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A bstract 

This thesis examines why the term heroine does not adequately represent Sylvie 

Fisher of Mzirilynne Robinson's novel Housekeeping and Marian Forrester of Willa 

Cather's novel A Lost Ladv are not adequately represented by the terni heroine. 1 argue 

that the term heroine is limited by its identification with femininity and the feminine 

oender. This identification with the feminine further binds it to the female half of a male- 
C 

female binary construction. The term heroine cannot contain Sylvie and Marian because 

they themselves do not remain within the boundaries of behaviour and roles that are 

commonly perceived as ferninine. 1 examine other ternis offered by various feminist 

scholars as alternatives to the terrn heroine, but in the end select my own choice of the 

term outlaw. The choice of this term is inspired by the western setting of both novels. by 

the term outlaw's not being part of a male-fernaie binary construction in language, and by 

the parallels 1 perceive between the figure of the outlaw and the two characters under 

consideration here. 1 ultimately offer this terni as an addition to the tenn heroine, and not 

necessarily ris a replacement. 1 conclude that there is still a need for the term heroine but 

because the fernale characters that populate the general fictional world are so numerous 

and so varied there needs to be more terrns from which to choose. 
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Introduction 

Making an Addition: Expanding Upon the Term Heroine 

Meanwhile the indefiniteness remains. and the Iimits of variation are really much wider 
than any one would imagine from the sameness of women's coiffure and the favourite 
lovestories in prose and verse. 

From Middlemarch by George Eliot 

After reading the novel Housekeeping by Marilynne Robinson, 1 was stmck by one of 

the novel's main characters. Sylvie Fisher. 1 wanted to funher investigate this character 

that 1 found so singular. However, my desire to examine Sylvie presented me with a 

certain dilemma. When 1 applied the term heroine to Sylvie. 1 felt that the term did not 

adequately represent her. Sylvie likewise did not meet al1 of the requirements and nuances 

of the term heroine. In order to better elucidate my argument, 1 decided to include an 

examination of a second female character, one who does appear to embody the term 

heroine. Marian Forrester of Willa Cather's pithy novel A Lost Ladv initially seemed to 

fulfill this role. As 1 studied her in greater detail, Marian ultimately emerged as less of a 

foi1 and more of a mirror to Sylvie, confirming my sunnise as to the deficiencies of the 

terrn heroine when applied to certain female characters. These two characters reveal the 

limitations 1 believe to be present in the term heroine, as it attempts to contain and 

communicate al1 of the variety and diversity attendant amongst the female characters who 

populate the fictional world. 

1 think that it is perhaps unfairly asking too much of one term, particularIy a term that 

has such a narrow definition itself as heroine does, to represent such a wide and varïed 

field of subjects. One of the reasons for the narrowness of the term heroine lies in the fact 

that i t  has been restricted only to fernales. The 1990 edition of New Webster's Dictionaw 



defines the heroine as "[a] fernale hero" (106), while The Oxford Dictionarv of Current 

Enelish defines the heroine as a "woman noted or admired for nobility, courage, 

outstanding achievements" (412) (italics mine). This is in direct contrast to the term hero 

where hero may refer to either men o r  women, at least according to the definition found in 

The Oxford Dictionary (4 1 1-4 12). These definitions clearly dist inpish the term heroine 

as applying only to women; it is not a universal term in the way that hero is defined. 

Moreover. the term heroine is a limited one because it applies pnmarily to those 

qudities that Toril Moi calls feminine. In her essay "Ferninist, Femde, Ferninine," Moi 

defines feminine as "social consrrucrs (patterns of sexuality and behaviour imposed by 

cultural and social noms)" (122) (italics Moi's). She argues "that though women 

undoubtedly are ferirale. this in no way guarantees that they will be fernirtirre" (123) 

(itaiics Moi's). This appears to be the case with the term heroine where, dthough it is 

explicitly defined as pertaining solely to femaies, it is not directly identified as feminine. 

While no connection has yet been made between the dictionary definition of the term 

heroine and the "feminine" in Moi's sense, 1 believe that the term heroine (like hero) is a 

changing social constmct. 

A female character generally becomes a heroine because either she conforms to what is 

deemed feminine in the particular world of the novel she inhabits or  she challenges it. 

Rachel M. Brownstein, andyzing heroines of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Engtish 

novels, in Becoming a Heroine notes: "The fiction of the heroine encourages aspiration 

and imposes lirnits. Paradox is at its core" (295). The heroine, on the one hand, "must 

stick to the social code and then some" (Brownstein 83), which usually means observing 

the boundaries of feminine behaviour; on the other hand, the heroine "is admired precisely 

for being separate and unique" (Brownstein 288-289), which often means defying these 



sarne boundaries. This perhaps explains why characters as diverse as Margaret Mitchell's 

Scarlett O'Hara and Thackeray's Becky Sharp, both resourceful and unscmpulous 

women, may be identified, d o n g  with the damsels in distress found in fairy tales, as 

heroines. This great variety of female characters who may be deemed heroines reveals the 

existence of a relationship between the term heroine and ideas of femininity. 

I discem in this great variety of  female characters the need to develop more terms with 

which to supplement the term heroine. More choice in terrninology would allow for the 

diversity of female characters to be better represented. There are those female characiers 

for whom the term heroine not only proves inadequate but also problematic. Sylvie and 

Marian, the two female characters 1 will be examining later and applying these theories to, 

faIl within this category. The term heroine is problernatic for Sylvie and Marian because, 

while both are female, neither remains within the confines of feminine gender boundaries. 

For each gender is ultimately a question of ambiguity. It is for this reason that 1 am 

proposing an addition to the term heroine in order to better reflect those female characters, 

such as Sylvie Fisher and Marian Forrester, who do not fa11 easily into roies and 

bchaviour that are deemed feminine. 

One of  the main reasons 1 view the term heroine as k i n g  so problematic for Sylvie and 

Marian, and perhaps for other characters Iike them, is ihs t ra ted  in the construction of the 

terni heroine. The standard dictionary definition, as quoted above. describes the term 

heroine ris the female version of the term hero. The term heroine is thus part of the 

linguistic male-female binary construction that is present in the English language. This 

construction may be itluminated by an image from a poem by John Donne. in "A 

Valediction: Forbidding Mourning" Donne uses the image of the drawing compass to 

express the connection present between two lovers, even when they are physicdly 



separated. The fixed compass arm represents the female lover while the a m  that moves 

xound represents the male lover in his travels. 1, however. see the fixed arm as 

representing the male half in a male-female binary construction and the movable arm as 

being the femaie counterpart. That is because no matter how far the fernale moves from its 

male counterpart. it is aiways defined in conjunction with the male. As Gayle Greene and 

Coppélia Kahn write in "Ferninist scholarship and the social construction of woman," 

"Radical feminists argue that the construction of gender is grounded in male attempts to 

control female sexudity [...], an objective that accounts for the 'madonna/whore 

dichotomy"' (3). They continuing, stating. "This objective also helps to explain the 

dichotomization of masculine and feminine" where "the terrn associated with the fernale 

always requir[es] control by the supenor male" (Greene and Kahn 3-4). The term heroine 

is so bound to the term hero in their binary composition. The heroine must always operate 

in tandem with the hero, reflecting that long-held view of the female as k i n g  the lesser or  

the subordinate when compared with the pre-erninent and more powerful male. 

According to some feminist scholars, one way to combat the limiting nature of  the 

term heroine as opposed to the term hero is to discard the term heroine altogether and 

adopt the term hero as a universal terrn for both male and female characters. In The 

Nonsexist Word Finder: A Dictionaw of Gender-Free Usage Rosaiie Maggio advises: 

Use "hero" to describe both men and women even though it is the masculine 
form of the Greek word, while "heroine" is the feminine fonn. However, we  
speak English-not Greek-and in English a heroine is defined as "a female 
heroq'-that is, a subset of hero [. ..] some sensitive writers and speakers feel 
there is a certain acceptability for a gender-fair use of "hero" and "heroine." 
But given the record of the serious devaluation and discounting of woman- 
associated words in Our society, it seems best to support one neutral term (60). 

While 1 agree with Maggio that the term heroine does function as a subset of the term 

hero, 1 do not agree that the answer to this inequaiity is to accept the male term as a 



replacement for the term heroine as a "neutrai" terrn. This act merely preserves the 

hierarchy that views the masculine as dominant and the ferninine as subordinate. The terrn 

hero would have to be revised for it to function as a neutral term. This revision would be 

required because the term hero is as much of a social construct as is the term heroine. 

Associations with ideas of masculinity plague the term hero. Although the title Maggio 

oives to her dictionary implies that it is to be a possible alternative to more traditional 
b 

dictionaries. she is simply reiterating the definition given above by a more traditionai 

dictionary of the heroine's being merely a female hero. Likewise, in images of Women in 

Fiction: Feminist Perspectives the editor Susan Koppelrnan Cornillon describes the 

"Woman as Heroine" section of the book as being about traditional views of women, 

including stereotypical ones (x-xi). while she describes the section on "The Woman as 

Hero" as dealing with those women who are "portrayed as whole people" (xi). With these 

definitions Cornillon also keeps intact the view that to be masculine is desirable while to 

be feminine is not, and that it is ultimately better to be a hero rather than a heroine. 

Discarding the term heroine and replacing it with the term hero poses no solution to the 

dilemma of how to expand the term heroine beyond the limiting male-female binary 

construction. Changing from heroine to hero without modifying the term hero does not 

allow female characters to overcome or  subven any of the expectations or  limits imposed 

upon them by a patriarchal society. The heroine as hero is in fact affirming the patriarchal 

belief that to be masculine is the only way to glory and that to be feminine is not. She 

proves to be a sheep in wolf  s clothing. in anaiyzing the history and development of the 

women's movement, Julia Kristeva argues in her essay "Women's Time" that ultirnately 

feminism, or any protest movement for that matter, as a "counterpower" and a 

"countersociety" risks becoming in its "'essence" "a simulacrum of  the combated society 



or of power" (207). While renaming the heroine as hero may appear to create a sense of 

equality between male and female characters. it ultimately does not. Because the term 

hero is a social construct. the heroine as hero is simply replacing ideas of fernininity with 

those of masculinity. The heroine as hero becomes simply a static mirror, reflecting back 

the image, the movernents. and the attitudes attributed to the maie heroes of her "time". iB 

particular. the heroine as hero perpetuates rather than combats the view of the ferninine as 

defective and the masculine as advantageous. Thus, the heroine as hero can offer no 

alternative to the status quo because she has herself become the status quo. She can offer 

no new pattern for the author or to the reader where neither the feminine nor the 

masculine is privileged. She cannot create her own pattern, that is, one not confined solely 

to either gender. 

Another proposal made by stiil other feminist critics and one that appears to embrace 

both the feminine and the masculine is the development and use of the t e m  "female 

hero." Carol Pearson and Katherine Pope in their work The Female Hero in American and 

British Literature present the female hero as not only an addition to the term heroine but 

as an evolutionary step forward from heroine. The heroine is a "potential hero", who 

remains merely a heroine because she does not challenge her position as the "secondary, 

supporting character in a man's story, who is unworthy and unable to do anything other 

than self-destmct for the sake of others" (Pearson and Pope 18). However, in seeking to 

free female characters of traditionaily expected and accepted roles and behaviour, Pearson 

and Pope fa11 into the trap of elevating those traits which are considered masculine above 

those deemed feminine. The difficulty with this term, just as with the use of the term hero 

as a neutral one, is its maintenance of the female-male b i n q .  The female hero will 

always be viewed as the hero's (Le. male hero's) poor cousin as long as gender imbalance 



or injustice prevails. Thus they will not be equai terms. 

Furtherrnore. Pearson and Pope follow the male heroic pattern in their delineation of 

the female hero's journey. They do not d low for female figures who may freely choose, 

and find fulfillment in. more traditionai roles. Pearson and Pope argue that in order to be a 

female hero women must defy the roles society has put forth for them and so find a "me 

self' (63). But what is this tme self? And who is to say that women cannot be heroic even 

within more traditional roles? A heroine, according to Pearson and Pope, only becomes a 

female hero when she renounces the expected behaviour of a woman and takes on 

masculine behaviour (20). And yet in the course of liberating the femaie character from 

being a heroine and transfomiing her into a female hero, Pearson and Pope reveal the 

aImost impossible and. in the end. self-defeating process of discerning what is a feminine 

trait and what is a masculine one. 

Moi refers to this situation of equating female with femininity as "this confusion" 

( 123). Pearson and Pope quite clearly illustrate Moi's "confusion" when they argue, on 

the one hand, that the femaie hero needs to reject "the traditional myths about fernininity" 

(Pearson and Pope 17), but maintain on the other hmd, that "the femde hero is in tune 

with spiritual or natural values" (9),  a quality which is often stereotypicaily attributed to 

women, to heroines. They see similarities between heroic women and those maie figures 

who are "relatively powerless", in that they both master "the world by understanding it, 

not by dominating, controlling, or owning the world or  other people" (Pearson and Pope 

4-5). Domination, control, ownership, and mastering are normally masculine 

characteristics while understanding is often deemed a feminine quality. This 

characterization appears to present a female hero who adheres to what may be described 

as a feminine pattern- But, at the same time, Pearson and Pope describe the femaie hero as 



a "woman who elects a life of courage, strength, and initiative" (7). in a context where 

such qualities are usually deemed masculine, they would imply that the "female hero" is 

very much a man. 

Interestingly, Pearson and Pope argue. as noted above. that some men can be included 

in the category of female hero. The men they include in this category are "relatively 

powerless" because they are not of the dominant class or race (Pearson and Pope 4-5). 

While calling these men fernale heroes may appear to be at first glance somewhat 

subversive. it really proves to be otherwise, The equation of less powerful men with 

women actually perpetuates and emphasizes the traditionai use of the feminine as an 

indicator of the subordination or degradation of something or someone. And although this 

grouping of women and men together does not prove able to subvert the hierarchical 

structure of the sexes, it  does reved the illogicaiity of atuibuting specific traits to gender 

too rigidly. 

Pearson and Pope reved this confusion of equating female with femininity and male 

with masculinity throughout their book as they attempt to define the female hero. Ir! the 

end. as Pearson and Pope's attempts indicate, it is nearly impossible to define a figure 

according to femininity or masculinity. This inability to identify certain qualities as 

belonging specifically to heroic figures, female or male, reveals the potential significance 

of the idea that there is not just one "true" identity for such figures. in fact, the Iack of 

distinction among these figures and the overlap of gender-speci fic attributes seems to 

support my argument that there is a need for supplernenting the term heroine with other 

definitions. Thus. although the term female hero stiII embodies and perpetuates, in my 

view, the sexist hierarchy which privileges the masculine at the expense of the feminine, 

the term does appear to inadvertently point the way toward a pattern of ambiguity. 



Perhaps. the best approach to this dilemma of how to add to and expand upon the term 

heroine is one which would obliterate a male-female binary while maintaining the idea of 

difference-but not just difference based on gender. It is an approach that would give the 

heroine additional names to reflect the diversity of identity present arnong female 

characters. Casey Miller and Kate Swift in their book Words and Wornen argue that the 

answer to the problem of sexist language. and so sexism itself, is the use of androgynist 

language which pnvileges no one. In looking at the origins of the words male and female, 

Miller and Swift note how the Greek for femaie person is gune or  gyne and for a male 

person it is aner or andr- (27). And when these two corne together to form the word 

androgyny. "they describe that rare and happy human wholeness that reverses the 

destructive linguistic polarization of the sexes" (Miller and Swift 27). Pearson and Pope 

likewise note: "Because society divides hurnan qualities into categories of male and 

female. the symbols for the final state of wholeness usuaily are androgynous" (15). Such 

an approach to lmguage would help to avoid a perpetuation and replication of the 

"simulacrum" of hierarchical language as exists in the current use of the term heroine. 

In my desire to add to the tenninology with which to describe female characters 1 am 

trying to avoid failing into this language pattern. 1 do not want to pnvilege either gender 

at the expense of the other. 1 want a term that will transcend the gender of a character but 

which will not deny the importance that it still plays in the formation of any character. 

This is particularly important to the  development of a terni with which to better represent 

the characters Sylvie and Marian. As heroines, Sylvie and Marian rnay seem to have 

almost nothing in common but that name. But apply a different term to thern, one that 

exposes other aspects of their characters and situations, and their sirnilarities become quite 

apparent. A new way of looking at fictional characters cm then be developed, one where 



gender is not the only defining quality. 

However. the creation of such a pattern under a new name is fraught with many 

difficulties. Like Kristeva. Greene and Kahn note how "thinking in terms of binary 

opposition always implies the subordination of the second element to the first" and that 

"to reverse the order of the pairing [...] can only reduplicate the initial system" (26). To 

funher complicate matters. the tools used to add to the term heroine, and therefore to 

create a new pattern, are themselves '"contaminated"' (Moi 118). Feminists "have to be 

pluralists: there is no pure ferninist or female space from which we can speak. A11 ideas, 

including feminist ones. are in this sense 'contaminated' by patriarchal ideologyy' (Moi 

118). This is particularly true of terms for pnder. While it m q  seem futile then to 

propose any new terrns to add to the tenn heroine, it is not. The more ternis there are from 

which to choose. the harder it is to keep female characters in fixed definitions, especially 

those that depict them as the deviant other. 

In my examination of the various ways that some feminist cntics have attempted to 

deal with the problematic nature of the term heroine 1 include here the creation of a 

historical hierarchy. Pearson and Pope offer the category of "prefeminist literature" which 

they appear to refer to as that period prier to the twentieth century (1  1). Brownstein 

argues that the term heroine does not accurately represent the femaie characters 

populating more recent fiction. that somehow the term heroine is applicable only to 

characters pnor to the twentieth century, and she offers the term "modem" heroine. What 

Brownstein seems to be creating in these categories of "modem" heroine and traditional 

heroine is a hierarchy arnongst female characters that is based on the idea of historical 

progress. While Brownstein does acknowledge the existence of female characters in 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English novels who did not conform to the pattern of 



the traditional heroine. she does not identify them as precursors of the "modem" heroine. 

Brownstein likewise does not distinguish more recent heroines as traditional heroines. 

