity, has become an actual character in the 

story, mated to Alexandra and delivering her into its protective embrace. Thus the 

allegory of the land itself emerges as the beginning of the epic cycle. 

 Near the end of Chapter Fourteen in My Antonia Jim Burden and Antonia spend a 

day in the country outside of the town in Black Hawk, where Jim finished high school 

and Antonia works as a house girl. There is a scene where they go on a picnic with their 

friends. From the chalk cliff where they gather: “Below us we could see the windings of 

the river, and Black Hawk, grouped among its trees, and, beyond, the rolling country, 

swelling gently until it met the sky. We could recognize familiar windmills” (143). It is 

here that these young children of the pioneers experience an epiphany while looking out 

over their hard-won land, at sunset: “On some upland farm, a plough had been left 

standing in the field. The sun was sinking just behind it. Magnified across the distance by 

the horizontal light, it stood against the sun, was exactly contained within the circle of the 

disc; the handles, the tongue, the share - black against the molten red. There it was, heroic 

in size, a picture writing on the sun” (146). This portrayal shows an allegorical 

relationship between the land, the sun which sustains it, and the humans who till the land, 

against the transmogrification of the plough which serves them as an instrument of the 

divine. The plough’s enormity is perhaps more symbolic than allegorical, as part of the 

whole epic narrative rather than its culmination, yet it figures precisely into the eventual 

return of Antonia to the land, as if the future awaits her and her progeny. Dooley notes 
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the connection time relationships in Cather: “An important and persistent theme in 

Cather’s work is how, paradoxically, the future delimits the present and defines the past” 

(74). The Jim Burden who stands with Antonia on the bluff will one day return to visit his 

childhood territory to discover a trail he had found many years earlier on the frontier 

plain: “I had a sense of coming home to myself and of having found out what a little 

circle man’s life experience is” (222). The epic experience is here somehow foreordained, 

or at least part of a continuing experience, for Jim states: “Now I understood that the 

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

together the precious, incommunicable past” (222). The last of the novel belongs to Jim. 

Dooley feels: “Cather closes the book with the past-present-future cycle” (974). Thus the 

past, present, and future were all present in the image of the plough projected across the 

prairie. 

 Significant years will pass before the 1925 publication of A Lost Lady. Much of 

the novel is seen through the eyes of a Nebraska boy, Niel Herbert, who will experience a 

boyhood infatuation, or perhaps, inspiration, with Marian Forrester, wife of Captain 

Daniel Forrester. Niel will eventually face disenchantment with Marian as well as the 

development of the plains. Marian represents a nobility of spirit and refined sentiments to 

Niel. Evelyn Thomas Helmick notices: “Although Marian Forrester, the long-lost lady, 

still retains a connection with the fertility goddesses of the earlier novels (“She was an 

excitement that came and went with summer”), she is chiefly an elegant , polished 

goddess woman, the embodiment of the chivalric ideal” (Murphy 183). Niel can thus be 

seen to be the protector of that ideal though her husband’s decline and fall, finally to lose 

out to Sweetwater’s sad destiny. Although she occupies a period of Nebraska plains 
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history similar to Alexandra, gone is the woman who independently rules the soil, looks 

with shining eyes toward the possibility of the future, and eschews adulterous behavior. 

Through her marriage to the epochal pioneer Daniel Forrester Marian shares the wealth 

of a previous generation, that of her husband, won through the aspirations of building a 

society in the wilderness, by farm and rail, by honest labor and business. She watches this 

society lose its place in a subsequent era where the youth are seduced by corruption and 

ultimately she abandons it, most unlike Alexandra. In a plot twist, the novel ends with 

Marian in “Buenos Ayres” married to an English rancher, rich from his estancia, a far cry 

from the Nebraska homesteaders. This type of Argentinian ranch is of the sort that was 

formed out of vast areas of the pampas for the benefit of the few, fueled by political 

power, outside investment, and outright military force. The owners were often absent, 

with overseers managing the estate. 

