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PREFACE

From the first book of Willa Cather’s that I read, her work arrested my attention
like no other. I was enthralled with Cather’s gift for evocative language--for creating
character and scene with the power of a poet. But more than that, I was taken in by what
appeared to me a singleminded search in her fiction for the life well lived. AsI
progressed from story to story, Cather seemed to be working out through her themes and
characters a definition of the meaning of ultimate human value. As I studied the particular
characters who epitomize Cather’s estimate of a well lived life, a pattern emerged.
Discovering this emerging pattern precipitated my own search for the source of her
standard.

I chose the biographical approach for this search because so much of Cather’s
fiction, by her own admission, is highly biographical. I soon discovered that, first,
Cather’s locus of value was not in Nebraska as so many critics have supposed, but in her
native Virginia; and, second, I found that Cather’s locus of spiritual value was inherited
from the older members of her Virginia family, a Christian heritage which was very early
implanted deep in her consciousness.

Cather was the beneficiary of a type of childhood which, acccording to Allen
Bloom, is missing in modern American families. In The Closing of the American Mind,
Bloom catalogs the religious traditions and practices which he finds regretably absent in

contemporary culture:

[Parents] have nothing to give their children in the way of a vision of the
world, of high models of actions or profound sense of connection with

others. The family required the most delicate mixture of nature and
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convention, of human and divine, to subsist and perform its function. . . .
In teaching a language and providing names for all things, it transmits an
interpretation of the order of the whole of things. It feeds of books, in
which the little polity--the family--believes, which tell about right and
wrong, good and bad and explain why they are so. The family requires a
certain authority and wisdom about the ways of heavens and of men. The
parents must have knowledge of what has happened in the past, and
prescriptions for what ought to be, in order to resist the philistinism or the
wickedness of the present. Ritual and ceremony are now often said to be
necessary for the family, and they are now lacking. The family, however,
has to be a sacred unity believing in the permanence of what it teaches, if
its ritual and ceremony are to express and transmit the wonder of the moral
law, which it alone is capable of transmitting and which makes it special in

a world devoted to the humanly, all too humanly, useful. (57)

What Bloom finds missing in modern families was abundantly present in Cather’s early
years through the efforts of her pious elders. Cather’s grandparents, William and
Caroline Cather and Rachel Boak, and her great-aunt Sidney Gore, gave Cather her
“vision of the world,” a vision that would later become the basis for her theory of art.
They gave her a “language,” religious in nature, to interpret “the order of the whole of
things.” Ihave come to believe that the moral foundation of Cather’s fiction, including
her aesthetics, is based on her Christian elders’ “certain authority and wisdom about the
ways of heavens and of men.”

Even Jonathan Culler, a current leading iconoclast, admits that all writers write
out of some center of authority: “Even if [a particular theory of culture is] ‘emptied’ by a
radical theory, the center will inevitably fill itself in” (Structuralist Poetics 251). Jacques

Derrida concurs that we cannot operate critically outside of a “center””; “[t]he center,” he
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states, is “absolutely indispensable” (271). Cather’s “center,” inherited, learned, and
received from her elders, was religious and it was Christian.

However, as her fiction demonstrates, Cather’s acceptance of her religious
inheritance came after much resistance and anguish of soul. Cather’s adult life as well as
her fictional characters chronicle the tension between her rejection of that heritage and her
irresistable pull toward it. The more that Cather tried to separate herself from her
religious background and the Christianity it represented, the more she found herself
drawn to it, first in the development of her theory of art, then simultaneously in her
fiction and life itself. In the following chapters, I will trace Cather's journey through her
life and writings, beginning with her formative years in Virginia and ending with her

affirmation of Christian values.

vii



Chapter

1.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

SECRET WEBS, DISTANT VOICES ...........cccoooiiinin.

Cather’s Methodology ....covviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinn,
Cather’s Virginia YEars .......cceceeeeieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinneinne.

THE “LIGHT BEHIND” ... ..,
Cather’s Christian HErtage .........eveeeeervrmeeervisnneeeenneesens
Cather’s Early Theory of the Artist .........ccovviiiiiiiiiiini.

Cather’s Developing Skepticism of Her Theory ..................
Cather’s Initial Return Home ..o

THE LONG ROAD HOME .......cccciiiiiiiiiiiin,

William and Caroline Cather and O Pioneers! ........c.covvvveennn

The Song of the Lark ..........cccoovviviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinn, '

MY ARIORIA  o..ooneiiniiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e,
The Professor’s HOUSE ..........ccccoeveiiiiiiiiiiiiiiininninns

“THE PRIEST WHO MAKES GOD INTO BREAD” .......

Sidney Cather GOre .......ccoviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiae,
Death Comes for the Archbishop .............coooiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnn

THE “ROD OF MEASURE” ......ccoooiiiii

Rachel SeIbert BOAK ....iviviiiiniiiitiaieiiiiaieneeneaeeneenceneennes
Sapphira and the Slave Girl ..........ccccocviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiin,
“Old Mrs. Harris” (Obscure DesStinies) ........coeeeeeeeeeainneeinnns

WORKS CITED ...ouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii i



ABBREVIATIONS

Editions of books by Willa Cather cited in the text:

April Twilights (1903), edited and with an introduction by Bernice Slote (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press [Bison ed.]: AT

Alexander’ s Bridge (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1912; rpt. Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press [Bison ed.], 1977]: AB

O Pioneers! (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1913): OP

The Song of the Lark (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1915; rpt. University of Nebraska
Press [Bison ed.], 1978: SL

My Antonia (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1918): MA

Youth and the Bright Medusa (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1920; rpt. Vintage, 1975):
YBM

One of Ours (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1922; rpt. Vintage, 1971): OO

April Twilights and Other Poems (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1923): ATOP

A Lost Lady (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1923; rpt. Vintage, 1972): LL

The Professor’s House (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1925; rpt. Vintage, 1973): PH

My Mortal Enemy (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1926, rpt. Vintage, 1961): MME

Death Comes for the Archbishop (New York: Alfred A. Knopt, 1927; rpt. Vintage,
1971): DCA



Shadows on the Rock (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1931; rpt. Vintage, 1971): SR
Obscure Destinies (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1932; rpt. Vintage, 1974): OD
Lucy Gayheart (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1935; rpt. Vintage, 1976): LG

Not Under Forty (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1936): NUF

Sapphira and the Slave Girl (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1940; rpt. Vintage, 1975):
SSG

The Old Beauty and Others (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1948; rpt. Vintage, 1976):
OB :

Willa Cather on Writing (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1949): OW

Edited collections of Willa Cather's works:

The Kingdom of Art: Willa Cather’s First Principles and Critical Statements 1893-1896,
ed. Bernice Slote (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1966): KA

Willa Cather’s Collected Short Fiction 1892-1912, ed. Virginia Faulkner (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1970): CSF

The World and the Parish: Willa Cather’s Articles and Reviews, 1893-1902, ed. William
M. Curtin (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1970), 2 volumes: WP

Uncle Valentine and Other Stories: Willa Cather’s Uncollected Short Ficton, 1915-1929,
ed. Bernice Slote (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1973): UV



Books about Willa Cather:

E. K. Brown (completed by Leon Edel), Willa Cather: A Critical Biography (New York:
Knopf, 1953): WC:CB

Edith Lewis, Willa Cather Living (New York: Knopf, 1953): WCL

Mildred Bennett, The World of Willa Cather (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press
[rev. ed.], 1961): WWC

Elizabeth Sergeant, Willa Cather: A Memoir (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press
[Bison ed.], 1963): WC:AM

James Woodress, Willa Cather: Her Life and Art (New York: Pegasus, 1970): WC:LA

Sharon O'Brien, Willa Cather: The Emerging Voice (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1987): WC:EV

James Woodress, Willa Cather: A Literary Life (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1987): WC:LL



Chapter 1

Secret Webs, Distant Voices

“To look at Willa Cather with both brain (or life) and
hand (or art) in view is to find a fascinating pattern, a
secret web of connections and relationships that . . .
illuminate and in many ways redefine her as a person
and as an artist.” 1

“The artist spends a lifetime in loving the things that
haunt him, in having his mind ‘teased’ by them . ..."2

“A reporter can write equally well about everything
that is presented to his view, but a creative writer can
do his best only with what lies within the range and
character of his deepest sympathies.”3

“If I were writing a new book,” wrote Elizabeth Sergeant in the Foreword to her
biography of Willa Cather, “I should want to study the mysterious process by which
Cather more than most novelists used and transformed her own personal experience into
the stuff of those great books that are taking their permanent place in American history
and literature” (5-6). Cather’s “mysterious process” has been a fascination and a

frustration for numerous critics, a fascination because there seems to be a voice behind

1 From Bernice Slote, “The Secret Web,” 2.

2 From Cather’s Preface to The Best Stories of Sarah Orne Jewett, reprinted in Willa
Cather: On Writing, 51.

3 From Cather’s essay on Sarah Orne Jewett in Not Under Forty, 81.



the voice in her writing-- a “presence of the thing not named” (OW 41) --and a frustration
because of either a reluctance to engage in biographical criticism, or the maddening lack
of Cather’s personal records to verify conclusions so tantalizingly hinted at in the works.

By now it is axiomatic that any critic seeking to explain Cather’s creative process
must to some degree delve into biographical data. We know that she peopled her fiction
with those she knew of, heard about, or read about, some through outright portraitures,
others variously disguised.4 It has been generally agreed that The Song of the Lark, My
Antonia, The Professor’s House, and especially Sapphira and the Slave Girl are directly
autobiographical.> Norman Holmes Pearson goes so far as to say that an official
biography of Willa Cather seems somewhat superfluous because her books are so full of
her life (595-98).

Cather’s propensity to write herself into her fiction puts her into the company of
those, according to Eugene L. Stelzig, whose “self-reflexive impulse” finds expression
“primarily through confessional fiction.” Stelzig names Proust, Joyce, Hesse, D. H.
Lawrence, Hemingway, and Bellow as “important figures associated with confessional

novels” (26), and he establishes that, currently, credibility has been given this genre since

4 See Carl Van Doren in “Willa Cather,” The American Novel 1789-1939. Van Doren
asserts that Cather is an “instinctive biographer.” See also E.K. Brown, Marion Marsh,
and Ruth Crone in Willa Cather: The Woman and Her Works. They maintain that
Cather’s method is essentially portraiture and biography. James Woodress in “Willa
Cather and History” argues that since Cather could not feel affinity with the present, she
turned to history and found eras out of which she took characters who earned her
sympathy. However, Woodress continues, her interest was in historical romance, not
history, and though a work like Death Comes For the Archbishop 1is based on actual
figures, it is largely fictionalized with much of Cather's own life inserted. James
Woodress also mentions that “the portrait of Godfrey St. Peter in The Professor’s House
is not entirely understandable without recourse to the author's own life” (WC:LA 210).
5 See James Woodress, “The Uses of Biography: The Case of Willa Cather” for a
treatment of this subject.



it has been fairly well established that “pure works of fiction is pure fiction” (27). Such a
position “has gained ground as the formalist stress on impersonality has abated” (27).

Stelzig traces the origin of this trend most specifically to the Romantics:

Much Romantic and post-Romantic literature aims for a definition of the
self in historical terms, as a process of becoming. This process has been
enacted in literary form since the Romantics through autobiography as
well as fiction, with confessional fiction forming a prominent and
_problematic middle term. . . . Indeed, what Schlegel observed about the
relationship between writers of fiction and their works seems to hold
substantially true nearly two hundred years later: “What is best in the best

novels is nothing but a more or less veiled confession of the author.” (17)

That Cather is a Romantic and falls squarely into that tradition has been widely
attested, most thoroughly by Susan Rosowski in The Voyage Perilous: Willa Cather’s
Romanticism. Even though Rosowski’s emphasis is on the “essential characteristic of
romanticism” which concerns “a mode of perception by which the imagination is used in
its synthesizing or creative powers to transform and give meaning to an alien or
meaningless material world” (x), she also points out that Cather uses the imagination in
personal terms. “The Song of the Lark (1915),” writes Rosowski, “is Willa Cather's
Prelude, in which she used an autobiographical character to trace the growth of an artist’s
mind.” Rosowski seems to agree with Selzig’s designation of the work as “self-
reflexive”: “In [using an autobiographical character in Song of the Lark], Cather explored
a theme that runs through modern literature, the development of a personal self to serve as
a source of value in an otherwise common world” (xi).

