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Preface

Standing on the shoulder of Route 1, on the outskirts of Cross Creek,
Florida, visitors find the Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s State Historic Site,
this “quiet place,” time has left unchanged. It was only for a brief moment
that the public and the literary world perceived Cross Creek, the home of the
writer, ecologist, and anthropologist Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings. The author
moved and called Florida her home, deciding that she would live in the
‘uncivilized’ heartland of the Florida peninsula while on a vacation with her
first husband Charles Rawlings. With their marriage on shaky grounds and
facing literary failure up North, Rawlings needed a drastic change in her
life, and the heartland of the Florida peninsula provided the environment
that would impact her physically and spiritually. Rawlings’s biographical
preconditions — a childhood spent in the rural area of Rock Creek, outside of
Washington, D.C., a father who instilled in her a respect for nature’s
restorative power — enabled her to immediately embrace Florida’s nature.
Spending her days outside in the orange groves, the scrub® or the Florida
hammocks, feeling the intense Florida heat, as well as the cool and mild
spring rain falling on her skin or the mysticism of the morning fog, she
quickly developed a love, a sense for this unusual place. The “human
being’s affective ties” (Tuan, Topophilia 93) with one’s immediate
surroundings is defined by the neologism — Topophilia - coined by the
humanist geographer Yi-Fu Tuan. Rawlings writes of ‘beauty’ when
referring to the Creek;? her topophilia comes alive in her Florida writings,
unmasking her natural environment into symbols of cultural critique and
metaphors for identity transformation.

The life and work of Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings strongly coalesces
with the move to Florida, entering a reciprocal, symbiotic relationship.
Without the ‘inspiration’ of the overwhelming and inescapable natural
world of Cross Creek, Rawlings would neither have been able to face and
overcome her failed marriage nor excel through the hostile climate women
writers faced during the Roaring Twenties and especially during the
Depression era. With (re)confinement and (re)consignment of women to the

! Florida’s oldest horticultural community; the scrub is an open pineland with an understory
of oaks and palmettos. The largest area occurs in the Ocala National Forest.
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domestic realm, Rawlings remained unaffected in her Florida hamlet. At
Cross Creek, she created a ‘room of her own,” a utopian gender-free space
in which she was able to write and heal as society reverted around her.

Writing about nature and the indigenous backwoods community of
the Florida Cracker,® Rawlings was able to parallel the ‘colonization’ or
domination of the “invisible” scrub region and its inhabitants with her own
‘colonization’ and the situatedness of women in the 1930s patriarchal
American society. Both forms of colonization had a common basis in
‘otherness,” finding them marginalized by a patriarchal and hierarchal
center. Throughout her Florida literature, Rawlings deconstructs dualisms
and hierarchies; such as the strict Western separation between nature and
culture, opting for their radical interrelatedness. ‘Inscribing’ herself into the
natural ecosystem of the Florida backwoods - where every individual
organism is interrelated and interdependent - she draws a picture of a
‘natural’ and sometimes utopian society in which gender, class and race do
not automatically define or predetermine identity and behavior roles.
However, this ‘decolonization’ or liberation from oppressive patriarchal
structures in the society of her time is closely connected and restricted to the
remoteness of her place and its status as ‘colony,” making her a prisoner of
her own constructed space.

With the surface text radiant with an eloquent and detailed depiction
of life in the Florida backwoods, the natural world and man’s interaction
with it, Rawlings has been forgotten in the forming of a (Southern) women’s
literary canon, rather regulated to male local colorists or regionalists.
Frequently overlooked is her close friendship and extensive correspondence
with editor Maxwell Perkins at Scribner’s Press, who influenced, nurtured
and refined her work. As the editor of the ‘literary geniuses’ of the Lost
Generation, he brought her in contact with Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott
Fitzgerald, Thomas Wolfe and many more; this connection to the ‘geniuses’

of modernism misled critics to place her work within this seemingly

> The Creek = Cross Creek, Florida; it is the hometown of the writer Marjorie Kinnan
Rawlings. Cross Creek is situated in the heartland of the peninsula, north of Orlando.

% The people most associated with Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s literature are the Florida
Crackers. They are the ancestors of the early settlers of the South, who, in search for new
land, came to Florida in the beginning of the 19" century. Despite its common negative
connotation, the term is used affectionately by Rawlings and resonates until today a whole
culture and mindset. Cf. 2.4.2
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coherent group where she simply does not belong. Her art fails to fit the
mold of dualized and hierarchical comparison, which prefers and canonized
male, objective narratives as opposed to female, personal experiential
writing.

Time, location and the personal experience form the basis of
Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s Florida novels and short stories. Regionalism,
in itself a marginalized and often underestimated literary genre, is the ideal
expression for Rawlings’s (and other “‘colonized’ people’s) writing. Hidden
in-between the lines - in the subjective subtexts - she wrote for women;
however, always concerned that she would be detected and rejected by the
mainstream literary community. Nevertheless, it is the ‘objective’
documentary surface text, popular during the 1930s and 1940s that has
marginalized her today and which has, until the 1980s and 1990s, limited
her art from being included and re-discovered by critics concentrating on
female writers. However, with the contemporary new interest in the vast
field of place-based writing and the late popularity of local literature, nature
writing and regionalism, Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s Florida art and
especially her auto/eco-biography Cross Creek deserve to be re-visited.

“(De)colonization Through Topophilia” attempts to reveal the close
entanglement of place and self. In her efforts to ‘map’ the story of the
nonhuman and human world of the Florida Interior, Marjorie Kinnan
Rawlings comes to terms with, and makes sense of, her personal situation as
a woman, writer and resident of Cross Creek. The first section briefly
introduces the largely unknown and underestimated writer Marjorie Kinnan
Rawlings; providing background information on her younger years, the
relationship toward her family and other important and influential persons in
her life as well as the literary category of regionalism and her use of ‘place’
in her writings. The ‘ecotone’ of Rawlings’s literature requires an
interdisciplinary approach, using the intersection of feminist/gender studies,
anthropology and social science with the blurring categories of ecology,
ecocriticism, regionalism and nature writing. The second section is
concerned with the ‘region’ itself, the state of Florida; it focuses on the
natural peculiarities of the state’s Interior, the Scrub and hammock land
around Cross Creek as well as the unique culture of the Florida Cracker,

which provides the settings for Rawlings’s Florida novels. Referring to her
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lecture notes and manuscripts - hosted at the Rare Books Collection at the
University of Florida - section 111 takes a closer look at the regionalism of
the interwar years, the ‘experiential’ quality of Rawlings’s writing and her
own understanding of the term “Regional Literature.” Section IV is
concerned with the analysis of her four Florida books, the three novels and
the autobiographical narrative Cross Creek (1942). Today, the name
Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings is still widely related to the ever-popular novel
The Yearling (1938). South Moon Under (1933) and Golden Apples (1935)
have not been frequently republished and have subsequently fallen into
oblivion. Cross Creek, on the other hand, is one of the most interesting and
long-neglected books by Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings. Recently it has gained
renewed popularity through its use in classes on nature writers and the non-
fiction essay but it also requires reevaluation in regard to (relational)
autobiography. The analysis of the self through the physical terrain, inherent
already in her regional fiction, is brought to completion in this work and
reflects best the powerful emotion of topophilia. This dissertation follows
Rawlings’s spiritual and emotional growth through place and writing.
Although her short fiction can only transfer her topophilia for the Creek in a
limited way,* her early documentary was a means for her to immediately
qguench her thirst for the portrayal of her ‘Cracker community’ and their
mindset.” However, the short fiction preceding the documentary already
contains elements of the feminist ideal of nature as the ally of the
‘colonized.” Furthermore, the early stories portrayed the typical Rawlings
anti-hero, who subjugates or dominates nature to ultimately fail or die.

