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Abstract: The present study aims at analyzing the family stories within the framework of the novel
"The Antelope Wife” by Louise Erdrich, the book having a female presence in the foreground.
Through their blood ties, the female characters weave a web that connects all the characters and the
stories of these people who are put in both familiar and less familiar situations of our time,
highlighting the way in which the connection with relatives is kept alive throughout time. Through the
women in the book, the reader comes into contact with various rituals and traditions of the Ojibwa
culture. These cultural elements greatly impact the reader introducing him/her to the Native
American universe.
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The Native American literature is very rich in powerful stories which “combine
ordinary elements from everyday life with images, symbols and themes from the
unconscious. Like dreams, they make us take another look at ourselves and our lives. Full of
nuance and complexity they contain symbols that are universal. They speak to us from across
the eons” (Hazen-Hammond, 1999:3-4).

The Antelope Wife by Louise Erdrich is a book which, starting from the title, suggests
to the reader that a female character will catch his eye very quickly. From the very first page
until the last one the feminine presence dominates the whole story. There are some moments
when characters in the spotlight are masculine, but they are always talking about a woman, so
we can say that she is everywhere anytime.

According to Sean Teuton, ”Native American literature both struggles and thrives at a
crossroads of conflict and cooperation” (Teuton, 2018:XIX).

Another aspect, which represents one of the most important concepts that this book
illustrates, is family and within this big and numerous family, the main members are women.
There are many types of relationships that can be identified here. For example, the mother-
daughter relationship which is the most sensible and painful one in the book next to the
sisters’ relationship. These two are emblems of the whole work because they start and end a
generation, a family and a story.

Then another very interesting relationship is the one between the two grandmothers
and their granddaughter. The last relationship that can be identified is kindly special because
it is not made by blood. There are some feminine characters that have a very strong
connection with other women and they feel like they are their mothers/ sisters related not by
blood, but by empathy.

The first female relationship under analysis is the one between sisters and mainly
between twins because the book chose to show the reader not a simple story of family issues,
but a story that is sewn by a couple of twins.

The motif of twins is very important and even if we do not read about it, we certainly
feel its presence all the time. From the first page that starts part one, this theme is presented
like it makes part of some magical rituals or it is the heart of nature: ”Ever since the
beginning these twins are sewing. One sews with light and one with dark” (Erdrich,2002:1).
These two unknown sisters represent a pattern for every couple of twins from the story. They
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are very different from each other and can be linked to Yin and Yang, the two concepts from
Chinese philosophy. One sister is made to light up the world and to bring joy while the other
one is destined to bring sadness or in other cases to do the opposite of her sister. But what is
certain is that they are not the same and they cannot do the same thing because they are
different souls and personalities. This huge difference can bring an imbalance to the world:
”They sew with a single sinew thread, in, out, fast and furious, each trying to set one more
bead into the pattern than her sister, each trying to upset the balance of the world” (Erdrich,
2002:1).

The sacred dimension possessed by the twins also emerges from their resemblance to
the gods who created the world: ”’In the deep quiet of her blood the two babies were forming,
creating themselves just as the first twin gods did at the beginning” (Erdrich, 2002:14). This
quote is referring to the oldest couple of twins that appears and speaks in the novel. They are
Zosie and Mary, the sisters who are so similar one to another that their daughter does not
know which one is her real mother: ”Her twin mothers. Well, she doesn’t know which one of
them is actually her blood mother. They won’t tell her. But she also was a twin, at first
anyway, and so she is not confused that her mother comes as a set” (Erdrich, 2002:84). This
passage also illustrates that the bond between the sisters is so strong that they are like a single
person, one mind and one heart, so that they can have both single children who can call them
mother. From their granddaughter’s words, we found out that they looked exactly the same
not only to their daughter but to everyone, the only thing that differentiated them was the
direction that whirlwind had: ”Back then, the twins were still so much alike that no one could
tell them apart except to check on the whirlwinds at the crown of their heads. One swirled to
the left, the other swirled to the right (Erdrich, 2002:209). This couple of sisters is not in the
main spot of the action but it is always there, somewhere in the background.