 James E. Miller, Jr., has written that My Antonia leaves “strong and vivid images” 

in the mind of the reader, including the final image of the road: “The road is not, of 

course, simply Jim and Antonia’s road. It is America’s road, leading not into the future, 

but into the past, fast fading from memory” (Bloom 28-9). The allegorical nature of the 

road is very much changed for Marian Forrester, although in time it is relatively the same 

traversed in all three of the novels under discussion, the closing decades of the nineteenth 

century. Joan Acocella, in Cather and Her Critics, notes that Cather had evolved into 

“her great middle period, her tragic period” (21). Her characters have problems which are 

complicated, while the plains culture no longer is allowed to exert its legislative authority 

over the desires of its inhabitants; Marian does not fear the gossip of the townswomen or 

the havoc caused by a disowned husband, for as Acocella states: “her husband knows 
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what she’s up to, and doesn’t mind” (62). This seems to be more implicit in the novel 

than clearly stated. In a sense the author reveals a woman who is corruptible while still 

embodying something noble, someone to be looked up to. Despite the questionable  

character of the man she is having an affair with, she maintains that truly aristocratic 

personage admired by Niel Herbert and some of the other boys, that of an inner nobility 

connected to the outer society of the Nebraska of the 1880’s, the society of Daniel 

Forrester. However, this nobility of spirit has begun its deterioration in what appears to 

be the 1890’s, and it is seen through the heir to this heritage, Niel. Cather has centered the 

characterization on the effect the woman is having on the history she continues to live 

through. Marian’s love life affects Niel; this will continue to affect future readers through 

examining a past allegorical representation of characters to the land. 

 That Marian Forrester’s function in the plains culture has changed a great deal 

since Alexandra Bergson can be contrasted starkly with the mythological stature of 

Antonia Shimerda. Evelyn Helmick notes Antonia’s, and the novel’s power to evoke the 

myth of Persephone. This critic also comments on Cather’s ability to “generate a power 

of response in the reader that can hardly be explained by the events or the characters” 

(Blooms’s Major Novelists 29). Helmick points to the ancient myth joinded to the 

pioneers of the American plains. The final book of My Antonia “recreates in both 

meaning and structure the Eleusinian Mysteries observed by the Greeks before the eighth 

century B.C. , probably by the Mycenaeans before them and by the Roman emperors long 

after” (31). Helmick is referring to “Cuzak’s Boys,” which opens with a letter to Jim 

Burden from Antonia Cuzak, her married name, listing the names of her children, along 

with their ages. They, she and Jim, had not seen each other in twenty years. In the final 
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line of the first chapter Jim would observe of her sons: “It is no wonder that her sons 

stood tall and straight. She was a rich mine of life, like the founders of early races” (211). 

Helmick states that: “Earlier scenes foreshadow Antonia’s representation of the Great 

Mother archetype, that ‘human representation of the divine,’ who, Jung says, founded a 

culture” (30). Antonia is seen as a parallel story to Persephone, whose mother Demeter, 

goddess of grain, searches for her after her loss to Hades, god of the underworld, while in 

the meantime withholding all fertility from the world. Helmick sees Antonia’s 

unfortunate alliance with Larry Donovan as the parallel to the marriage of Persephone, 

with her subsequent reunion with her mother and great fecundity as the resolution Zeus 

found in Demeter. Helmick further states: “And further, she [Antonia] has religious 

import - the ability to reveal the meaning of everyday life. On all these levels, it is 

Antonia’s relation to the land that invests her with significance” (30). Approaching 

Antonia as an earth goddess furthers the vision of her place in the prairie epic being 

discussed in this paper. Jim sees the vision when he states: “She lent herself to 

immemorial human attitudes which we recognize by instinct as universal and true”(211).  

There is a further significance to Antonia’s own ethnicity becoming part of this 

prairie. Writing in MELUS, Tim Prchal discusses the role Antonia plays as a Bohemian, 

or Czech, immigrant, and its specific place in Cather’s fiction: “When placed within its 

historical and rhetorical context, and approached as part of this body of discourse, My 

Antonia can be seen as Cather’s response to and reshaping of the popular image of Czech 

immigrants” (The Bohemian Paradox: My Antonia and Popular Images of Czech 

Immigrants 3). By this statement Prchal is referring to the widespread negative 

perception of eastern European immigrants after the “old immigrants” had already settled 
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the prairie (5). Prchal continues to discuss the emergence of separate categories of 

immigrant when a “significant shift in US immigration began around 1880” (5). Prchal 

identifies the older immigrants, from northwestern Europe, as “the Harlings, Mrs. 