Cross Creek exemplifies once more that detachment from place is
impossible for Rawlings; the intermingling of life and place in literature is
essential for the (re)creation of her identity and for the healing of the
wounds inflicted by an abusive husband reinforced by the patriarchal
climate in the society of the 1930s. It seems that with Cross Creek,
Rawlings meant to give the reader of her books a ‘self-explanatory tool’
with which to decode the deeper sense of her earlier writings. The conscious

arrangement of the individual essays in Cross Creek — written at different

* Short fiction as a literary category is not predestined for the transference of emotional
growth through place (topophilia) and time.
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times during her life at the Creek — are pieces in the puzzle that, together,
allow glimpses into the soul of an author otherwise shy and secluded. Once
the close connection between female (de)colonization and topophilia is all
too visible, the reader is inspired to turn into an ‘auto-investigator’ and
return to her fiction to search the I. Sadly, the Cross Creek Trial ends
Rawlings’s literary career in Florida; unable to draw strength from her self-
constructed, utopian space/place, she can no longer be ‘the angel of her
ecosystem.” The “flight from nature” (Alaimo 1), however, leads her to
literate a series of short stories about alienated women lost in space that
mirror the author’s own state of mind. Lost without nature’s support net, she
is unable to find her way out of crisis and cannot re-establish a healing bond
to the Creek.

Cross Creek has hardly changed since Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings
lived and wrote there. It still has the magical silence and the whispering of
the great Magnolia tree in front of the kitchen window that creates the
atmosphere of myth that is so poignantly depicted in Rawlings’s Florida
writings. Although the big attraction parks of Epcot and Disney are close by,
tourists rarely find their way out to Cross Creek; it still is a *blank’ or
‘invisible” spot in the many Florida tourist’s guides; it remains the quiet
place that mirrors so well Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s life philosophy;
“Cross Creek belongs to the wind and the rain, to the sun and the seasons, to

the cosmic secrecy of seed, and beyond all, to time” (CC 380).

5 Some of these essays (“Hyacinth Drift”) were later reprinted in Cross Creek (1942), others
(like “Cracker Chidlings™) appeared in Scribner’s Magazine.
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|. Introducing Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s — A Snowbird in Florida

1.1 Writing Out Of The Margin...

“The social ideal, in which | was bred, is the villain of my plot.” — Mary Austin.

Today, the literary work of Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings is largely unknown
to readers unfamiliar to a Florida heritage. Born in Washington, D. C., on
August 8, 1896, Rawlings matured in the 1920s, experiencing greater
latitude in acceptable female conduct, whereas a decade later, she faced the
hostile climate of the Depression era, restricting women to the domestic
sphere. Nevertheless, it was during this strenuous period of time that
Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings liberated herself from an abusive marriage,
making the courageous decision to stay in the seemingly ‘hostile’
backwoods of Cross Creek, Florida, on her own. It is in this stage of her life
that she produced her most successful novels and short stories. In order to
fully understand Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s Florida literature, it is
necessary to take a closer look at the entanglement of her life and text in the
context of the socio-historical climate she faced and matured in. Re-reading
her Florida literature, remembering the hostile climate women writers faced
during this period of time, makes several short stories and episodes in her
novels appear in a different light, shifting importance to details that have
either been overlooked or considered as ‘flaws’ in her writing. Further on,
the interdisciplinary and wide array of genres and categories her literature
unites, prevents an easy classification of her art. Somewhere in-between all
these different genres her art became lost, marginalized in the creation of an
American literary canon.

Born in 1896, Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings belongs to a generation of
women writers that Elaine Showalter has coined “the other Lost
Generation” (Showalter, Sister’s Choice 104). Facing a hostile climate to
women’s literary ambitions, much of their literature was excluded from the
reading lists of colleges and universities, thereby marginalizing a whole
generation of female authors, confining their art to the category of popular
literature, young adult fiction or regionalist/local color fiction. In addition,
society’s prevalent image of womanhood was strictly incompatible with the
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image of the successful writer or artist. An earlier generation of women
writers, such as Willa Cather, Sarah Orne Jewett or Mary Austin, found
themselves at odds with society’s expectations and its new female ideals
like the *flapper.” Elaine Showalter speaks of the 1920s as “feminism’s
awkward age” (Showalter, Sister’s Choice 105), drawing especially on the
dilemma of post-suffrage feminism. Pre-war female intellectuals, raised in
the belief that women were the ‘purer sex,” escaped or refused marriage and
turned to intimate relationships with other women; living in a female
community at colleges and treasuring their independence from men, they
saved their creative energies for their writing. Rawlings’s generation of
women, however, “read Freud and struggled to liberate themselves from
outmoded sexual inhibitions” (Showalter, Sister’s Choice 106). The
feminism and hard-won aims of the suffragettes seemed forgotten and with
the rising number of co-ed campuses, women were influenced much more
by Hollywood and advertisement than by the former oneness of female
college communities throughout the nation. During the 1920s, Rawlings’s
generation of (white) middle-class women experienced good times; with
less pressure to be married, young women were able to indulge themselves
in an increasingly commercialized popular culture and greater latitude in
acceptable women’s behaviors. Pronouncing the “revolution in morals”
(Raub xiii), the nineteenth-century conception of marriage underwent
continuous change; it shifted from an institutionalized arrangement to a
more personal relationship; Rawlings, too, entered such a ‘companionate’
marriage. Having been friends with her first husband Charles all during their
college years, she married him out of love and against the will of her
mother.

The goal of many women in Rawlings’s generation was a life that
had both, a functioning relationship or marriage and a career. Due to the
Depression, the ideals of the “two-job wives” (Raub xiii) remained most
often unattainable. “[1]n a society where the husband’s role was unexamined
and unaltered, where wives were still expected to serve their men and their
families, where in fact women’s reproductive, marital, legal and vocational
rights were few” (Showalter, Sister’s Choice 107), young women faced self-
doubts, anxiety and disillusionment. The recollection to the traditional role

allocation during the Depression era, the confinement of women to the

10
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domestic sphere and women’s transformation into exclusive ‘servants’ of
their families, created insecurity, preventing them from forming their own
identity, making it extremely difficult to oppose male domination in their
isolation. Increasingly, women were bombarded with messages and
advertisement that promoted products which tied them to the house, creating
feelings of guilt if a wife did not serve her family twenty-four hours a day.
The social construction of femininity and the urge some women - like
Rawlings - felt within themselves to have a career of their own, created an
inner conflict that led to frustration and self-devaluation. Already in
Rawlings’s generation, women suffered from the same paralysis Betty
Friedan depicted in The Feminine Mystique (1963) a decade later;
anticipating ‘the problem that has no name,” Rawlings was unable to define
the tension she felt within herself. Throughout most of her life, she suffered
from severe insecurity, believing herself to be the only one having marital
issues and life anxieties. The reciprocal shift between the role of the ‘ideal
woman’ she played in the public and the private authentic self, breathed out
in her subtexts, promoted a schizophrenic split personality that ultimately
chose to veil itself.

