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Catherine Called Birdy Study Guide serves as an essential resource for
readers delving into Karen Cushman’s captivating historical novel. Set in the
medieval era, this coming-of-age story offers not only entertainment but also
a rich exploration of themes such as independence, social class, and the
struggles faced by young women in a patriarchal society. This study guide
provides insights into the characters, themes, and key events in the novel,
making it an invaluable tool for students, educators, and book clubs.

Overview of the Novel

"Catherine Called Birdy," published in 1994, is a historical fiction novel
that follows the life of a young girl named Catherine, who is often referred
to as Birdy. Set in 1290 England, the narrative is presented through
Catherine’s diary entries, which reveal her thoughts, feelings, and
experiences as she navigates the challenges of adolescence. The novel
highlights the societal expectations placed on young women during this period
and Catherine’s desire for autonomy.

Main Characters



Understanding the characters is crucial for a comprehensive analysis of the
novel. Here are the key figures:

1. Catherine (Birdy): The protagonist, a spirited and rebellious l1l4-year-old
girl who resists the constraints placed on her by society.

2. Lord Rollo: Catherine's father, a feudal lord, who expects Catherine to
marry for alliances rather than love.

3. Lady Aislinn: Catherine's mother, who embodies the expectations of women
in her time, often urging Catherine to conform.

4. Perkin: A young peasant who befriends Catherine and represents the life
she yearns for, free of aristocratic constraints.

5. Various Suitors: Throughout the novel, Catherine encounters several
suitors, each representing different aspects of her societal expectations.

Major Themes

The novel presents several important themes that resonate with readers,
making it a rich text for analysis. Here are some of the major themes:

1. The Quest for Independence

Catherine's struggle for independence is a central theme of the novel. She
resists the notion of an arranged marriage and yearns to define her own
identity. This theme is illustrated through her diary entries, where she
expresses her frustrations and dreams of a more liberated life.

2. Social Class and Gender Roles

The novel explores the rigid social hierarchy and the roles assigned to women
during the medieval period. Catherine's reflections on her social status and
the expectations placed upon her reveal the limitations faced by women. The
contrast between the noble class and the peasantry is also depicted through
her interactions with characters like Perkin.

3. Family Dynamics

Catherine's relationships with her family members play a significant role in
shaping her character. Her father’s authoritative stance and her mother’s
traditional views create tension that drives Catherine to seek her own path.
The family dynamics highlight the broader societal structures that govern
personal relationships.

Key Events in the Novel

A thorough understanding of the key events in "Catherine Called Birdy" can
enhance a reader's comprehension of the narrative. Here are some pivotal
moments:



e The Introduction of Suitors: The arrival of various suitors marks the
beginning of Catherine's struggles against societal expectations.

e Catherine’s Rebellion: Throughout the novel, Catherine engages in acts
of defiance, such as sabotaging potential marriages, which highlight her
desire for autonomy.

e Catherine’s Friendship with Perkin: This relationship represents
Catherine’s longing for a life outside the confines of her aristocratic
duties.

e The Climactic Choice: In the end, Catherine faces a critical decision
regarding her future, which encapsulates her growth and self-discovery.

Discussion Questions

Engaging with the text through discussion can deepen understanding and
encourage critical thinking. Here are some questions to consider:

1. How does Catherine’s character evolve throughout the novel?

2. In what ways do the societal expectations of the time shape the choices
available to women?

3. What role does humor play in Catherine's diary entries, and how does it
affect the tone of the novel?

4. How do Catherine's relationships with her family influence her actions and
decisions?

Conclusion

The Catherine Called Birdy Study Guide serves as a comprehensive tool for
readers seeking to explore the complexities of Cushman's novel. Through its
vivid portrayal of a young girl's struggle for independence in a constrictive
society, the novel invites readers to reflect on themes that remain relevant
today. By engaging with the characters, themes, and significant events,
readers can gain a deeper appreciation for this historical tale and the
insights it offers into the human experience.

Ultimately, "Catherine Called Birdy" is more than just a story about a young
girl in medieval England; it is a timeless exploration of identity, autonomy,
and the courage required to defy societal norms. Whether for academic
purposes or personal enjoyment, this study guide enriches the reading
experience and fosters a greater understanding of Karen Cushman's literary
contribution.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Catherine Called Birdy'?

The main theme of 'Catherine Called Birdy' revolves around the struggles of a
young girl seeking autonomy and self-identity in a medieval society that



imposes strict gender roles.

Who is the author of 'Catherine Called Birdy'?

'Catherine Called Birdy' is written by Karen Cushman.

What is the significance of the title 'Catherine
Called Birdy'?

The title reflects Catherine's free spirit and her desire for freedom, as
'Birdy' symbolizes her wish to escape the constraints of her life.

In what historical period is 'Catherine Called Birdy'
set?

'Catherine Called Birdy' is set in the medieval period, specifically in the
year 1290.

How does Catherine's relationship with her parents
influence her character?

Catherine's relationship with her parents, particularly her father's
insistence on marrying her off, drives her rebellious nature and desire to
assert her independence.

What role does humor play in 'Catherine Called
Birdy'?

Humor plays a significant role in the novel by highlighting Catherine's wit
and perspective, making her struggles relatable and engaging for readers.

What are some of the challenges Catherine faces in
the story?

Catherine faces several challenges, including societal expectations for
marriage, her family's financial struggles, and her personal quest for
freedom and self-expression.
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