This creates the problem as to which characters will be considered "modem" and which 

ones will not. The character of Marian Forrester exemplifies the problems inherent in 

trying to identiQ certain femaie characters as "modem" heroines as opposed to traditional 

heroines of the past. Cather's novel A Lost Lady was published in the year 1923 but the 

setting of the novel is "[tlhirty or forty years" earlier (Cather 3). Therefore, is Marian a 

traditional heroine of the nineteenth century or a "modem" heroine of the twentieth? This 

becomes as confusing as attnbuting behavioural qualities to one gender or the other, and 

may ultimately create a hierarchy privileging one group of heroines, or female characters, 

at the expense of the other group. in her essay "Sorties: Out and Out: AttacksIWays 

Out/Forays," Hélène Cixous wntes how the pattern that asserts itself when it comes to 

organizing and categorizing things seems to ofien be that of "duai, hierarchical 

oppositions" ( 10 1 ): "SupenorAnferior. Myths, legends, books. Philosophical systems. 

Everywhere (where) ordering intervenes, where a law organises what is thinkable by 

oppositions (dual, irreconcilable; or sublatable, dialectical)" ( 10 1 - 102). 

While my examination of the term heroine has revealed how it is limited by its strong 

identification with the female and the feminine, the term heroine nonetheless remains a 

relevant and useful term. To discard this term or to create a hierarchy amongst female 

characters through preferential terrninology al1 lead to a replication of the flaws inherent 

in the very construction of the tenn heroine. It results in a "simulacrum" of the hierarchy 

present in language that privileges the male. There is a definite need for a term or terms 

that transcend gender identification and hierarchical structuring but that capture the 

diversity of female characters, and have the potential to apply to male characters. As 



Sprengnether puts it. "We need, in paiticular, a language of sexual difference which does 

not revoive around the terms of phailic presence and vaginal absence, one that maintains 

an allegiance to physicai reality in al1 its stunning variety, without effacing the common 

oround of our existence" (245). 1 will now tum to a discussion of  the tenn 1 have selected 
b 

with which to better represent Sylvie and Marian in al1 of their "stunning variety". 



Chapter 1 

Part 1: An Indefinite Detïning/Defying 

For here again. we come to a dilernrna. Different though the sexes are, they intennix. in 
every human being a vacillation from one sex to the other takes place, and often it is only 
the clothes that keep the male or female Iikeness. while undemeath the sex is the very 
opposite of what is above. 

From Orlando by Virginia Woolf 

In my search for a term or t ems  to add to the term heroine, 1 have taken an approach 

that Moi describes as "appropriarion" (1 18) (italics Moi's). She writes, "A key word here 

is appropriarion in the sense of creative rransforniatbn" (1  18) (italics Moi's), and that it 

"is not the origins of an idea (no provenance is pure), but the use to which it is put and the 

effects it can produce. What rnatters is therefore not so much whether a particular theory 

was formulated by a man or a woman, but whether its effects can be charactensed as 

sexist or ferninist in a given situation" (Moi 1 18- 1 19). Just as Moi argues that al1 ideas are 

"'contaminated"' by patriarchy (1 18), so the English language appears to be likewise 

contaminated. The hierarchical stnicturing of the male-female binary that pnvileges the 

masculine over the feminine exempiifies this contamination. Nonetheless, words can be 

appropriated and revised to undermine and transform this patriarchal Ianguage. Seeing as 

it would be nearly impossible, and quite impractical, to create a whole new language, one 

solution toward helping to eradicate such a bias is to transform the use and interpretation 

of individual words. Furthemore, by allowing these words to remain unfixed and fluid 

through perpetual transformation, they avoid becoming "a simuiacrum" of the original, 

fixed, dichotomous language (Kristeva 207). Hopehlly, out of such a language a terni 

would emerge revealing fictional fernale characters in al1 of their difference and their 



sameness to each other and to their mate counterparts: a term which would approach 

heroines as being neither masculine nor feminine. 

1 am not interested in selecting a term that will represent al1 female characters. 1 am 

seeking a terrn that will describe Sylvie and Marian specifically. in spite of the differences 

between the characters, it is their sirnilarities that support the adoption of one particular 

terrn. They are both women of the American West with ties to the railroad. They are 

rnarried but neither has any children. However. each has a relationship with a child that 

follows the child through her and his development towlud adulthood. Most significantly, 

both characters disregard observing behaviour deemed appropriate for them as women. 

They cal1 to mind the figure of the outlaw in their defiance and manipulation of these 

social codes. This is the term that 1 have appropriated with which to define these two 

female characters. 

By the term outlaw 1 mean that outlaw figure who is a part of the historical and 

rnythological American West and not the outlaw of Mediaeval England as represented by 

the figure of Robin Hood. Although the Robin Hood figure of outlawry is a forerunner of 

the outlaw of the American West, each represents two very different traditions and, to a 

certain extent. two very different cultures. In the English tradition, the outlaw is a far 

more altruistic character who cuts across class lines. The American tradition, on the other 

hand. is far more emblematic of the Arnerican desire for individualism, for achieving the 

American Dream. Of course the American outlaws and their supporters have certainly 

tried to apply the altruism of Robin Hood to themselves. But this does not hide the fact 

that they were generally violent and self-interested bandits. 

As wornen of the West, there is a significant historical connection that makes the term 

outlaw relevant to Sylvie and Marian. This t e m  also helps to connect them to their 



historical foremothers, the women who settled the West. in the second part of this chapter. 

I wiIl examine how these histoncal women were in important respects outlaws 

ihemselves. The term outlaw certainly fulfills the qualifications 1 have outlined above in 

my search for a term that c m  supplement the term heroine. One of its pre-eminent 

qualities as an addition to the term heroine is its not being the lesser half of a pair. It is a 

term free of such dichotomies. It has not become part o f  a male-female binary because 

those who use it have rarefy perceived any need for a femaie component. However, it 

does emerge from a different tradition: that of the lone man. The figure of the outlaw has 

alrnost always been depicted as male. Furthemore, the term itse1f seems to be strongiy 

identified as masculine in its connotations and associations, 

in this case, transforrning the gender identification o f  a given word can help to 

transcend the deleterious-that is, deleterious for the fernale component of the pair- 

dichotomy of male-female. However, as we have seen above with the term "female hero". 

making something male female or  something female male may merely reinforce the 

pattern already present in the language. In order for such transformations to be effective 

they must in fact become potent re-configurations of feminine and masculine attributes. 

To  return once more to Moi's argument that although "there are no purely female 

intellectual traditions" (1 19), nonetheless what "is important is whether we can produce a 

recognisable feminist impact through our specific use (appropriation) of available 

material" ( 1  19). Moi continues, stating that this is simply following the tradition of 

"creative thinkers and writers" who transforrn other "thinkers' materials" because 

"nobody thinks well in a vacuum, nor does anybody ever live in one" ( 1  19). In this way, 

words or  terms can be transformed regardless of their patriarchal heritage and become 

neither masculine nor feminine in meaning but instead emerge as categones free of either 



designation because they c m  no longer be identified as one or the other. 

The terrn heroine as well as the term hero lacks these capacities. However, outlaw is 

only an addition or supplement. not a complete replacement. As well. this addition need 

not be the only possible one: it c m  be one of many, reflecting the fact that there are many 

different. and similar. female characters throughout the fictional world. As Woolf points 

out in the epigraph to this chapter, the fact that they are female does not necessitate a 

shared identity. They may have as much in cornrnon with a male character as they do with 

a female one. "What can 'identity', even 'sexual identity', mean in a new theoretical and 

scirntific space where the very notion of identity is challenged?" asks Kristeva (215). 

What sort of term can possibly fulfill these qualifications as an addition to the term 

heroine? 

Upon closer inspection the term outlaw reveals that in spite of its strong masculine 

connotations. it shares much in common with what might be called the female experience. 

According to that authoritative and reflective tome of words the Oxford En~lish 

Dictionq, outlaw is variously defined as "[olne put outside the law and deprived of its 

benefits and protection: [...] One banished or proscribed; an exile, a fugitive [...] One 

living in transgression of the law; a lawless person [...] A wild, untarned, or hunted beast" 

( I O 2  I ). Al1 of these definitions may be applied to the state of womanhood as it has 

traditionatly been viewed and, to a certain extent, experienced. 

Women have historically been deprived of the benefits and protection of the law at 

various times and in various places; they have been deemed the legai property of men and 

have not been recognized by the taw as persons unto themselves. This deprivation and 

Iack of recognition has been due to the fact that they were bom female. Not being male 

has rendered women exiles, fugitives, transgressors of legal, social, and natural laws. To 



be female is in many cultures not just a disadvantaged state but a vilified one. This 

darnaging view of the female extends beyond the legal and into the social construction of 

women as emotional and unreasonable beings. They have often been aligned with 

animals. nature, and wildemess. In this way or at least according to these parameters, 

women may cenainly be identified as outlaws. But such identifications continue the 

tradition of women as the other, the second sex, as the something or sorneone who is 

inferior and unwanted. The outlaw rernains very much a maie figure, a male term. 

conjuring up images of gun fights, disregard for authority figures, and Jesse James. 

Outlaws continue to be associated with the particular stereotypes of male violence as well 

as, disconcertingly enough, female otherness. 

If the outlaw is rnerely an embodiment of female and male stereotypes, the presence of 

each will remain distinct and therefore separate within this one term. It becomes a 

polarized term that ends up containing and perpetuating, rather than transcending, the 

male-female binary. instead of creating a term free of gender identification, it resolves the 

male-female binary by collapsing two into one. The hierarchical structure reasserts itself 

and the male component of the word becomes the dominant and preferred aspect of the 

intemal pair. Cixous reveals how within any oppositional pairing one of the two becomes 

the dominant, and it is usually the one associated with the male because it is usually a 

male who controls the structuring of the pairing in the first place: "We see that 'victory' 

always cornes down to the same thing: things get hierarchical. Organisation by hierarchy 

makes al1 conceptual organisation subject to man. Male privilege, shown in the opposition 

between activity and passivity" is how man sustains himself (102) (italics Cixous'). This 

reference to activity versus passivity has implications for the figure of the outlaw. Female 

passivity through being excluded from the law, because that which is female has often not 



been recognized by the law in the first place. whatever that law might be. is therefore 

ovenvhelmed by the male activity which creates the situation whereby the male is himself 

excluded from the law. in other words. to be an outlaw a person has to first be recognized 

by the law in order to be punished as transgressing it. And so. until recently in western 

cuiture (that is the West in the larger sense of the word, referring to the western world, not 

just Arnerica) a person has had to be a male person in order to be an outlaw. Thus the 

outlaw remains very much a male term and male figure. 

It is only when these stereotypes are surpassed that the terrn outlaw becomes a term 

unidentified by gender. There are other more subtle and complex ways that masculine and 

ferninine may meet in the tenn outlaw without reinforcing gender stereotypes. One of the 

factors that would allow for such a meeting is the potential for mutability and lack of 

definition in the figure of the outlaw. Just like the landscape from which he emerges, the 

ever-changing frontier. the figure of the outlaw is "amoebalike" (Athearn 16). 

This quality of arnbiguity becomes especially apparent when it is realized that the most 

outstanding features of the outlaw. his resentment of authority and his expression of this 

resentment through violence, are shared with his nemesis, the western hero. 

We are probably al1 painfully aware of the narrow way implied by the terrn 
"Western Hero," that mobile American bully, however well-intentioned, who 
in the center of his sou1 remains untouched by women and other of life's 
complexities, who resents authority, lives for principles that don't quite cohere 
in a social context, and never recognizes the destructive impulses of his 
worship of wandenng (psychic and physical) (Aheam 143). 

This definition of the western hero could be that of the western outlaw. 

Jane Tompkins likewise notes a similarity between the two figures in her book West of 

Evervthine. in her analysis of the genre of the Western, she notes the suspicion felt and 

expressed by this genre for language (Tompkins 51). Tompkins wntes that "Westerns 



distrust language in part because langage tends to be wielded most skillîülly by people 

who possess a certain kind of power: class privilege, political clout, financial strength" 

(5 1 ). Both the hero and the outlaw are characterized by a distmst of language. They are 

both signified by near silence and so speak the same Ianguage-which is often no 

language at ail: "the silence that reigns between the hero and the villain guarantees that 

one will kill the other someday" (Tompkins 66). It is interesting that the villain is not 

distinguished from his nemesis, the hero, by being aligned with langage in any way. This 

reflects the fact that in the West the difference between villain and hero is negligible 

because they are so often one and the same. They are both outiaws. 

And it  is not just in the literary mythology of the American West that this lack of a 

clear identity may be found. Historically. the outlaws of the American West first emerged 

out of the ruins of the Civil War. They were men who had fought on the Iosing side of the 

war and as such were resentful of the victorious Yankees. In an attempt to escape this 

situation they retreated to the western temtones. However, even here the influence and 

power of the North came to be felt. in response to this encroachment of eastern 

civilization on western "wildemess" (that is, a "wildemess" filled with aboriginal 

communities), Roger A. Bruns argues, the outlaws attacked emblems of the East: the 

raiIroad and banks (32). This use of violence to express resentment against the authority 

of the East and its infringing culture is perhaps the defining quality of the American 

outlaw. 

Yet it  is this very sarne defining quality which reveals the arnbiguous nature of the 

outlaw. In their resentment of the imposition of civilization on the West and their use of 

violence to express it, the similarity between outlaw and hero is once again revealed. Even 

reaction from established institutions like newspapers could reflect this sense of 



ambiguity in regards to the outlaw. The reporting of a robbery at the Kansas City fair in 

1872. where a little girl was shot in the leg, held that it was "'so diabolically daring and so 

utterly in contempt of f e u  that we are bound to admire it and revere its perpetrators"' 

Gregory 139). Outlaws sometimes even transformed themselves into the law enforcers. 

Bruns writes in The Bandit Kines. "it took men whose natures were very sirnilar to those 

of the cr-iminals themselves. indeed, many men crossed over from time to time, changing 

roles depending on personal considerations and circumstances" (89). The lines of heroism 

and vilIainy are certainly blurred in the figure of the outlaw. And it is this embodiment of 

both hero and villain that gives the outlaw great potential for mutability, for instability. 

This lack of a clear identity, where even so-called moral judgement becomes clouded, 

makes the figure of the outlaw a particularly attractive alternative to heroine in some 

contexts and supplement in others. Kristeva, according to Moi, refuses to define 

something like femininity, preferring to see it as a "position", or if it is to be defined she 

offers only a "relational 'definition"' which can then be "as shifting as the various forms 

of patriarchy itself' ( 126) (italics Moi's). The term outlaw rnay likewise be defined but in 

relation to the shifting sense of law and order on the American frontier. Moi herself in the 

same essay contends that any "definitions proposed here are intended to be open for 

debate, not to put an end to it" (132). The desire by many feminist scholars is not to 

replace patriarchal definitions with definitions of their own when that would only serve to 

replicate the fixing and stereotyping effects of such definitions. They prefer instead to 

keep language mobile and unfixed in order to remain inclusive and reflective. This is my 

wish as well. 

The use of the term outlaw as an addition to the term heroine allows for a more open- 

ended interpretation of femaie experience. It aiso accommodates the ambiguous and 



contradictory ways in which women are often depicted. In particular, like the embodirnent 

of both hero and villain within the outlaw. women too have k e n  constructed in terms of 

lin "oppositional couple." to use Cixous' words (102); that is they have been regarded as 

either bad or  good. If they conforrn to particular behaviour and expectations, they rnay be 

deemed good women. if they d o  not conform to particular standards, they may be deemed 

bad women. Like the outlaw, one woman may be identified as being both a good and a 

bad woman. This identification. or  Iack of one. reveals the difficulty, the near 

impossibility. of creating one definition by which to describe ail wornen. Perhaps this is 

because women have for so long been defined in terms of opposition to men, to other 

women, or. in other words, in terms of what they are not. Hence they have been left 

undefined in certain situations while in other situations they have been much too precisely 

defined. It depends so  rnuch upon the character and out of what context this character 

emerges. 

We need to look rnuch more carefully at specific characters and at the contexts from 

which they emerge. The terrn outlaw certainly will not describe al1 female characters and 

it  may only descnbe a very select few. Perhaps it rnay only ever serve to describe Sylvie 

Fisher and Marian Forrester. There is. however, another group of wornen for whom the 

terrn outlaw does prove applicable. These women are not found on the pages of novels but 

have been hidden away in drawers and attics. These are the historical wornen of the West 

whose lives are culled from the letters, diaries and biographies they have left behind. It is 

to these lives that 1 now tum to further explicate my reasons for choosing the term outlaw 

as particularly fitting for those fictional western women Sylvie and Marian. 



Part II: Broken Spheres: Western Frontier Women as Outlaws 

Other Iives were lived here: 
Mostly un-articulate 

"From an Old House in Amenca" by Adrienne Rich 

The western frontier was a place where women could, and did, go undefined, as certain 

historical scholars contend. Oddiy enough, this hyperrnasculine environment. or as Susan 

Armitage in her essay "Through WomenTs Eyes calls it. "Hisland" (9), created the 

circumstances where experimentation could occur in regards to what women, and men 

too. could do and be. This is most obviously seen in the breakdown of traditional work 

roles. The nineteenth-century idea of separate spheres where men were supposed to 

occupy the more public roles and women were supposed to fulfill the more private ones 

was certainly challenged on the frontier. Out of necessity women on the frontier found 

thernselves taking on work normaily reserved for men while men found themselves doing 

"women's work"-though sorne would argue it was done on a lesser scale by the men 

than the women (Myres 171). in a number of respects the frontier was a place where 

women could become outlaws, in particular outlaws of gender. 

It may be argued that these women settlers were the most prevaient and pervasive 

outlaws of the American West. Judith Fetterley writes in The Resisting Reader that 

"America is female; to be American is maie" (xiii). And it is here in this relationship 

between man and nature that the experiences of women and outlaws intersect. Annette 

Kolodny in her informative work The Lav of the Land examines the feminizing of the 

land and its implications in the settling of Arnerica. "We must begin by acknowledging 

that the image system of a ferninine landscape was for a time both useful and societally 

adaptive; it brought successive generations of immigrants to strange shores and then 



propelled them across a vast uncharted terrain" (Kolodny 147). It may have helped to 

attract men to the western frontier but what wiis the impact on the women who 

accompanied these men West? 