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings had a very close relationship to her
father; as a young tomboy preferring the company of boys over girls and
loving the outdoors, she related much more to her father’s ‘male’ world than
to the domestic and socially-predefined world of her mother. From him, she
inherited her sensitivity and respect for nature as well as a deep love for the
land, whereas her mother, as a farmer’s daughter, paradoxically could not
relate to nature at all. Rawlings, however, needed the all-encompassing
Florida backwoods setting as a referent for her books. Besides drawing on
her Cracker friends and neighbors for the realization of her Floridian
characters, Rawlings transcribed many of her father’s character traits to her
auto-fictional protagonists. In a letter to Norman Berg, she clarifies that her
Florida literature has an autobiographical rapport, stating that her “books
come from so far inside” (Bigelow/Monti 289);

I know, too, what you mean by not wanting your principal character
to be too autobiographically you, yet if that character is representing
deliberately what you want most to say, it is right and proper that
you put your thoughts in his head and your words in his mouth. In
editing and revising later, you will probably see where you have

11
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been perhaps a little untrue to the created character, by being too
much yourself. (Bigelow/Monti 289)

In all of her main male characters she inscribed character traits of her father
whom she viewed as a God-figure without ever critically evaluating this
picture of him. His early death made him a martyr and infallible in
Rawlings’s eyes. During the Oedipal crisis, a girl turns to the father for
acceptance and begins to see “her mother only as a sexual rival” (Chodorow
114). Rawlings treasured time with her father; unconsciously, they formed a
‘secret pact’ that excluded her mother and younger brother. Writing formed
this nurturing bond between Rawlings and her father. On the basis of the
love and encouragement she received from him, she defined her self-worth
and identity. The death of her father left her feeling lost, leaving her
unprepared to reconnect with her former ‘rival,” her mother. Without a clear
self-identity she developed hate towards her mother, rejecting her mother’s
traditional socially-predefined idea of femininity. Unable to give up her
God-like father, Rawlings was incapable of bonding with her ‘earthy
mother;’ fearing the ultimate loss of her pen and the loss of access into the
powerful male realm, she refused to become entangled with bonds of the
‘powerless.’

The early writings have already reflected Rawlings’s feelings of hate
towards her mother. Her mother had always wanted to conform to society’s
mould of a proper young lady; instinctively, Rawlings associated her mother
with the fact that she must be part of the ‘colonized,” and be forbidden to
pursue her own ambitions. Rawlings’s first and posthumously published
apprentice work, Blood of My Blood, discusses the strenuous mother-
daughter relationship; although the writing process of this book had a
liberating effect, she continued — throughout her life - to resent everything
typically associated with traditional ‘femaleness’ or ‘“femininity.” Principally
opposing everything her mother considered right and proper, she believed
the opposite to be true, based on what her father had encouraged. “All my
life 1 have hated little girls, swore that | wanted five children if they could
be boys, and the more | see of this she-species, the more they annoy me”
(Bigelow/Monti 366). Throughout her body of literature, despise for
typically ‘feminine’ characters is visible; Eulalie Boyles or Twink

12
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Weatherby (The Yearling), are two examples of “The Sneaky Girls” who
interrupt the ‘harmonious good male understanding.” When Rawlings
introduces a strong female character, she undertakes the classical role
reversal. In Golden Apples, Camilla van Dyne, a rich orange grower,
embodies much of the white male “colonizer,” coming to the “virgin’ land to
act out hierarchies.

Camilla could also be contemplated as Rawlings’s alter ego; in her,
she portrays much of the New Woman of the turn of the century and vividly
challenges the foundations of patriarchal society, creating in Camilla a self-
conscious and even promiscuous young woman. Instead of seeking
fulfillment in matrimony, Camilla embodies everything Rawlings’s mother
would have rejected her daughter to be. Written shortly after her divorce,
Golden Apples underlines Rawlings’s urge to embed subjectivity into her
texts as she processes her separation from Charles. Most of her
contemporary critics ignored the novel and failed to uncover the ‘colonial’
role reversal and the obvious patriarchal critique hiding in-between the
lines.

After the sudden death of her father, Rawlings searches for
recognition and a referent for her identity, expecting to find his
unconditioned acceptance of her in other persons. Recognition by others
turned into an obsession and succinctly made her dependent on the constant
appraisal by others. The first man to substitute for her lost relationship to
her father was her first husband Charles Rawlings. Rawlings met him in
college; having finished her degree in English at the University of
Wisconsin, she followed him to New York where he served in the military.
The fact that Charles was “different,” a little irresponsible and all her mother
would disapprove of, made him more attractive in her eyes. A journalist,
writer and member of the campus magazine, the Lit, he appeared sensitive,
intelligent and open-minded to her. Rawlings saw in Charles mirrored
character traits of her father. However, during the first years of their
marriage, she discovered that Charles was not the emancipated, nurturing
and understanding ‘New Man’ she thought he was. During the Depression
years, Charles wanted a dutiful and self-effacing (house)wife, who took care
of his desires instead of realizing her own ambitions. Many details of these

strenuous and often violent arguments entered into her Florida novels and

13
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stories; especially “The Pelican’s Shadow” encompasses her feelings of this
period of her life, namely betrayal, powerlessness and alienation. For
Rawlings, life and art are inextricably entangled and interrelated; her
writings are a mirror of herself and of the general social climate women
(writers) of the time were exposed to.

Before their move to Florida, Rawlings tried to assimilate into the
white middle-class society of Rochester, NY; here, she initially tried to
“behave” (Bigelow/Monti 290), suppress her urge to write. Unable to
refrain herself from writing, she reached for a ‘medium’ to express herself
and turned to writing poems for the Rochester Times Union. In “Songs of a
Housewife,” Rawlings did not only live the life of the perfect American
(white middle-class) housewife, she also wrote it. Later she would say of
these poems that they avoided one kind of prostitution for another
(Silverthorn 54). “Songs of a Housewife” was extremely popular and ran in
over fifty newspapers across America. They were light and partly humorous
material, concerned exclusively with the everyday life of the typical
American (white middle-class) housewife; at the time the couple moved to
Florida, Rawlings had already written 495 ‘household’ poems! The poems
were for her a way to be financially independent from Charles without
risking upsetting him and straining their marriage. Nevertheless, Rawlings
felt unsatisfied with her life and career; although her goal was a marriage
that balanced both, career and relationship, she was unable to combine both
and blamed herself for failing. Throughout her life, she struggled with the
‘fig-tree problematic’ of Ether Greenwood in Sylvia Plath’s novel The Bell
Jar. Recognizing within herself what Mary Austin called the “lurking,
evasive Something” (Dorman 37) which so violently contradicted society’s
imposed behavior patterns for women, she believed that her life demanded
radical ‘either/or’ decisions; the resultant paralysis that this mode of
thinking creates, when “choosing one meant losing all the rest” (Plath 73),
describes her state of mind at this particular period of time.