Gardener, and Mr. Jensen” along with the businesslike Lina Lingard and Tiny Soderball 

as more in keeping with a perception of assimilated immigrants (who live in Black 

Hawk) (5). However, “Czechs became associated with the so-called ‘new immigrants,’ 

the Hungarians, Poles, Italians, Greeks, and other groups from eastern and southern 

Europe whose numbers surpassed all others in early twentieth-century immigration” (6). 

Cather’s Czech Shimerdas are, however, “on equal footing with the old immigrants, such 

as Germans” (7). Prchal feels this was no accident, but rather a deliberate defense of the 

Czechs as she knew in Nebraska. When Antonia stands with Jim watching the plough 

towering over the land, the Czech Antonia also takes her place in the epic female 

characters alongside the Scandinavian Alexandra and the Kentucky-born Marian.  

However, Prchal notes that in O Pioneers!  The Czech Shabatas were portrayed as 

“an impulsive people, which might make them especially friendly or possibly, especially 

violent” (14). On the whole, Prchal actually feels that the future of the American plains 

belongs to Antonia, as the earth mother rather than with Jim Burden, who is childless, or 

the materially successful Lena, who never marries: “Instead, the future belongs to 

families such as the Cuzaks, who head there on a bridge from the past” (20). Thus it can 

be seen that there are separate allegorical women merging into an allegory of the plains 

due to different waves of immigration settlement. An immigration time sequence is 

important here, which is why the date 1880 is not as arbitrary as it might seem. 
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 At this point it is vital to notice where Jim next places his vision: “She had only to 

stand in the orchard, to put her hand on a little crab tree and look up at the apples, to 

make you feel the goodness of planting and tending and harvesting at last. All the strong 

things of her heart came out of her body, which had been so tireless in serving generous 

emotions” (252). Cather likes to place her earth goddess in a fruit orchard. Aside from the 

myth of Demeter, it might also reach back to Eve in the Garden of Eden. In O Pioneers! 

Cather places both Alexandra Bergson together with Marie Shabata, along with 

Alexandra’s admirer Carl Linstrum, in an orchard. Carl mentions that “I wish I had a 

dollar for every bucket of water I’ve carried for those trees” and Marie replies; “Then I’m 

thankful to you, Mr. Linstrum. We’d never have bought this place if it hadn’t been for the 

orchard, and then I wouldn’t have had Alexandra either” (79). Later Marie and 

Alexandra’s brother Emil would lose their lives in the orchard, where her cuckolded 

husband finds them embraced: “The blood came back to her cheeks, her amber eyes 

opened slowly, and in them Emil saw his own face and the orchard and the sun” (150). 

While Alexandra’s orchards would flourish, Marie’s transgression in the orchard would 

be her downfall.  

 Mullins makes reference to C. Susan Wiesenthal to describe the essential nature 

of Alexandra’s emerging Midwestern sensibility: “Alexandra is one who brings order out 

of chaos,” in that she has an instinctual pursuit of what is necessary to make her affairs 

conducive to the realities of her environment. Wiesenthal continues: “Under Alexandra’s 

creative and loving will, for example, the natural world is gradually though steadily 

transformed from a hostile ‘wild land’ to a progressive and geometrically neat farm” (end 



   

56 

notes). This could not be in starker contrast to the long lament which is contained within 

Martin Fierro’s story about the loss of the wild disorder he has come from on the pampas. 