Until the youngest couple of twins, we find that the pattern repeated itself also in the
case of Rozin, the mother of the twins, Cally and Deanna: ”Zosie. Mary. They were the first
set of twins and the second too. The twins were named Zosie and Mary until me, Rozin, and
my sister, Aurora, who died from diphtheria and was pried from my five-year-old arms”
(Erdrich, 2002:35). These two female characters are unfortunately separated one from
another not by distance but by death, the darkness which takes our life. Thus, this example is
almost breaking the tradition of the twin series in the family. This disaster is saved by the
appearance of the last couple that is presented in the book, namely Whiteheart Beads sisters.

In their case, mostly of Cally, we can talk about a Buildungsroman because we see
their evolution through the book. They are presented by their mother as very intelligent and
courageous young girls: ”Sometimes Cally or Deanna surprise people in their nursery school
with the directness of their questions, their clinical exactitude” (Erdrich, 2002:38). Their
balanced world starts to shake when Deanna starts to hide something from her half. They are
splitting apart at this moment because they do not share the same information. But this is not
because of some jealousy or competition, but because of the wish that Deanna has to protect
her sister: ”She knows. For the first time ever, she can’t tell Cally, either. She is afraid for
how sad this would make her sister. Doesn’t want her to cry” (Erdrich, 2002:67).

As their mother’s fate, the two daughters do not have a happy life together. Their
worlds come apart and they are not the two halves of an entire universe because one of them
has to suffer in order to protect the other one. We can associate them with the concept of light
and darkness in the sense that the darkness outshines for the light to shine on its own. Their
tragic fate is caused actually by their mother who feels guilty once again because she named
her girls Cally and Deanna, thus breaking the continuity and suffering the consequences of
losing the protection given by preserving the names. Even if Deanna is dead, she is alive
within her sister who sees her as a guide to the other world: ”My sister, I miss her so bad. She
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went before me, broke ground for me, tested my mother’s body. Then she made a path for me
to the next world, left her footsteps for my shoes” (Erdrich, 2002:110).

The next female relationship under study is the one between mother and daughter(s).
This book shows very strong and emotional mother-daughter stories. One of them is the Blue
Prairie Woman’s one. She gave birth to a couple of twins, too, but the story that put her in the
middle of the actions is about her daughter, Matilda. She had to leave her child, but she
always thinks about her: ”Even carrying two, she dreamed of her first baby bewildered, then
howling, then at last riding black as leather, mouth stretched wide underneath a waterless
sky” (Erdrich, 2002:13).

Blue Prairie Woman is often described by her animal instinct but she demonstrates
that she has the maternal affection, too. She goes to look for her firstborn even if the search is
going to be a very long one: ’she was following her child into the sun and also pounding the
weyass between rocks to dried scruffs of pemmican” (Erdrich, 2002:14). While her mother
goes into this searching trip, Matilda, the daughter, has already a family. She has a father who
could become partially a biological mother to her. But the girl needs a feminine presence in
her life so she gets close to her teacher. Even if they are very close, nobody feels like a
mother so when Blue Prairie Woman comes to the girl, she immediately leaves the house,
without thinking about where she is going, and how her father will react: ”’She came for me. I
went with her” (Erdrich, 2002:16). It seems that the daughter felt that her mother will come
after her one day and the connection was so strong between them that they recognized each
other immediately. They can communicate not by language but by signs. This fact shows
once again that no matter how far they are, they are linked to each other until their death:
”The two talk on and on, mainly by signs” (Erdrich, 2002:18).

The most emotional moment from their story is the one when the mother realizes that
she is sick and will die soon but she has to pretend in order to make sure that Matilda will
survive: ”She must act at once if her daughter is to survive her” (Erdrich, 2002:18). This
picture becomes more dramatic when it adds the song by which Blue Prairie Woman tries to
make the atmosphere a safe and normal one: ”All that time, as she is dying, she sings. Her
song is wistful, peculiar, soft, questing. It doesn’t sound like a death song” (Erdrich,
2002:19). More than that, every gesture that they do while she is dying pictures their special
relationship: At last she is still, gazing west. That is the direction her daughter sits facing all
the next day and the next. She sings her mother’s song, holding her mother’s hand in one
hand” (Erdrich, 2002:19).