At the end of her marriage, she solely blamed herself for the failed
relationship; believing she was not good enough or had not tried hard
enough, she thought herself to be the only woman with a failed marriage.
Near the end of her life, she recognized that many women suffered the same

oppression and male dominance in marriage. The lost love and ultimate

14
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rejection by Charles, through whom she was used to define the public side
of her personality, made her even contemplate suicide. Charles had not been
able to accept his wife’s success as a writer, while he was a mere journalist,
writing about yachting in Florida. Repeatedly, he criticized her art, calling it
‘worthless,” even trying to convince her that she was going mad; but while
Rawlings thought she must try harder to please her husband’s high writing
standards, he really wanted her to ‘lay down the pen.” Trapped in these
mutually exclusive alternatives of either career or marriage, her Florida
writing reflects a self that is torn, fragmented and incoherent. Although
resurging here and there in her texts, her subjective voice is exiled into her
subtexts, veiled behind the ‘rational’ and ‘objective’ regional material that
described the socially-defined adventurous male-dominated outdoor world.
Like many other women writers and artists of her generation, she came to
believe that to be a successful writer excludes marriage and motherhood.
The modernist era’s recollection to a traditional role allocation held
many difficulties for women writers who planned a literary career. “A
country taking new pride in its cultural heritage after the war saw only
weakness and sentimentality in the contributions women had made to our
national literature” (Showalter 107). Mostly excluded or ignored in the
formation of a literary canon, women’s writing and female authorship
underwent a devaluation and was largely ignored by the ‘master narratives’
and the ‘serious’ critics and publishing houses. Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings
was one of the rare female writers admitted to the circle of the ‘great’
(Scribner’s) male writers of the Lost Generation. She came to the attention
of the legendary editor Maxwell E. Perkins in 1930 and they quickly formed
a close friendship. As a friend and editor of most of his protéges, Perkins
knew how to nurture and develop his internationally acclaimed writers,
trying to bring them into contact with each other. Although Rawlings
disliked big cities, tolerating only brief visits, avoiding metropolitan areas,
she formed a lasting friendship with Ernest Hemingway, met Thomas Wolfe
a few times in New York and F. Scott Fitzgerald in North Carolina. In a list
next to these “classic’ writers, Rawlings appears indeed lost. However, it is
only since the publication of her extensive correspondence (the Perkins-
Rawlings correspondence comprises 698 letters!) with the famous editor

that it became known that their relationship was the most intimate of all of
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Perkins’s protégés. Furthermore, they could not have been more unalike.
Perkins, the urbane editor was a graduate from Harvard, Rawlings, the (by
then) orange grower from Cross Creek, Florida, was a graduate from the
University of Wisconsin. Although Rawlings owes much of her literary
success to the intense nurturing of her famous editor, he had also trapped
her into a literary corner where her work does not belong. This is one reason
why critics used to mention her name in the same breath with the seemingly
coherent group of the Lost Generation or classified her as a literary ‘sister’
to Mark Twain and other male regionalists and local colorists. This
misconception and misclassification are major factors in the marginalization
of her work. Increasingly, the steady comparison to the ‘great’ Scribner’s
writers worsened Rawlings’s personal insecurity and inferiority complex,
leading her into a continuous search for strategies to authenticate her female
voice. Although she outsold William Faulkner, John Steinbeck and most
writers of the Lost Generation, she was still not satisfied with her success.
As an ambitious (woman) writer, she wanted to be equal to the acclaimed
male writers of her generation; trying to assimilate into the *‘male dominant
discourse,” she struggled hard to achieve, what she called “a dispassionate
sexlessness in writing” (Bigelow/Monti 366). During this period, Rawlings
fought with norms, rules or ‘master narratives’ which radically excluded the
inscription of female subjectivities. Finding herself in the margins of a
hierarchical literary world, she feared the complete rejection and the
uncovering of her subjective subtexts. Until the end of her life, Rawlings
was not able to ‘decolonize’ herself from the prescriptive ‘master
genres/narratives,” which were presented and maintained by a male
tradition. In 1951, two years before her death, she wrote to her friend
Norman Berg:

One’s thinking is inevitably influenced and tempered by one’s sex,
along with one’s background and conditioning and a hundred other
elements. Yet | insist that there must be a plane, aesthetic,
intellectual and spiritual where there is no sex [...] | refuse to be
only a biological female. (Bigelow/Monti 266)

On numerous occasions, Rawlings had uttered her anxiety of being

classified as a mere popular writer, fearing discrediting by ‘serious’ critics
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and other male writers who equated female biology with the social
construction of femaleness/femininity and minor art.

In the beginning of her writing career in Florida, Rawlings included
strong female main characters in her texts and a visible critique of
patriarchy. Rawlings’s most famous and most feminist short story is “Gal
Young Un,” a modern fairy tale which releases the female protagonist from
male dominance. Through female bonding and nature as the helping ally in
a utopian backwoods setting, Mattie Syles, a middle-aged woman, living on
her own in the Floridian backwoods, escapes from patriarchal control.
Clearly autobiographical, Rawlings processes her own grief. With one
exception, all of Rawlings’s submissions were handled by Maxwell Perkins.
“Gal Young Un,” however, was rejected, with the explanation that it was
“too anti-male and too strident” (Tarr, Max and Marjorie 3). Rawlings’s
literary agent Carl Brandt then sold the story to the rival, Harper’s
Magazine, and it won the O' Henry Award for the best short story of 1932.
Rawlings felt deeply betrayed by her friend’s rejection. At the same time, F.
Scott Fitzgerald, who had earlier “complained that the American novel was
being emasculated by female conventionality and propriety” (Showalter,
Sister’s Choice 107), criticized “Gal Young Un” in a letter to Perkins,
encapsulating the critical climate in which Rawlings strove for recognition.
In 1934, Fitzgerald wrote to Perkins that he — Morris paraphrases -

was tremendously impressed with South Moon Under [her first
novel] until he read her prize short story, ‘Gal Young Un.” It is
interesting that this particular story, expressing a decisively feminine
and feminist perspective, is the one that makes Fitzgerald reflect
Rawlings’s stature as equal to Hemingway, Dos Passos and himself.
(Morris 42)
Fearing an end in ‘nothingness,” Rawlings submitted every time she was
criticized for the inclusion of female subjectivity and a patriarchal critique.
It is a recurring pattern throughout her Florida writings that after a more
openly feminist text, the following buries her female voice into the subtexts.
Golden Apples, her most feminist novel, preceded The Yearling, a book
omitting a thorough characterization of female protagonists altogether. It
was The Yearling that became her most successful novel, reinforcing her
anxieties that she would indeed be forgotten for the exact reasons she had

tried to veil throughout her career.
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Despite the repeated effort to be acknowledged as a major American
author, Rawlings was aware of her ‘colonization’ in the patriarchal society
of the 1930s; through the incongruity between the social norms for women
of her generation and her own definition of self, she was able to internalize a
minority mentality, which sharpened her awareness of the effect of
hierarchies, (male) domination and the “‘colonization.’

Women, whether in community or in isolation, share a condition of
oppression, or otherness, that is imposed by governing patriarchal or
androcentric ideologies. Women as a group, therefore, share a
certain awarenesses that are common to oppressed groups.
(Donovan 199)

This psychology of ‘colonization’ or internalization of otherness shaped
Rawlings’s (and women’s) modes of perception, creating psychic alienation.

The harassed woman is forced into a schizophrenic response: either
she can remain identified with her body which has been objectified
as a tool for male purposes, in which case she denies her mind and
her spiritual self; or she can deny her body and consider the mind the
real self. The latter entails an autistic withdrawal from the everyday
public world, a silent way of living within. (Donovan 101)

Rawlings lived in this ‘schizophrenic world within,” suppressing her
femaleness without being fully accepted in the male world.