Peter Bailey further confirms that the novel-as-autobiography is now a bonafide
genre, generally accepted in critical circles, in spite of Wayne Booth’s general

condemnation of James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. In The Rhetoric of



Fiction, Booth questions the success of Portrait because the force of its personal
references obliges us to seek clarifications in the life of the author rather than in that of the

character.® However, Peter Bailey writes,

[ilmplicit in Joyce’s Portrait achievement . . . is the idea that the self can
be fictionalized, metaphorized, molded into more or less objective
aesthetic configurations if imagination and craft enough are applied to the

task. (80)

In this respect, anyway, Cather is in good company with Joyce. She applied her
imagination to her craft in such a way that she manipulated her autobiographical material
into an aesthetic achievement.

Bernice Slote, the eminent Cather scholar, recognized the integral part that
Cather’s personal experiences played in her fiction. She observed that for Willa Cather,
“the imagination was a way of being. What came to her of experience, in any form,
became a part of her. . . . The person, who is also the artist, becomes the instrument by
which experience is absorbed and translated” (“The Secret Web” 1). Even though
reviewers of Cather’s work, with insistent regularity, allude to the correspondences
between her work and her life, they have been relunctant to do more than suggest these
correspondences, and therefore, have left a wide sphere of investigation left relatively
untouched. I would like to suggest that, instead of detracting from her artistic
achievement, the necessity of biographical criticism to aid and complete Cather studies, in
particular, adds to her reputation as a careful and complex artist, and, in general, gives us
further insight into the fascinating processes of the human imagination.

For Cather, man’s history is a collection of personal histories, and any historical

record is only meaningful as it is translated through personal experience. This grounding

6 See Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 323-39.



of time in personal experience rather than political or social histofy is one key to opening
up her texts, for to her “every novel must be a meeting between the life line and the line of
personal development, must be a personal discovery” (WC:AM 213). And, further, since
Cather transforms her own experience into others, her fictional works, in the end, are
illustrations of her response to man’s history as well as to time, as Susan Rosowski
suggests.” In addition, I am also suggesting that they are Cather’s discovery of the
meaning of her own history and the meaning of time as it relates to her own
consciousness of self; in short, a spiritual autobiography in fictional texts.

It is my argument that Cather’s ultimate judgment of the nature of man and her
definition of the “good life” came through a process of exploring the growth of her own
mind and the nature of her own experiences within the arena of her fiction, and that this
journey ultimately led her back to a reidentification with her Virginia family members and
their world view. John H. Randall observes that the “unifying factor in Willa Cather’s
work” is that “she herself was engaged in a search, a lifelong quest for value” (Landscape
xi). The Virginia clan were the ones who were always closest to her and who, in her
early years, had the most impact on her development. Many of Cather’s central
characters are modeled on these persons (the others are patterned after different aspects of
herself), and to the end they remained the most important to her.

Willa Cather’s method of artistic creation involved taking these voices and the
accompanying landscapes from her past and recreating them, sometimes in immediately
recognizable form, sometimes not. The essayist Loren Eiseley describes the process of

what goes on in the “unseen artist’s loft” in terms that reflect Cather’s own:

There are pictures that hang askew, pictures with outlines barely chalked
in, pictures torn, pictures the artist has striven unsuccessfully to erase,

pictures that only emerge and glow in a certain light. They have all been

7 In“Willa Cather: Living History” in Perspectives: Women in Nebraska History.



teleported, stolen, as it were, out of time. They represent no longer the
sequential flow of ordinary memory. . . . The writer sees back to these
transports alone, bare, perhaps few in number, but endowed with a
symbolic life. He cannot obliterate them. He can only drag them about,
magnify or reduce them as his artistic sense dictates, or juxtapose them in

order to enhance a pattern. (qtd. in Heidtmann 208)

Cather told Elizabeth Sergeant that “her novels were transcriptions of love for
people and places” (WC:AM 203). If we are to understand Willa Cather’s artistic
methodology, we must closely examine these places and faces of well-loved people, who
for her were “endowed with a symbolic life,” and determine how she received them into
her imagination.

In a letter dated 1936 to Mr. Williams, a reviewer for The Commonweal,® Cather
comments on her views of history and how history should inform art. She was much
disturbed over current social criticism that debunked all writing which looked backward
for value and truth. These critiés disparagingly called such writing the “Art of ‘Escape,’”
a category into which Cather’s works obviously fit. With her knife-edged prose, Cather
carved out an argument that generally laid bare what she perceived as the falseness of
current critical fads and argued that escape is the only proper goal for art. “What has art
ever been but escape?” she asks. The term as used by the faddists, she continues, implies
“an evasion of duty,” that the “world is in a bad way,” and it should be the task of the
poet to “devote himself to propaganda and fan the flames of indignation” (OW 18).

But art, like religion, should not reiterate the endless details over and over in
mirror-like fashion but should rather provide an escape from them by seeing them from a
different angle and from a wide perspective, by getting at the root of things. That does

not mean that artists should not “cry out against social injustice.” But the poet, like the

8 The letter is printed under the title “Escapism” in OW, 18-29.



“Hebrew prophets and the Greek dramatists” should go deeper. Rather than presenting
an account of passing phenomena in a “coating of stock cinema situations,” he will
consider the universal “greed and selfishness innate in every individual; the valour which
leads to power, and the tyranny which power begets” (OW 22-23).

Cather had no use for the philosophy that “the one really important thing for every
individual is his citizenship, his loyalty to a cause--which, of course, always means his
loyalty to a party.” Rather, the highest calling for the artist, Cather insists, is to “refresh
and recharge the spirit” (OW 20). The artist, like the priest (after all, “Religion and art
spring from the same root and are close kin” [27]), points to something outside of the
moment, something removed from the temporality of popular social and political reforms.
He looks for the permanent and universal, the underlying spirit of the things. “[T]he
themes of true poetry, of great poetry,” she concludes, “will be the same until all the
values of human life have changed and all the strongest emotional responses have become
different--which can hardly occur until the physical body itself has fundamentally
changed” (28).

What some critics have regarded as Cather’s regretable escape into the past? is
more accurately interpreted as a journey toward an eternal present. When Cather put her
life into her fiction, she was actually living history, joining past and present into a
synapse of timelessness, not just in memory, but in some special kind of eternal reality.
Her view of time was religious, and she always tied her past to her present and future.

She selected “out of the teeming, gleaming stream” of the details of her own personal

9 The most scathing of these indictments comes from John H. Randall, II, in The
Landscape and the Looking Glass: Willa Cather’s Search for Value. He interprets all of
Cather’s themes as a rejection of twentieth-century life, which for him is an artistic
weakness as well as a personal one. While Randall is right about Cather’s preoccupation
with herself, he misinterprets the impetus of her themes. He possibly rejects them
because he himself does not agree with their premise, that is, that life is only good when
lived by eternal verities.



history “the stuff of immortality,” those primary human passions and values, and by so
doing was able to transform her life into “the eternal material of art” (OW 36, 40). Alfred
Kazin approaches this conclusion when he says that Cather’s vision was intensely
private, deeply and compulsively nostalgic, coming out of a feeling that is both
incommunicable and inexplicable (1, 12).

James E. Miller, Jr. gives the best advice to all who are trying to get at Cather’s

“prime sensibility” or to understand the underlying pattern of the “primal plan” of her art:

I would suggest that critics turn their attention from external matters, from
chronological time (the past) and from geography (Nebraska and the
West) and focus on internal matters, on states of feeling and awareness.
The word that might best define this area--consciousness--is a word that
became for [Henry] James almost holy in its evocation of being and
becoming, the . . . key to the nature of life itself . . . . (“WC and the Art
of Fiction” 146)

The timeless quality that so many have noticed in Cather’s fiction does not come
from a regression into the chronological past or from a yearning for a vanished
geographical place. It is rather the affirmation of an eternal truth, of a universal plan and
design of divine genius that shapes the life of man and nature and gives it its color and
vigor. It is a yearning for that design and reality hidden in the self which, when found,
gives meaning and completeness to existence. If Henry James’ search for the “evocation
of being” is almost holy, Willa Cather’s is completely holy. She aimed to lay bare “the
great truths, the deathless power that is in man,” writes Stephen Tennant. “[S]he restores
to the ravaged ego its sense of unity . . . of a scheme, a final design in the rich, desolating
chaos we call life” (OW xxiv, xiii).

Tennant does not say so, but his judgment must have been reserved for Cather’s

more “positive” works--O Pioneers!, My Antonia, Death Comes for the Archbishop, or



Shadows on a Rock, and possibly the first half of The Song of the Lark. Certainly, in
works like One of Ours, The Professor’s House, The Lost Lady, or My Mortal Enemy,
that sense of eternal “unity” or “final design” can be found only, if at all, by negation.
The reason for this disparity is that Cather’s search for value was a journey, and
sometimes the road led downward, other times upward. But like T. S. Eliot’s road in
Burnt Norton (in The Four Quartets), Cather’s roads only appear to be divergent;
actually, they are moving in the same direction--toward a spiritual and timeless reality.10
Cather’s complete literary career is a travelogue down these roads and reveals her quest
through her art to understand human life in general and her own in particular.

Critics have explained Cather’s unique artistry as rising from an unusual capacity
to empathize with experiences very different from her own, her ability to embrace a wide
variety of cultures and peoples and imaginatively recreate them with love and
verisimilitude.!! The fact of the matter is she had a very hard time inventing believable
characters or landscapes that did not have their origins in peoples and places that she
knew very well from her own experience. The three novels that “failed” in the judgment

of many critics--Alexander’s Bridge,12 One of Ours,13 and Lucy Gayheart 14--either

10 1n Burnt Norton, Eliot writes that in a spiritual journey, the way up and the way
down are the same. In Little Gidding he reiterates the idea in a different form: “What we
call the beginning is often the end / And to make an end is to make a beginning” (V. 1-2).
The same could be said of Cather's spiritual journey.

11 See James Woodress, WC:LL 241, 294, 426 for a summary of views. See also
Edward A. Bloom and Lillian D. Bloom in Willa Cather’s Gift of Sympathy for a full
treatment of the subject.

12 Early criticism of Alexander’s Bridge when it first was published was generally
favorable. (See Bemice Slote’s Introduction to the 1977 edition, vi - viii.) However,
many critics after 1920 generally call it inferior. Alfred Kazin calls it her “pale first
novel” (“Elegy: Willa Cather,” 19), and when Elizabeth Sergeant read the galley proofs,
to her surprise and “discomfiture,” the story “seemed conventional” (WC:AM, 75). Also
see John P. Hinz, “The Real Alexander's Bridge.” Those who early on saw real



10

were placed in unfamiliar settings--such as London or war-torn France--or were peopled
with characters who are not identified with the people Willa Cather loved best.

In One of Ours, Cather creates a character named David Gerhardt, a fellow army
officer to the protagonist Claude Wheeler. In private life, Gerhardt is a violinist. The
story behind Cather’s invention of Gerhardt is illustrative of Cather’s apparent inability to
create vital characters from persons who had not haunted her mind from her earliest days-
-who were not a part of her own intimate, private history--even if she were deeply stirred
by them. As Cather revealed in an interview for The New York Herald, December 24,
1922, Gerhardt was inspired by David Hochstein, a distinguished young violinist who

substance to the novel were detecting its autobiographical significance: that, as Bernice
Slote suggests, Alexander “reflects in one form Willa Cather’s own division of spirit”
(Introduction, AB, xxvi).

13 'Woodress speaks for many when he wrote that the “basic difficulty with One of Ours
is the entire subject. Willa Cather should not have tried to write a war novel . . ..
Nowhere is the book carelessly done, but seldom does it rise above the level of competent
journeyman work” (WC:LA. 192).