The relationship that Rozin has with her mother is not very well described in the
novel, maybe because she does not know for sure which one is her real mother. Rozin as a
mother, continues the pattern of her past generation and gives birth to a couple of twins.
When she loses Deanna, she thinks that the death of her daughter is her fault and decides to
protect the other one no matter what: ”She worshiped it, curled around it like a sweet dog,
smoothed the hair of her remaining daughter underneath her hand, and decided to have
nothing to do with men. Rozin left her husband and her lover behind. Took her daughter
Cally and came north to live with Zosie, Mary, and me, Almost Soup, once again” (Erdrich,
2002:84). Being scolded by the fact that she was not a good mother, she wants Cally to be
happy and that is why she lets her do what she wants: "Now Cally, she can have all the fun
she wants” (Erdrich, 2002:86). Regarding Cally, she loves her mother so much and sees
every pain that she feels. She is aware of the love that her mother has for another man and of
the tragedy for which she considers herself guilty: ”She thinks, though she will not ever say
it, that their love killed my sister. She is afraid their love will come down on someone else.
So she stays on the rez, Frank has the city” (Erdrich, 2002:104). There are moments when
Cally becomes her mother’s support. When this happens, Cally shows an adult’s side that she
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already possesses: ’She was crying in my arms, my child arms, my deer mother” (Erdrich,
2002:59) and T understand her and that makes sense” (Erdrich, 2002:144).

Cally loves her mother so much that she wants all for her own, but she knows that her
mother will not be happy without Frank. It is an example of when selfishness and own
pleasure are sacrificed for the joy and good of the one you love: ”Strange hope and loss bite
my heart. In my mind I want my mother to be happy. In my heart, I want her all mine”
(Erdrich, 2002:143) and “Frank would be good for her, | think, walking behind the two of
them” (Erdrich, 2002:144). For her, Rozin is the center of the entire world, she is the force
that guides the sense of her life, or maybe, she is the sense of her life: ”There, her profile held
simple against the sky, it seems to me that my mother is held equally by sky and earth, home
and city. Some days with her I feel the perfect suspension, the balance” (Erdrich, 2002:141).
Their relationship seems to be a traditional one in a good way because they communicate a
lot, share their feelings and thoughts, and try to understand one another, and most importantly
they support each other. If we were to compare this picture with what is happening in our
time, it can be seen that the two represent a special, different, and almost unique case as Cally
says when she enjoys a walk with Rozin: "Walking with Mama across the parking lot, I
decide I am a generational anomaly” (Erdrich, 2002:143).

Rozin had a very special relationship with Deanna, too. She is the firstborn between
the Two of them: ”They were born that way, minutes apart. Deanna first. Decisive. Maternal.
Volatile. Specific” (Erdrich, 2002:62). This may be the reason why when Rozin talks about
her girls, she usually speaks firstly about Deanna or she praises her more (but again without
any bad intention for Cally). The connection with her first daughter (even if with just one
minute) seems to be stronger than the one with Cally (which develops more after Deanna’s
death): ”School is good that day for Deanna because there is a pizza party for the readers, and
Deanna is a top winner for the words she recognizes in the vocabulary list. Cally just one
word behind” (Erdrich, 2002:62).

After Deanna’s death, the mother blames herself for what happened and tries to stop
herself from being happy as a punishment. We see that Deanna is always in her heart: It
happens with mothers and daughters, you know it does. Deanna. Why didn’t she come inside,
change her body with mine?” (Erdrich, 2002:85). After her husband’s suicide she feels her
daughter’s presence. Even if she misses her so much, she is still aware that Deanna cannot be
real and if she starts to make her alive, she will get crazy: ”If she lets her daughter keep
talking, Deanna will never stop. She’ll go on talking. She’ll talk to her mother morning and
night and at last, they’ll put Rozin away” (Erdrich, 2002:186).