There is a long tradition of associating women with nature, with the wilderness. But 

they have also come to represent civilization, culture. And both of these contradictory 

characterizations of women were present in the West. As Kolodny explains, the 

relationship between the frontiersmen and the land as woman was an uneasy one (71). 

This was because there was both the desire to preserve the purity of the land, to respect 

the land as mother, as  wilderness, and the desire to plunder the land in order to not just 

survive but succeed (Kolodny 7). The land became both mother and lover to these male 

settIers. Wornen were put in an even more difficult position. Western women were 

expected to bnng civilization to the wilds of this land. In other words, they were expected 

to tame thernselves. Or, in still other words, Ann Romines writes, "A housekeeper [...] 

beats back chaos every day with her broom. Doing so, she is victor and victim-for in 

beating back nature, she is also subduing an aspect of herself' ( 12- 13). 

Woman as civilizer turns out to be as much a construction as the idea of woman as 

nature. It helped to settle the land. "The popular notion that women would civilize the 

West was really propaganda to encourage fanily settlement. Rather than assuming that 

western men were mythic rugged individuals whom genteel women were to civilize, we 

need to explore whether both sexes shared desires for stable households and 

communities" (Jarneson 160). Furthermore, the differences between men and women on 

the West were not as great as they were made out to be. They faced many of the same 

stmggtes and the same myths. 

There is no one experience of the West shared by al1 men, by al1 women, by al1 people. 



Much as I have found with fictional female characters. the women who populated the 

historical world of the West proved to be just as varied and diverse. My reading of 

historical collections and selections of letters, diaries, and biographies has led me to this 

view. There were women who remained very much observant of the codes and mores 

prescribing the behaviour and roles of women. Then there were the women who 

challenged these very same codes and mores: other women reacted anywhere in between 

these two extreme responses to settling new western communities. Furthemore. there 

were men and women who shared sirnilar responses to the expenence of settling the West 

just as there were women who did not share similar responses to other women and their 

western experiences. Like the physical West which was everchanging, the people who 

inhabited this country were often required to be likewise fluid and adaptable, especially 

the women. There "is no single, simple interpretation that can encompass al1 of western 

women's subsequent experience of settlement" (Moynihan, Armitage. and Dicharnp xiii). 

These women al1 lived and responded vaiiously to the West. The book S o  Much to Be 

Done certainIy reflects this variety. It is a collection of excerpts from letters, diaries, 

autobiographies. and biographies of women of the West who lived on mining and 

ranching settlements. 

There is a debate among some historians about whether or not the West was in fact a 

liberating experience for women (Jameson 150). Because life in the West was harsh, those 

who settled there in family groupings often required the help of every family member. 

including the female members. Women had to do the work of men because the men were 

either away working elsewhere or incapacitated by illness, among other things. For 

example, Mrs. J. W. Likins of California worked as a travelling sales agent for a 

bookstore in the San Francisco Bay area in the latter part of the nineteenth century due to 



the loss of her home to fire and her husband k i n g  too il1 to work (Moynihan, Armitage. 

and Dichamp 38). Although there were women in the East in similar circurnstances to 

those of Likins. they did not face the added challenge of having to re-establish certain 

social codes and behavioural expectations while at the sanie time having to break with 

them out of necessiry. William Stegner in his memoir entitled Wolf Willow, in which he 

details his childhood experiences on the western Canadian frontier in the first decades of 

the twentieth century. writes about the effects of two diverse ways of life meeting up on 

the frontier. In this case Stegner is refening to the cattle ranchers and homesteaders: 

"What succeeded the meeting and overlapping of the two cultures was a long and difficult 

period of adaptation in which each would modify the other until a sort of amalgarnation 

could result" ( 134). The experience of Likins reveals how the East and West met, creating 

just such an arndgarnation whereby women still observed eastern conventions in regard to 

how women should behave. yet challenged these same conventions as western women 

trying to survive and possibly succeed in a new land. 

Likins expected both men and women to act appropriately towards her in spite of the 

fact that in travelling outside the home on her own in the capacity as a sales agent she was 

exhibiting very "unladylike" behaviour. In fact she utilized the role and respectability of 

the lady to defend herself from people's condemnation for her doing "a man's w o r k .  She 

writes of how one man spoke to her: "He said 1 looked old enough to be married and have 

a family and ought to be home taking care of them. 1 told him 1 knew 1 looked old, but he 

need not remind me of it; that 1 had a farnily and was trying to make an honest living for 

them, at the same time teliing him 1 presumed he was a bachelor, who would not know 

how to appreciate a wife if he had one" (41) (italics Likins'). Likins is an extreme 

exampie of a western wornan who had to enter the male sphere, that is the public world 



where work is paid, but who observed the conventions dictating that women behave a 

certain way and fulfill certain roles. Likins very successfully negotiated her way into the 

so-calIed male sphere by utilizing her "femininity" as protection against any criticism that 

she was "unladylike". Her position calls to mind that of the outlaw who has become the 

law enforcer. She, on the one hand, as a wornan was expected to help re-establish the 

codes and mords of civilization while. on the other hand, in order to survive she had to 

challenge these codes and mords. 

Unlike Mrs. Likins who had to challenge the boundaries of fernininity out of necessity, 

a Louise Palmer of Virginia City, Nevada, chdlenged these boundaries out of boredom. 

Palmer was a wealthy, well connected, and cultivated married woman. Her wealth 

shielded her from the harsher experiences of the West. Her reminiscences of her western 

experiences read more like a Edith Wharton or  Henry James novel, as though she were 

living and moving amongst the elite in some eastern city such as New York or Boston. 

Her concerns involved the latest flirtation, or, more seriously, the latest affair as well as 

the various social gatherings with which she filled up her days. She discusses at one point 

the use made of the younger single men who stood in for the older, manied, and busier 

men: "1 found that the unmarrïed men were not so closely employed as their encumbered 

brethren, and that it was their allotted duty to become the escorts of the ladies" (1 16). 

Palmer even wrote about the divorce and re-marriage of one woman in her social circle 

that. even though divorce was more common in the West than the East, was still rare for 

nineteenth-century America. Palmer and her friends could afford to behave in this 

independent manner. being flirtatious and sexual in a way that was not normally condoned 

for women of that period because they were protected by their isolation from a more 

restrictive society as well as by their econornic and social status. Though Palmer and 



Likins are different in many ways, both are ultimately outlaws in the sense that they 

challenged and went beyond the boundaries imposed upon them as wornen. 

Another western wornan who proves to be an outlaw is another very different woman 

named Annie Green. Green came West with her husband but was not always happy with 

the decision to move West. She writes in her book of her experience: 

we procured a srnall cottage from a Minnesota gentleman, who had become 
sick of his bargain. and wished to return to his wife who had wisely remained 
in her happy home. Oh, how I reproached myself for not having done 
likewise! But 1 remembered the m e  saying that, "It is no use to moum over 
spilIed milk," and 1 tried to make the best of my mistake. Here we were tmly 
strangers in a strange land. ( 125) 

in the way that Green despaired at having corne West, she shows that she fell within 

Arrnitage's description of a lady. which is one of three comrnon stereotypes identified by 

Armitage of the western woman (12). Besides "the refined lady," the other two 

stereotypes are "the helpmate" and "the bad woman" (Armitage 12). Green also reveals in 

the above passage that "ladies" were not the only ones to despair at the move West but 

men too. as the Minnesota gentleman shows. Rigid assumptions about how women and 

men behave faII short of accuracy in light of revelations such as these. Green also shows 

how categorizing women likewise cornes up short. She is the despairing lady, but she is 

also the resilient and hard working helpmate. On top of her work as a wife and mother, 

Green also opened a school and Iater ran a bakery out of her home. She was at once a 

traditionai woman and a woman who did what she felt was necessary to survive. She 

writes of being alone for the first time without "a protector", meaning a man (Green 130), 

and "what a fearful undertaking it was" (Green 130). She helped her family financialiy 

with these various ventures, school, bakery, even going behind her husband's back to do 

this. What does this then make Green, a lady, a helpmate, a man in her courage and 



resourcefulness. a woman in ber cowardice and team? She appears to be not just one of 

these things but al1 of them and more. 

S till m o t  her western woman reveals through her biography the diversity present 

amongst the experiences of  western women. At age eighty-three she relates her iife story 

(Moynihan. Armitage, and Dichamp 169). Malinda Jenkins is a woman who does not hide 

her sexuality in that she always has a man, or  men, in her life. And yet she is not 

dependent upon any of  them. She left her first husband who "dawdled and loafed and Ieft 

things undone" (Jenkins 17 1). even though it meant leaving her three young children. She 

made her way on her own doing various jobs, including opening a "day boarding-house" 

(Jenkins 179). She manied three times and ended as a millionaire through breeding 

racehorses (Moynihan. Armitage, and Dichamp 169). She prospered and did well, partly 

of her own accord and partly through marrying, at least o n  one  occasion, a man with 

money. At the sarne time she was a hard worker and had a strong sense of duty as a 

mother. Her depiction of her life with her husband Willie, d though told from her 

perspective. revealed a woman who worked hard regardless of whether she was pregnant 

or  ill.  She complained of getting no help from her husband and eventually leaves him 

because of this: "1 couldn't stand Willie's laziness another day. 1 wanted to get away from 

him bad enough to d o  anything.. . I  hoped and expected to gather u p  the children later on" 

( 172). She worked hard too whether she was manied or  not, but her goal after she has left 

her first husband was to secure custody of her children. Even when she became "a rich 

man's wife" she was still desirous to obtain her children (Jenkins 186). While her 

personality seemed to be that of a headstrong woman and one  who  enjoyed a good time, 

Jenkins revealed that it was not just the quiet, passive, and self-sacrificing woman who 

may be depicted as a good mother. Jenkins in d l  of the diverse aspects of her life and 



personality added to the variety of western women. 

There did exist on the western frontier a few women who were actuaily identified as 

outlaws. One of the most infarnous was a woman named Belle Starr (Paul Trachtman, 

Gunfighters 155). Ln many ways Belle Starr paraileled Jenkins in that Starr was likewise 

a flamboyant woman who married several times and was financially successful. She gave 

binh to an illegitimate daughter fathered by a member of the James gang, Cole Younger 

(Trachtrnan 155). This becarne her introduction into a life of crime. She shared many of 

the qualities possessed by her male counterparts in that she was very keen to promote her 

public persona. And like her male counterparts, she too spent time in jail, nine months to 

be exact, for trying to steal a neighbour's horse, but this was the only time she was ever 

sent to p i son  (Trachtman 155). Her death was ultimately a violent one, like so many 

other outlaws. for she was shot by arnbush while on a lonely road (Trachtman 155). 

However, the main suspect in her murder. though never proven, was her latest husband, a 

man named Jim July (Trachtman 155). interestingly, her life as an outlaw rnelded with her 

domestic roles as wife and mother. In this manner, Starr did not remain only within the 

private domestic sphere of women but entered the public sphere of men through her 

criminal activity. 

Her criminai behaviour, which appeared to be quite untypical for women in nineteenth- 

cenrury America. has been explained through choices Starr made in the private sphere of 

her life. Her romantic relationships, including two of her marriages, were often with men 

identified as aboriginal. "Belle Starr married into the Cherokee nation and many 

speculated that she herself was Indian, which was supposed to account for her alleged life 

of sexual promiscuity, thievery and bootlegging" (Burgess 7 1). One way of accounting for 

women who were violent or who otherwise deviated from expected ferninine behaviour 



both in fiction and in actuality was to identiQ these women as "'playing tndian"' 

(Burgess 65) ,  as "going Native" (Burgess 69), as "savage" (Smith 112). Because white 

pioneer men. and women, viewed the aboriginals of America as their inferiors, as sub- 

humans. unfeminine behaviour could thus be identified as "going native", as being 

uncivilized. Like women. American Natives were outside the laws of white America and 

were often depicted as animal-like and savage. 

As a "Native" or a "savage," Starr blurred the boundaries between the spheres of maie 

and female. She entered a world of outlawry, usually deemed a male one, through 

motherhood and through the roles of wife or  mistress, al1 obviously belonging to the 

female realm of experience. As "Natives" or "savages" the white frontier women could 

behave and take on roles nomally outside the sphere of femininity, including violence, 

aggression. and sexual promiscuity (Burgess 65). Belle Starr was not just an outlaw 

because she broke the law: she was also an outlaw of gender because she broke down 

those boundaries imposed upon women. 

These four women alone suggest the diversity of experiences and responses to living in 

the West. Stereotypes, like definitions, cannot fully capture their subjects; instead they 

imprison them. And like prisoners in their similar uniforms and routines, these subjects 

become faceless, lacking in individuality. The variedness and instability of life on the 

frontier certainly did not foster routine and uniformity. It was a place that demanded 

resourcefulness and ingenuity. Examining the lives of women on the frontier helps to 

reveal more fuIly the variedness of a life in the West, which was not just one male 

enterprise. The West in fact allowed for the mingIing not just of the sexes but of their 

identities as well. In this way, the West allowed women, and men, to become outlaws- 

outlaws of gender. 



These women of the West reveal themselves to be, in my opinion, outlaws. They share 

the ambiguous nature of the outlaw in that they are both perceived as good and bad. It is 

as though the heroine and the figure of the male outlaw meet within the figure of the 

western woman. The heroine is a character who reveds herself to be at once exceptional 

but who must also observe the limitations of fernininity, the paradox that Brownstein 

views as characteristic of the lot of the heroine. This description could also fit the outlaw. 

His combination of ruthiessness and altruism, his villainy and heroism d s o  make him a 

paradox. This is his power too. And finally. the western women are likewise often 

characters of paradox for they must at times renounce those qualities which make them 

feminine in order to re-establish the very codes and mores of chat civilization that have, in 

the first place, so bound them to traditional femininity. 

The fictional histories of two westem characters likewise reveai them to be outlaws of 

gender. 1 wiIl examine in the next two chapters how Sylvie Fisher of Marilynne 

Robinson's novel Housekeeping and Marian Forrester of Willa Cather's novel A Lost 

Lady prove to be outlaws of gender, like their western historical foremothers. Sylvie leads 

a life that seems to be a continual re-creation of life on the western trail. As a drifter she 

challenges one of the most prominent stereotypes of women that existed not just in the 

period of westem settlement but also that has existed before and continues today: woman 

as civilizer. Marian too challenges this view of women, for she is a woman who thrives on 

change and the outdoors and who dislikes stability. Sylvie and Marian become not just 

outlaws of gender, like their western foremothers; they appear to challenge as well the 

lives led by these earlier westem women. Sylvie and Marian do not wish to re-establish 

the white patriarchd civilization of the East. They want to unsettle it. 



Chapter Two 

Unsettling the West: Sylvie Fisher as Outlaw in Marilynne Robinson's Housekeeninz 

For 1 am anguished with strength. 
Overfed with the common experience, 
iMy feet run wide of the mtted trails 
Toward the undared destinies. 

From "Song of the Maverick" by Mary Austin 

While her forernothers settled and civilized the American West, Sylvie Fisher of 

iMarilynne Robinson's Housekee~ino; proves to  be an unsettler of this inherited 

civilization. She is more Iike the frontier itself than the people who first populated it, for 

like the fluctuating boundary of the frontier Sylvie is shifting, boundless, and indefinite. 

There is. however, a group of westerners who did more to undermine settlement than aid 

i t  with whom Sylvie may be identified. This may include the lone gunslinger who 

wandered from town to town; the madame o r  prostitute who made a living from 

contravening those social laws that governed female sexuality: the miner with gold fever 

who often left his family and community behind for long periods of time, sometimes 

never to return, during his search for riches; and perhaps most significantly the native 

American who did not want to give up her o r  his own settlement to make way for white 

civilization. Sylvie, however, resembles the most renowned of this type of westerner, that 

of the outlaw. My intention therefore in this chapter is to reveal the parallels 1 discern as 

existing between Sylvie Fisher and the archetypa1 figure of the western outlaw. 

While my review of criticism on the novel Housekee~ing did not yield any direct 

references to Sylvie as an outlaw or offer any thorough examinations of her z a heroine, 

severai essays do  place the novel within the tradition of the American West, including an 



essay by Robinson herself. In her essay "When 1 Was a Child," Robinson makes a 

connection between Sylvie and the lone gunman of the West, a figure which overlaps with 

that of the outlaw. This connection served as my initial inspiration on how to approach 

Sylvie. Another essay, which places Housekeeping within the tradition of the American 

West. is Sheila Ruzycki O'Brien's "Housekeepin~ in the Western Tradition: Remodeling 

Tales of Western Travelers." O'Brien explores how Robinson has reconfigured certain 

patterns and elements common to narratives of travel in the West. including references to 

the writings of historical pioneer women as well as to the fictional genre of the Western. 

Although O'Brien focuses on the character Ruthie, her contentions nonetheless support 

rny own view that in this novel the question of gender is nullified to a certain extent: no 

"sharp distinctions exist between male and femde travelers in Robinson's novel" 

(O'Brien 2 19). 

The essay which has most informed my own arguments, but which does not deal with 

the novel within the tradition of the American West is Paula Geyh's "Burning Down the 

House? Domestic Space and Ferninine Subjectivity in Marilynne Robinson's 

Housekec~inp." Geyh echoes O'Brien in that both place Housekeeping at the crossroads 

of male and female traditions and histories. Geyh argues that the novel explores ferninine 

subjectivity in relation to space where there is a choice between remaining within the 

house and travelling beyond it. Geyh shares my perception that the world of 

Housekeeping is one where female and male overlap, ultimately creating the sense that 

sornehow Sylvie and Ruthie corne to reside in between female and male, conventional and 

unconventional. Like Geyh, Rosaria Champagne in her essay "Women's History and 

Housekeeping: Memory, Representation and Reinscription" examines the novel in 

relation to the domestic space of the house. Champagne examines the ideas of history, 



memory. and repetition in order to support her contention that Housekeeping is a feminist 

postmodern novel. 1 a m  particularly indebted to this essay in regard to my own 

expIoration of the use of  history by Sylvie as a narrative. 