14 Again, Woodress gives us the concensus concerning Lucy Gayheart:. “Willa Cather
knew that [the novel] was not up to her usual stand and admitted as much to close
associates. . . . Stephen Vincent Benét in the New York Herald Tribune thought it was
one of her rare failures, William Troy in the Nation called it a grave disappointment, and
even J. Donald Adams in The New York Times had reservations. . . . There was no
faulting Willa Cather’s narrative skill or her competent prose; the difficulty lay elsewhere”
(WC:LA, 251). Cather identified the “difficulty” as the fact “she had lost patience with
her silly young heroine.” Woodress comments: “This is a surprising statement to come
from a novelist who knew that she only wrote well when she dealt with characters she
loved and admired. . . . [T]he best explanation is that the author could not kindle an
emotional response because she did not feel it herself” (251). The real “difficulty” lay in
the fact that by the time Lucy Gayheart appeared in 1935, Cather was thoroughly
dissatisfied with using some version of her imagined self as the subject for her art, as
Lucy certainly is. Lucy is Cather’s last attempt to reconcile the contradictions in her own
character. Hence, her epithet of “her silly young heroine.”
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had been killed in the Argonne in 1918. Cather had met him three times and declared “he
was the sort of person to whom you gave your whole attention.” He was “reticent” to the
extreme, but “what he had to say was extremely interesting; and you didn’t feel that he
had said it all before to a great many people.” Cather was deeply moved when she heard
him perform and thought his playing “simply splendid.” “I felt,” she continued, “that he
had the stimmung of that particular composition on that occasion more than any of the
other players.” Cather’s long interview, observes Elizabeth Sergeant, is filled with
vibrant and “moving thumbnail.sketches of [this] gifted musician who had a fundamental
disbelief in war.” But when Cather tried to create a character of him, even though he had
struck a deep emotional chord in her, the result was “the rather pale and insubstantial
David Gerhardt of the novel” (WC:AM 173-180).

James Woodress identifies the problem:15 “Most of the characters, settings, and
incidents [in One of Ours ] are worked up for the novel from immediate materials, a
method that Willa Cather deplored and used badly” (WC:LA 192). Cather herself wrote
that “A reporter can write equally well about everything that is presented to his view,” as
she proved with her sketch on David Hochstein, but in the same statement she also said
that “a creative writer can do his best only with what lies within the range and character of
his deepest sympathies” (NUF 81). David Hochstein did not belong to that category.
Sergeant believes that Cather’s “deepest compassion was aroused by voiceless human
beings whom she felt to be at the mercy of life and fate”; characters like Mahailey in One
of Ours or Grandma Harris in “Old Mrs. Harris” were Cather’s most memorable.

Sergeant was on the right track. Actually, Cather’s most memorable characters have a

15 Most of my references to James Woodress in this dissertation are based on his 1970
critical biography. His most recent biography appeared after most of these chapters had
been written. I have added in the more current information from the new work where it is
warranted, but as Woodress writes in his Preface, his “present view of Cather does not
change in any basic way the image of her contained in [his] earlier view” (WC.LL, xv).
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broader common denominator: almost all are patterned after the people close to her inner
circle back in Virginia.10 Other than Claude,!” the well-rounded characters in One of
Ours, Mrs. Wheeler and Mahailey, “are based on women whom Willa Cather had known
and loved for years, and they are three-dimensional figures like others in her best fiction,”
says James Woodress (WC:LA 191-92). The parts of the novel that are based on her
Virginia family, including herself, are her most authentic. The parts that draw on more
distant people and circumstances--David Gerhardt and the war--drift into unreality and
inauthenticity.

Marian Forrester of A Lost Lady would have been doomed to the same fate as
David Gerhardt if Cather, as she claimed, had relied solely on her impressions of Mrs.
Silas Garber of Red Cloud for her model.1® Most critics, like James Woodress, take
Cather at her word and believe Mrs. Forrester is “authentic” and “three dimensional”
because Cather’s association with Mrs. Garber had penetrated the imagination of a young
girl in Red Cloud. The fact is that Cather did not have a close enough association with
Mrs. Garber for such a longtime influence to happen. Young Willa had been invited only

once to a garden party at the Garber place, and that was mainly through the influence of

16 1n WC:LA, 163-64, Woodress discusses how Willa Cather sees her characters (and
herself) in others and vice versa. He illustrates with the case of Olive Fremstad’s impact
on Cather and the writing of The Song of the Lark. Woodress further points out that
even in S. S. McClure’s Autobiography, which Cather ghost-wrote, she emphasizes the
circumstances in his life that most closely resembled her own, so much so that much of it
reads like her own autobiography (162).

17" Even though Cather said that Claude was based on her cousin, the son of her Aunt
Frank Cather, Cather was not close enough to him to have written such a heart-felt
characterization. Actually, much of Claude is Willa herself, as some have noted.
Elizabeth Sergeant points to a representative passage where Claude “said things about life
that echoed Willa on her dark days” (WC:AM, 173).

18 See WWC, 69-70.
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Carrie Miner.19 Cather herself barely knew Mrs. Garber. In fact, most of what Willa
knew about her she learned through Carrie or the local gossip or by catching a glimpse of
her “twirling about in her ruffled starched skirts” at the Red Cloud milliner’s shop
(WC:AM 188). There is no question that Mrs. Garber arrested Willa’s attention and
made a deep impression on her, but so had many other people, like David Hochstein,
who had not found their way to becoming one of Cather’s memorable characters. The
real impetus behind the creation of Marion Forrester--and the underlying reason for
Cather's attraction to Mrs. Garber in the first place--is in the person of her own mother,
Virginia Cather.20 Mrs. Garber, like Marian Forrester and like Virginia Cather, was a
charming woman, an admired hostess who loved being admired and pampered with
“lavish gifts of jewelry and lovely gowns” (WWC 72). She had Virginia Cather’s lovely
hair and, like Virginia, was fussy about it. She also exhibited a trait that for Cather was a
lifelong thorn--placing undue importance on physical good looks. Cather said that
Marian Forrester was created out of an emotion (WC:AM 186-87), and the emotion that
we feel for her through the young Niel Herbert gets its power from the emotion that Willa
Cather felt for her own mother.

Cather describes her own drive to write as the “bliss of entering into the very skin
of another human being,” implying that she forgot the self and immersed herself
imaginatively in another (WC:AM 111). In truth, her fiction indicates she never did
forget the self, nor that she immersed herself in totally imagined characters. “Mind and

invention were not her tools,” is Sergeant’s perceptive assessment. Rather, “the decisive

19 In one of Cather’s many small exaggerations, she implied to Elizabeth Sergeant that
she had picnicked there as a child many times (WC:AM, 186, 188). This is echoed in
Mildred Bennett’s account that “Willa was often a Sunday evening visitor or she went
driving with Mrs. Garber and her friends” (WWC, 73).

20 For a full discussion of Virginia Cather’s influence on Cather’s fiction, see WC:EV,
especially Chapter 2.
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element was intuitive, poetical, almost mystical perception” (WC:AM 203). Cather’s
“intuitive” or “poetical” or “mystical” perceptions allowed her to see the familiar in the
strange, but it was the familiar elements, not the strange ones, that inspired her art. Her
characters and landscapes were born directly out of the materials already present in her
experience. Cather said a true artist “must know his subject with an understanding that
surpasses understanding--as the babe knows its own mother's breast” (WC:AM 196).
That kind of longtime familial intimacy Cather had only with her Virginia family
members.

These key figures from Cather’s Virginian years can help unlock the puzzle of
Cather’s mysterious process that so captivated Elizabeth Sergeant. In the course of her
life Cather met several persons who riveted her attention and implanted themselves in her
imagination. For years they would haunt the back room of her mind, ever-present ghosts
waiting to be brought to life. Usually, after much time, they re-emerged like the dress
forms in Godfrey St. Peter’s attic study, skeletons in the shape of family members,
waiting to be dressed up in various costumes and masks as the characters in her books.
“[S]he was jostled and churned up from below by meeting, usually through memory, a
figure she could not deny. Then she paused, gazed, apprehended her fullest inwardly
and communicated in a story what she saw and felt” (WC:AM 108-09).

As a child, Willa Cather had loved play acting and dressing up in costume
(WC:LL 57-58). In creating literary characters, she employed the same gifts of theatrical
direction and added a bit of Frankensteinian wizardry. She had an acute ability to make
unusual correspondences and to draw linkages between persons far removed in time and
place. Stelzig notes that the writer of autobiographical fiction can ““use the
autobiographical matrix, and range beyond it at will.” Freed from the tyranny of literal
facts, “he can give full rein to the play of the literary imagination in appropriating and
transforming elements of his own experience, and [blend] these with invented material”

(27-28). This exactly describes Cather’s method.
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She could look at some person--or even just read about him--and see,
simultaneously, someone else, usually someone who went far back in her memory, and
usually someone identified with a family member or with herself. Putting the two images
together, she worked her imaginative hocus-pocus. The resulting fictional character
might have the face of one person, the body of another, and the personality of yet
another. Oftentimes, even character traits could be a composite of several persons. The
possible combinations were endless. Myra Henshawe has the short stubbiness, interest
in the arts, and abhorrence of overhead noise of Willa Cather, but she has the jealousy,
imperiousness, and fashionable elegance of Willa’s mother. Godfrey St. Peter’s
intellectual drives, his love of the Southwest and all things French (among many other
things) link him to Willa Cather, but his looks, manners, and wife link him to Willa’s
father, Charles. In the same story, Tom QOutland, in many respects a younger version of
Willa Cather herself, like her, has his moment of disillusionment in Washington D.C. and
his moment of epiphany on the Blue Mesa in the Southwest.21 “All the lovely emotions
that one has had,” said Cather in an interview, “some day appear with bodies, and it isn’t
as if one found ideas suddenly. Before this the memories of these experiences and
emotions have been like perfume” (WC:AM 187).

Some of the guises are more transparent than others, and Cather herself identified
the prototypes of several. She told her public that Anna Pavelka of Red Cloud,
Nebraska, inspired Antonia Shimerda, and that Olive Fremstad, the Scandinavian
soprano, sparked the creation of Thea Kronberg. What she did not tell them, and
possibly was even not conscious of herself, was that her attraction toward Anna Pavelka
had a great deal to do with the fact that Anna had qualities much like the women who
filled young Willa’s life in Back Creek, Virginia, or that in Olive Fremstad, Cather found

21 Woodress says that Tom Outland is Cather’s “own dream self” and his adventure a
romanticized version of Cather’s own when she went to the Southwest years before the
novel was written (WC:LA, 211).
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a virtual twin, an artist whose experiences with family and career in many respects
matched her own. All those who riveted her attention had one common mark--they
reminded Cather either of one of her family or of herself. The result was not, as she
claimed, a bliss that came from “entering into the very skin of another human being”; but
rather the bliss of bringing someone else into her own.22

Was Willa Cather aware of her own methodology? Her own revealing comments
provide at least one part of the answer. She once wrote to a friend that her fictional
people “are all composites of three or four persons.” She believed that “most authors
shrink from actual portrait painting” because it seemed “so cold blooded, so heartless, so
indecent almost, to present an actual person in that intimate fashion, stripping his very
soul” (WWC 22).23

Yet Cather once admitted that she had drawn “one portrait of an actual person.”
She identified her as “the mother of the neighbor family in My Antonia (WWC 22).
Mrs. Harling of the novel, she said, was Mrs. Miner, a close friend and neighbor of the
Cather in Red Cloud. And even further, on the flyleaf of a copy of that book which she
gave to Carrie Miner, Willa Cather wrote an inscription that contradicted her claim to
having written only “one portrait”: “In memory of old friends whose portraits are
sketched in this book” (WWC 45). In a later interview, Cather further denied her earlier
claim that all her characters are composites by identifying the heroine of A Lost Lady as
“a woman I loved very much in my childhood,” a Mrs. Silas Garber, wife of the ex-

governor of Nebraska. Cather even emphasizes the realism of this portraiture: “Now the

22 Sergeant never saw Cather so excited about a character, so much in a “state of mental-
emotional passion” as she was about Olive Fremstad in whom Willa most closely saw
herself. “Fremstad had somehow ignited Willa Cather’s inner fires and projected her
toward a story that would take a lot longer than O Pioneers! to write--a story about a
great voice, and a woman impelled to discover and develop it, through her meagre home
background sanctioned no such effort” (WC:AM, 109, 118).