And again, perhaps, as you suggested once, | was born half-male,
understanding the true male, and resenting the — what shall I say? —
well, hypocrisy, sneakiness, of the average woman. (Bigelow/Monti
367) [italics mine]

In order to become a ‘serious’ writer and — in a Lacanian formulation — ‘to
enter the public realm of history,” she had to relinquish to male control and
their social construction of reality. However, to remain in the “pre-literate,
pre-Oedipal realm of the Mother” (Donovan 101) results in eternal silence
and invisibility. Having internalized her otherness made it difficult for her to
speak/write “in the language of the self” (Donovan 101). Her fragmented
conception of self searched for ways to express itself and the literary
category of regionalism fits the problematic ideally. Inscribing subjectivity
into her subtexts, sheltered by the regional or ‘objective’ surface text, made
it possible for her to express herself without being cast aside while escaping
male domination. The many comparisons drawn from her literature to the

art by other acknowledged male writers - for example Mark Twain’s Tom
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Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn or Ernest Hemingway’s Nick Adams stories,
John Steinbeck’s The Pony or the frequent comparison of the hunt of Old
Slewfoot in The Yearling to William Faulkner’s “The Bear” - attest to her
successful imitation of a supreme-reigning androcentric text.

From her very first moments in Florida, Rawlings was enchanted by
the Creek and its inhabitants. She was a meticulous observer, never leaving
the house without a pen and paper. Not imposing on her Cracker friends and
neighbors, she took notes and immersed herself in their culture, discovering
the rich natural environment around her. Despite being an ‘outsider’ to the
conservative backwoods region of the Interior of the state, Rawlings was
accepted by the community as one of them. For the first time she really had
a home, a place to turn to and a referent for her writing and identity.
Recognizing the Florida Cracker as a marginalized social group, a remnant
of the vanishing frontier, she developed a missionary drive to bring them to
the literary consciousness of America. Connecting her ‘otherness’ (or
‘colonization’) with theirs, she mentally formed an alliance with them and
understood herself as a member of ‘the Oppressed/Colonized.’

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s Florida literature must be read in a
social context, taking into consideration the ‘colonization’ of women writers
of her time and the construction of womanhood in general. Until the end of
her life, the fear of exposing herself to the public dominated her writing. Her
nurturing father and the latitude of female conduct in the 1920s in which she
grew up sharply contrasted the social construction of womanhood in the
1930s, the time she strove for recognition. The move to the isolation of
Cross Creek, where she found a literary safe-haven, ‘a room of her own’ and
the discovery of the potential of the regional theme, enabled her to inscribe
female subjectivity in her texts. Despite the fact that regionalism as a
literary category has especially been regarded as a limiting, minor or
restrictive genre, for women artists, it had the opposite effect. Regionalism
enabled them to find a literary voice, thereby anticipating the
autobiographical writing of ethnic and minority writers in the late twentieth
century; rather than being restrictive, regionalism provides a place for

female creativity.
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1.1.1 Getting Personal! Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’s Female Voice

Unveiled

Although the main focus of this dissertation is Rawlings’s Florida novels,
her short fiction should not be excluded in the assessment of her work.
“Read as a group, the stories form a literary journal of her career” (Tarr
Short Stories 24). Containing many autobiographical details, they provide
valuable insight into her mental condition, the time she wrote in and portray
her evolution from reportage and documentary to fiction, including
subjectivity and a female voice. The stories also demonstrate the missionary
drive with which she wanted to make the public aware of the beauty of the
Scrub and the ‘different’ indigenous culture of the Florida Cracker. All in
all, they shed a much more direct look on Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, the
regionalist, anthropologist and woman writer. Read en bloc, the stories
develop into herstories, functioning as a looking glass and a means to reflect
inward for a thorough evaluation of her past; writing short fiction enabled
her to unleash her female voice and escape - although only for a brief
moment — the oppressive structures in the American society and literary
market of her time.

Rawlings began her literary career by writing documentary sketches
about the Cracker frontier, revealing her full immersion in the locale. One of
Rawlings’s finest abilities is certainly her gift to authentically “tell” a story.
“Cracker Chidlings, Real Tales from the Florida Interior,” her first series of
sketches, vividly depict Cracker speech and dialect; in the tradition of the
frontier tall tale, one is immediately immersed into the spirit of the locale
and has the impression of sitting next to her on the porch of the old
farmhouse, chatting about her neighbors and their unique way of life. Based
on the author’s real-life experiences in the Florida backwoods region of
Cross Creek, Rawlings - self-consciously - uses dialect, “mak[ing] extensive
use of misspellings and sprinkles apostrophes liberally across the page to
show omitted sounds” (Bigelow, Frontier Eden 113). Responsible for the
sketches’ immediate success was the symbiosis of the nation’s hunger for
anthropology and documentary of America’s manifold landscapes with
Rawlings’s personal enchantment with Cracker culture and nature. Most of

her ‘characters’” were commonly known throughout the Cross Creek area;
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"Shiner Tim in “A Plumb Clare Conscience” is based on Mr. Howard, a
moonshiner, and the episodes in “Alligators” are thinly disguised versions
of Rawlings’s hunter and fishing companion Fred Tompkins. Under
Rawlings’s pen, these colorful backwoods people reached out to a
nationwide audience in the beginning of the 1930s.

Her extensive use of facts did not only spark a law suit but also
provoked Florida politicians who feared consequences for their tourist
mecca and the absence of potential investors. Among them was the editor of
the Ocala Evening Star, who — in an attack on her authentic material —
“wrote a fatuous editorial, full of chamber-of-commerce indignation,
accusing her of distorting the truth about the Florida backwoods”
(Bigelow/Monti 37). Fully immersed in her own construction of rural
Florida, Rawlings developed a fierce missionary seal for the rehabilitation
of the poor-white country folk. Rawlings’s identification with her region is
demonstrated by the reply she sent to the editor of the Ocala Evening Star;
any critique of them,* had turned into a critique of herself.

I can verify all my material with dialect which to you ‘sounds as if it
must be spoken somewhere,” but which is made up studiously only
of idioms, of phrases, of turns of speech, that | have myself heard
here again and again. Perhaps my newness in this country gives a
pristine quality to the oddities of speech that come to my ears.
Perhaps my interest as a student of etymology has made me alert to
quaintness and to archaism deep-rooted in the English language. One
of my Cracker acquaintances in the cattle section of recent turmoil,
said to me of ‘coon-meat, of which he is exceedingly fond, ‘It has a
kind of foolish taste.” Do you know that one must go far back into
Anglo-Saxon speech to find the word “foolish’ used currently in the
sense in which he used it? And have you noticed that the Georgia
‘hit” for “it,” which persists hereabouts, is likely to be used at the
beginning of a sentence, but not necessarily afterward?’ No, my dear
sir, do not let us hustle and deny out of existence the last of Florida’s
frontier. The State will so soon be just like any other. Before they
have been quite swallowed up, let us know and enjoy these
picturesque people, pioneer remains. (Bigelow/Monti 39/40)

As exotic and different as these sketches in “Cracker Chidlings” might have
appeared to the public, which was still habituated to the art of the Lost
Generation, these stories brought her to the attention of the renowned

publishing house of Scribner’s. Her meticulous nature depictions and

! The Creek and its Cracker inhabitants
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precise folk knowledge convinced editor Alfred S. Dashiell that he had a
major talent at hand and it was him who later introduced her to Maxwell E.
Perkins.