While the title of Martha Ravits' essay "Extending the American Range: Marilynne 

Robinson's Housekee~ing" - appears to imply that the essay will explore the novel through 

the tradition of the Arnerican West, the essay is instead concerned with exploring how the 

noveI responds to  American myth. The  problem, according to Ravits, is that this myth is 

primarily male; therefore. how d o  female writers include themselves in it. Although this is 

an insightful and interesting essay, it did not offer much that was relevant to my own 

study of the novel. And finally, Madelon Sprengnether closes her psychoanalyticai study 

The S ~ e c t r a l  Mot her with a brief analysis of Housekee~ing.  Sprengnether includes 

Robinson's novel in her work because the themes of  the fictional work fit the larger theme 

of Sprengnether's own work where she ernphasizes the absence of  the mother in Freud's 

theories and works. Again, the psychoanaiytical nature of her approach was not especially 

relevant to my own ideas in regard to Housekeeping. While 1 did not find specific critical 

references to support the parallels 1 see as existing between Sylvie and the figure of the 

outlaw. the criticism I read did offer insights and arguments that have helped to shape my 

own reading of Sylvie and of her role in the novel. 

1 believe that the parallels between Sylvie and outlaws exist both on  a concrete level as 

well as in a more metaphoricai sense. Sylvie shares, on the one hand, definite sirnilarities 

with the outlaws of the West. For instance, Sylvie. like the outlaws, leads a life that is 

fairly nomadic and a life that does not aiways obey the laws. On the other hand, Sylvie is 

similar to these outlaws in less obvious and more abstract ways. In particular, Sylvie is an 

outlaw to not just legal laws but also to  social ones. She does not always observe the laws 



that dictate how she as a female should act. This rebellion is not always a conscious one 

bccause these laws are not fixed and fomalized. My examination of these parallels, both 

definite and indefinite. will reveal the suitability of designating Sylvie an outlaw. 

It is appropriate that a character who is both shifting and boundless should lead the life 

of a drifter. However, the story of Housekee~ing is the story of the return of Sylvie to 

stabiIity, continuity. and domesticity, al1 that she rejects in her choice of a transient life. 

She returns to her hometown of Fingerbone after an absence of nearly fifteen years in 

order to care for her two nieces. Ruthie and Lucille. She cornes to care for them after the 

suicide of their mother, Helen, Sylvie's sister, and then the death of their elderly 

grandmotber, Sylvie '~ rnother, render them motherless. She returns not just to her 

hometown but to the house her father had built years before. He built the house on a slight 

hi11 that preserves it from suffering much damage from the nearly annual flooding of the 

nearby lake. This lake dominates the topography and life of the town as well as the life of 

Sylvie. for it is where the remains of both her father and her sister Helen lie. Years earlier, 

the train upon which her father worked derailed and plunged into the lake, killing him and 

al1 but two who were aboard the train. Years later. his daughter Heleri joins him when she 

drives her car over a cliff and into the Iake, leaving behind the two daughters for whom 

SyIvie retums to undenake their care. 

The novel focuses on her relationship with these two girls and on her ability. or 

inability, to care for them, as narrated by Ruthie. Sylvie retains many of her transient 

habits in the course of keeping house and caring for her nieces, behaviour which 

eventually attracts the attention of the community, including the sheriff. Her inability to 

cultivate a conventional home life also puts her at odds with her niece Lucille while it 

draws her closer to Ruthie. Ultimately, Lucille leaves Sylvie's home for that of her home 



economics teacher in her desire for a more orderly and conventional life. Ruthie, on the 

other hand. joins her aunt in a life of wandering from town to town by boxcar. This occurs 

only after the community of Fingerbone has decided that Sylvie is not fit to care for 

Ruthie and that Ruthie must therefore be removed from her guardianship. in order to keep 

them together. Sylvie sets fire to her father's house and creaces the illusion that while 

crossing the railroad bridge she and Ruthie have fallen to their deaths. The novel ends 

with Sylvie and Ruthie drifting from town to town. taking odd jobs with which to support 

thernselves. In the end, Sylvie has not rejected stability, continuity, and domesticity. but 

rather she has fashioned them into a forrn that is entirely her own. 

It is because her way of life is so unique that the term outlaw is so appropriate for her. 

The shape of her life is very much that of an outlaw as is how the details of this life are 

divulged. As with the outlaws whose stories are ultimately told by orhers, in particular 

their partners in crime. Sylvie is not the narrator of her own story. In Sylvie's case it is her 

niece. and eventual transient cornrade, Ruthie who relates the details of their life together. 

The reader never gains access to the thoughts of Sylvie, or even to the details as to how 

she came to be a drifter. It is always the voice of Ruthie that supplies the details and 

thoughts of Sylvie. For instance, it is Ruthie who wonders what Sylvie felt upon returning 

to her farniiy home after such a long absence: "1 have often wondered what it seemed like 

to Sylvie to come back to that house, which would have shifted and settled. 1 imagine her 

with her grips in her bare hands, walking down the middle of the road [...] with her head 

down, to one side" (Robinson 48). Our inability to access Sylvie's thoughts and feelings 

and motivations only adds to the singularity of her life, for it creates around Sylvie a sense 

of mystery and enigma. 

Outlaws likewise maintain a sense of enigma, of mystery, by not directly divulging the 



details of their lives. particularly when these are less mernorable. Roger A. Bruns in The 

Bandit Kinos can. and does, provide those more mundane and obscure details of the lives 

of various outlaws because their cornrades-in-arms later give accounts of the events that 

took phce outside of the public eye. For example, the brother of the notorious Jesse 

James. Frank. fills in the details of their lives when the pair appears to have disappeared 

from the view of the public after a particularly disastrous bank robbery (Bruns 44). Frank 

divulges iater that during this period he and Jesse had moved their families from city to 

city in order to avoid being captured by the law (Bruns 44). Paul Trachtman also notes 

this practice in his work The Gunfighters, an examination of  the men, and women, behind 

the historical and mythological violence of the Amencan West, when he quotes from the 

report given by Bob Ford of his killing of Jesse James (86). This report by a fellow outlaw 

sives glimpses into the domestic Jesse James that are otherwise not revealed by the 

infamous bandit himself. including such activities as going out to buy the morning papers 

and having breakfast (Trachtman 86). By not being the authors, the tellers, of their own 

taies outlaws only compound the singular and enigmatic nature of their already unique 

Iives. 

Out of these stories emerges yet another quality shared by both Sylvie and the outlaws: 

the incorporation of the more usual aspects of rooted living with the less usual aspects of 

their very mobile lives. in other words, they combine the conventional with the unusual 

which. 1 believe, ultimately heightens the distinctiveness of their lives. Sylvie eats oyster 

crackers for breakfast in the dark, wears her coat even when she is in the house, and 

sleeps on park benches, al1 the while attempting to care for her two motherless nieces and 

the house in which dl of them live. The temfic flood that occurs only one week after the 

retum of Sylvie to Fingerbone appears to foretell the havoc Sylvie will eventually wreak 



on the house of her childhood as well as the town in which she grew up. "Sylvie in a 

house was more or less like a mermaid in a ship's cabin. She preferred it sunk in the very 

elernent it was meant to exclude. We had crickets in the pantry, squirrels in the eaves, 

sparrows in the attic. Lucille and 1 stepped through the door from night to sheer night" 

(Robinson 99). Even earlier than that, her very arrivai appears to portend this flooding of 

her childhood home, for she seems to arrive as if from water: "Her hair was wet, her 

hands were red and withered from the cold. her feet were bare except for loafers. Her 

raincoat was so shapeless and oversized that she must have found it on a bench" 

(Robinson 45). She thus brings the outdoor mobility of her transient life indoors to the 

stability of a house. "For Sylvie equilibrium lies not in the keeping of a balance between 

the inside and the outside but rather in the Ioss of such distinctions altogether" (Geyh 

114). In this way. she transforms housekeeping into something that is uniquely her own, 

into something that reflects her transient life. 

While it is uniquely her own, the approach Sylvie takes toward housekeeping very 

much recalls that of her western foremothers, those women who first travelled West and 

settled it. They too had to combine the usual with that of the unusual, for they had to 

create a home life first while on the road West (O'Brien 230), and then, once they anived 

West, under very harsh and uncornfortable circumstances. Lillian Schlissel examines the 

hardships many women faced on the journey West in her study of ninety-six diaries 

written by women during their journeys West in Women's Diaries of the Westward 

Journey. Schlissel writes, 

In their accommodation to the life of the road, the women tried to weave a 
fabric of accustomed design, a semblance of their usual domestic circle. Out 
of the disorder of travelling, the women created and he1d on to some order and 
routine. Against al1 odds, they managed to feed their families, d o  the wash, 
and care for the scattering children. (Women's Diaries of the Westward 



However. while these western women were outlaws in their own right, as 1 have argued in 

the preceding chapter. Sylvie diverges from them in several ways. in particular, these 

western women were trying to re-establish housekeeping as they had known it in the more 

established eastern communi ties they had just left. They were concerned with maintaining 

the usual in the midst of the unusual, Therefore, they remained within their expected 

gender roles as good housekeepers. Sylvie, on the other hand. concerns herself with 

maintaining the unusual in the midst of the usual. She undoes traditional housekeeping in 

that, for instance. the living room becomes under her care littered with cans, old 

newspapers. cats, dead birds, leaves, and cobwebs, "indicating a confusion of the 

boundaries between the outside and the inside, between natural and social space" (Geyh 

107). In bringing the outdoors inside, it is as though Sylvie is bringing the so-called public 

sphere of men, in its very literal sense, indoors to the private domain of women. As Geyh 

indicates, while the house has been associated with "female domestic space" and the 

maternal. "the house is [also] at the center of an outwardly expanding sphere of 

patriarchal power [...], encompassing and collapsing the oppositions between the public 

and private, the domestic and the political" (106-107). in her house, Sylvie combines the 

traditionally male life of life on the road with the female life of stable domesticity, and so 

combines gender roles and expectations. 

Her unique approach to domestic life, to combining the unusual with the usual, the 

female with the male, resembles the lives of the outlaws. This conduct is particularly 

evident in the domestic life of Jesse James. Again returning to the report given by Bob 

Ford, Jesse James's killer, he relates how the violence of life as an outlaw existed side-by- 



side with that of conventional family life: 

"But he [Jesse James] was not going to kill me in the presence of his wife and 
children. He walked over to the bed, and deliberately unbuckled his belt, with 
four revolvers in it. and threw it on the bed. It was the first time in my life 1 
had seen him without that belt on. and 1 knew he threw it off to quiet any 
suspicion 1 might have. 

"He seemed to want to busy himself with something to make an impression 
on my mind that he had forgotten the incident at the breakfast table, and said, 
'That picture is awful dusty.' There wasn't a speck of dust that 1 could see on 
the picture, but he stood a chair beneath it and then got upon it and began to 
dust the picture on the wall." (Trachtman 86) 

In this scene James atternpts to diffuse a violent situation with an act of housekeeping, 

that of dusting. This is not the typical action associated with the figure of the outlaw. He 

behaves more like his fellow western male pioneers who. as discussed in the last chapter, 

had at times to enter the sphere of domesticity usually resewed for women. And like his 

fellow male pioneers, he could not keep his violent life as an outlaw strictly in the public 

domain of men and not have it impact on the private domestic domain of women. His own 

mother loses an a m  and his half brother is killed during an attempt to capture Jesse and 

his brother Frank when they were thought by detectives to be hiding out at their mother's 

home (Bruns 39). And James himself is finally killed in the home he shares with his wife 

and children. Thus their lives as  violent bandits do  not preclude them from behaving and 

fulfilling more conventional roles. Nonetheless, while guns were a part of many western 

households at that time, these households did not often include the violence that was a 

part of domestic life for outlaws, such as Jesse James. While Sylvie does not exhibit the 

violence of the outlaws, her drifting does parallel this violence because it is the quality 

that sets her apart as a character from conventional society, just as it is the violence that so 

distinguishes outlaws. Thus, Iike Sylvie and her drifting, the violent lifestyle of the 

outlaws ul timately influences and modifies how they approached and conducted 



t hemselves as housekeepers and providers for their families. 

Prnother element Sylvie shares with the outlaws is the Iack of a clear history. This is 

due in part. as 1 have already discussed, to the fact that they themselves do not give first- 

hand accounts of their lives. This is also a result of the many versions, omissions, and 

distortions present in their stories. Sylvie herself supports this sense of mystery that 

pervades her character and her life through her own evasions and distortions of certain 

details and facts regarding her life. Sylvie laughs at Lucille when Lucille probes her about 

the whereabouts of Sylvie's husband. Sylvie says in response to Lucille's questioning if 

he is a sailor or in jail. "'You make him sound very mysterious"' (Robinson 102). But it is 

not Lucille who makes him seem mysterious; rather it is Sylvie who makes him seem so 

by being evasive about hirn and by finally lying to Lucille about him. When she does 

offer Lucille more details of her husband in order to appease her niece, Sylvie undermines 

al1 of it by providing as verification a photo of him that is clearly a picture cut out of a 

magazine of a sailor. Furthemore, Sylvie, in so trying to appease Lucille, transforms her 

husband from the soIdier she claimed him to be to the sailor of Lucille's demanding, 

hopeful conjectures. This action of distorting the facts does not support Champagne's 

contention that Sylvie like Ruthie rejects "making histories that stand-in for tmths with 

the good ladies of Fingerbone" (328). This distortion of the facts is an attempt on the part 

of Sylvie to conform to what the people around her who are part of conventional society, 

such as Lucil le. want of her and therefore to make herself acceptable to them. 

Portraits of outlaws have similar omissions and distortions of its own. This is the 

contention of Stephen Tatum in his examination of the life and legend of Billy the Kid 

entitled Inventinp Billy the Kid. Tatum writes of the attempts to separate the historical 

Bill y the Kid from the legendary: 



Before the Kid had exhaled his last breath, his exploits had been reported, 
magnified. and distorted by both a politicaily-motivated regional press and a 
sensationally-motivated national press. In addition to the well-known gaps in 
our knowledge of his biographical facts, even the known incidents of his life 
have conspired to rernain, in the words of one observer, as "thick as scattered 
grain in the chickenyard, and as hard to arrange in any order." (15) 

Part of this confusion arises from the fact that, as in the case of Billy the Kid, there are 

numerous stories for every one exploit or event in the life of an outlaw. For instance, there 

rire numerous stories. al1 different. which claim to describe the first violent act cornrnitted 

by Billy the Kid, sharing only, as Tatum points out, one thing: that the violence of the Kid 

is justified (9). This justification of the often-senseless violence of the outlaws was a 

desire. especially on the part of the newspapers and dime novelists who made a living by 

creriting daring figures out of these men. to make these bandits sympathetic characters. 

Their violence was then either so magnified that the outlaws became larger than life. 

lezendary. or they were portrayed as altruistic Robin Hoods. Billy the Kid received both 

treatments (Tatum 10-1 l ) ,  as did Jesse James (Bruns 34-35). The outlaws themselves 

courted the image of renown and benevolence because i t  created allies out of certain 

members of the public, particularly those who were not part of the social and economic 

elite. These people provided them with alibis, hideouts, and loyalty (Trachtman 63; Bruns 

86-87). Replacing their greed. self-interest, and cold-bloodedness with more noble 

qualities, these writers helped to make them more acceptable and attractive to the larger 

public. 

SyIvie likewise uses stories from her own life to help gain the syrnpathy of her fellow 

townspeople. And while many of these stories are not directly about Sylvie, they are about 

the women Sylvie has met in her wanderings. These women are drifters like Sylvie 

herself. Their stories are usually about mothers and children, abandonment and loss. 



Although these stories are so representative of the unconventional and migratory life of 

Sylvie that they offend Lucille to the point that she refers to the people in these stories as 

"'trashy"' (Robinson 104), it is ultimately through these stories that Sylvie creates a bond 

with the very townswomen who represent al1 that Lucilie longs for, that is the 

conventional and the stable. When these women corne out of concern for Ruthie and how 

Sylvie is caring for her. Sylvie tells them the story of a negligent mother whose four 

children so haunt her after they are gone that they multiply into nine children. 

"Families should stay together. Otherwise things get out of control. My 
father. you know. 1 can't even remember what he was like, 1 mean when he 
was alive. But ever since, it's Papa here and Papa there, and dreams [.. .] Like 
the poor woman with nine children. She was walking the floor the whole 
night!" 

No one said anything for a long time. Finally someone said, "Families are a 
sorrow, and that's the truth." and another one said, "1 lost my girl sixteen 
years ago in June and her face is before me now," and someone else said, "If 
you can keep them, that's bad enough, but if you lose them-" The world is 
full of trouble. Yes it is. (Robinson 186) 

Just as the outlaws cultivated the syrnpathy of  neighbours, farmers, widows, and others at 

the mercy of banks and railroad companies, so  too does Syivie gain the sympôthy of her 

neighbours by revealing their shared sorrow. Sylvie and these women are not so different 

in that they have al1 experienced the difficulties and loss of family. Thus the stones that 

reveal her differences bring her for a time into the fold of  "ordinary society" (Robinson 

And while these stones are not about her but about other women, it is as though Sylvie 

is telling different variations of her own story through these women. One of the first 

stories she tells to Ruthie and Lucille is about a woman who manies and has children in 

order to relieve her loneliness. When she realizes that she is still lonely, this woman takes 

the children to visit her mother who is disappointed to see no family resemblance in the 

children. The woman returns to her husband who does not believe that she just went to 



visit her mother and "'never really showed any of them much affection after that. But he 

didn't live long, anyway'" (Robinson 66-67). This could in fact be the story of Sylvie, or 

for that matter that of her sister Helen, with the disapproving mother and the distant 

husband. or rather father in this case. now deceased. It may offer Sylvie's reason for 

marrying and why she is no longer with her husband. And while, as far as we know, 

Sylvie herself has no children, she reveals that this woman may not really have had any 

children at al1 and that she may have been '"crazy'" (Robinson 67). This story and the 

others she relates follow a similar pattern. She tells a story as though it were factual only 

to completely undermine it by divulging in one way or another that it may or may not be 

accurate. In the telling of these stones Sylvie is telling her own story again and again in 

slightly revised versions. 