23 Quoted from an interview by Eleanor Hinman, Lincoln Sunday Star, Nov. 6, 1921.
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problem was to get her not like a standardized heroine in fiction, but as she really was,
and not to care about anything else in the story except that one character. And there is
nothing but that portrait” (WWC 69).2% At least we can conclude that whether her
characters are portraits or composites, she knew they were drawn from real-life people.

Cather also made conflicting statements concerning her early awareness of her
aims. She once said, “Thank goodness, I had a youth uncorrupted by literary ambitions.
I mean it! I think it's too bad for a child to feel that it must be a writer, for thén instead of
looking at life naturally, it is hunting for cheap effects” (WWC 109). Yet she confessed
that she had closely observed the people in her life with a motive beyond natural interest.
“I always intended to write,” she told Hinman, “and there were certain persons I studied”
(Hinman interview, WWC 77). She never concerned herself about the plot, she wrote;
the characters were all in all. “It happened that my mind was constructed for the
particular purpose of absorbing impressions and retaining them” (Hinman interview,
WWC 109). And retain them she did, sometimes until after decades of simmering in her
memory; then they would appear as one character or another in her stories. The
memories recorded in Sapphira and the Slave Girl had been brewing in Cather’s brain for
over sixty years.

Cather was sensitive to anyone else’s experience that matched her own, and not
any less when it came to shared theories of art. Her attraction to Sarah Orne Jewett and
Katherine Mansfield was born out of both. What she said about them was just as true for
herself. Cather notes that Jewett had found that the “thing that teases the mind over and
over for years, and at last gets itself put down rightly on paper--whether little or great, it
belongs to Literature” (OW 47). And in her essay on Mansfield, Cather points out that
Mansfield’s greatest work came after she was freed “from the self-consciousness and

affectations of the experimenting young writer” and found “her realest self”” by going

24 Quoted from an interview by Flora Merrill, New York World, April 19, 1925,
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“backwards” in memory to her beginnings and her humble family in New Zealand. It
was “out of those memories [that] her best stories were to grow” (114-15). Cather’s
observations concerning these writers are thinly veiled assessments of herself.

“You can’t write imaginary things,” Willa Cather once said. “To have universal
appeal, they must be true” (WWC 201).25 Yet Cather’s consciousness of her method
made her leery. She insisted that all evidence of her personal life be destroyed, and
“obsessed with a desire for privacy, she destroyed all of her letters she could” and
ordered her friends to do the same (WC:LA xi).

Cather even wanted to control how history judged her as an artist and as a person
by designating what pieces of her work could be reprinted (WC:LA xii). Whatever
success she had in this--destroying letters and asking others to do the same, discarding
rough drafts, and controlling what works could be reprinted--only further whets the
curiosity of the critic and biographer. But the evidence that we do have underscores--
Cather’s protests notwithstanding--that her life as she lived it directly informs the very
core of her art.

Another thing to keep in mind when considering Cather’s own statements
concerning her artistic methodology is what Sergeant calls “her perplexing secretiveness”
(WC:AM 90). She seemed to not only enjoy secrecy as a game which provided her with
some power over others’ knowledge of her, but with this method she could also deny
anything that might adversely affect people’s opinion of her. Consequently, her elastic
imagination shaped experience to fit her own fancy. In this regard, one thinks of
“Nietzsche’s assumption that deep truths are in need of the mask.” Confessional fiction
is an “aesthetic” as well as “psychological game-playing with fragments of the self, self-
exposure as well as self-masking.” A writer may not only “express himself in his work;

he may also hide behind it, or disappear into it. He may become another, or many others,

25 willa Cather in conversation with Carrie Miner Sherwood.
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in order to get a better purchase on himself, and to capture the existential sense (to borrow
Kierkegaard’s title) of ‘stages on life’s way’” (Stelzig 29).

Cather had a deep reserve and even fear about exposing the people in her life in
her fiction. At first, it was partly because she was a bit embarrassed by her family’s and
friends’ humble station in life and worried that their folksy ways might detract from the
Eastern sophistication she had acquired. Elizabeth Sergeant tells us that when she first
knew her, Cather was working at McClure’s and had not won any acclaim as a fiction

writer:

Cather would say disparagingly, ironically, that she could never write
stories of Nebraska--Swedes and Bohemians were just a joke in New
York--everybody would laugh. She was apparently still holding down the
lid of her deep reservoir of regional memories, which Sarah Orne Jewett
had begged her to tap and use in fiction. She was thinking of what
“people might think” instead of what she had to say. (WC:AM 4)

Besides protecting her pride, Cather also dreaded “hurting people’s feelings” with
her characterizations, she told Sergeant. “[W]e all want to be liked” (WC:AM 90).26
Cather knew whereof she spoke. In 1904, “A Wagner Matinee” appeared in
Everybody’s Magazine, and it caused quite an uproar back home. The story paints a
rough picture of Nebraska in the days when Cather’s own family moved West. The
heroine, Georgiana, patterned somewhat after her Aunt Franc Cather but who also has the

mark of Grandmother Rachel Boak, takes a trip to Boston after many hard years on the

26 Hemingway said something similar: “I have never written a novel about the
[Hemingway] family because I have never wanted to hurt anyone's feelings but with
the death of the ones I love a period has been put to a great part of it and I may have to
undertake it” (Bell, “The Personal Metaphor,” 121). Of course, at least overtly,
Hemingway never wrote that novel.
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prairie with her husband. There she is taken to an afternoon Wagner concert where her
starving spirit revives.

The Nebraska press, to say nothing of Cather’s family, was outraged and
insulted: “The stranger to this state will associate Nebraska with the aunt’s wretched
figure, her ill-fitting false teeth, her skin yellowed by weather,” wrote Will Jones in the
Lincoln Journal. “If the writers of fiction who use western Nebraska as material would
look up now and then and not keep their eyes and noses in the cattle yards, they might be
more agreeable company” (WC:LA 116). They misunderstood her story as badly as
some have misunderstood the treatment of blacks in Huckleberry Finn. Cather
immediately tried to defend herself. Didn’t everyone know how desolate those days
were, and couldn't they understand she was actually paying tribute to the self-sacrificing
and enduring people who weathered those hard times? Her family “told her it was not
nice to tell such things,” and she was forever after more devious in the presentation of her
characters. Cather told Elizabeth Sergeant that after she learned to write “symbolically”--
meaning with masks--she was showing that she was a “mature writer.” Such a writer
“has to be free of the fear that his subjects will recognize themselves and be hurt”
(WC:AM 5). Thus, her mix-and-match method of creating characters was born.27

Cather had an even deeper reason for her reticence. For many years she seemed
unhappy and unsatisfied with herself, and her artistic method made it possible for her to
recreate herself and others as she pleased.28 Yet she was driven toward it, obsessively
so. She escaped direct exposure by looking at herself and her life through the disguise of
fiction. It acted as her private analyst’s couch, and her memories emerged like a drama
with the characters’ lives and feelings at a safe distance. In this way, too, she could come

to some understanding of life and herself without fear of retribution.

27 Also see Woodress’s discussion in WC:LA, 116-117.
28 See Sergeant’s discussion in WC:AM, 4, 89, 92, 103, 111, 148, and 198.
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It is difficult to determine where Cather’s life of the senses ended and her life of
the imagination began. If an experience hit her fancy, it was so molded into her own
imaginative constructs that at times even she herself had difficulty distinguishing between
experiential reality and imaginative reality. Once, with some friends, she was giving an
account in vivid detail of her experiences with Lillian Russell. “But Willa,” said Louise
Pound, Willa’s friend, “you never knew Lillian Russell.” “Why, so I didn’t,” said Willa,
smiling.29 Mildred Bennett also tells that when she interviewed Willa’s youngest sister,

* Elsie, to verify some details for her Cather biography, Elsie “often questioned certain
facts.” ‘Is that really true,” she would ask, ‘or is it one of Willie’s little stories?’”
(“Childhood Worlds” 209).

Fourteen years before Willa Cather’s death, Dorothy Canfield Fisher was asked
by the New York Herald Tribune to write a retrospective essay on her friend’s work, and
Cather’s response to this project is an important clue in discovering her artistic
methodology and the place art had in her life.30 Even though Cather approved of the
Tribune’ s choice of an author for the article, and even though she hoped the article would
dispel the general image the public had of her as an anti-social recluse, she felt very
uneasy about having herself unmasked for public viewing. After reading Dorothy’s trial
draft, Cather apparently sent a hasty telegram begging her to quit the project. In later
letters Cather explained to her friend that articles about herself made her self-conscious.
When she thought of herself in the past--in Red Cloud, Colorado, or New Mexico--the

memories were spoiled because, she said, she had been running from herself all of her

29 The exact dialogue is invented but not the substance of the conversation. See Bernice
Slote, “Willa Cather: The Secret Web,” 1.

30 The artical appeared in the Tribune, May 28, 1933, and the Omaha World, June 2,
1933.
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life.3! Evidently for Cather, the only place that memory or her own view of herself was
unspoiled was in poetic imagination,

After Willa Cather read Canfield’s published article, she agreed with Canfield’s
conclusion that Cather’s work was, in a word, escape (WC:LA 247). Here is a second
use of the term. The escape that Cather defends for art in general is of a different sort
than this other personal escape. The first is an escape foward truth; the second is an
escape from truth. A second difference is that the first escape is toward a universal and
comprehensive truth, whereas the second is concerned with a private and individual truth.
She actually abandoned the self of the real world only to pursue that same self in a
fictional world. There, she was able to more safely discover a personal reality. Through
imaginative writing, the second escape would meet with the first. Eventually, Cather
discovered that the eternal verities implanted in her during her Virginia years were in an
essential way at the core of her own vision of life.

Most likely in no other way would Cather have ever discovered herself or the
values she came to treasure. “[Plerhaps certain truths can only be adumbrated or brought
out through fiction. . . . Certain forms of inner experience may only be conjurable in
fantastic form” (Stelzig 32). Consequently, these truths need a fable, an allegory, a story

as symbol, “to develop those inner truths that resist direct presentation”:

Such exquisite symbolic self-fictionalizations can cast a spell and speak to
a much larger audience than autobiography, for they can seem like echoes
from our own depths, tropes of our own experience, ciphers of our own

selves. If confessional fiction’s foremost claim is that it will tell nothing

31 1n all, Cather wrote four letters to Dorothy Canfield concerning this article. Only
one is dated--June 22, 1933. Woodress paraphrases the information in the letters in
WC:LA, 247. Cather made it a condition of her will that none of her letters could be
published.
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but the truth, the truth that it tells is accessible only through the magic

mirror of fiction. (33)

% %k %k

Information about Willa Cather’s early childhood yields profound evidence to
help explain her life and art.32 In our search for those early influences that “echo”
throughout her fiction, we go first to a place, a defined space that became the significant
backdrop for Willa Cather’s first years. Back Creek, Virginia, is located in the
Shenandoah Valley west of the town of Winchester in Frederick County within sight of
the Blue Ridge Mountains. Willa Cather’s early years were “bound up in the woods and
hills and meadows” of a family homestead that had a history of six generations. Cather
would later marvel at just how bound a child’s life can be to its earliest years (Slote, “An
Exploration. . .” 215).33

Cather’s earliest recollections were always the strongest and most insistent. In an
interview in 1921, she confessed that she did not collect materials for writing, but found
it all in her childhood experiences. But what she said next is even more telling: she went
west, not for materials, but for inspiration.34 In other words, her real material lay outside

the Nebraska years. Couple this with her statement that a writer collects all of his material

32 In this study, I am not investigating the current wisdom in child psychology, but a
cursory glance at almost any study in early childhood development will confirm the
centrality of the childhood years in the emotional and psychological development of the
adult. See studies by Erik Erickson, Childhood and Society (1950, 1963), Identity and
the Life Cycle (1959, 1980), Identity,Youth and Crisis (1968); M. O. Karmel and L. J.
Karmel, Growing and Becoming: Development from conception through Adolescence
(1984), and R. M. Thomas, Comparing Theories of Child Development (1985).