Rawlings’s short fiction can be divided into three major blocks: the
early local color sketches, the stories containing ‘unveiled’ subjectivity
(“Gal Young Un,” “Jacob’s Ladder”) and the “Quincey Dover Stories,”
which demonstrate her gift as a comical writer; the later New Yorker stories,
lead outside of a Floridian locale, showing Rawlings’s rising interest in
psychoanalysis. These stories are mostly concerned with female alienation,
focusing on women’s silence and their loss of a sense of self in patriarchal
and oppressive marriages. The New Yorker stories comprise “The Pelican’s
Shadow,” “Jessamine Springs,” “The Shell” and “Miriam’s Houses;” in
them, Rawlings was determined to efface her literary ties with the
backwoods material, trying - with little success — to prove that she could
write without the powerful referent of the Florida scenery. Rawlings’s
favorite story of this group was “The Pelican’s Shadow” in which she had
included many autobiographical details. However, she refrained from an
inclusion of the story in the 1946 collection When the Whippoorwill. At
several occasions, Rawlings mentioned the “evilly good time” (Silverthorn
178) she had, portraying Dr. Tifton, “a man so sure of his own perspicacity
that he is blind to his faults” (McLaughlin/Parry 50). Considering the story
to be “too atypical and vicious” (Silverthorn 178), she feared the negative
consequences on her recently-gained literary success with her ‘male’ voice
in The Yearling.

Like Rawlings herself, the main character Elsa - once a successful
editor and an independent woman - fails to transmute into the ‘angel of the
house.” Having fallen in love with the “immensely articulate” (TPS 291) Dr.
Tifton, all her hopes for an emancipated marriage are shattered when Tifton
acts out as a ‘patriarchal monster,” making her his marital victim. Inverting
Elsa’s hopes, Tifton renders her mute, making her words meaningless, using
his own language as a weapon. By calling her his mouse, he repeatedly
defines her as physically and mentally inferior to him. He wants a wife that
is “young and malleable” (TPS 291) who develops all her “latent
femininity” (TPS 290). It is through cooking and housework that he defines

her, thereby alienating Elsa from her former life and enslaving her for his
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wants. Refusing to discuss with her anything apart from house work, he
confines her. At the end, Elsa is unable to write a simple letter to a friend at
the office. Like his real-life counterpart Charles Rawlings, Tifton throws a
plate of tomato salad at his wife, claiming it inedible. In “The Pelican’s
Shadow,” Rawlings once more reflects on her abusive first marriage and
begins to mentally process the past through writing. She also addresses one
of women’s long-time taboo topics, personal failure in marriage. Rawlings
herself had pored over cook books to become a better wife, trying to
assimilate to a predefined life. However, divorce and self-realization on
behalf of the female partner was still judged an egoistic and self-centered
step in the middle of the twentieth century. Most women affected, could not
even count on other women to align with them in their decision. However,
the chasing away of the pelican who “comes to symbolize for the frustrated
wife the qualities of her husband” (Silverthorn 178) at the end of the story,
provide a ray of hope for Elsa’s feminine revolt. Rawlings included greater
unveiled subjectivity in her shorter fiction because she considered the short
story a minor genre in comparison to the novel. In short fiction, she felt free
to voice her progressive and pioneer feminist ideas, contemplating the genre
as a medium for the inscription of (female) individuation and selfhood.

“The Shell” is another story in which Rawlings analyzes the
helplessness of the average woman, exaggerating her fate by placing a
fragile, seemingly mentally challenged woman in the center of the story.
Limited in her comprehension of the world, the woman — deliberately left
unnamed by Rawlings — is unable to understand linguistically complex
language; her capacity to decipher a message does not go beyond the literal
level. When her husband Bill is drafted, she is left without an interpreter or
“buffer between her and the complex world” (Parry 43). Having to rely on
herself for the first time, she is unable to understand the semantics of the
word ‘missing’ in a war context written in a telegram. Rawlings focuses on
women lost in space, bemoaning the lack of female bonding; failing to
decode the unnamed woman’s disability, the woman of the War Department
mirrors the unnamed woman’s language deficit and becomes complicit in
her later suicide. Watching “the sea for [he] would be there” (TS 342), she
walks into the ocean. Upon walking into the sea, she drops an empty shell. It

“was worthless, and had been even when there was life within it. But it was
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a pretty little thing and it was a pity that it should be quite destroyed” (TS
343). The ending of “The Shell” resembles Kate Chopin’s ending in The
Awakening, in which the heroine Edna Pontellier equally chooses death by
swimming out into the sea. In Rawlings’s story the “broken and imperfect”
(TS 342) shell is the symbol for women’s alienation if they do not conform
to society’s preformed ideas on womanhood. At the end of the story, both
shell and girl are swallowed up by the sea, disappearing unnamed and
without an imprint in the sand.

The New Yorker stories received virtually no critical attention at all.
Apart from “The Pelican’s Shadow,” the stories have been first anthologized
by Rodger L. Tarr in 1994. Critics tend(ed) to view them as anomalies of an
author celebrated for her talent as a nature writer and her lively portraits of
the Florida Cracker, the Scrub country and the *male’ adventure stories of
the wildheart of the Sunshine State.

1.1.1.1 “Jacob’s Ladder”

“Jacob’s Ladder” is Rawlings’s first story to turn away from the
documentary mode, including an epic plot. Still trying to acquaint her
readership with the local environs of the Florida wildlands, the story is a
virtual travelogue of north central Florida, starting out in the flat piney
woods of Dixie County above Suwannee River, continuing to Orange Lake
in Alachua County, the mouth of a tidal river on the Gulf of Mexico
(probably the Withlacoochee), the Big Scrub, and finally she turns back to
Dixie County (Bigelow, Frontier Eden 129). The main characters of the
story, Mart and Florry, are based on a young Cracker couple who, for a
short time, lived in the tenant house on Rawlings’s property. Tim and his
wife haunted the author throughout her writing career; the chapter “Antses
in Tim’s Breakfast” in her autobiography Cross Creek provides the
background information for the novella. On one of her regular evening
walks on Creek road, Rawlings discovered “a space under a great spreading
live oak” (CC 72) under which someone had made a living. She was told
that a young couple had camped out there but wandered off one day to never

return. Rawlings, deeply intrigued by this mythic discovery, found the
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answer on her own property. The couple and their baby had moved into her
tenant house and the man Tim had taken a job in her grove. After a short
period of time, Tim, whose real “passion was for trapping,” (CC 73) left
with his family to move back into the scrub.

‘I only takened this on account o’ the baby comin’. A woman’s got
to have a roof over her then. Us’ll git along better thouten no house,
pertickler jest a piece of a house like this un here. In the woods, you
kin make a smudge to keep off the skeeters. Us’ll make out.’
(CC 75/76)
Mart is a mirror image of Tim; Rawlings describes him as not being of “a
breed that took to work for others” (JL 65) and having ‘observed’ the
couples’ daily routine, she transcribed their silent ways into her text.
Cracker silence, which at first sight appears to be a sign of rudeness, is in
reality a sign of trustworthiness, integrity and sympathy for the other. The
Crackers’ silent ways left a deep mark on Rawlings and it became an omni-
present device in all of her Florida writings. Rawlings intended to
‘realistically’ portray Cracker culture in her fiction and a comparison from
her autobiographical novel Cross Creek shows how little details she actually
fictionalized or changed.