 Mullins also makes reference to Alexandra’s reveries while working the land. In 

one reference to this state, Carl Linstrum approaches her: “She did not hear him. She was  

standing perfectly still, with that serious ease so characteristic of her” (4). Mullins 

believes that this reveals to Carl: “Her love of the land communicates itself to Carl 

without words. He is able to to glimpse momentarily through her eyes what she feels 

about the land” (4). This reverie is then compared to the flight of a hawk: “The air was 

cool enough to make the warm sun pleasant on one’s shoulders, and so clear that the eye 

could follow a hawk up and up, into the blazing blue depths of the sky” (4). The 

landscape has now exercised an infectious reverie in Carl also, and its influence is 

complete: “Even Carl, never a very cheerful boy, and considerably darkened by these last 

two bitter years, loved the country on days like this” (4). Although he finds this contact 

optimism from Alexandra, she is the one who receives a very sense of artistic design 

which will come to fruition in her farming. Upon returning sixteen years later,and 

observing the changes Alexandra has made, “Carl recognizes in this tremendous change 

Alexandra’s artistry” and that “Like the artist, the pioneer can sense the potential inherent 

in raw material” (4). The statement is also made which again reveals the contrasting 

visions of Alexandra and Martin Fierro toward that environmental inspiration: “because 

of her effort and persistence  the wild land becomes ‘a vast checkerboard, marked off in 

squares of wheat and corn; light and dark, dark and light” (4), The American 

government’s land use policies have come to this moment of freedom through working 
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that land, while Argentina’s have come to imprisonment for a gaucho through working a 

land no longer his.  

 When Cather writes of the Forresters twelve years later, the lurking danger is not 

a jealous husband but an opportunist out to drain the Forrester’s swamp. Niel observes 

the commercialism taking over the Forrester estate when the unscrupulous Ivy Peters 

accomplished the drainage: “The space, the colour, the princely carelessness of the 

pioneer they would destroy and cut up into profitable little bits,” he forsees with the 

sadness of a storyteller who cannot stop the story he is telling: “All the way from the 

Missouri to the mountains this generation of shrewd young men, trained to petty 

economies by hard times, would do exactly what Ivy Peters had done when he drained 

the Forrester marsh ”(102). Marian, who is almost literally married to the land through 

her husband in a way that Alexandra is figuratively, is making plans to escape. In his own 

way, so is Niel. This is taking place in the 1890s when corruption is making its way into 

the plains in the Gilded Age. 

 The situations Marian faces are not of her own devising, but rather 

accommodations made to a declining moral fabric where a man’s word is no longer as 

valuable as it once had been. In discussing investments with Niel, she states: “I don’t 

admire people who cheat Indians,” in reference to her new business adviser, the 

aforementioned Ivy Peters. When Niel returns: “Mrs. Forrester, rascality isn’t the only 

thing that succeeds in business” he is reminding her of her marriage to something greater. 

She answers: “It succeeds faster than anything else, though” (119). As an historical 

moment  in the novel it can be seen as about the fall of prairie society’s integrity and the 

rise of a new entrepreneurialism which is tainting everything and perhaps everyone as 
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well, including Mrs. Forrester. The Gilded Age of the 1890s has come to Nebraska and 

Willa Cather records its arrival from the vantage point of the Jazz Age of the 1920s, 

which is hurtling toward the Great Depression, when that prairie land cultivated with an 

honest diligence will rise into the sky in a great cloud of dust.  

 The historical allegory encompasses not only the two generations which literally 

overturned the prairie from a nomadic hunting culture into an agricultural breadbasket. 

The land is connected to the needs of an urbanizing world. Cather has harvested the rich 

vein of mythology centered on small town and rural America, one which continues today. 

Cather’s Midwestern sensibility stands apart from the rugged individualism of the 

cowboy or the entrepreneur, indeed reaching back to the civilizing nature of the knight 

and his lady, as if the chivalric society which emerged from classical Europe in the 

Middle Ages had been transplanted to the Middle West. The allegory of Cather’s 

characters is here similar to an earlier era from the Nebraska immigrants’ own bygone 

past in Europe, perhaps a myth which is not only distant in time but in class realities, for 

these immigrants would seldom have been able to own the land reserved for knights and 

ladies. A yearning for higher ideals can be seen in these pioneers as beyond class 

pretension, reaching rather for a nobility of spirit uncompromised by economic 

determinism, and it is that nobility which Cather finds so distastefully sacrificed in the 

prairie’s new wealth, that of Ivy Peters. Ivy Peters was introduced as a boy early in the 

novel tormenting a woodpecker caught with his slingshot: “Quick as a flash, as if it were 

a practised trick, with one of those tiny blades he slit both the eyes that glared in the 

bird’s stupid little head, and instantly released it” (22). This must be contrasted to Ivar’s 

reverence for birds in O Pioneers!. A less appealing creature of the plains is the snake, at 
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least for Cather, and the snakelike appearance of Ivy: “His eyes were very small, and an 

absence of eyelashes gave his pupils the fixed, unblinking hardness of a snake’s or 

lizard’s”  can remind us of the negative attribute Cather can give to the environment (19). 