33 Interview in the Philadelphia Record, 1913,

34 See Eleanor Hinman, “Willa Cather, Famous Nebraska Novelist, Says Pioneer
Mother Held Greatest Appreciation of Art--Raps Woman Who Devote Themselves to
Culture Clubs” (1, 2).
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before he is fifteen, and the conclusion has to be that her materials came from her life
prior to the Nebraska experience.

Although the adult Willa Cather seemed to recognize the foundational role that her
Virginian life had played, critics generally have not. With the exception of Bernice Slote,
Sharon O’Brien, and James Woodress in his most recent biography, the consensus has
been that anything significant to Willa Cather’s art began when she was taken to
Nebraska at nine years of age.35 Cather’s first authorized biographer, E. K. Brown,
claims that the traces in Willa Cather’s fiction of her years in Virginia before the age of
eight are “few and faint” and that the “first nine years of her life gave her neither a subject

or theme” (3):36

35 In her critical biography, Willa Cather: The Emerging Voice, Sharon O’Brien
devotes significant space to establishing the influence of Cather’s Southern heritage (see
Chapters 1 and 2, 11-58), but she does not go as far a I do in saying that all that Cather
deems important and the very focus of her art begin and end there. Bernice Slote hints
more than once that critics should look more closely at Cather’s years in Virginia. See
Introduction, The Kingdom of Art, 61; 104-06. James Woodress notes some of the
important Virginia influences in WC:LL.

36 See the following for representative articles and books claiming the Nebraska
experience as the primary one: Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant, “Willa Cather” (4-5);
Mildred R. Bennett, in The World of Willa Cather, focuses mainly on the Nebraska years
and asserts that these years contain the seed for all Cather was to become: the events,
people, and places translated into art. In “The Childhood Worlds of Willa Cather” (204),
Bennett does say that the “specifics to which [Cather] returned throughout her career”
include the Virginian experiences as well as the Nebraskan, but Bennett mentions nothing
more than the pieces that directly refer to Virginia. Robert L. Gale, in “Willa Cather and
the Past” (209-22), names the four circumstances in Cather’s past that most importantly
shaped her fiction: (1) her family’s move to Nebraska and the ensuing immigrant
experiences, (2) the Lincoln years when she discovered the performing artists, (3) her
first trip to Europe, and (4) her discovery of the Southwest. Glenda Woltemath,
“Daughter of the Prairies” (12-14). Lois Quinnett, in “Willa Took ‘Roads to Freedom,’”

7, €6

insists that Nebraska was Cather’s “passion,” the wellspring of her inspiration. Also see
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Not only does Virginia count for little; its fiction [Sapphira and the Slave
Girl, “A Night at Greenway Court,” My Antonia, and “Old Mrs. Harris”]
does not offer an important record of early childhood translated into
Western terms. The novels are full of interesting adolescents, boys as
often as girls,\presented with a finely sympathetic understanding, seen
very convincingly from within, and these adolescents are often devoted to
younger children; but there is very little sense or feeling of what it means

to be a young child (4).

Like so many others, Brown assumes that all of Cather’s most vital experiences
should be found in her Western fiction. He is amazed by Cather’s apparent “dismissal of
the experiences of early childhood” (3) and assumes the child must appear on the surface

of the text in order to be considered and to be accounted for. He did not consider that the

child may be buried in the consciousness of the adult, and the child’s influence on the

adult’s life may be far greater than any immediate circumstance or influence. The fact is

Bruce Paul Baker, “Nebraska Regionalism in Selected Works of Willa Cather” (19-35);
Sister Lucy Schneider, “Artistry and Intuition: Willa Cather’s ‘Land-Philosophy’” (53-
64); and Henry C. Haskell, “Return as a Native Matured Willa Cather’s Genius.” David
D. Anderson, in “Willa Cather’s Second Century” (13-14), expresses misgivings over
the international focus of the seminar for which the paper was written, fearing it will
detract from the regional (Nebraskan) nature of Cather’s work since Nebraska is her point
of departure and the source of her most perceptive inspiration and insight. For other foci
on Nebraska, see Stephanie Kraft, “Willa Cather, the Prairie, and Red Cloud” (11, 94-
104), and Richard Paoli, “Red Cloud: A Novel Setting” (1, 11). Post-60’s criticism
leans toward the significance of relational influences on Cather, but even there, the
persons these critics identify come after the Virginia years, the one exception being
Sharon O’Brien. Phillip L. Gerber, in Willa Cather, almost ignores the Virginia years,
astonishing given the fact that his aim is to show the connectedness of the themes in
Cather’s works, and to do that one has to consider, at the very least, her one overtly
Southern novel, Sapphira and the Slave Girl.
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that in all of Cather’s fiction is a subtext pointing to those early childhood experiences.
They are the driving force behind all her efforts, and the type of people whom she later
created as her most exemplary heroes and heroines is altogether found in the folks of
Back Creek, Virginia.

Willa Cather was born in Back Creek in 1873 where for six generations her
family had dug roots deeply into the Shenandoah Valley soil, circulating strong Southern
traditions.37 Her great-grandfather, James Cather, had settled in the Back Creek area in
the early 1800’s. The long history of the family was marked in the land of Cather’s birth-
-in the kitchen where the old women, while churning butter or baking pies, would tell the
stories passed on from one generation to the next, and in the graveyard where names out
of the past matched one’s own. It was inscribed in the protective hills of the Blue Ridge
and in the grazing land and in the home place of Willow Shade.

Sharon O’Brien notes that even though Cather “could not legally inherit the land”

of her birth, “she was its emotional and spiritual heir”:

The landmarks that made Virginia “familiar” were not merely well-known
topographical features but also signs of her family’s presence in the world
before she was born: previous generations of Cathers had settled and
farmed the land, building houses and fences, barns and graveyards.
(WC:EV 61)

Cather’s artistic response to the human imprint on nature is expressed by Tom Outland in

The Professor’s House when he discovers the remains of an old Indian cilivilization high

37 General biographical data are taken from the following biographies: E.K. Brown,
Willa Cather: A Critical Biography; Edith Lewis, Willa Cather Living; Elizabeth
Sergeant, Willa Cather: A Memoir, Mildred R. Bennett, The World of Willa Cather;
James Woodress, Willa Cather: Her Life and Art, and Sharon O’Brien, Willa Cather:
The Emerging Voice.
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up in the rocks of the Mesa in the Southwest: “[T]here is something stirring about
finding evidences of human labor and care in the soil of an empty country. It comes to
you as a sort of message, makes you feel differently about the ground you walk over
every day” (PH 194). Like Moses in the presence of God, anyone who experiences this
“message” is on holy ground. Tom describes the tower rising up in the middle of the
stone houses in religious terms, as “symmetrical and powerful,” holding “all the jumble
of houses together” and making “them mean something” (201).

One thing that first terrified Cather in Nebraska was the absence of any familiar
landmarks, any evidence that man had tamed and shaped nature into order or beauty. It
reminded her of what Balzac said about the desert: “Dans le desert, voyez-vous, il y a tout
etil ny arien: Dieu, sans les hommes.”38 Even into adulthood, every time Cather
returned to the West for a visit, she had “an unreasoning fear of being swallowed by the
distances between herself and anything else jumped out at her--as in childhood again”
(WC:AM 79). What few evidences of civilization there were at that first encounter with
the flat sheet of Nebraska came either from the Virginian immigrants or the European,
both of whom had a rich heritage. No wonder Cather gravitated to the Wiener home in
Red Cloud, and the immigrant Europeans on the prairie, with their old world
graciousness and order.3® There she found something of flavor of the home she had lost.

The European settlers in Nebraska were uncanny reminders of Cather’s people

back in Virginia. Cather wrote in The Nation in 1923 that the Europeans “spread across

38 “In the desert, you see, there is everything and there is nothing: God, without men”
(quoted in WC:LA, 153).

39 Cather’s preference for this kind of home continued thoughout her life. The homes
she frequented in Lincoln (the Westermanns’) and Pittsburgh (the McClungs’) had the
same quality. Cather herself was imminently unable to create that same atmosphere in her
own dwellings, with the exception of the Number Five Bank Street in New York which
was cared for by her French cook and housekeeper who created an old world atmosphere
for her.
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our bronze prairies like the daubs of color on a painter’s palette,” and their “older
traditions” and European ways excited her.#0 They must have reminded her of the
Virginian culture she still yearned for. Their customs and their folktales were the

“landmarks” Cather was hungry for. O’Brien observes that

[w]hether constructed by nature or by people, landmarks are products of
the human imagination, the visual equivalent of folktales and stories.
What makes landscape meaningful in Cather’s fiction are inhabitants who
possess their world imaginatively and emotionally rather than
economically, marking the land the way a writer marks a blank page.
(WC:EV 61)

Cather believes, as does Wordsworth, that when the imagination lovingly and creatively
marks the land, giving it order and shape, it demonstrates its link to an eternal divine
spirit. Cather viewed art and religion as partners in the same endeavor--both are activities
that unite man and nature with a universal spirit. In this respect as well, the European
settlers matched the Virginians and gave Cather a point of reference.

Edith Lewis emphasizes Cather’s attachment to the Virginia landscape, that Cather
“[loved] passionately . . . every tree and rock, every landmark of the countryside” (WCL
8). It was here in Virginia that Willa Cather’s lifelong romantic attachment to nature and
her propensity to attach meaning to it were born. Willow Shade, the Cather farm,
boasted a generous stand of cottonwoods and willows, and wild flowers grew
everywhere. Willa was an “unusually perceptive, impressionable child, and a very

observant one” (WC:AM 13), and those observations remained in her memory of Willow

40 Willa Cather, “Nebraska: The End of the First Cycle” (236-38).
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Shade’s landcape so vividly that almost sixty years later, she described it in loving detail
through the eyes of Rachel Blake in Sapphira and the Slave Girl :*!

In the deep ravine below the road a mountain stream rushed coffee
brown, throwing up crystal rainbows where it gurgled over rock ledges.
On the steep hillside across the creek the tall forest trees were still bare,--
the oak leaves no bigger than a squirrel’s ear. From out the naked grey
wood the dogwood thrust its crooked forks starred with white blossoms--
the flowers set in their own wild way along the rampant zigzag branches. .
. . In all the rich flowering and blushing and blooming of a Virginia
spring, the scentless dogwood is the wildest thing and yet the most
austere, the most unearthly. . . .Along the rail fences the locust trees were
in bloom. The breeze caught their perfume and wafted it down the road.
Every Virginian remembers those locusts which grow along the highways:
their cloud-shaped masses of blue-green foliage and heavy drooping
clusters of cream-white flowers like pea blossoms. . . . [S]he used
sometimes to be homesick for these mountains and high places. (SSG

115-117)

Cather’s choice for her own burial place was near the mountains of Jaffrey, New
Hampshire, a place she had discovered in 1916 and had returned to year after year for an
extended stay (WC:LL 37). She wanted her final resting place to be where she could
look up and see “a familiar mountain,” a reminder of her Virginian home (37). Cather
was “moved by the quiet and peace of the ancient, fern-covered burial place, from which

one could look across to the mountain” (WWC 226). Like Myra Henshawe in My Mortal

41 Even though the circumstances of Rachel Blake are much like those of Rachel Boak,
the personality and character are Willa’s herself, and Rachel’s rapturous impressions of
the Virginia landscape are also Cather’s own.
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Enemy, she wanted to meet death on a hilltop, the landscape most closely resembling her
native Virginia. 42

Mildred Bennett tells us that as “soon as Cather could walk, she roamed hills and
fields rich in wildlife and varieties of trees and flowers” (“Childhood Worlds” 205).43
Cather’s love of flowers was shared by her Aunt Franc Cather, who went to Webster
Country in Nebraska as the bride of George Cather. A botanist, Franc Cather continued
to pursue her interest in Nebraska as she had earlier in Virginia, and “pressed the prairie
flowers and classified them by both technical and common names” (206). Cather later
recalled, rather romantically, that in the first year in Nebraska, “she picked wild flowers
and sat with them in her lap, crying over them because they had no names and no one
seemed to care for them” (206). Elizabeth Sergeant remembers that, even in New York,
Cather’s apartment was always filled with flowers, just as Sapphira Colbert’s rooms
were in Sapphira and the Slave Girl.