‘A white woman don’t ask another white woman to do her washin’
for her, nor to carry her slops,” he said. “’Course, in time 0’ sicknes
or trouble or sich as that a woman does ary thing she can for another
and they’s no talk o’ pay. (CC 75)

‘No white woman don’t ask another white woman to wash her dirty
clothes fer her nor to carry her slops, neither. ‘Course, fer a favor,
like, a woman’ll do most ary thing fer a woman in trouble, sick-a-
bed. Or fer her own kin-folks.” (JL 66)
The reciprocity between fact and fiction is an integral part of the ‘regional
discourse,” providing the tension in Rawlings’s texts; thereby, regionalism
can never be fully devoid of an autobiographical element. Similar to Cross
Creek, which shows a self-in-progress, “Jacob’s Ladder” includes a white
Yankee grove owner, who commits one faux-pas after another, mirroring
the author herself. Written from the perspective of the ‘white natives,” Mart
and Florry, the narrative perspective served her as a means to ‘purify’
herself from her initial “frontier ignorance,” allowing her to harshly criticize

the Yankee grove owner.
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It is not astonishing that Rawlings’s first main character is not a man
but a fragile, vulnerable girl, approximately in her teens. In Cross Creek,
Rawlings states that she first remembered “a woman, that stabbed me to the
core, so that | shall never get over the wound” (CC 72).

The only way | could shake free of her was to write of her, and she
was Florry in “Jacob’s Ladder.” She still clung to me and she was
Allie in Golden Apples. Now I know that she will haunt me as long
as | live, and all the writing in the world will not put away the
memory of her face and the sound of her voice. (CC 76)

Florry’s sensitivity and inner strength is barely recognizable at the outset of
the story. Mistreated by her father, an aging widower, she runs away with
Mart, a young rascal, she met at a local county dance. Reminiscent of a
nineteenth-century Russian tragedy” (Bellman, Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings
96), the story is an epic quest, every time the Cracker couple climbs
‘Jacob’s Ladder,” they suffer an even worse setback. At the outset of the
story, it is Mart who claims authority over Florry, leading the way, caring
for her when she is sick and earning their livelihood. In the end, however,
Rawlings reverses the traditional role allocation, making Florry the
emerging heroine in a male-dominated world. It is in the middle of a storm,
on the way home to her farm that she discards passivity and asserts an active
role. The farm which had originally belonged to her mother’s family
emphasizes the matrilineal strength in the family. During the writing process
of “Jacob’s Ladder,” Rawlings was trying to save her marriage and the
positive ending of the story hints at the fact that she hoped until the end that
Charles might transform into the New Man Mart is in the end.

The final scene in which Mart repairs the slammed kitchen door is
testimony of their reclusion from an outside world; safely tucked away
within the house, sheltered from the storm outside, they deconstruct the
socially prescribed gender roles. The sentimental ending bears resemblances
to a traditional fairy-tale ending, signifying a new beginning for two child-
like characters, triumphing over evil. “*Kin you make thet sorry door stay
shet?” He thumped confidently with the rusty axe-head. ‘“Hit’ll hold,” he said
(JL 107).
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1.1.1.2 “Gal Young Un”

Rawlings’s best-known short story is certainly “Gal Young Un” for which
she received the O' Henry Award in 1933 and which was made into a
successful film by Victor Nunez. As discussed, Rawlings’s body of short
fiction describes the artist as a multi-facetted writer, mastering a variety of
styles and genres but “Gal Young Un” is Rawlings “at her best and at her
most feminist” (Tarr, Short Stories 11). Again, “Gal Young Un” is not free
of an autobiographical rapport. The story was written at a time Charles
Rawlings was still living at the Creek; his writing career did not profit from
their move to the Sunshine State and “his criticism of her writing and of her
personally became increasingly harsh” (Silverthorn 82) during this period of
time. In a letter to her college friend Beatrice McNeill, she summarizes
daily life in the last days of their marriage.

He never, in a way, matured. [...] With me, he was completely the
bully. I took constant abuse. And because | loved him so, and just
couldn’t admit, even to myself, that he was an utterly impossible
person to live with, | kept on year after year kidding myself, thinking
that if this was changed, or that was changed, he would be all right
and we would be happy. [...] It almost broke me. (Bigelow/
Monti 91/92)

“Gal Young Un” is the story of Mattie Syles, a middle-aged widow,
who falls in love with Trax Colton, a ne’er-do-well stumbling onto her
property, seeing a chance to make a comfortable home for himself. Mattie
who had lived in isolation for a long time, hungers for emotional warmth
and is an easy prey for the sweet-talking young man. Both find in the other
what they have been missing in life so far: Mattie is able to leave behind a
life in isolation, whereas Trax can rebuild his self-esteem and identity by
exploiting Mattie’s financial resources. Trax, abusing Mattie’s emotional
dependency on him, builds an illegal still on her property and makes her
work the still while he strolls off to amuse himself. The story climaxes when
Trax brings home Elly, his gal young un, with whom he obviously has an
affair.

Throughout all of Rawlings’s novels food plays a central role. She
repeatedly uses food and the preparation thereof to express a character’s

love for something or someone else. Ma Baxter in The Yearling, for
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example, uses food to express her affection for her son Jody (see 4.2.1.1),
and in “Gal Young Un” food becomes a means to express the growing
romance and substitutes the love-making of Mattie Syles and Trax Colton.
In line with the familiar assumptions about a linkage between the
consummation and abuses of food to psychological traumas of desolation
and loneliness, Rawlings uses the subject in her fiction in the 1930s,
“decades before modern scientists studied the phenomenon of food as a
substitute for security and identity” (Yurick 91). Nutrition specialists have
since long proven that food is an easy and quick source of comfort;
however, food will not satisfy the emotional hunger for self-acceptance and
love, it can only mask painful feelings. Rawlings’s Cross Creek Cookery
and the chapter “Our Daily Bread” in Cross Creek confirm the author’s
occupation with food and its psychological effects. “I hold the theory that
the serving of good food is the one certain way of pleasing everybody.
[Cookery] is my Achilles heel” (CC 215).

Mattie first meets Trax when he and an older hunter accidentally
stumble across her property during a hunt; Rawlings underlines Mattie’s
isolation, describing her voice as “unused, like a rusty iron hinge” (GYU
149). Rawlings skillfully hints at Mattie’s loneliness and thirst for company,
giving food a sexual connotation. Mattie does not “quarrel” with the hunters
as “women always did” (GYU 149) instead she invites them to still their
thirst at her well. This highly unusual backwoods behavior is highlighted by
Mattie’s rushing into the house to bring out a “white china coffee cup”
(GYU 149) for the men to drink from. Amanda Yurick points out that this
gesture suggests Mattie’s affluence as well as the fragility of her emotional
need (Yurick 93). The older hunter waits for the cup whereas Trax “guzzled
directly from the bucket” (GYU 149), foreshadowing his ego-centric
behavior and his insensitivity for the needs of others. In obvious need for
company, Mattie even feeds their dogs and invites the hunters to have
dinner with her. “She projects her emotional hunger onto the hunters whom
she believes will be physiologically hungry” (Yurick 93). Consciously,
Mattie uses her generosity to manipulate others. On a different level Trax is
as needy as Mattie. His masculinity is threatened by the other men of the
community who see it as a sign of weakness that he needs a hunting

companion to keep his directions. He sets out to prove his masculinity but
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stumbles helplessly and lost on Mattie’s property. In seeking out Mattie to
“feed him” (GYU 151), his physical hunger mirrors her emotional needs
and food becomes interchangeable with affection.

The meals Mattie and Trax share, mirror sexual encounters (Yurick
94), and Rawlings consciously uses expressions with a sexual connotation.

When she came to him from the kitchen half an hour later, her face

red with hurry. [...] He walked to the kitchen with a roll, sprawling

his long legs under the table. [...] The woman served him lavishly.