These revisions allow Sylvie to take on different forrns, to remain unfixed. Just as she 

attempts to be what Lucille wants, she can also be what Ruthie wants: "as I watched 

Sylvie. she reminded me of my mother more and more. There was such sirnilarity, in fact, 

in the structure of cheek and chin, and the texture of hair, that Sylvie began to blur the 

memory of my mother, and then to displace it" (Robinson 53). On the one hand, Sylvie 

cannot provide the concrete details of her Iife because Lucille and those who desire 

conventionaiity would meet them with censure; on the other hand, Sylvie's reticence 

allows her to become what Ruthie needs of her, which is an escape from conventionality. 

In this way, this lack of definition allows Sylvie to be many things to many people, just 

as. according to Tatum, Billy the Kid was and is: "If the tegend reveals contradictory 

features. the reason is because the Kid has been since his death in 1881 many things to 

many people-a flexible container, in other words, into which particular audiences' hopes 

and fears, ideals and prejudices, have been poured" ( 1 1 ). 



By trying to be what both Ruthie and Lucille want in a mother, Sylvie reveals herself 

to be an outlaw of  traditiond motherhood-and fatherhood. Sylvie becomes both mother 

and father to Ruthie. She is the narnesake of her own mother. Sylvia Foster, and even 

takes her mother's room when she returns to her childhood home: "Sylvie had moved 

downstairs. into my grandmother's room. This room was off the kitchen, three steps 

below the level of the rest of  the ground floor" (Robinson 89). However. in taking her 

mother's room, Sylvie reveals how she is like her father as well. It is her mother's room 

but i t  is below ground like the house her own father grew up in and eventually fled from 

by train to finally settle in Fingerbone. Sylvie is very much influenced by both of  her 

parents. 

Both of her parents approached their relationships with their children with a certain 

detachment common to the male parental role. It has traditionally been the father who has 

been absent from his child's life because his work is outside the home and not within as it 

has been for the mother. While her mother remained physicaily in the home, she kept a 

certain emotional distance from Sylvie and her two other daughters: "because it suited her 

purpose. to be what she seemed to be so  that her children would never be startled o r  

surprised. and to take on al1 the postures and vestments of rnatron, to differentiate her life 

from theirs, s o  that her children would never feel intruded upon" (Robinson 19). Sylvie's 

mother raised her daughters in many ways as though they were sons for she allows them 

to "differentiate" themselves from her, or rather she herself raised them as though she was 

the father and not the mother. In her examination of the use of Amencan male mythology 

and tradition in Robinson's novel, Ravits States that males develop their identity by 

rejecting the mother while the development of female identity cornes about through 

continued identification with the mother (653). Sylvie's mother has fostered in her 



daughters an independence often associated with males. 

This independence also recdls that of the women who carne of age in, and with, the 

West. Lillian Schlissel reveais this independence and freedom of the young frontier 

women through her examination of one particular frontier family. The work Far From 

Home: Families of the Westward Journev, which Schlissel views as a continuation of her 

earlier work Women's Diaries of the Westward Journev, is an examination of the 

experiences of three different families on the frontier by Schlissel and two other scholars. 

Schlissel herself studies the Maiick family mainly through the letters of the matriarch of 

the Malick family. Abigail Maiick left Ulinois for the Oregon Tenitory with her husband 

and their six younger children. These children revel in the freedom offered by the frontier. 

"The jounger chilùren, iike the frontier thar fonned them. were wild and rtnconrrolloble" 

(Schlissel, Far From Home 3-4) (italics Schlissel's). Abigail's daughter Jane leads quite a 

wild life and disregards most conventions. such as seeing her husband before they are 

married without a chaperone and is severai months pregnant before she marries. Jane's 

"counship was celebrated by whoops and cheers, by too many suitors from the fort, by 

horseback riding through the countryside, and by an atmosphere that paid only occasional 

and ceremonial address to parental restrictions" (Schlissel, Far From Home 76). Jane 

behaves in many ways as a man does. Another daughter Susan takes to the stage, joining a 

travelling troupe of actors, only after she has left the husband with whom she had eloped. 

She accomplishes al1 of this by the time she is just fifteen (Schlissel, Far From Home 84). 

This generation of western women breach more than just the boundaries of gender 

work roles, as 1 have discussed in chapter one. They breach the boundaries of propriety in 

regard to their gender, acting as men are dlowed to do. These conventions were difficult 

for parents to enforce on the frontier because of several factors. The absent father became 



even more so on the frontier because he was either away working in a mine or on a ranch 

or he was deceased. a victim of the harshness of the West, which included the wars 

between white Arnencans and Native Americans for their land. The mother was therefore 

often on her own, caring for the home and the much younger children, and trying to earn a 

living as well. And finally the families were without the support of extended farnily, many 

of whom they had left behind in the East, and of comrnunity, often king separated from 

neighbours by miles and miles of land. Abigail did make attempts to observe convention 

and propriety, for instance presenting Jane's marital situation as being better than it 

actually was in her letters to farnily back in illinois (Schlissel, Far From Home 62); she 

thereby recalls Sylvie's own attempts to conforrn to convention for the sake of her Lucilie 

and then later for Ruthie: Abigail ultimately permitted her children certain freedoms, such 

as tolerating Jane's improper courtship because she "bowed to the inevitable fact that they 

would do as they pleased whether or not she approved" (Schlissel, Far From Home 58). 

These young women found a freedom and an independence on the frontier that allowed 

thern to disregard mmy of the conventions observed by their parents' generation. for 

better or for worse. "In the end the frontier was more powerful than Abigail's cautionary 

restrictions. The cohort of frontier children made broad swings away from her 

prescriptions of land and work and home. They mshed headlong toward independence, 

bloodying themselves to be free of parental restraint, coming home when their wild ways 

had damaged their lives" (Schlissel, Far From Home 76). The West appears to challenge 

the role of the mother, causing her to become as absent as the father or Iose herself under 

the familial weight of cares and problems because she must become both mother and 

fat her. 

Sylvie ultiniately transforrns this absence so characteristic of the father-figure and of 



the western mother into a positive trait. Sylvie behaves like a father to Ruthie in that she is 

detached from her. but this detachment allows Ruthie to independently corne to identiQ 

with Sylvie. "1 waited for Sylvie to Say, 'You're like me.' 1 thought she might Say, 

'You're like your mother.' 1 feared and suspected that Sylvie and 1 were of a kind, and 

waited for her to claim me, but she would not" (Robinson 106). Sylvie behaves like a 

mother to Ruthie in that she d lows  her to identify with her, but d lows her to make that 

discovery on her own. Even Ruthie's initiation into a life of drifting is accomplished 

alone. 

After Lucille has left the family in favour of a more orderly life, Sylvie reiterates an 

earlier offer to take Ruthie on a trip with her and show Ruthie a vdley populated with 

abandoned homesteads. They go even though it is a school day for Ruthie and she has 

aiready been singled out for her frequent tmancy. Sylvie steals a boat, ignoring the 

displeasure of the owner at her theft, so they can reach the valley. Sylvie tells Ruthie 

about the children that she has seen in this valley and how she has tried to catch one of 

them. "'What would 1 do with another child?"' Sylvie asks Ruthie at this revelation of her 

desire to take one of these imagined ghost children (Robinson 148). After they arrive in 

the valley, Sylvie quietly disappears, leaving Ruthie completely alone. This is Ruthie's 

initiation into not just a life of drifting but loneliness and Ioss. When Sylvie later cornes 

for Ruthie. she wraps Ruthie in her coat with its "wide man's collar" (Robinson 161), and 

identifies Ruthie as being like her. "1 could feel the pleasure she took in my dependency, 

and more than once she stooped to look into my face. Her expression was intent and 

absorbed. There was nothing of civility in it. It was as if she were studying her own face 

in a rnirror" (Robinson 161). Sylvie becomes both father and mother to Ruthie. 

While she has constructed a life that seems to reject conventionality, particularly as 



represented by her own mother. Sylvie has retained aspects of it and refashioned them in 

her own manner. While she appears to have forsaken community, stabiiity and 

domesticity. through her stories it becomes clear that she has found these things in her 

fellow drifters. She tells Ruthie and Lucille about a friend narned Edith with whom she 

worked in a canning factory and with whom she shared a cabin belonging to a mutual 

friend's cousin for the summer. Although this situation was only a temporary one, it 

nonetheless reveals the presence of a more traditional life within a less traditionai one, for 

while Sylvie drifted she also worked at jobs and Iived in houses with friends who 

functioned much like a community and family for her. Geyh writes. '"The processes of 

unhousing are al1 expressions of transience, a concept which encompasses not just the 

rnovement across boundaries but an apparent denial of them altogether" ( 1 12). Likewise, 

Sylvie's drifting does not exchde her from conventional society; rather her drifting does 

away with the boundaries between the conventional and the unconventional. between 

observing legal and social laws and ignoring them. 

As 1 have mentioned earlier in this chapter, the outlaws too combined a domestic life 

with that of a life of crime. In many ways they are no different from their fellow western 

men who often left their wives and children for long periods of time in order to work in 

the mines and on the ranches, among other jobs. However, this crossing of the boundary 

between the conventional and the unconventional is most apparent in the lives of the 

outlaws in regard to their relationship with the law. Trachtman describes how the category 

of gunfighter included men who operated on both sides of the law, that is men who were 

both sheriff and outlaw (34). These men moved back and forth between being on the side 

of the law and being against it. Trachtman gives the following example of this crossing of 

the boundary between law enforcer and law breaker: "Mysterious Dave Mather, an 



itinerant gunfighter [. . .] served as marshal of several frontier towns-and spent as much 

time in their jails" (34-35). Most outlaws moved back and forth between law enforcer and 

criminal out of necessity. Sylvie herself makes the attempt at becoming a shenff as 

opposed to being an outlaw when she needs to keep Ruthie from being removed from her 

care and custody. She becomes a conventional housekeeper and mother. "Those days she 

cast about constantly for ways to  conform Our lives to the expectations of others, or to 

what she guessed their expectations might be, and she was full of  purpose, which 

sometimes seerned like hope": so Ruthie describes Sylvie's reaction to the possibility of 

their family being separated (Robinson 201). However, the reformarion of Sylvie does not 

last long and she returns to her outlaw ways by attempting to burn down her rnother's 

house and by resuming her transient life, but this time with Ruthie included. 

The public both cheered the heroic exploits of the outlaws and condemned those same 

exploits as horrifie. There is a tension in the attitude of the public toward the outlaws. 

Bruns writes of the response inspired by the James gang after they murder a neighbour 

thought to have given information about them to detectives: "The public, the press, the 

politicians-al1 shared confusion and mixed sympathies and disgust about the gang" (40). 

The public is at once impressed and disgusted by them. Sylvie inspires similar feelings. 

While, as 1 have noted earlier in this chapter, the townswomen are sympathetic and can 

even relate to the sorrow Sylvie has experienced in her life, they nonetheless disapprove 

of the way in which Sylvie keeps house and cares for Ruthie. They impose the authority 

of the Iaw upon her and threaten to remove Ruthie from her care. 

Like the outlaws she is an unsettler of the tenuous civilization that is Fingerbone and 

the West. "Their [the gunfighters'] naturai habitat was the frontier town. Whether cattle 

town, railroad town o r  mining town, it was not much to look at. It had its wide, unpaved 



main Street. sun-baked in the summer, rock-hard in winter, lined by tents or  flimsy 

wooden shacks" (Trachtman 15). As Robinson describes Fingerbone: "There was not a 

sou1 there but knew how shallow-rooted the whole town was. It flooded yearly, and had 

burned once. Often enough the lurnber mil1 shut down, or burned down. There were 

reports that things were otherwise elsewhere, and anyone, on a melancholy evening, 

might feel that Fingerbone was a meager and difficult place" (1 77- 178). This might fit the 

description of many pioneer communities in the nineteenth century. 

Wallace Stegner describes the process of dividing the two countries of Canada and the 

United States d o n g  the boundary of the 49'h panllel as a seemingly mificial one. This 

experience. according to Stegner, revealed civilization on the frontier to be "built on a 

tripod of geography, history, and law, and it is made up largety of limitations" (Stegner 

85). Civilization. according to a white European legacy. then, must be a very male 

construction as geography, history. and law are a11 areas that have long been relegated to 

the male sphere of life, and therefore full of limitations for women. Although women are 

often associated with nature, the term geography implies a more formal knowledge of 

nature. which becomes more forrnalized itself as topography. Nature as geography, 

therefore, becomes less associated with women. Thât is, geography often requires 

equipment and knowledge that has often been available only to men through formal 

education and employment. Through her transience Sylvie becomes a geographer of a 

different sort. She gains a very intimate knowledge of geography that most women, or  

men for that matter, d o  not have. Sylvie knows the geography that is often not accounted 

for: the population of drifters and homeless, the resources that are usually deemed refuse, 

and the landscapes that have been abandoned and no longer considered useful. 

Interestingly, Robinson does appear to rnake a passing association between Sylvie and 



Ruthie and Native Americans. Afier their visit to the valley of the abandoned homesteads. 

Sylvie and Ruthie make their way home by boxcar. In the boxcar there is "an old Indian 

woman sitting in the corner" (Robinson 171). who says to Sylvie regarding Ruthie. 

"'She's gettin' growed"' (Robinson 173). This appears to funher emphasize Sylvie's 

knowledge and association with the dispossessed. Furthermore, Sylvie transgresses the 

limitations of geognphy in that her outdoor activities do not include the goal of exploring 

and conquering or of mapping out the land (Stegner 85-86). O'Brien writes that Sylvie 

and Ruthie "avoid establishing any goals at al1 except staying together" (228). She moves 

across the land purely for the sake of moving and through a Iack of desire to remain in any 

one place. Sylvie becomes a geographer of an uncivilized world, that is a world that does 

not solely observe the conventions of a white European Amerka. 

The life Sylvie leads as a transient undermines the limitations surrounding another 

component of Stegner's frontier civilization: history. History is often associated with the 

wntten word and ideas of progress. History for Sylvie is instead dominated by oral 

storytelling and repetition. While she has never had a child (as Far as the reader knows), 

which is perhaps one of the most direct ways a woman may create and transmit her own 

personal history, Sylvie creates a link to her past through her transient lifestyle. She does 

so by continually travelling the same routes by train, routes that her father may well have 

travelled in his work as a railroad employee. It is a way for her to keep the memory of her 

father alive. "Repetition," according to Champagne, "equals transience" (327). 

Furthermore, "Housekee~ing invades postmodem temtory in its analysis of the way 

memory and repetition interrogate each other" (Champagne 327). However, Champagne 

aligns mernory with misrepresentation and therefore regards it as a negative and 

restricting act. What Champagne fails to acknowledge is that memory as utilized by 



Sylvie is a way of connecting with others. in particular her two nieces. While Sylvie does 

not want to lose Ruthie and have her become just a memory, haunting Sylvie by becoming 

"gigantic and multiple. so that I seemed to fi11 the whole house," o r  "turn subtle and 

miscible. so that I could p a s  through the membranes that separate dream from dream"- 

in the words of Ruthie (Robinson 195); nonetheless, Sylvie does take great pleasure in 

turning her memories into stories that she can share with Ruthie and Lucille. As noted 

earlier. her stories are also a way for Sylvie to connect with her more conventional 

neighbours. Ultimately, Champagne does not recognize that Sylvie c m  take as much 

pleasure as sorrow in memory because Sylvie does recognize that memory, like history, is 

a narrative that c m  be altered and modified. 

Sylvie keeps the memones of past friends d i v e  by telling stories about them, stories 

with which she has taken certain liberties with the "tmth". It would seem that Sylvie is a 

supporter of the belief that history is a form of  fiction. Her storytelling as a form of 

history underrnines the established belief of history as fact. She further underrnines 

traditionai history, for Sylvie tells stories about people who may not even merit such a 

distinction amongst their own family members. never mind being included in history 

books. Sylvie's own mother does not even refer to her itinerant daughter in her will 

(Robinson 41). Employing the mode of storytelling with which to transmit history allows 

Sylvie the freedom to interpret history as she sees fit. Her history is not bound by the 

limitations of fact. 

Sylvie takes a similar approach to the legal system. She obviously disregards the law in 

several ways. She does not observe property ownership, riding trains without paying and 

"borrowing" a boat without asking. These rules are not relevant to Sylvie. And her most 

flagrant disregard of the law is her final removal of Ruthie from Fingerbone when the 



sheriff has corne to take Ruth away from her. in revealing or  ignoring the limitations of a 

civilization built on geography. history and law. Sylvie functions more as an outlaw than a 

civilizer. 

It is ris though Sylvie is a pioneer in reverse, for she cornes and unsettles civilization. 

And this is a threat to both the cornrnunity at large and to how women were to behave 

during the period of settlement in the West. They were to be the civilizers. However, as 

discussed in chapter one. the women of the West ultimately did much to civilize the West 

in terrns of setting up schools. churches, and businesses. Sylvie is an outlaw to this role of 

the western women, of women generally speaking, as paragons of culture and civilization; 

she attends no church as far as the reader knows, she encourages the tmancy of Ruthie, 

and in the end sets her parents' house on fire. SyIvie unsettles conventional family life and 

community life and gender roles. 

This flexibility. this fluidity allows Sylvie to be an ambiguous character in much the 

same way that the outlaw is. This is particularly apparent in her lack of observance of 

gender roles and expectations. She possesses both the passivity often attributed to women 

and the resistance to stability and domesticity often associated with men. Her clothes even 

s i p i f y  her disregard of  gender roles for she wears an oversized raincoat which could 

possibly be a man's coat while underneath she wears a green dress, an act of femininity 

with the colour green often signifying fertility, and that she is a w m  impresses her very 

conventionaI aunts. Her approach to motherhood becomes a combining of both the mother 

and father roles. She crosses the boundaries of gender and so  becomes an outlaw of 

gender. 