Many judge Cather’s exposure to French culture in the Wiener home in Red
Cloud as the beginning of her lifelong obsession with all things French.4* But even the

attraction to the Wieners and other French immigrants had its birth in Virginia. One

42 'We can only speculate as to why Cather did not choose Virginia as her burial place
rather than New Hampshire. She had grown very fond of the Jaffrey location, and it was
the site where several of her well-known works were written. In her adult years, she still
exhibited some bias against the modern South with its slow-moving and relaxed ways; to
her the people seemed lackihg in vigor and industry. Evidently, she either exempted her
own elders from her general opinion or believed that the South had changed from the
days she had lived there.

43 In one of her rare commitments to a social concern, Cather later promoted forest
conservation and worked for the observation of Arbor Day, which was adopted first in
Nebraska in 1872 (WWC, 143).

44 'Woodress says that “Willa Cather had been a Francophile from early childhood” with
her contact the “French community on the Divide and Mrs. Wiener’s stories of France”
(WC:LA, 102).
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beginning at Back Creek was in the house of her friend, Mary Love, whose mother was
the daughter of a former United States minister to France (WC:LL 24). Here young Willa
was intrigued by Mrs. Love’s stories “about her years abroad” and Willa “admired her
many treasures from France” (Bennett, “Childhood Worlds™” 205). Willa encountered
that same French world in the Wiener home in Red Cloud. As she records in “Old Mrs.
Harris,” it was “the nearest thing to an art gallery” that she had ever seen and housed a
“large library” with “many French books” (OD 102-03). It must have seemed to her that
those Virginia memories of French treasures had come to life.

In addition to this human resource as a stimulus toward France, the Virginian
environment itself was very similar to French culture. Alfnost everything that Cather
admired in the French could be found in post-bellum Virginia. “In a more personal
sense,” comments Bernice Slote, “France may have been to her the detailed equivalent of
her generalized but primary feeling about Virginia, with its structured society, its sense of
past and continuity, its richness, elegance, and romance” (KA 61). Cather once made a
comment about French people in reference to Elizabeth Sergeant’s volume, French
Perspectives, which matches the sentiments she held vabout her own Virginia people: she
believed the French had “values, aims, and a point of view” that harmonized with an
“acquired wisdom” gleaned from “enduring verities.” One did not find anything of the
sort, she said, in the Middle West (WC:AM 145).

In a lecture at Omaha in October, 1921, Cather made the similarities between the
French and her Virginians even more explicit: “The Frenchman doesn’t talk nonsense
about art, about self-expression; he is too greatly occupied with building the things that
make his home. His house, his garden, his vineyards, these are the things that fill his
mind. He creates something beautiful, something lasting.” These occupations were
exactly what Cather had observed in Back Creek, and just as the French painter turned to

“a garden, a home, a village” for his subject, so did Cather for hers. “Restlessness such
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as ours [in modern American society], success such as ours, do not make for beauty,”

she continued, making her plea for what is truly valuable in human life:

Other things must come first; good cookery, cottages that are homes, not
playthings; gardens, repose. These are first rate things, and out of first
rate stuff art is made. It is possible that machinery has finished us as far
as this is concerned. Nobody stays at home any more; nobody makes
anything beautiful anymore. (WC:CB 226-27)%3

Cather had learned the beauty of homemaking through the efforts of the field hands and
the sheepherders, and the older women in the kitchens and gardens of Back Creek. She
transformed it artistically in both the prairie novels of O Pioneers! and My Antonia--in
which her family directly participated--and in Death Comes for the Archbishop and
Shadows on the Rock, which both celebrate French culture and domesticity.

These four novels also reveal Cather’s imaginative link between the way that the
French Catholics brought their culture to the new world and the way her own pioneer
family transferred their culture to Nebraska. In both cases, it was a fusion of art (as she
described it in the Omaha lecture) and religion, which became for Cather a paradigm for
her own art. The conquest and creation of a new Eden by both the French missionaries
and Cather’s own grandparents was not unlike Cather’s own creation of a new myth for
the pioneer West.40 |

Cather’s notions of the “good place” began and ended in images of home, not just

landscapes, but the smaller, manmade spaces defined and enclosed in houses. Meredith

45 Cather even hired a French cook when she was living with Edith Lewis at Number
Five Bank Street in New York. Josephine Bourda was like one of the vital immigrant
women of Nebraska who “created a sort of French household atmosphere around us”
(WCL, 88).

46 See Bennett’s discussion in WWC, 132 and 139.
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Machen observes that in Cather’s fiction “the house is a key image,” that embodies “her
past experiences as they were transformed into art” (5). Houses, in fact, become a
synecdoche for her states of mind.4” The house of “indestructible solidity” (WC:CB 12)
at Willow Shade and its surroundings, “are the center of all of Willa Cather’s early
memories” (WC:LL 23), and as such became Cather’s locus of value, the prototype of

“the good place” in her fiction. As Woodress describes it,

Willow Shade was a beautiful house to remember. Its three-story sturdy
brick facade, pierced by large, evenly spaced single windows, was
fronted by a portico with fluted columns, and behind the main structure
was a solid two-story brick wing. Each room in the house had a fireplace

for heating, six great willows shaded the spacious lawn, and a rather

47 While Machen’s astute observations greatly undergird this study, she identifies
Cather’s Nebraska experience and her home in Red Cloud as being at Cather’s emotional
center rather than the home in Virginia. “Though [Cather] cared about these places [--the
“wooded hills” and the “house which she grew up in” in Back Creek--], “they did not
mark her psyche nearly as much as the places in Nebraska did” (11). Machen supports
her thesis in part with the evidence that Cather used the Red Cloud home as the setting for
The Professor’s House. 1 contend that that is proof it was not for Cather the ultimate
good place. Itis, in fact, the place where St. Peter experiences great despair and a quasi-
suicide attempt. The one great artistic work which had been written there does not bring
him lasting peace or happiness. The one thing in that home, however, that does gives
him some kind continuing peace is the person of Augusta, a prototype of Cather’s
Grandmother Cather. The “happy homes” in Cather’s fiction have the orderly
homemaking traditions of her Virginia family and are presided over by self-giving,
generous-spirited women who create art out of ordinary, everyday tasks--such as the
homes of her grandparents’ and Antonia (MA), or the serene “French” home of Bishop
Latour (DCA), or the peaceful, orderly home of Euclid Auclaire (SR). Even the home in
“The Best Years” which is patterned on the Red Cloud house has an orderliness that was
not to be found in the real house. (See “Old Mrs. Harris.”)



34

formal box hedge extended from the portico towards a full-running creek
spanned by a rustic bridge. (WC:LA 23-24).

In Sapphira and the Slave Girl, Cather recalls that from the porch “the broad green lawn
sloped down a long way,” and “[a]ll was orderly in front; flower-beds, shrubbery, and a
lilac arbour trimmed in an arch beneath which a tall man could walk” (SSG 20).

The imposed orderliness of the Willow Shade is mirrored repeatedly in Cather’s
fiction as manifestations of man’s best artistic expressions--in Alexandra’s farm, where
“order and fine arrangement manifest all over the great farm” (OP 84), or in the gardens
of Grandmother Burden or Antonia, or in Bishop Latour’s or Godfrey St. Peter’s
carefully tended French gardens. In contrast is the yard of the Charles Cather home in
Red Cloud, described in “Old Mrs. Harris” as an ugly ungrassed slope, littered with “a
few velocipedes and iron hoops” and a “messy ‘flower-bed’ that was even uglier than the
naked gravel spots” (OD 118-19). Even Grandma Harris misses the “flower-garden” and
the “beautiful old trees” from back home (83).

The central place of activity at Willow Shade was the kitchen quarters where
Grandmother Boak presided. “As an adult, Cather remembered the kitchen on the ground
floor as being the most pleasant room in the house, also the most interesting” (WC:LL
15). Young Willa observed women like her grandmother “whose arduous tasks . . .
were as vital to the family’s survival as their husband’s farming duties” (WC:EV 17).
These constant tasks of “preserving, butter-making, quilting, weaving, spinning, and
candle-making” (WCL 8) and the orderliness of Willow Shade’s domestic traditions were
later transferred into many of Cather’s stories.*8

In her Nebraska and post-Nebraska fiction, the warm and nourishing kitchens or

well-tended gardens and orchards of the European settlers as well as her Virginia family

48 See O’Brien’s discussion of Cather’s art expressed in domestic skills in WC:EV, 62-
63 and 415-18.
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appear in the fictional kitchens and gardens of Grandmother Burden, Antonia Shimerda,
Father Joseph Vaillant, or Euclid Auclaire. Cather’s penchant for giving great
significance to the faithful caring for daily family needs, including the tending the land
and livestock, of housing, clothing and feeding a family, had its inspiration in Virginia,
not Nebraska. Cather’s mature fiction repeatedly lifts these never-ending human activities
to heroic levels.4?

When the Cathers moved West, Willa longed for her home at Willow Shade. The
cramped little house in Red Cloud with its odd and inconvenient organization had none of
the order or tidiness of Willow Shade, and it had fewer of the people who had helped to
keep it that way. “The Cathers were better off than many of their neighbors, and there
were always servants in the house,” and the “old woman from the mountains came down
to help during the busy seasons” (WC:LL 25). Catheér longed, along with her mother, for
the “great, classic house in Virginia with its servants and fireplaces” (WWC 20) and
thought for a time her homesickness would make her “go under” (KA 448).

It is not surprising that the Cather house in Red Cloud has been viewed as the
important one in her fiction. Willa Cather herself helped perpetuate the myth that
Nebraska was the primary source of all her important material. Once she did so in an
interview in 1921 just before One of Ours was issued: “The ideas for all my novels have
come from things that happened around Red Cloud when I was a child. I was all over the
country then, on foot, on horseback and in our farm wagons.”> In the same interview

she made the oft-quoted statement that the

years from eight to fifteen are the formative period in a writer’s life, when

49 See Machen, “Home as Motivation . . .,” 1-41, for an excellent appraisal of the
psychological and creative implications of the image of home, especially for the female
artist.

50 From an interview by Eleanor Hinman, Lincoln Sunday Star, November 6, 1921;
quoted in Mildred Bennett, “The Childhood Worlds of Willa Cather,” 209.
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he unconsciously gathers basic material. He may acquire a great many
interesting and vivid impressions in his mature years but his thematic

material he acquires under fifteen years of age. (WWC 3)

Yet in the “Biographical Sketch” she wrote for Alfred Knopf, Cather emphasized
that it was the stark contrast between Virginia and Nebraska and the cataclysmic break
with her Southern home that was the impetus behind her art, not Nebraska itself.5!
Cather’s friend Dorothy Canfield also perceived that at the heart of Cather’s fiction is “an
imaginative and emotional response to the great shift from Virginia to Nebraska” (WC:CB
vi). Many have pointed out the violent contrasts in the two loci: from the serene,
established farm life of the Southeast, to the patch-work culture of European settlers in
Nebraska; from the pastoral hill and dale landscape of Virginia, to the slate-flat, windy
barrenness of Nebraska. Certainly this wrenching change had profound effects on a
sensitive and intelligent child like Willa.

Cather’s personal and artistic yearnings for order, tradition, and stability had their
origins in the place which she called an “old conservative society” where “life was
ordered and settled, where the poeple in good families were born good, and the poor
mountain people were not expected to amount to much” (qtd. in WC:EV 60). The jolt of
being abruptly transplanted from this “definitely arranged background” to a land as bare
as a sheet of iron where immigrants struggled for a new life did two things for Willa
Cather: it made her hang on tighter than ever to her past, and it broke loose in her the
dramatic creative impulse that fueled her art.