[...] His gluttony delighted her. His mouth was full, bent low over

his heaped plate. [...] She sat down opposite him, wiping back the

wet gray hair from her forehead. (GYU 152)

Trax’s ego-centric needs are satisfied and he refuses to listen to the tales
Mattie would like to share. Mattie, however, is mesmerized by his tall tales
of boot-legging and city life. Storytelling, another of Rawlings’s devices for
characterization (see 4.2.3), is used to underline their different way of life.
When Trax leaves, Mattie is unable to recognize his ill intentions and
becomes even more aware of her loneliness and isolation.

Bellman’s interpretation of Mattie and Trax’s relationship is that of a
mother-son relationship which seems to be too simplistic for a story as
complex as “Gal Young Un.” However, it is true that Mattie’s ‘motherly’
care strengthens Trax and weakens herself. This becomes most visible when
Trax, early in their marriage, complains about breakfast. Although there is
plenty of food on the table, Mattie hurries to prepare bacon; “she was
miserable because she had not fried bacon and he wanted it” (GYU 159).
Like a stubborn child, Trax refuses to have any after all, having already
stilled his hunger with the rest of the food. Throughout the story, food
becomes entangled in a power struggle. “The rejection of the bacon is
Trax’s rejection of Mattie; he needs her no longer” (Yurick 96).

Food is a symbol for Mattie’s love for Trax. “It is the most vital
interaction the couple ever has” (Yurick 98). When Trax brings home Elly
and asks Mattie to feed her, she feels betrayed and refuses to do so. “She
thought, ‘I cain’t do sich as that.” ‘I’ll not wait on her, nor no other
woman’” (GYU 169). Elly, who is materially and emotionally needy, wisely
refuses to eat, sensing the stress Mattie puts on food. Forced by Trax to
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serve Elly, Mattie capitulates and tries to convince herself that “*cornbread

an’ bacon’s got nothin’ to do with it’” (GYU 169).
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“Gal Young Un” is a modern fairy tale in which Rawlings
consciously reverses the traditional (happy) ending. “Gal Young Un” is an
open critique of patriarchy and

exhibits a basic characteristic of current feminist theory: it involves
the contesting of natural attitudes, the challenging of agreed
definitions — definitions which feminists have long recognized to be
an integral aspect of the oppression of women in this society. (Boyd,
“Cinderella” 1/2)
The story opens in the traditional sense, describing Mattie’s homestead and
the remoteness of it. As usual, Rawlings’s setting is the Florida backwoods
but here, she describes a faraway, mythic place, chooses a utopian setting
the reader would find in a fairy tale. Mattie’s hammock is transformed into
an enchanted fantasy land, in which house and proprietor seem to interact
and ‘physically’ resemble each other.

The woman who gave them water from her well when the nearby
branch was dry looked to them like the house, tall and bare and
lonely, weathered gray, like its unpainted cypress. She seemed
forgotten. (GYU 148)

To direct the reader’s attention to the fact that “Gal Young Un”
should be understood as a modern fairy tale, Rawlings inserts symbols
which are common in fairy tales. One device in many fairy tales is the
mirror or looking glass. Rawlings uses the voice of the looking glass to
begin the story’s plot. Soon after Mattie has met Trax for the first time, she
looks into the mirror and is immediately transformed.

An impulse took her to the mirror where he had smoothed his hair,
as though it would bring him within her vision again. She saw
herself completely for the first time in many years. Isolation had
taken the meaning from age. She had forgotten until this moment
that she was no longer young. (GYU 154)

The key message in this paragraph is undoubtedly that Mattie saw herself
‘completely;” from this moment on, she sees herself as Trax sees her.
Through the looking glass, Trax is able to control Mattie, having cast a spell

on her.

She understood sometimes — when she wakened with a clear mind in
the middle of the night — that something strange had happened to her.
She was moving in a delirium, like the haze of malaria when the
fever was on. (GYU 157)
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Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar have shown that in traditional fairytales
the voice of the looking glass is a patriarchal voice (Gilbert/Gubar 38).
Under the spell of patriarchy, Mattie loses her strength, her identity and her
sense of self. Trax is now able to manipulate her and abuse her generosity.
Through Mattie’s loss of identity, he regains his patriarchal manhood, self-
esteem and begins to dominate her and her land. Only upon Trax bringing
home his gal young un, Mattie slowly awakens from her “drugged sleep”
(GYU 171). Rawlings transforms the process of waking up, which in most
fairy tales is only a brief moment, into a long journey out of alienation.
Slowly Mattie realizes that Trax had never been the ‘noble prince’ (or New
Man), she thought he was; she begins to realize “that she had been thrown in
on the deal, like an old mare traded in with a farm” (GYU 166). The
desperate exclamation ““What else did | have he’d want anyway!”” (GYU
166) emphasizes the loss of her sense of self. However, insidiously, she
regains her former strength and wakes up from her drugged sleep.

She spoke to them as she would to Negro field hands. Trax stared at
her. He herded Elly nervously ahead of him, as though to protect her
from an obscure violence. Matt watched them, standing solidly on
big feet. She had not been whole. She had charred herself against the
man’s youth and beauty. Her hate was healthful. It waked her from a
drugged sleep, and stirred faculties hurt and long unused. (GYU
171)
It is ironic that Rawlings chooses to let Mattie speak ‘like she would speak
to Negro field hands;” it is still Mattie herself who, imprisoned by the spell,
is the one who serves Trax and his young mistress.
Rawlings deliberately reduced the characters of the story to enable
Mattie to be both, a good and bad stepmother. Trax’s transformation into the
dominating patriarch could however be anticipated from the beginning. His

self-righteous comments and his conviction that it was “*’bout time
somebody was fixin” to marry all that, goin’ to waste’” (GYU 146)
disqualifies him as the “prince’ in a fairytale. Further on, Trax also exploits
Elly, bringing her home for the sole reason that Mattie “romp[s] on the girl,”
(GYU 146) flees, leaving her house to him. Being aware of Mattie’s
dependency on him and by choosing a very young girl as his mistress, he is
able to manipulate both women and successfully sets them against each

other.
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In her arrangement of the story as a modern fairytale, Rawlings
borrows another traditional ‘Cinderella symbol:” the shoe. Upon forcing
Elly to wear high-heeled shoes, Trax ‘disguises’ her, and Mattie cannot but
recognize her as a potential rival. The shoes are a symbol for beauty and
youth and they literally “absorb Matt’s attention” (GYU 167). Trax
successfully transforms Elly into an object of his personal lust, reminding
her at several occasions to put the high-heeled slippers on for him (GYU
168).

Having recognized Elly as a potential rival, Mattie transforms into
the bad stepmother. Like the queen in Snow-White, she tries to resume her
old role and get rid of her rival. Mattie deprives Elly of food, refuses to let
her decorate the house with flowers and even denies her the sympathy of the
cat (GYU 172). However, Mattie’s unfriendly behavior has no effect on
Elly; she seems to be unable to understand the complexity of their
relationship. Although Rawlings hints at Elly’s innocence, Mattie does not
perceive her as a child. She mistakes her childish behavior for stupidity and
nastiness.

Diverging from the traditional fairy tale pattern, Rawlings does not
make Elly the rising heroine of the story but Mattie. Although female
bonding is difficult in a patriarchal environment, Rawlings refrains from
condemning the queen, or Mattie, and instead condemns Trax. As 