The terrn outlaw helps to capture this sense of ambiguity in Sylvie. Robinson herself 

views Sylvie in this light: "My one great objection to the Amencan hero was that he was 



inevitably male-in decayed forms egregiously male. So 1 created a female of sons. also 

an outsider and a stranger. And while Sylvie obviously has her own history, [...] she 

expresses the fact that human nature is replete with namefess possibilities, and, by 

implication. that the world is accessible to new ways of understanding" (Robinson, 

"When I Was a Child" 15). 1 will now turn to another female character who is Iikewise 

"replete with nameless possibilities", that of Marian Forrester of Willa Cather's A Lost 

Lady. 



Chapter Three 

Marian Forrester: Willa Cather's Lost Heroine 

Round and round. like a dance of snow 
In ri dazzling drift. as its guardians, go 
Floating the women faded for ages, 
Sculptured in Stone, on the poet's pages. 
Then follow women fresh and gay, 
Living and loving and loved today. 

From "Women and Roses" by Robert Browning 

Marian Forrester. the title character of WiIla Cather's novel A Lost Lxidv, is another 

woman of the West who may be cdled an outlaw. The reasons for the suitability of this 

terrn to Marian are several. For one, Marian possesses many of the qualities ascribed to 

the figure of the outlaw in Americari history and mythology. Marian is also an outlaw in 

that she. like so many other women settlers of the American West. finds herself taking on 

roIes and duties not usually assigned to nineteenth-century women in general, or, more 

specifically. to a woman of her social position. Marian thus expands the historical 

application of this term. Calling Marian an outlaw has a literary application as well. It 

conveys the fact that while Marian, as the central fernale character, fulfils the role of 

heroine. she at the same time often defies and redefines it. Like an outlaw, her existence 

between conventional definition and total defiance places her in-to borrow the title of 

the book by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar-a no man's land. 

This no man's land, according to several critical studies written about Cather's A Lost 

Lady, appears to be set in a time that focuses on the passing away of a seemingly 

idealized period only to be replaced by a less attractive modem period. Gilbert and 



Gubar's essay "Lighting Out for the Temtories" in volume two of their No Man's Land 

surveys the noveIs of Willa Cather. In the whole of their essay only one paragraph is 

devoted to the novel A Lost Lady. For more specific and detailed studies of A Lost Lady, 

1 have relied on several other essays. Sally Peltier Harvey in her Redefining the American 

Dream examines the idea of success in Cather's novels. While Harvey argues that Cather 

cèlebrates Marian and her success, Harvey appears to present Marian as a less than 

substantial character. Marian is representative of the new age of persondity as opposed to 

her husband who represents the culture of chancter. Nonetheless, Harvey does emphasize 

the resiliency of Marian. David Stouck in Willa Cather's imagination shares Harvey's 

view of Marian-to a certain extent. Stouck too recognizes the power of Marian's 

personality. but he also presents her in a far less attractive way than does Harvey. He 

describes Marian as vain and narcissistic. However, the focai point of Stouck's essay is 

the development of Niel "from childhood innocence to adult awareness" (59), with 

Marian serving as the source of this development through her role as a romantic, erotic 

heroine. 

Frances W. Kaye in Isolation and Masauerade focuses on the figure of Marian as a 

story of a woman as the artist. Kaye gives Marian full control over her life in that it is 

Marian who makes herself into an a~ object. Kaye views A Lost Lady as an elegy to an 

ideaIized past just as Harvey does. However, in keeping with the overail theme of Kaye's 

study of Cather's novels, Kaye argues that Niel really represents the development of a 

young lesbian woman. Kaye relies heavily on biographical details to explain Cather's 

approach to A Lost Ladv. She argues that the use of a male character through whom to 

filter much of the story was a technique used by Cather to express her own sexuality 

which could otherwise not be publicly discussed. While an interesting argument, this 



aspect of Kaye's study had little bearing on my own. Menill Maguire Skaggs in After the 

World Broke in Two also sees pardlels with Willa Cather in the character of Niel. 

Furthermore, like Kaye. Skaggs views Marian as a wornan very much in control of her 

Iife. arguing that Marian chooses to be a sex object. Where Skaggs differs from Kaye. 

Stouck. and Harvey is that Skaggs does not viliw Marian. Skaggs argues quite 

persuasively that the Captain is aware of d l  of Marian's behaviour and still admires her. 

Skaggs views the relationship of Marian and the Captain as a powerful, attractive and 

equal one: it is only in Niel's eyes that this relationship is not understood. 1 am very much 

in agreement with how Skaggs characterizes Marian and her relationship with her 

husband. 

The last critical study 1 will consider here is Joseph Urgo's WilIa Cather and the Mvth 

of the American Migration. Urgo contends that migration, not stability or  settlement, is 

the characteristic state of most Amencans, even now. They are essentially homeless (41). 

Urgo's ideas and arguments regarding American culture may be applied equally well to 

Robinson's Housekeeping. Urgo views both Marian and her husband as actors. He also 

ultimately sees A Lost Lady neither as a eulogy to the past nor as an acceptance of the 

modern present; rather Urgo argues that A Lost Lady and Marian reveal another path 

where the past is carried into the future in a constructive and informing way (82). It is a 

study of Cather's works that 1 found original and thoughtful. 

In a literal sense, the world of the novel A Lost Lady both in its past and its present 

appears to be anything but a no man's land. Although at its centre is the story of the nse  

and fa11 of Marian Forrester, the focus of her turbulent life is on the relationships she has 

with various men. Unlike the world of Housekeeping where men are almost not present at 

all. Marian has no female friendship, no female support, and this is not, according to 



Kaye. an uncommon attribute amongst many Cather heroines (5). Furthemore. it is not a 

lack felt by Marian herself. who instead chooses to fil1 her personal landscape almost 

exclusively with men. including, amont others, her first husband, Captain Daniel 

Forrester. her lovers, Frank Ellinger and Ivy Peters. and a young admirer and farnily 

friend. Niel Herbert. These men surround Marian, helping to create the drarna that is her 

life. Much of this drama is observed, and judged, through the eyes of Niel, but related by 

an anonymous third person narrator. 

The novel opens with a description of the town of Sweet Water and its social structure. 

At the top of this society are Marian and her husband, Captain Forrester. a then prominent 

and successful railroad builder. She has k e n  brought to Sweet Water as a young bride by 

the Captain. And although they are the most prominent farnily in Sweet Water-or 

perhaps because of it-they spend no more than their summers there, preferring to winter 

among their wealthy peers in Denver and Colorado Springs. However. this mobile 

lifestyle cornes to an end after a series of misfortunes- These include the deterioration of 

the Captain's health. due to a series of strokes, and to financial miscalculations. Marian 

suffers under the strain of having to care for her eventually invaiid husband in the rnidst of 

financial difficulties. Being stranded year-round in Sweet Water, though, does put her into 

the Company of Niel with whom both she and her husband develop a close friendship. 

This friendship is severely tested after the death of the Captain, when Marian must remain 

unhappily in Sweet Water until she is able to sel1 her house. Niel disapproves of her 

desperate behaviour and he is ultimately alienated from her by this behaviour and his 

severe judgement of it. Not knowing her fate, he Iater discovers that after the sale of her 

house she moved back West to California where she had first met Captain Forrester and 

where she meets her second husband, a wealthy Englishman. The novel ends with Niel 



leming of this remrtniage and of her death in Argentina. 

Marian's ending is very much the ending of an outlaw. To introduce this element in 

her character. we rnight consider several parallels between the conclusion of Marian's 

story and the endings met by some of the more infamous outlaws of the American West. 

These similarities include an accounting for and a revelation of surprising details in the 

outlaw's life, especially of those that occur offstage, so to speak. They also include a 

resurrection of the figure. as delineated by Bruns in his book The Bandit Kings. 

rnentioned above. This sequence is reflected in the process by which the last years and the 

death of iMarian are communicated to Niel. and to the reader. Even after his departure 

from Sweet Water, Niel still receives news from his uncle about Marian; however, once 

Marian leaves Sweet Water, and his uncle has died, she moves out of his range. Like the  

outlaw brothers, Jesse and Frank James, who, after a particularly disastrous bank robbery, 

disappear from the purview of both the public and the law for nearly three years (Bruns 

34). so too does Marian disappear after "'She is s u d y  broken"' (Cather 146) (italics 

Cather's). And again. as was tnie for the James brothers whose whereabouts and doings 

during this time are only Iater reveaied by Frank after the death of Jesse (Bruns 44), this 

lost period of Marian's life is recovered after she has already died. Niel meets up with an 

old boyhood acquaintance from Sweet Water, Ed Elliott, who tells Niel of her successful 

remarriage and. eventual death. He comments to Niel, "'lt was remarkable. how she'd 

corne up again"' (Cather 149); she has thus resurrected herself even before Niel learns of 

her death. 

In her resurrection, Marian shares yet another common trait with the more legendary 

outlaws. The interest they generate in life follows them into death, even creating rumours 

or hopes that they may still be living. Years after the death of Jesse James, which was met 



initially by some with disbelief (Bruns 48), people continued to claim to be the dead 

gunslinser himself (Bruns 52). '"Do you supp~se."~ Niel hopefully asks his boyhood 

acquaintance. "'that she could be living still? I'd aimost make the trip to see her"' (Cather 

139). This hope emerges from the fact that, even before he knows of her death, Niel has 

begun the process of turning Marian into "a bright. impersonai rnemory" (Cather 147). He 

has forgotten the anger and the displeasure with which he left her in Sweet Water. 

Likewise death transforms outlaws from Jesse James to Bill Doolin to Pretty Boy Floyd 

into Robin Hood characters, whose violent acts and greed are forgotten (Bruns 240). They 

become charitable. altruistic figures. Niel likewise forgets those darker qualities of 

Marian: her adultery, her greed, her disloyalty, and her vanity. However, these qudities 

and views of Marian are ail filtered for the reader througb Niel, and therefore must not be 

accepted without question. Contrary to Stouck's assertion that Niel cornes to "adult 

awareness and acceptance of life" (59),  Niel can only remember Marian in a positive way 

when he can return her to the idealized view he held of her as a child. Marian, like the 

outlaws of the West, becomes in death not only resurrected but conforms again to the 

romantic vision Niel once held of her. before she fell in his eyes. 

This incongruity between the life Iived and the life imagined exists not just in death but 

in Iife too for both Marian and the outlaws of the West- Many of the celebrated acts of 

altruism by various outlaws are really, more often than not, acts of survival. The outlaws 

often give money or food to the people of the countryside where they cake refuge from the 

law in order to cultivate their assistance and loyalty. These acts create a bond between the 

outlaws and the people of their community, for these people see the outlaws as agents of 

protest against the larger powers of the institutions of law, finance, and transportation 

(Bruns 17). Furthemore, it is not the men at the heads of these institutions who are king 



maimed and killed: instead it is the bystanders and the workers. These are often the very 

people on whose behalf the outlaws are supposedly fighting. those people at the mercy of 

such institutions as banks and raiiroad companies. Ordinary people, however, become 

expendable. in the midst of robberies and rnurders to the outlaws' desires for weaith, 

h e .  and survival. 

Marian too forges strong bonds with certain members of her community in order to 

satisfy her desires. Her acts of charity c m  turn out to be acts of survival. She buys garne 

from the poor Adolph Blum dunng the closed season, for which she is unknowingly 

rewarded when he does not expose her adultery, for he accidentally comes upon her and 

Frank Ellinger during a romantic rendezvous in the woods. Through her own flaunting of 

the rules and laws of their community, she creates in Adolph an ally. However, when she 

c m  no longer afford to be so generous. she abandons these alliances. She replaces her 

long-time lawyer and family friend. who is also Niel's uncle, with a new lawyer whom 

she believes can make more rnoney for her in a speedier but less ethicai manner. Like an 

outlaw's. her generosity is contingent upon her own interests being first ensured. 

Harvey writes of Marian: "For Marian Forrester, community is still an important factor 

in self-fulfillment; but she redefines its role. Cornmunity is important not so much 

because of one's mord responsibility to others, but rather, because one needs others' 

responses in a culture of personality" (73). Marian, however, is not just a starlet, as is 

implied by Harvey's depiction of her. This reading relegates Marian to the very passive 

role of woman as object. But Marian is far more of an active player in terms of what 

becomes of her, even if she fulfills herself through the traditional mode of marrying well. 

Her story of how she first met the Captain exemplifies her use of community as a support 

system and shows how her "personality" cm cause her less desirable actions to be 



overlooked. She tells this story to a group of young men from Sweet Water for whom she 

hosts a dinner party. As a young woman, she joins her father at a camp in the mountains 

where she enjoys the Company of the various young men present. One day she convinces 

a young man to sneak off with her to climb down a particular cliff. The results are 

disastrous as their rope breaks and the young man falls to his death. Marian, however. 

survives only to be rescued by the Captain. Niel notes, "The boys were genuinely moved 

(Cather 143). They do not criticize her for the role she played in the death of another. nor 

for benefiting from this by gaining a husband in a man she had taken no notice of 

previous to his heroic rescue of her. Even Niel in his disenchantment with her forgets this 

for a moment and retums her to the admirable position she once held in his eyes: "She 

had. after all. not changed so much since then [...] She was still her indomitable self, 

going through her oid part,-but only the stage-hands were left to listen to hep (Cather 

143). Marian is a skilled survivor, regardless of what situation she finds herself. 

WhiIe this ski11 to survive elevates her role above that of mere personality, her 

devotion to her husband likewise proves her to be more than a just vacuous actress. 

Harvey writes that in cornparison to the Captain, who is a man of substance, Marian is 

flighty. She is not; she stands by her husband in spite of her love for good times, rnoney 

and social status. She is always thoughtful of her husband, for after his accident with his 

horse. Marian asks Niel and his uncle to watch out for her husband when they are in town 

with him. "'If he looks tired or uncertain, make some excuse and bring him home,"' she 

tells Niel (Cather 3 1). She attempts to shield the Captain from appearing weak and sickly 

while out in public; she preserves his image as the mountain that she and other see him as. 

Furthemore, although the Captain appears to at times equate his wife with the things he 

owns, we will see later, there is other evidence to show that he values her beyond her 



physical beauty and playful personaiity. As Niel comes to conclude in the days leading to 

the Captain's death, "the Captain knew his wife better even than she knew herself: and 

that. knowing her, he.-to use one of  his own expressions,-valued her" (Cather 122). 

Time and again the Captain defers to his wife and her judgement. If she is merely the 

frivolous woman that Harvey makes her out to be, how could the Captain as "a man o f  

substance" err so greatly in his judgement? Furtherrnore. as we have seen in the examples 

of Marian's historical contemporaries. divorce in the West for a woman of her social and 

economic status is not an entirely implausible course for Marian to have taken. If not 

divorce. then she probably could have arranged to stay in the places where she formerly 

wintered to lead a life of parties and lovers; she instead retums to her invalid husband 

because she is more than just a personaiity. She is a woman of strength and substance. 

Niel's response to Marian throughout the novel reveds perhaps the most significant 

paraIIel between Marian and the figure of the outlaw. Both Marian and the outlaws inspire 

sirnultaneous feelings of admiration and offence. Niel exemplifies this response pattern as 

he goes from being a fervent admirer of hers to a harsh critic and back again. Bruns wntes 

of a similar response elicited from the public by the James gang, "The public, the press, 

the politicians-al1 shared confusion and mixed sympathies and distrust about the gang" 

(40). Niel himself even acknowledges that it is this quaiity which makes her so appeaiing: 

"From that disparity, he believed. came the subtlest thrill of  her fascination. She mocked 

outrageously at the proprieties she observed, and inherited the rnagic of contradictions" 

(Cather 65). 

This contradictory behaviour also reveals the mutability Marian shares with the figure 

of the outlaw. Just as both the outlaw and Marian thrive on constant movement, so  d o  

their personalities refuse to be still. The outlaw is a figure who may be both hero and 



villain. as exemplified historically by those outlaws who crossed over from sheriff to 

bandit and back again (Bruns 89). Marian, likewise, refuses to remain static. She crosses 

over from role to role many tirnes: she goes from being loving wife to adulterer, from 

elegant lady to slovenly drudge. Like many of the elusive outlaws, Marian too cannot be 

simply understood and defined. 

In her lack of definition Marian recalls her fellow western pioneerswomen. Like 

Marian these women had to play many roles and be many different things to many 

different people. Susan Armitage. in her essay "Through Women's Eyes: A New View of 

the West". identifies three common stereotypes of the western woman: "the refined lady. 

the helpmate, and the bad woman" ( 12). Marian embodies al1 of them, thereby revealing 

how the pioneerswomen could not be just one of these types. They had to be resourceful 

and adaptable. They could not afford to fulfill just the role of refined lady and survive. 

Even the shape of Marian's story recalls the shape of the lives of many of the women who 

moved West. They leave the estabtished comforts of their eastem communities for the 

harsher and less established environment of the West. When Marian loses her wealth and 

her prestige. it is as though she hac landed in the uncivilized West. She works hard, 

endures. and returns herself to the standard she once knew. She recreates the comforts of 

the East in the West, as so many of the pioneer women had done. 

Gilbert and Gubar contend that Cather saw the West as a type of Eden for women, a 

place of "female primacy" ( 184). The West as depicted in A Lost Lady is cenainly a place 

of "female primacy." Skaggs argues that Niel is the only character "who ends getting 

nothing he strongly values" (61). Marian, however, ends, as novel heroines so often did, 

married happily--or at least she has worked out another good arrangement-to a wedthy 

man (Skaggs 60). As we have seen, a childhood friend tells Niel some years later of 



Marian's last days. '"It was remarkable. how she'd corne up again. She seemed pretty 

well gone to pieces before she left Sweet Water"' (Cather 149). Marian is described by 

various critics as "infinitely adaptable" (Lee 206), "the woman in motion" (Urgo 75). and 

rlastic (Harvey 78). Such resiliency supports Cather's view of the West as a place of 

possibility for women, even when they choose rnarriage. 