The trauma of that move from Virginia to Nebraska when Cather was ten years
old was still sharp in her memory when she was thirty-nine and in an interview for a

newspaper spoke of the emotional and psychological desolation she encountered in a land

51 See [Willa Cather], Willa Cather: A Biographical Sketch/ And English Opinion/ and
an Abridged Bibliography , 2.
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with no human,or natural landmarks:

I shall never forget my introduction to it. We drove out from Red Cloud
to my grandfather’s homestead one day in April. I was sitting on the hay
in the bottom of a studebaker wagon, holding on to the side of the wagon
box to steady myself--the roads were mostly faint trails over the bunch
grass in those days. The land was open range and there was almost no
fencing. As we drove further and further out into the country, I felt a
good deal as if we had come to the end of everything--it was a kind of
erasure of personality. (KA 448)

As we discover in My Antonia, Jim Burden (as Willa Cather) was only able to rediscover
and redefine himself in Grandmother Burden’s home where the Virginia traditions and
patterns of homelife had been merely transplanted. Grandmother’s kitchen was
“heavenly safe and warm” like “a tight little boat in a winter sea,” and her garden in a
“sheltered draw bottom,” was protected from the usual fierce prairie wind. In both places
Jim was “entirely happy”’ (MA 65, 18). Cather’s search for the lost place and a lost self
continued for many more years, and no matter where it led--to the University of Nebraska
or to a career as a journalist in Pittsburgh, to New York or to the life of a reclusive writer
in New Brunswick--her search always led back to the familiar faces and landscape of
Back Creek, Virginia.

Nebraska “has been the happiness and the curse of my life,” Cather said in 1921
(WWC 140). Whenever Cather visited the West, she experienced “the same tightness of
the chest that she recalled as a child” when she first came upon the blank Nebraska

prairie. The feeling had been stronger then, but it never left her:

She never could let herself go in the West but was always resisting a little,

like a person who could not swim fighting the water instead of going with
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the current. She was feeling the old dichotomies again: Virginia versus
Nebraska, New York versus Red Cloud, East versus West, desire versus
possibility, that had tugged her in opposite directions all her life. (WC:LA
151)

Cather used her Nebraska experiences in her stories, but she could never write
there. Her creative energy would emerge only in the East. Even though she returned
often almost obsessively to Red Cloud to see family and friends, “she never lingered too
long” but escaped “to Pittsburgh, New York, New Hampshire, or her island retreat on
Grand Manan, New Brunswick” (WC:EV 59). Even though she was able to transform
her Nebraska experiences through memory into art, the power to make the transformation
came only after she returned East--the region with a history and a resemblance to her
earliest roots. In effect, Nebraska was, for Cather, a literary blank canvas on which she
could paint a new Virginia with all of the fine grace and established traditions of her
eastern home but with the added vigor of the pioneer spirit as exemplified in her Cather
relatives and the immigrant Europeans.

Cather made occasional “visits to relatives who remained in the Virginia colony
[which] kept her sense of the land and its people vivid” (WC:CB vii). Once on a trip to
her birthplace with her close friend Isabelle McClung, Willa found the place “dismal,
ghostly and a bit sentimental.” But a six-mile daily walk in the rain of the North
Mountains quickly brought back those early memories and “lifted her spirits again; the
woods being especially rare in the rain.” Cather told Sergeant that “the air was totally
different where fields had never been cleared and harvested nor virgin forest cut,” and
that “any thoroughly untamed aspect of nature refreshed her” (WC:AM 120). Cather
made a visit to her old home just before she wrote the autobiographical “Friends of

Childhood” section in The Song of the Lark.52 It was as if she were calling up the forces

52 See Sergeant, WC:AM 134-35 for a discussion of the circumstances.



39

of her earliest childhood to empower her to transform the barren slate of Nebraska into
order and design.

Cather’s biographers stress how the memories and impressions of the Cathers’
life in Virginia were rehearsed again and again in the family. Even years after Cather left
Nebraska, Willa Cather’s friends in Red Cloud remembered her often standing in the
general store, at the urging of her father, “discoursing . . . on Shakespeare, English
history, and life in Virginia” (WWC 1). When Cather went through her rebellious “male
disguise” period in Red Cloud, she took the name, William, which was linked to her
Virginia heritage. Her grandfathers on both the Boak and Cather side were named
William, and her mother’s brother, who died a family war hero by fighting for his
Virginian regiment in the Civil War--and who Cather later made the subject of a short
story and a poem of the same title, “The Namesake”--was William Seibert Boak.53 This
name-taking was not, as Sharon O’Brien believes, just a rebellious break with assigned
female roles™* but a break from an uncomfortable Western identification and a
reidentification with her Virginia roots.

As much as Cather loved the landscape and community of Virginia, it was the
people tending her Virginia nest who affected her the most. All those she cared about in
those early childhood years appear in one way or another in her major works: her mother
and father, the Cather grandparents, William and Caroline Cather, her aunt Sidney Cather
Gore, grandmother Rachel Boak, and family friends. Cather’s “gift of sympathy” was
always extended in life as well as art toward people who in some way reflected the
characters of these early loved ones. In examining the role these persons play in Cather’s
fiction, it is apparent that their lives reflect some central core of meaning that extends out

from herself into a universal significance.

53 See Woodress, WC:LA, 27-29, for discussion of the sources for the short story.
54 For a more complete analysis, see O’Brien’s discussion in WC:EV, 108-111.
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Surrounded by these doting family members, Willa was nourished on tribal
custom and intimacy. Edith Lewis, Cather’s companion for over forty years, notes that
her life “was one of great richness, tranquil and ordered and serene” (WCL 12). For
almost ten years, Willa enjoyed this Arcady of the South with its orderly homelife built on
established tradition (WC:LL 25), and most of all, she thrived under the fond and rich
attention paid to her by family members and friends who saw in her an eager receptacle
for the stories and folk traditions handed down to them for generations.

Edith Lewis describes the daily life of the Cather household in Virginia as Willa
experienced it:

For an active, observant child, very much alive to everything that
went on around her, there were no dull days at Willowshade. Negroes
and poor whites were employed in the fields and about the house, where
spinning and quilting, butter-making and preserving and candle-making
were carried on by the house-servants and by old women who came down
from Timber Ridge and North Mountain to help out during busy seasons.
Butchering and curing and sheep-shearing were done on the place. One of
the regular occupations of the Negro servants, as they sat around the fire
on winter evenings, was to cut old materials into narrow strips, sew them
together, and wind them into balls, to be made into rag carpets by a
neighbour woman, a carpet-maker. . . . A stream of visitors came and
went--kinsfolk and friends from Winchester and Washington and the

countryside around. The house was often full of guests. (WCL 8-9)

The women at Willow Shade wove a tapestry of tales that lodged in young Willa’s
imagination and stayed there for life. Edith Lewis recounts that Willa would “creep under
the quilting frames and sit there listening to their talk” (WCL 10-11) and that the “young

girl heard the unwritten history of the community that never entered written records or
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public history” (WC:EV 29). As Cather later said, one of her first introductions to the art
of narration was in the kitchen of the farm house in Virginia, a meeting place not only for
Cather kin but also “the women who came down from the mountains to help out at
Willow Shadg--and to tell stories” (WC:EV 29).

Mrs. Anderson, the inspiration for Mrs. Ringer in Sapphira and the Slave Girl,
was one of the best of those storytellers. Lewis tells us that her “talk was full of fire and
wit, rich in the native idiom.” As the “preserver and transmitter of local folklore, gossip,
and legends” (WC:EV 29), she “knew the family histories of all the countryside and all
the dramatic events that had become legends among the country people” (WCL 10-11).

Young Willa absorbed these stories of her family's history as well as others
which she “remembered all her life” (WCL 11). Whenever Willa Cather went back for a
visit to Back Creek after she graduated from college, she made a point of seeing Mary
Ann Anderson, who “was still full of local history” (WC:LA 25). Through her and other
women, including family members, Cather learned to associate the art of narration with
the act of knowing and preserving one’s heritage. She learned that images and events in
the lives of one’s ancestors, put into words, could provide the comforting sense of
connectedness and continuity with a long past, which gave noble and significant meaning
to the present. These Virginia storytellers to a great degree can be credited with inspiring
Cather’s own gift of narration, the results of which are a fictionalized record of her search
for an understanding of herself in relation to her own past.

The immigrant women in Nebraska who were so appealing to Cather were also
storytellers. “She spent hours in the kitchens of the immigrant farm wives--thus
regaining her favorite room at Willow Shade while they prepared meals” and listened to
them “tell her stories about the old country” (WC:EV 71-72). The “real feeling of an
older world across the sea” that their narratives gave her was connected inevitably in her

mind to the older world back in Virginia (KA 448).
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Also born in the early Virginia years was Willa Cather’s lifelong appreciation for
humble folk, the simple and the ordinary, those people whose lives do not excite the

attention of a public greedy for glitz.55 Lewis also records that

[t]he humbler sort of travellers, like the tin peddler and Uncle Billy Parks,
the broom-maker, were often lodged over night in the wing at the back of
the house. Willa Cather, for whom these casual guests had an especial
attraction, remembered once opening her tin bank and giving Uncle Billy

Parks all the money in it as a token of her esteem. (WCL 8)

Another person like Uncle Billy Parks, who figures largely in Cather’s fiction, is Margie
Anderson, Mrs. Anderson’s daughter. She lived at Willow Shade partly as nursemaid,
partly as houseworker, and stayed with the Charles Cather family through the Nebraska
years until her death in Red Cloud in 1928. “She was considered ‘simple’ by some of the
neighbours,” and Willa tried unsuccessfully to teach her to read. But what impressed her
on Cather’s imagination was her “faithful, loving nature,” and her possession of “a kind
of wisdom and discernment about people deeper than practical wisdom” (WCL 11).
What mattered for Cather always was the heart, not the head; feeling, not intellect. The
hallmark of such persons was always their humility and, like Margie, their “perfect self-
forgetfulness and devotion” (WCL 11). It is not surprising, then, that Margie figures so
prominently as Mahailey in One of Ours, as Marty in the poem “Poor Marty,” and as
Mandy in “Old Mrs. Harris,” and that something of her entered Sada in the “December
Night” chapter of Death Comes for the Archbishop.

That kind of “self-forgetfulness and devotion,” however, was most strongly

exhibited in Cather’s older family members, and, as with Margie Anderson, Cather

55 Inthe interview with Eleanor Hinman, Cather repeatedly stressed her insistence on
seeing the average life as fascinating (see “Willa Cather, Famous Nebraska Novelist”).
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affirmed their superiority in her fiction as she remembered their example of a noble,
selfless love. This working together of imagination and memory also “recovered the
connection,” O’Brien notes, “between herself” and these women “she had known in her
childhood”--Sidney Gore and Grandmothers Cather and Boak. To Cather, they were
“unselfconscious artists who offered her a domestic tradition of creativity in their cooking
and gardening skills.” In Cather’s novels, “kitchens and gardens are the spaces where
nature is transformed into culture, rituals created, and order established” (WC:EV 16-17).
Cather herself later called these realms of homely service the “kingdom of art” (KA 449).

Young Willa had nearly complete freedom in that pastoral environment that so fed
her spirit. Eschewing formal schooling, she was allowed to pursue her interests
wherever they led her, whether reading Pilgrim’s Progress multiple times (WC:LA 22
and WCL 9), or listening to the local lore colorfully told by neighboring women who
came to assist in the house work, or accompanying her father in his rounds to take care of
the sheep (WC:EV 15), or wandering for miles around the rocky and hilly landscape with
the Blue Ridge mountains in view, either alone or often with Margie Anderson, the
Cathers’ slow-witted and loyal house helper (WWC 57; WCL 11).

Willa Cather’s Virginia experience provided her not only with material for art,
however unconscious that acquisition may have been, but it also gave her the people
whose values and flavor of life would become the central focus of that art. These
Virginian influences so indelibly impressed themselves on Willa Cather that even when

she thought that that part of her life was of no great consequence, her mind was still

56 Cather’s skepticism of Freudian or Jungian psychoanalysis bordered on scorn. In a
discussion with Elizabeth Sergeant concerning the merits of psychoanalysis (Cather,
uncharacteristically, considered seeking help with a personal crisis), Sergeant warned her
that a writer “should not write and analyze at the same time” because “material came from
the same source--the unconscious,” to which Cather replied dubiously, “The
unconscious, . . . the unconscious--" (WC:AM, 328).
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working on it, making itself felt in the various ways just explored. If one looks for a
common motif in Willa Cather’s oeuvre, the one insistent refrain that is repeated in every
work is not, as so many have judged, an escape from the present, but an effort to connect
with the past, which is a very different emphasis altogether. Through her protagonists,
Cather is insistently on a quest for an understanding of the self, a self that is often hidden
in the familiar faces and distant voices that early shaped her own.