This is noted by Tapper, when referring to the developing youthful friendship of Antonia 

and Jim and the aforementioned encounter with a rattlesnake: “when they are surprised 

one day by an immense rattlesnake.”  Tapper observes: “Thinking quickly, Jim kills the 

snake, and Antonia is indeed very impressed, calling Jim, in her imperfect English, ‘just 

like big man’s’” (xxv). It can be noted here that the Vizcacha of Martin Fierro has a 

similar role in personification of the environment in a negative way. 

 A different critical perspective needs to be mentioned concerning the greatness of 

the presence of Antonia on the Nebraska landscape. Not all contemporary critics find her 

portrayal to be a laudable symbol of an emerging American woman. Sandra M. Gilbert 

and Susan Gubar have written disparagingly of Jim Burden’s return to Antonia. “Yet 

Jim’s mythologizing of Antonia allows him firmly to associate the female with 

reproductive forces that presumably legitimize women’s exclusion from the priviliges 

that made possible not only his life story but the writing of her story” (No Man’s Land: 

the Place of the Woman Writer in the Twentieth Century 204). These two writers, 

associated with a feminist perspective, clearly find Antonia’s condition, revealed at the 

end of the novel, to be deplorable. Joan Acocella, however, finds rather the opposite, that 

“Cather agreed that women’s writing tended to be formless, and she clearly decided that 

hers would not be that way” (Acocella 63). In a clear rebuke to Gilbert and Gubar 

Acocella states that Cather’s femininst critics insist on returning her work to just that 

“fluid, disjunct, a ‘double-voiced discourse, the utterance of the  ‘madwoman in the 
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attic,‘ forbidden to come downstairs into the main house of literature” (63). Acocella then 

goes on to criticize these and other like-minded feminists for insisting Cather is not 

writing the way a modern woman can, but with her own sense of form: “She broke out of 

jail, and now they are putting her -and all other woman writers - back in” (63). While 

these critics are debating Cather’s style as much as characterization, Acocella’s 

observation of Cather’s critics, not only in regard to the portrayal of Antonia, is astute: 

“Some of her inquisitors do pause to note that she lived in different times” (64). 

 These differences in times extend also to the presence of classical mythology in 

the era of the late nineteenth century plains described by Cather. Timothy Blackburn 

notes that “Through allusions to the Odyssey Jim’s return is placed within mythic 

contexts of return, suggesting heroic stature even while delineating modernity” (Cather 

Studies v. 7 p 140). Herein Jim and Antonia become an allegory of Odysseus and his wife 

Penelope, as Blackburn says: “a genial spirit of another time” (140). There is a sense of 

emptiness in Jim’s return to Blackhawk: “My day in Black Hawk was disappointing” and 

“I scarcely knew how to put in time until the night express was due” (164). Blackburn 

attributes this “sense of loss” not to “a lack of romance between Jim and Antonia” but 

rather “in the lost potential of the immigrant contribution to American culture” (141). 

Blackburn insists that “ Cather’s choice of twenty years for this man returning home to a 

woman emphasizes the Homeric connection” and points plausibly to the very real 

possibility that Cather was consciously writing the epic narrative of the plains, with its 

inherent decline already foreshadowing A Lost Lady. 