Her desire to survive dnves Marian to take on roles not always deemed appropriate for 

3 woman. particularly of her social standing. As a refined lady she looks after her sick 

husband. her home and their financial situation. But her pragmatic view of money puts her 

at odds with expected female behaviour, probably echoing the situation many women 

found themselves in. In chapter one I mentioned the western pioneer Annie Green who 

went West to Colorado with her husband and who discovered the impracticality of 

expecting only the man of the house to earn money for the family. Like managing 

finances. Green has to keep her home bakery a secret from her husband: "The only thing 1 

had to contend with was the anticipated disapproval of rny husband in regard to my new 

enterprise. having heard him express himself in reference to my attempting to take 

boarders. 1 much feared the result would be a veto in this case. I therefore resolved to 

keep the secret from him as long as 1 could" ( 13 1- 132). Marian too invests money on her 

own through the unscrupulous character Ivy Peters. We can assume that her husband is 

not aware of this arrangement; when she asks Niel not to tell his uncle, the Forresters' 

lawyer about it, she implies that it is probably unethical, if not illegai. She says to Niel, 

"'Don't tell your unc!e; I've no doubt it's crooked. But the Judge is like Mr. Forrester; his 

methods don't work nowadays"' (Cather 105). Both women are stepping into the sphere 

of men when they attempt to help the financial situation of their respective families. 

While Marian does fulfill the role that most pioneer women were expected to fill, that 



of housekeeper. she does not do  it with any enthusiasm nor find it rewarding. She says to 

Niel when they no longer have a servant and the Captain is an invaiid. "'That house! 

Nothing is ever done there unless 1 do it, and nothing ever moves unless I move it- That's 

why 1 corne down here in the afternoon,-to get where I can't see the house"' (Cather 95). 

Even earlier. after the Captain's initial horse accident which ends his career and they must 

therefore stay in Sweet Water for the winter. Marian confides to Niel, '"Oh, but it is 

bleak!' she rnurmured. 'Suppose we should have to stay here al1 next winter. too, [...] and 

the next! What will become of me, Niel?' There was an unmistakable fright in her voice" 

(Cather 64). Marian prefers excitement to stability. 

As many historians have noted, most pioneer wornen established households and 

communities in order to employ the tools of their trade. Just as refining farrning 

techniques and tools was important to men working the land, women needed well- 

equipped houses and stores and schools to make their work easier. Marian's work, 

however. lies outside the house. She is not satisfied to remain in the house as a domestic 

being. She is very much an outlaw in this regard for she rejects the traditional view of 

women as settlers. It is her husband who desires stability and a home Iife. even before he 

is debilitated and irnmobilized by his strokes. Marian is the one who wants action, who 

seeks excitement. Even her love of dancing plays into this need for change and freedom. 

She does not like to be confined in any way. 

Marian is very much like the historical and mythological outlaws who were always on 

the move, utilizing the guemlla tactics they learned from their days as Confederate 

soldiers. As 1 have described in the previous chapter. Frank James and his brother Jesse 

eluded the law even when they were married and had children by relocating their families 

from one big city to another (Bruns 44). "Migration is paradoxically the keystone of 



American existence, and migrants gather paradoxes as they move from one 'permanent' 

residence to the next:" so writes Urgo (13). Urgo argues that migration is not "an 

aberration of some sort" (4), but is a part of American culture that continues to be felt 

today (8-9). He goes on to argue that Americans are essentially homeless (41). Marian is 

very much like this. She holds no sentimentdity for her house in Sweet Water; she sells 

the home the Captain built al1 those years before. She wants to be free to travel elsewhere 

and away from the censure of the townswomen of Sweet Water and the loss of friends 

who have turned their backs on her and her husband. Marian cm then begin again. Like 

the outlaws who lose themselves in different cities, Marian loses herself in a whole new 

continent. She has no desire to establish community; she prefers a very transitory 

existence that can serve her own personal needs and desires. Marian tells Niel of her 

determination '"to get out of this hole [...] out of it!"' (Cather 107). Her sense of 

endurance is dependent upon not being trapped in a house. 

Marian becomes an outlaw through her attitude toward money and survival. As a 

woman she gains the American Dream for herself even though as a woman she is 

excIuded from this dream (Harvey 12). This at once puts her at odds with the rest of the 

femaie community because she is not concerned with promoting the expected femaie 

behaviour. She exhibits this attitude clearly in the scene after Captain Forrester's most 

debilitating stroke, when the townswomen descend upon Marian's home to help but also 

to witness her downfall with delight. Another scene which reveals how Marian is at odds, 

or even a competitor, with other women is the meeting between Niel and an old Forrester 

friend, Mr. Ogden. Niel tries to convince Mr. Ogden to help Marian as, since the death of 

her husband, she has taken up fully with Ivy Peters, making him her lawyer. Niel sees Mr. 

Ogden's position as being a difficult one as "[hle had been devoted to Mrs. Forrester" and 



had been a frequent visitor of the Forresters' before his daughter had married Marian's 

former lover. Frank Ellinter (Cather 129). Niel believes that Mr. Ogden stayed away from 

the Forresters not because of their loss of wealth and status but because he did not want to 

becorne caught between his wife and daughter and Marian Forrester whom they would 

view as a rival. Marian has the support of men at the expense of support from women. in 

her case. her alliance with men at the expense of any type of friendly relationship with 

women is also a pragmatic one for it is through men (and gambling) that she survives. not 

through other wornen. 

Marian does not have the qualities cultivated by other women. She is neither a good 

housekeeper nor is she a self-sacrificing person who helps others. Interestingly. Frances 

Kaye sees Sadie, the poor relation who runs Niel's father's home and who runs it very 

badly, as "a different underside of Mrs. Forrester" (145). Sadie likes to read about 

"murder trials, or  peruse a well-wom copy of 'St. Elmo'" and "was always running off to 

help a neighbour" because she was "a good-natured thing" (Cather 22). Like Marian, 

Sadie prefers to do other things than keep house; but unlike Marian, Sadie does conforrn 

to the stereotype of women as helpers, as self-sacrificers. Marian thrives because she 

looks after herself or selected men. She is an outlaw from a community of women because 

she plays by different niles. 

Marian is also an outIaw in regard to rnoney because she at once defies the conventions 

that dictate that she as a "lady" should not have any concem with money. But the way she 

earns her money is very conventional: she marries a wealthy man. "It is a tmth universally 

acknowledged that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a 

wife:" wntes Jane Austen in her infamous opening line to her novel Pride and Preiudice. 

Marian helps to realize this "tmth" by achieving the role of not just wife but a desired one. 



She does not go out and work her way back to the position she held as the Captain's wife: 

she marries her way back to it. She may be at once admired and criticized for this. She 

trilres initiative and makes sure she is well looked after in the end, but her way of getting 

there is not so admirable, or it is at least not admirable according to "civilized" people. 

Cather suggests an interesting parallel between Marian and Ne11 Emerald. Ne11 

Emerald is a madame who runs a brothel in Denver-"properly licensed by the Denver 

police" (Cather 40), operating both inside and outside the socid and Iegal laws like 

iMarian-and for whom Frank ElIinger had a "youthful infatuation" (Cather 40). When 

Frank takes Ne11 out for a drive one day, she tells someone that "she 'had n o  respect for a 

man who would g o  driving with a prostitute in broad daylight"' (Cather 40). in the next 

chapter Marian and Frank also go for a drive together in "broad daylight" under the guise 

of getting cedar boughs for Christmas in order to have a sexual rendezvous. The parallels 

between these two scenes, and thus so between these two women, subtly point out how 

Marian makes her money. While Frank is the one man from whom she does not 

financially prosper, this connection with a prostitute is a very broad one, speaking more to 

the criteria upon which Marian seems to select spouses as well as Iovers, like Ivy Peters. 

Just as she moves inside and outside laws, Marian appears to also move inside and outside 

sentiment in her selection of these spouses and Iovers. However, she appears to choose the 

Captain based on other qualities. She notices how safe she feels with the Captain when he 

helps to carry her out of the mountains after that youthful adventure of hers, mentioned 

earlier in this chapter, t u n s  tragic. However, although Marian seems to choose the 

Captain for less rnonetary and more emotional reasons, this sense of "safety" she feels in 

him may be derived as much from his money as from the physical and emotional strength 

he possesses. 



1 think that the connection between Marian and Nell is made more for the purposes of 

highiighting how strong the conventions are regarding female conduct and female 

sexuality at that time. The concem Ne11 shows for these conventions, as her response to 

Frank's behaviour reveals above, seems almost absurd, given her work as a prostitute. 

Cather may be pointing out the absurdity generally speaking of these norrns and 

conventions as well as Marian's relatively greater freedom from them. Marian can afford 

to flaunt these conventions in a way that Neil cannot, because Marian is protected by her 

husband and the social and econornic status he extends to her. Ne11 as a prostitute cannot 

be so bold and must preserve these conventions in order to continue her profession. If she 

becomes too much of a threat to the standards of a particular community. which would 

include men and women, she could be driven out of town. Nell, as a prostitute, is much 

like the outlaws who c m  be tolerated and even protected by a community, but when they 

become too threatening face the prospect of the people of the community becoming 

vigilantes. 

The figure of the prostitute might be the ultimate outlaw amongst women. This is 

especially so in the nineteenth century when women were supposed to be pure and devoid 

of any sexual energy. A prostitute seems to combine both extremes of sexuaiity in that she 

is at once free of any sexual restraints but can also be seen as oppressed by men, including 

their male clients and their male pimps. Prostitutes are women in control of their lives and 

women trapped in lives of violence, poverty, and prejudice. They are not women who fa11 

easily into categories of bad or fallen women, of victims, or heroines. They are often seen 

as a threat to other women and therefore receive little support from them. They may also 

be viewed as desirable to men and as a threat to order by men as well. Like an outlaw, a 

prostitute is a figure of contradictions and difficult to judge. 



Marian too is a character of contradictions. The Captain appears to view Marian as a 

purchase. He has purchased in her sornething, so the cliché gms. that money cannot 

nornlally buy: sex appeal. Cather makes this connection by again using a very subtle 

parallel. only this time it is between Marian and the Captain's cattle: "When the Captain 

drove friends from Omaha or Denver over from the station in his democrat wagon, it 

gratified him to hem these gentlemen admire his fine stock, grazing in the meadows on 

either side of his lane. And when they reached the top of the hiil, it gratified him to see 

men who were older than himself leap nimbly to the ground and m n  up the front steps as 

Mrs. Forrester came out on the porch to greet them" (Cather 5). The sentences are 

structured similarly so  as to make it clear that Cather means to reveal the sense of 

ownership the Captain feels in regard to Marian. Later, as the Captain relates the story of 

his finding the land on the hill just outside Sweet Water, he again makes a connection 

between owning a house and having a wife. He says, "' I planned to build a house that my 

friends could corne to, with a wife like Mrs. Forrester to make it attractive to them. 1 used 

to promise myself that some day 1 would manage it' " (Cather 43)- He does manage it, for 

he returns to it with Marian. 

However, marriage does not put an end to Marian's mobility. Like the outlaws who 

were constantly on the move, either eluding the law or preparing for their next raid, 

Marian thrives on movement. It is in part how she occupies herself and financially 

supports herself. Marian moves from California where she meets both of ber husbands to 

Colorado and finally ends up in South America-just like the outlaws Butch Cassidy and 

the Sundance Kid, outlaws of the turn of the century who end their days-supposedly-in 

South Arnerica. And as was the case for these outlaws, al1 of Marian's movements and 

travels are not revealed to the reader, especially those that occur after Niel has left Sweet 



Water. "After his uncle's death. Niel heard that Ivy Peters had at last bought the Forrester 

place. and had brought a wife from Wyoming to live there. Mrs. Forrester had gone 

West.-people supposed to California" (Cather 146). Furthermore, even within Colorado, 

the setting for part of her story within the novel, Marian does not remain in just one town. 

"She was an excitement that came and went with summer. She and her husband always 

spent the winter in Denver and Colorado Springs,-left Spring Water soon after 

Thanksgiving and did not retum until the first of May" (Cather 23). The idea of staying in 

one place holds no pleasure for Marian in spite of the stereotype of women as 

hornebodies. 

Marian does not fulfill the role of the western woman as the one who settles and 

civilizes the West. "Although civilizâtion and culture were. perhaps. laudable goals. the 

problern with the genteel civilizer," writes Jarneson, "was that she did nothing active to 

achieve them" (146). Again Marian falls into the more arnbiguous area of outlawry. On 

the one hand, she acts as a figure of civilization by her making the home of the Captain a 

desirabk place through her attractiveness and styIe- She herself expresses opinions that 

support this stereotype for women. On his return from college, Marian asks Niel about the 

modem women: "'Athletics and going to college and smoking after dinner-Do you like 

it? Don't men like women to be different from themselves? They used to"' (Cather 95). 

Later. after the Captain's death when she has taken up with the younger townsmen, in 

panicular Ivy Peters, to the dismay of Niel and to the delighted disgust of the 

townswomen, Marian explains her behaviour to Niel: "'I've wanted for a long while to d o  

somerhing for the boys in this town, but my hands were full. 1 hate to see them growing 

up like sauages, when al1 they need is a civilized house to corne to, and a woman to give 

them a few hints"' (Cather 133). Marian sees herself as the genteel civilizer and yet she 



appears to be more of the conquering type. She moves on to new temtory when she has 

ootten al1 of the plunder she can from the men in a particular community. 
C 

That Marian can survive through her adaptability is another quality she shares with the 

outlaw. Her life does not conform to the traditional ending of the fallen woman, a 

category in which she would normally have been placed according to more traditional 

definitions. While the novel does indicate at the end that she is dead when Niel last h e m  

about her. her death is not the typically self-destructive one. The most famous of literary 

FaIlen women, Emma Bovary, dies an untimely death by killing herself-in a book, 

according to James Woodress, much adrnired by Cather (200). Hardy's Tess also meets an 

early death. being hanged for the murder of her seducer. It has often been argued that such 

women are killed as punishment for their licentiousness. Some of them get punished 

othewise. Jane Austen usually disciplines her failen women with unhappy marriages, 

either financially o r  emotionally or both. Marian defies this tradition by living to be an 

older woman and dying a supposedly natural death, though the reader is not told the 

specific details about her death o r  her age. Even her second rnarriage is not in any sense a 

means of disciplining a typical fallen woman, for, as Harvey notes, "she herself has 

engineered it" (76). The marriage has not been imposed upon her; she has chosen it. if  

anything, Marian's triumphant ending recalls that of  Moll Flanders who prospers in spite 

of her less-than-ladylike life. Marian's refusal "to immolate herself. like the widow of al1 

these great men, and die with the pioneer period to which she belonged reveals her 

outlawry in her refusal to conform to the laws that govern fallen women (Cather 145). 

WhiIe Marian does not conform to the unfortunate end that usually befalls female 

characters like her, there are parallels between the fallen wornan and the figure of the 

outlaw. Both figures provoke an uneasy and disconcerting admiration. Heroism within 



American culture cornes often from a flaunting of rules. Both the fallen woman and the 

outlaw challenge authority. However, the term outlaw generaily does not connote the 

burden of moral judgement that the term fallen woman does. There is a distinct negativity 

clinging to the fallen woman. Because she is female she should be good, moraily upright 

and vinuous. When she fails to be so, she fails like the angel Satan. Cather makes Marian 

both good and bad. Marian at once stays with her ailing and aging husband, but continues 

her affair with her Denver acquaintance Frank Ellinger. Marian c m  be vain and shallow, 

as David Stouck emphasizes (65), but she is also a loyal and resourceful woman. T o  cal1 

Marian "fallen" implies that she has once been pure and innocent. But if she has never 

been pure she can scarcely be judged as failen. Identifying Marian as an outlaw frees her 

from the limits of a category, fallen woman, which would reduce her ambiguous skills to 

mere sexual transgressions. Marian becomes an outlaw because, as a female character, she 

is not defined solely by her sexual behaviour. Marian, as we have seen, fulfills so  many 

roles and behaves in unexpected ways. To make her a marked woman like, for instance, 

Hester Prynne would be to simplify and distort the fascinating character that is Marian 

Forrester. 

Cather points out the double standard at work in regard to male and female sexuality. 

Skaggs argues that Cather "attacks" this double standard through the character of Frank 

Ellinger (55). Frank is not condemned for his sexual exploits though they are well known, 

while Marian is roundly condemned (Skaggs 55-56). Frank and Marian even act similarly 

when a family member becomes il1 (Skaggs 56). He cares for his aged mother and she 

cares for her aged husband. In his case he is praised for this act; in hers it is her duty to 

stay with her husband. While Frank is not an adulterer because he is not manied during 

his affair with Marian, nonetheless Frank is never reduced merely to his sexuality. There 



is no equivalent term to "fallen woman" for a male character who is unfaithful in maniage 

or mrrkes a sexual transgression. If he is fallen. he is not the fallen man but the fdlen hero 

and the implications of such a faIl are quite different. He is fallen in a l q e r  moral sense, 

in that he has not lived up to the ideals of what it is to be a hero-though it may include a 

sexuai transgression, it is not confined solely to it. 

To cal1 Marian an outlaw also allows for her to still be judged and criticized. Pointing 

out the double standard at work in regard to female sexuality as opposed to male sexuality 

does not mean that suddenly only men are to be condemned and women are not. This 

would merely reverse the traditionai notion of their women's being the mord sex. Marian 

can be seen as self-centred. shallow and vain, as Niel sometimes views her. Her 

contribution to her community appears to be almost negligible. With her peers it is her 

flinatiousness and high spirits that make her a valuable addition to any gathering. While 

she stays and cares for her husband, she ultimately requires the aid of townspeople with 

whom she has had little contact and whom she appears to view as inferior. Yet she is able 

to look after herself and her own interests. Like the outlaws of the West she robs for her 

own benefit, not for altruistic reasons, including dispossessing Native Americans. Marian 

as outlaw can therefore be condemned and praised equally, just as Frank Ellinger c m  be 

praised and condemned equally. The term outlaw becomes an equalizing term. 

Like the outlaws of the West, Marian will not be caught and wholly known. She is at 

once admirable and aggravating. She inspires the same conflicting feelings as an outlaw 

who thumbs his nose at society but in s o  doing causes harrn and destruction. Marian is not 

a heroine of the past whose story ends with her well married and happily. In fact that is 

just the beginning of her story. Her outlawry transcends these other definitions for i t  is 

flexible and wide enough to allow for the various roles Marian e m b d i e s  and undermines. 