The last two types of female relationships from this novel are not as developed as
those presented previously, but they are worth mentioning. In the grandmothers —
granddaughter relationship, the best examples are Cally and Zosie, and Mary. Even if they
live in the same house or city, so they are physically close they do not share many feelings
for one another: ”’They’re bopping around like celebrities’, she grumps. ’'Don’t have any
time for their own grandkid’ (...) Love to confuse others, even their own daughter and
granddaughter” (Erdrich, 2002:108).

Cally mentions sometimes in the book the story of her grandmothers, giving the
readers the key to understanding the blood relationships between the characters. This
mentions supplies the memories and the time that she does not spend with them. She does not
seem to feel an attraction towards them either, just as they are both interested in her life.
There are moments when their presence is described ironically by the girl: ”Otherwise, they
are to me the perfect Christmas guests. They bring out the worst in everyone, all their wicked
old stories. Then sometimes, surprisingly, they elicit graciousness and hope” (Erdrich,
2002:194). The last line shows us that this couple of sisters can be also preserved as bipolar
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because they know both to make everyone feel bad, but also they have the talent to bring joy
and hope.

In the book certain female characters end up by being closer to other women even if
they are not related by blood. Matilda and Miss McKnight start from being student and
teacher, then they become very good friends, and they feel each other like sisters. Matilda
comes from a family with twins so she biologically feels the need for a sister, and Peace
seems to be the best option: “Although they were fourteen years apart, they became,
inevitably, friends. Then sisters” (Erdrich, 2002:9).

Another interesting connection is between Cally and Cecille. Cecille is like the other
side of Cally. She is bold, brave, and adventurous. She has exactly what Cally lacks and
maybe what Deanna would have had. So, this is the reason why Cally feels she can ask her to
help with her family issues: *’Let’s go visit my grandmas’, I say to Cecille the next day. If
anyone can find them, it is her” (Erdrich, 2002: 115). Since moving to Frank’s house, Cally
has had a lot of contact with different women, but she seems more comfortable around
Frank’s sister. She sees Cecille as a model for her and she expresses her desire to be like this
girl: ”Yet, I’ve never wanted to be the sort of woman who sets a perfect table. I like to think
of myself as less predictable, as more like Cecille” (Erdrich, 2002: 199).

Cally gets to spend more and more time with Cecille, who through this adventurous,
direct and almost perfect side manages to make her forget about the family dramas she carries
with her. Being even older, thus resembling Deanna from this point of view, Cecille becomes
Cally’s soul support, a shoulder she can cry on, a person who helps her fill the place her sister
left empty some time ago: “Sometimes her earnest and pedantic air as she discusses her
martial arts annoys me, but she helps me fill that empty space left by my sister, my first
memory. Deanna. My other childhood mind and body” (Erdrich, 2002:199).

The loneliness of her mother makes Cally see lately in Cecille not just her other half,
but also a potential sister for Rozin: ”Watching her eat, a subterranean thought surfaces, an
odd thought, a vision almost of Cecille as my mother’s twin, of my mother herself” (Erdrich,
2002:212).

In conclusion, all the female characters from this novel are related one to another in
some way. They weave a spider’s web that holds all the characters and the story itself
together. Also, the title illustrates their multiple destinies. The word wife” expresses the idea
that the woman not only legitimatizes her love but also assumes the role of becoming a
spiritual home for a new generation.

Drew Lopenzina considers that ”contemporary Native writers often construct their
narratives upon a profound understanding and appreciation of this web of oral and literary
traditions” (Lopenzina, 2020:2).

The Native American literature is very rich in stories which offer us a mirror in
which we should see ourselves. These stories are “the seeds, and we are the ground in which
their messages grow” (Hazen-Hammond, 1999:4). We should open our eyes and really see
and we should be able to listen to the teachings brought by these Ojibwa stories, which we
should retell to our children.
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