 Joseph R. Urgo, in Willa Cather and the Myth of American Migration, discusses 

Cather’s use of the immigrants’ settled prosperity followed by an insecurity which causes 
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their descendants to leave, as Niel Herbert does. “Niel Herbert will prosper, then with a 

sustaining image of the past -heroic pioneers, the end of an era -as he makes his way in 

the present” (82). Urgo interprets through Niel’s chosen future as an architect that this 

son of a failed pioneering town actually designs the metamorphosis from home-built 

barns to urban business offices. This is a necessary stage of historical development, 

“providing homes and workplaces for the sons and daughters of pioneers, sustained in the 

knowledge that he is building on greatness and serving something larger than himself” 

(82). All of this involves an emigration from the Promised Land: “With closure comes 

movement, and all migrants carry with them a sense of the inviolable past” observes 

Urgo (82). So we can see Niel separating from but never really forgetting the Marian 

Forrester he had once placed on a pedestal, allowing for her own migration to a South 

American oligarchy where she and those lost ideals will not need his protection. Carl 

Linstrum returned to Alexandra; Jim Burden returns and leaves with his memories; but 

Niel has only his childhood memories to preserve of Marian and Sweetwater. American 

literary scholars today may be part of the ongoing representation of these characters, 

searching to rehabilitate their legacy through a renewal of Cather’s fiction. Perhaps Urgo, 

in describing Niel Herbert’s decision to leave Sweet Water, is issuing subtle advice for 

the twenty-first century: “One may serve that past, and be rendered immobile, perhaps 

even dead, or one may carry history into the next era, into the future itself, possessing and 

transforming the past into a sustaining, compensatory ideal that enables emigration from 

it” (82) . 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 The contrasting experiences of the settling of similar environments in the Western 

hemisphere, and the epic literature which arose from those experiences have formed the 

basis of this examination. This entails an interpretation of the relationship of the 

inhabitants of the North American prairie and the Argentinian pampas to their respective 

governments’ policies on land use and that effect on human settlement. The natural 

shaping influence of the environment has been shown to be a shaping force in the 

literature discussed through the personification of the creatures dwelling on the land and 

the land’s centrality to the people who dwell there also. The importance of government 

policies toward land development, distribution, and inclusion of populations both resident 

and immigrant has been revealed to be of vital importance. A comparison has been made 

to the approach to a sense of freedom through laboring one’s own farm against the 

restricted life of toil on another’s land and the national policies which caused both 

conditions. The thesis of this paper has remained a discussion of these literary characters 

and their origin in the contrasting social and political visions within an economic 

approach to land settlement. 

 Through critical and historical perspectives I have shown the ongoing importance 

of the epic literature of both Cather and Hernandez to the nations they represent, by 

implication the effect on the popular imagination as well as individual and collective 
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identity as peoples. These separate peoples, populating similar spaces on separate 

continents, have been compared in detailed examinations of the literary creations which 

come from the environment. I have specifically concentrated on the characters from The 

Gaucho Martin Fierro as creatures of the grassland of the pampas, with their frequent 

comparisons to the wildlife native therein. The assimilation of those environmental traits, 

particularly from birds and mammals, into the personalities and personal struggles for 

survival of the gauchos is portrayed against the designs of the government and those who 

benefited from that control. I have examined the very different endeavor to cultivate the 

land of Nebraska through farming rather than semi- nomadic herding of horsemen and 

the role the Homestead Act played in encouraging the individuals establishing farms. 

Those characters, which include the sequence of women from Alexandra Bergson 

through Antonia Shimerda to Marian Forrester, have been discussed as representatives of 

social and economic development. The development of these characters was influenced 

by the prairie itself, and has been shown in many significant ways to have been literally 

evolved from the environment. There is a very different gender relationship in Martin 

Fierro, where the gaucho woman, his wife, is so dependent on her husband that she has to 

leave with another man when her husband is arrested. This is an arrest he protests, yet an 

abandonment on his wife’s part which he understands. The struggle for economic power 

in the form of land ownership on the pampas was between men, and it is notable that the 

character of the gaucho’s wife is not given a name. 

 To place literary works within the context of their economic, cultural, social, and 

political backgrounds is to study an inherent epic sweep. In this thesis, it might appear 

that the saga of settlement was occurring while the writers on two continents, both Cather 
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and Hernandez, were developing as individuals. Their surroundings were developing as 

well. They describe characters who were struggling to survive as individuals on the land 

they inhabited. That these works continue to be examined in the present century shows 

the importance of the interrelationships which created them, bringing together 

government policy and environmental exigency. 
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