She is not just wife or mistress. She is very much an outlaw in her own right. 



Conclusion 

Heroines and Outlaws: Allied Terms 

As in any society. the countersociety is based on the expulsion of an excluded element, a 
scapegoat charged with the evil of which the community duly constituted can then purge 
itself, a purge which wilI finally exonerate that community of any future criticism. 

From "Women's Time" by Julia Kristeva 

Calling Marian Forrester and Sylvie Fisher outlaws instead of heroines is not an act of 

usurpation on my part; rather. it is an act of making an addition. Just as the women of the 

Arnerican West brought with them many of the traditions and conventions of the 

American East, so too d o  Marian and Sylvie retain many of the traditional qualities of a 

heroine, Nonetheless, just as these pioneerswomen had to disregard, if not entirely 

chaIIenge. the eastern traditions and conventions in order to survive in the West, so toc do 

Marian and Sylvie ignore. expand upon, and defy the traditional qualities of a heroine. 

The reiationship of the heroine to the outlaw parallels that of the relationship between 

the American East and West during this penod of western expansion and migration. The 

outlaw is, 1 contend, the heroine in an expanded and migrated form, for the heroine herself 

possesses an element of outlawry. It is often in fact how a female character distinguishes 

herself as a heroine. Her outlawry manifests itself in her refusal to conforrn not onty to the 

codes ruling female behaviour but also the codes ruling community standards at large. 

However, what aiso makes a heroine a heroine is her eventual, and inevitable, renouncing 

of this defiant behaviour and a return to conforrnity, as 1 perceive from Brownstein's 

analysis of certain heroines: but the heroine who continues to challenge the status quo 

does not remain a heroine but instead heads West, figurarively speaking, to become an 

outlaw. 



However. 1 appear to be echoing Pearson and Pope in their contention that the femaie 

hero is an advancement over the heroine. 1 seem to be presenting the outlaw too as an 

advancement. an irnprovement, upon the heroine. This is what 1 have been trying to avoid 

and have been arguing against throughout this thesis. I do not want to fashion the heroine 

into a scapegoat, as elucidated by Kristeva in the epigraph at the beginning of this 

conclusion. To do  so would merely reinforce the longstanding belief that that which is 

female and feminine is undesirable and therefore may be discarded. In my above analogy, 

1 associate the outlaw with the progressive West while 1 identify the heroine with the Iess 

progressive East. Identifying the heroine with the East, 1 further link the heroine with the 

ideas of conformity, submission. and stagnation, ail of  which contain negative 

connotations. Conversely, 1 have associated the outlaw with defiance. recusance. and 

progress. al1 of which retain positive implications. In particular. 1 think that these are 

especially attractive traits in American culture at large. for the idea of refusing to heed 

authority and conventions as well as the idea of constant advancement are not only ones 

that are praised and desired but are also central to the mythology surrounding the 

beginnings of the United States. Therefore, by associating the heroine with the less-than- 

desirable qualities implicit in an alignment with the American East, and by associating the 

outlaw with the more desirable qualities suggested by a cornparison with the American 

West, 1 have tumed the heroine into the subordinate term to that of the outlaw. Thus, 1 

have illustrated the problem many of the scholars included in this work have found in 

attempting to redefine the term heroine o r  to offer any additions to it. The problem 

identified by Kristeva in the production of  a countersociety, that is it merely becomes a 

"simulacnirn" of the original society (207)- proves to be a pervasive one. 

This is not my intention in choosing the term outlaw as an additional term with which 



to describe Marian and Sylvie. 1 do not want the terni outlaw to become privileged at the 

expense of the term heroine. Although the term outlaw has a long tradition of being 

associated with mascülinity, this term c m  also function as a gender-neutrai one if 

carefully approprïated for feminist purposes. It carries none of the signs that identify a 

word in the English Ianguage as k i n g  masculine or  feminine, such as k i n g  part of a 

feminine-masculine word pair, or having a suffix that is masculine or  feminine. This 

inherent neutrality is one of the main reasons for choosing outlaw as an addition to the 

term heroine. It is free of the limiting assumptions attached to a more gender-specific 

language. Were it a feminine terni to begin with. it might be considered inferior; were i t  a 

primarily masculine term used to describe women, it could be used to denigrate wornen 

for being too masculine o r  to promote them for being less feminine. However, using the 

term outlaw to displace the term heroine would reinforce the belief that ferninine qualities 

are undesirable and therefore expendable. It rnight well align the term outlaw with that 

which is masculine and therefore desirable. Outlaw, in this capacity, essentially becomes 

not an addition to the term heroine but instead a replacement of the term hero. Heroine 

then continues to function as it always has, as the lesser female version of a male term. 

Outlaw ceases to be a gender-neutral term, which could allow characters to be understood 

in a more holistic way. 

The terms failen woman, villainess, and femde hero d o n g  with heroine rnake the 

gender of characters the most predominant characteristic in their identity. Outlaw can be 

to some extent a remedy to this dilemrna, not cause it. This does not mean that the use of a 

gender-neutral term such as outlaw need suddenly make gender negligible as a factor in 

the composition of a character; rather it is still very much a force to be considered but 

only as one of many forces that shape a character, not the one and only force. However, 



redefining these two terms. heroine and outlaw. as more cornplementary helps to weaken 

the hierarchy which privileges masculine over feminine elements in l anpage  and in 

society at large. 

As 1 have argued, the term heroine does not merely reinforce the view of women as 

inadequate. weak. and submissive; n ther  the term includes female characters who possess 

these qualities, but they are just one group out of many who are included within the 

category of heroine. The term heroine can represent those fernale characters who were. 

and are. victims of a system that privileges the maie over the female as well as those 

female characters who aid and abet this system by using, quite willingly, the subordinate 

position they hold as women to their advantage. At the same time. it usefully describes 

those female chancters who survive and succeed in spite of the oppressions and 

impediments of the sexism they encounter. However, a number of femaie characters 

survive and succeed in spite of an oppressive society but do  not meet the requirements of 

the term heroine. An additional term is required to describe them, such as, in this case, the 

terrn outlaw. This is why 1 beiieve that there is a need for the addition of a term Iike 

outlaw because such additions can only help to better refiect this diverse population of 

female characters present in the world of fiction as well as to transcend terms that are 

predominantly identifications of gender. 

The diversity of the non-fictional women who went West and of their experiences on 

the frontier also supports the need to exploit more imaginatively the resources already 

present in the English language with which to describe such diversity. While the lives of 

these pioneer women were the source for many fictional works, I contend that they were 

as often outlaws as they were heroines. This is because, while many of these women 

retained the traditions and moral and social values of the East, they often found 



themselves in situations where they had to disregard those values in order to survive. As 

we have seen. they had to ignore and defy the societal conventions that dictated their 

behaviour. Ultimately. the women of the West had to disregard their own concems for 

appropriate female behaviour for the same reason that so  many heroines must regard it: to 

endure. 

Liliian Schlissel is probably correct in describing the journey West as "anti-mythic" 

for rnany women because it occurred at a less than convenient tirne in their lives 

(Women-s Diaries of the Westward Journev 14), that is, during their childbearing years 

when t hey were pregnant and caring for very young children. On the other hand, the West 

provided a generation of wornen with more freedom and opportunities than they would 

have known in the East. Perhaps a reflection of  these greater freedoms and opportunities, 

the West was where these women first received the vote. However, that is not to contend 

that women in the East were not put into situations where they had to pursue roles outside 

the feminine domain or that no eastern women willingly chose to Iive beyond this 

feminine domain. But the West offered more places and "positions," to use Kristeva's 

view of femininity. where occurrences of such experimentation were necessary. The West 

stretched the lirnits of the heroine who must ultimately observe the proprieties and 

expectations of female behaviour. Not only would the pioneerswomen not survive if they 

observed the limits of appropriate feminine behaviour but their families and then 

ultimately settlements would not endure. In other words, men would not have been able to 

"civilize" the West if women had not been forced to challenge and change the limits of 

their roles in society. 

The paradox that Brownstein argues as being at the "core" of the existence of a heroine 

is not confined only to the experiences of women in fiction (295). Perhaps the best 



illustration of this paradox in the lives of the women who went West is that they had to 

corne out of the home in order to put themselves back inside it. In other words. these 

women aspired to make the West palatable to themselves by actively creating schools and 

churches and establishing businesses with which to support the family only to have men 

take over the mnning of these institutions as well as in the credit for establishing them. 

While it is true that traditionally women are associated with such institutions as churches 

and schools, the western women went beyond just running the Sunday school class or 

working as teachers. These women took an active role in the funding and building of these 

institutions far beyond what was their usual allowed role. Furthemore, they became 

businesswomen which was perhaps the biggest step taken outside of their traditional roles. 

However. 1 am not arguing that men played no role establishing these communities. They 

too were as interested in building churches, schools, and businesses as the women. The 

inequality lies in the fact that at the time these women were praised for their role in 

helping to establish new western communities; but once civilization was re-established, 

such pubiic behaviour was once again condemned as unferninine. 

The women of the West are a point of convergence for the qualities of heroine and 

outlaw. They are both figures of  paradox, k i n g  at once praised and condemned for their 

challenging and unconventional behaviour. They are both concemed with survival at 

almost any cost under quite stressful circumstances. The outlaw and the heroine are like 

the East and West in that neither can displace the other but rather they are present in each 

other. The East was a part of the lives of the women who went West just as the West had 

a certain impact on the women in the East, such as the achievement of the vote. The 

outlaw and heroine likewise cmnot  displace each other but instead exist side-by-side, 

each influencing the other. 



Like the women of the West who did not, could not, rnerely discard the influence of the 

East on their lives, the two fictional women studied here indicate that the heroine figure 

should not be scapegoated o r  rejected. Marian and Syfvie. as created by Cather and 

Robinson. retain certain qualities and hallmarks of the heroine. in particular, both 

characters are distinct from the rest of the population that surrounds them, as are most 

heroines. This distinctness is confirmed in that even the socially marginalized notice it. In 

the case of Marian, it is the town's young boys who are keenly aware of her specid status: 

"[elven rough little Thad Grimes, with his red thatch and catfish mouth [...] Knew that 

Mrs. Forrester was a very special kind of  person" (Cather 12). In the case of Sylvie it is 

her elderly and socially isolated aunts who are the first to make note of her difference: 

"'Well. what about the little one, Sylvie?' There was a clucking of  tongues. 'At least she 

doesn't have children.' 'So far as we know, at l e a d  'An itinerant.' 'A migrant worker.' 

'A drifter'" (Robinson 31). Both Sylvie and Marian stand out from the rest of the 

population that surrounds them in their respective fictional worlds. 

Their shared distinctiveness dso helps to highlight the differences that exist between 

Sylvie and Marian. Marian is in many ways the far more traditional heroine, or  rather 

female character, than Sylvie is, because it is her beauty, her obvious sensuality, and 

social status that make her someone to be noticed in her world. in the past, these qualities 

might explain why heroines were either distinguished from the start or  why they were 

rewarded for their eventual conforrnity. Sylvie diverges strongly from these characteristic 

traits which distinguish a female character as a heroine. While she is certainly unique, 

Sylvie is not the beautiful and thrilling creature that Marian is, nor is she the poor but 

beautiful girl who ends up marrying well o r  is discovered to be well bom. Sylvie is none 

of these things. Sylvie, however, is distinct because she in no way conforms to how most 



people expect women to live. While she is married. she lives as a single woman, and 

while she has no children. she becomes the surrotate mother to her orphaned niece. She 

has no job. never mind a career, to make her single life more acceptable. She has no home 

to cal1 her own. She is living a life usually reserved for men, though that is not to say that 

women have never lived like this for they have and do. It is her unusualness that connects 

her to the tem heroine. But Sylvie, unlike Marian, renounces the more conventional role 

of the heroine before the reader even meets her. 

SyIvie does retain another element of the heroine and that is the desire to survive at 

almost any cost. She does attempt to take up the self-sacrificing, domestic role of the 

heroine and renounce her unusual behaviour when her relationship with her niece Ruthie 

is threatened. After Sylvie has spent the night out on the lake and has ridden home in a 

boxcar aftenvards with Ruthie, the townswomen, followed by the sheriff corne to Sylvie 

to offer help and advice on child-rearing. This prompts Sylvie into showing that she can 

conform to the standards of the community in caring for Ruthie and the house. "The next 

day 1 cornbed my hair and went to school, and when 1 came home Sylvie had emptied the 

parlor of cans entirely and had begun to remove the newspapers. She had a bouquet of 

artificial flowers on the kitchen table, and she was frying chicken. "Now isn't this nice?' 

she asked, and then, 'Did you have a nice day at school?"' (Robinson 187). Just as Sylvie 

cleans the house, removing collected cans and newspapers and the cats, she cleans up 

Ruthie. dressing her appropriatety and telling her that "things like that matter to them" 

(Robinson 190). This reformation, this renunciation, is short-lived, however, and Sylvie 

does not finish her story as a heroine. She does survive and she remains with Ruthie. 

Marian too retains more than one element of the heroine. Not only does she have the 

physical attractiveness and the exciting distinctiveness; she too has survivd instincts. As 



we have seen. her mode of survival and her independence are complicated by her 

dependence on men she makes her way in the world. However, it is her choice as to the 

man and the relationship. She chooses to many the Captain. she chooses to fulfill herself 

sexually by having an affair with Frank Ellinger, and finally she chooses to live on and 

leave Sweet Water by using the unscrupulous ivy Peters. She extends the traditional role 

of the heroine who relies upon men to survive in that Marian chooses men who may hun 

her reputation but who provide for her financially and emotionally. She does not in the 

end renounce her defiant ways and remain a heroine. She does not "immolate herself, like 

the widow of dl these great men. and die with the pioneer period to which she belonged" 

(Cather 145). It is because she is not a heroine that her young admirer, Niel, and many of 

the townswomen resent her. "In the end, Niel went away without bidding her good-bye. 

He went away with weary contempt for her in his heart" (Cather 145). 

It is this refusal to renounce their freedom and become traditionai heroines that makes 

Marian and Sylvie outlaws. The elements that make them distinct, that help them to 

survive. are the sarne things chat make them characters to be both admired and 

condemned. They de@ laws, social as well as legal. Sylvie steals a boat from a man, 

which she defends as just borrowing, while Marian makes money by cheating native 

Americans; Sylvie wears the used clothing of others, lives wherever she can find shelter, 

and travels by boxcar, al1 of which contravene social and legal laws; Marian surrounds 

herself with much younger men after the death of her husband, has affairs, and drinks, al1 

of which are seen as unferninine behaviour by Niel and the townswomen. Sylvie may 

appear to be more like a traditional outlaw in that her defiant behaviour involves the 

stealing of property, but at the same time she is refusing to conform to the demands of a 

materialistic society. Marian, on the other hand, is far more materialistic, but her most 



defiant behaviour stems from breaking moral and sexual codes; this again has more in 

common with that branch of heroines known as fallen women. While their defiance may 

differ. it does make both Sylvie and Marian outlaws. 

In their refusal to conforrn to the demands of the respective societies aroond them. 

Marian and Sylvie do not make those sarne societies into scapegoats. As outlaws, neither 

Marian nor Sylvie creates a hierarchy that privileges her own approaches and attitudes 

towards living. While Marian does try to persuade Niel to make the most of  his youth, to 

be sensuai and luxurious, she does not necessarily condemn those who do not live as she 

does. She is married to a man who stands for many of the traditional values that she does 

not abide by. Marian could have made her husband into a scapegoat for her unhappiness 

but she doesn't; nor does she blarne the townswomen. If anyone or  anything becornes a 

scapegoat for Marian, it is her own house, but not the way of life it stands for. While 

Marian does cornplain about housekeeping at times bitterly, she remains with her 

husband and cares for him in his illness. This is admirable behaviour and Marian freely 

chooses it. She has not been imprisoned by this choice in any way. Sylvie, likewise, never 

condemns her mother o r  other women who choose a domestic life. And while Sylvie takes 

her own approach to housekeeping, she does not condemn the sheriff o r  the townswomen 

as enforcers of the societal demands that its members be stable people, both physicaily 

and emotionally. Both Cather and Robinson have created in these characters, in these 

novels. a shifting balance, a pull, between inhabiting a countersociety and being respectful 

of if not observant of the original society. They do not create a simulacrum of the society 

they are. if not opposing, criticizing, for they d o  not make of this opposed society itself a 

scapegoat. In the case of Marian, Cather has not made marriage a dreadful institution for 

women. She depicts a woman who is at once selfish and devoted, remaining with her 



husband reprdless of his health o r  financial state. While the townswornen are not 

presented in a positive light. they are not the reason for the troubles Marian has. Marian 

has the best of both worlds. being adulterous and yet a good and faithful wife in other 

respects. Robinson does not make the way Sylvie has chosen to live her Iife the only 

positive one. The women and the shenff who come to the aid of Sylvie, even if  that means 

removing Ruthie from her care, are not depicted in a negative way. Robinson bathes them 

in a sympathetic light. Even the manner of  life rejected by Sylvie is not scapegoated, that 

is. neither the people who lead this way of life o r  the way of life itself. She even tries to 

ernulate it when she needs to. 

When 1 first came to write this thesis 1 thought that the term heroine was a n  antiquated 

and useIess term. 1 thought that it should be discarded. 1 viewed the terrn outlaw as a 

replacement for the term heroine, not as an addition to it. For this to be done, the term 

heroine had to be repudiated. However, 1 came to the realization that the term outlaw 

cannot possibly replace the term heroine. The terrn heroine has a rich and Long history. 

one that should not be dismissed because such a history cannot be itself replaced. 

Furthemore. the term heroine is still a term that is very much alive, for tt accurately 

describes a fair number of female characters. Instead, 1 have come to the conclusion that 

the terrn heroine need only be supplemented. The term outlaw and the terrn heroine can 

survive side-by-side with no need for any expulsion. What 1 hope will come of this study 

is the addition of more terrns with which to describe the varied population of female 

characters present in the fictional world. With greater choice 1 hope that the creation of 

scapegoats and hierarchies can be better avoided. Ultimately, no one term cm capture 

every element, every life experience, of the array of characters in books from the past, 

present, and future. 
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