A deeper process, however, was happening simultaneously with the one that
generally implanted her Virginia years in her imagination. It is the process under all
processes that leads to the answer as to why the adult Willa Cather was attracted to the
people she was, why certain people lodged in her imagination and became the stuff of her
art, while others, seemingly as interesting to her, did not. If submitted to a literary x-ray,
all the people she encountered who became the inspiration for her stories have one
common identifying mark, a uniform, skeletal structure: their character traits match up
with one or more of a Virginian family member. These family members include her
paternal grandparents, William and Caroline Cather, her maternal grandmother, Rachel
Seibert Boak, her great-aunt Sidney Cather Gore, and her parents, Charles and Virginia
Cather.57

Cather agreed with one reader that she “could only write successfully when she
wrote about people or places she admired greatly or even loved. The characters she
created could be cranky or queer or foolhardy or rash, but they had to have something in

57, In this study I am generally ignoring the influence that Cather’s siblings had on her,
especially her brothers just younger than she. The reason for the exclusion is in the
arbitrary limitations I am putting on the study. Her brothers’ influence was primarily in
the area of giving Cather emotional support and strength rather than in shaping her
values, as did her older relatives.
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them that thrilled her and warmed her heart” (WC:LA, 174).8 Even Cather’s admiration
for the people in Nebraska who figure so prominently in her fiction had its origin in her
admiration of her Virginia people.

Cather’s longtime friend Dorothy Canfield Fisher recognized the powerful
influence that the Virginia years had had on shaping Cather’s character and her lifelong
predispositions. She wrote that Cather spent this most formative “period of life which
most influences personality in a state which had the tradition of continuity and stability as
far as they could exist in this country, and in a class which more than any other is always
stubbornly devoted to the old ways of doing things” (“Daughter of the Frontier” 7).

James Woodress expresses the popular critical opinion when he asserts that the
“real beginning” of Willa Cather’s “life of the imagination” occured “eighteen months”
after she moved to Nebraska (WC:LA 32). However, as I have shown, Cather’s
imagination had been prodigiously active during her childhood years in Virginia. Part of
the critical error can be attributed to a statement Cather herself made--that a writer gathers
his material between the ages of eight and fifteen (WC:LA 260). She went ahead to say
that a writer gets all of his thematic material (my emphasis) before the age of fifteen. One
could find several explanations for the the apparent discrepancy in the two statements.
Cather may have been making a distinction between materials in general and thematic
materials in particular, or she may have been using the term thematic in the narrative sense
of plot, or, finally--and I believe this to be the most likely--she herself at this time was not
aware of the profound influence that her years in Virginia had on her.

Regardless, Cather’s own tenets concerning the proper materials for art reinforce
the case for putting her Virginia experiences at the front of her creative imagination.

Cather herself made a sharp distinction between “materials” as journalists use them,

58 In a letter to her Red Cloud friend, Carrie Miner Sherwood (1939), Willa Cather
agreed with Margaret Lawrence’s assessment of her writing in School of Femininity
(1936).
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which are facts, and the materials of artistic creation, which are “emotions.” In “novels,
as in poetry,” Cather wrote, “the facts are nothing, the feeling is everything” (OW 84).
Cather’s deepest and brightest feelings do not originate from the journalistic facts of her
years on a western prairie; they were born, rather, in a southern land and with a people
who became the core of her art. In the next chapter, I will focus even more narrowly on
certain family members who became pivotal to Cather’s art, whose penetrating vision

points to the “presence of the thing not named.”



Chapter 2
The “Light Behind”

“If [a writer] achieves anything noble,
anything enduring, it must be by giving
himself absolutely to his material. And
this gift of sympathy is kis great gift; it
is the fine thing in him that alone can
make his work fine. He fades away
into the land and people of his heart, he
dies of love only to be born again.” 1

From her early attempts at short fiction, which appear in Collected Short Fiction,
1892-1912 (1965), to the culmination of her highly acclaimed career in the volume of
short stories,The Old Beauty and Others (1948), Willa Cather’s artistic efforts are
grounded in a great store of personal experience that she lived out with enormous passion
and energy. To a remarkably unvarying degree, her stories are imaginative recreations of
those personal experiences, and hidden in them--with varying amounts of clarity--is a
fascinating and progressive account of one pilgrim’s quest for spiritual value. It started
with her beginnings in Virginia and Nebraska, then led out into the world, and, finally,
came back again to the parish.

Thus far I have shown the indelible influences that Cather’s early years in Virginia
had on her life and art, the images and impressions of this amiable and lively domestic

scene which provided “an adult’s memories” that for the critic of her fiction “constitute

1 From Cather’s Preface to “The Best Stories of Sarah Orne Jewett,” OW, 49, 51.
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important psychological and biographical evidence” (WC:EV 46). However, a further
purpose of this study is to focus attention even more narrowly. As much as her early
identification with Virginia, its land, home, and family friends provided important
imaginative constructs for Cather’s art, an even more important and critical influence
came from a more immediate source.

In her fiction, Cather repeatedly turns to the theme of the pull of the clan, the
inescapable influence of the generations behind.2 The pull of Cather’s clan on her life
and art, however, is not just biological or genetic; nor is it just the cumulative force of
custom and tradition that ingrains itself and shapes the tribal pattern. As much as the
Southern traditions of the tribal family shaped her developing consciousness--its order,
its simple life lived close to the land, its everyday duties done with joy and love and care--
in the final analysis, it was particular family members who most keenly impressed
themselves on her imagination. They were her grandparents William and Caroline
Cather, her great-aunt Sidney Cather Gore, her grandmother Rachel Seibert Boak, and
her parents, Charles and Virginia (Jennie) Cather. In her fiction, Cather’s deep feeling
for these relatives is translated into various characters who are the objectifications of her
primary sympathy.

However, Willa Cather does not present all of the characters fashioned after her

2 Hiroko Sato in “Willa Cather in J apan,” and L. C. Chang in “Willa Cather and China,”
both observe that the importance Cather places on family roots explains her special appeal
for the Oriental reader; Sharon O’Brien, in “Stronger Vessels: Willa Cather and Her
Pioneer Heroines,” notes that Cather’s pioneer women in O Pioneers! and My Antonia
achieve self-definition through connection to the land, art, and family; Frank W. Shelton,
in “The Image of the Rock and the Family in the Novels of Willa Cather,” comments that
Cather’s use of the rock as symbol is a complex configuration that variously means
human association as well as individual isolation, but in the Shadow of the Rock, the
symbol is fully linked with the ideal of family ties; Barbara Ann Gehrki, in “Willa
Cather's Families: Fictions and Facts in Her Plains’ Writings,” claims that the key to
understanding Cather’s plains’ fiction is recognizing the dominant role of the family.
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family members with the same degree of approbation nor the same amount of sympathetic
attachment. Distill the natures of all of Willa Cather’s central characters down to essential
ingredients, and they fall into one of two types--either those who most resemble in kind
her three grandparents and great-aunt, or those who resemble her parents, especially her
mother, or herself. For example, Old Mrs. Harris, who is a portrait of Grandmother
Boak, represents the finest in human values and the highest in human purpose, whereas
Myra Henshawe, who is to a great degree a composite of Virginia Cather and Willa
herself, shows how empty human vanity is, even when it is in pursuit of art and
excellence.

Cather’s four Virginia elders were embedded most deeply in her, not because she
found them more interesting than the others--her mother, for example, held a fascinating
if not troubling hold on Cather all her life--but because the qualities of character these
people possessed, and the underlying religious convictions they held, eventually
embodied for Cather the ideal model of human life and the principles by which it should
be lived. In short, they were the human expression of her own best self, temporal links
to some eternal reality in which she participated.3

While critics notice the central place that family and religion occupy in Cather’s
art, none have explored their original source nor have they made the various connections
in Cather’s life and art to these roots. Critics recognize that her theory of art is of a
religious nature and that it uses Biblical rhetoric for its metaphor; they identify Cather’s
essential themes of the centrality of family and the common life as a locus of value as
opposed to the pursuit of high art and the life of culture. They point out that Cather’s
personal struggle pitted these two value systems against each other, a struggle which

seemingly she never resolved to her satisfaction. They call it a psychic split or a tension

3 From this point on, I will use the term “elders” to refer to one or more of these four
relatives of Cather: William and Caroline Cather, Sidney Cather Gore, and Rachel
Seibert Boak.
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between East and West, between nature and culture, between primitivism and
civilization What I am suggesting is that all of these identifications of tension are
merely various modes of describing what was for Cather one elemental struggle--her
search for religious reality and faith. It all begins and ends with the faith of her fathers,
the Christian traditions and religious world view strongly held by her Virginia elders and
inculcated into Willa Cather’s mind and imagination at a very early age. This, then, is the
touchstone by which one should examine Willa Cather’s life and art to understand her
primary sensibility.

Cather’s elemental preoccupation with religion is readily evident in her fiction, but
her affirmation of it is not. Unlike Tolstoy after his conversion, or, in this century,
unlike Flannery O’Connor, Cather’s religious concerns are subtle and submerged under
layers of metaphor, symbol, and suggestive language. Tolstoy’s and O’Connor’s
“Christian” work comes out of convictions formed by personal faith. Cather was never
so sure about hers, and her fiction chronicles her years of doubt. Unlike her favorite,
Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, her quest for faith and ultimate redemption is not so
recognizable. Even though religion is ofteh mentioned in her fiction, and in some of it is
an important theme, her own quest is primarily hidden in the images and imaginative
connections her evocative language creates. Cather herself identified the process of all
authentic creations: “What is felt upon the page without being specifically named there--
that, one might say, is created. Itis the inexplicable presence of the thing not named, of
the overtone divined by the ear but not heard by it” (OW 41). Thus, it is not too hard to
understand why James Woodress, in his most recent and exhaustive critical biography,

gives 1922 as the date which signals the beginning of Cather's interest in religion. In that

4 For the most comprehensive summary of these views, see Edward Bloom, Willa
Cather's Gift of Sympathy; David Daiches, Willa Cather: A Critical Introduction; David
Stouck, Willa Cather’s Imagination; Sharon O’Brien, Willa Cather: the Emerging Voice;
and James Woodress, Willa Cather: A Literary Life.
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year, Woodress says, she joined the Red Cloud Episcopal Church, but before that,
“matters of religion and faith never had troubled her very much” (WC:LL 337). They
had indeed “troubled her very much,” as I aim to show. The search for Cather’s religious
beginnings actually starts with her Virginia elders.

William and Caroline Cather were staunch and devout Southern Baptists
committed to hard work, church loyalty, community service, and strong family ties.
William built Willow Shade in Back Creek, Virginia, in 1951 and developed a prosperous
sheep ranch which he worked with his two sons. He also acted as the County Sheriff
until he answered the call of the pioneer in 1877 and journeyed to the flat, arid land of
Nebraska. Caroline was a no-nonsense but loving woman who took great pains to keep
her family well fed and comfortable.

Both Caroline and William Cather were zealous in their family’s religious
training, and as evangelical Christians, their lives and beliefs were based on what they
believed to be the unquestionable truths in the Bible, on a knowable God, on personal
salvation through Christ, and on holy living. These beliefs governed every aspect of life.
Faithful church attendance, daily Bible readings, and prayers were as much of life’s
regular patterns as cooking the meals and feeding the stock. Even though Grandparents
Cather moved from Back Creek to homestead in Nebraska the year after Willa was born,
the family traditions they had already established and their return visits perpetuated their
strong influence. Jim Burden’s reunion with his grandparents in My Antonia tells how
ties were reestablished when his family moved West. The novel is Cather’s paean of
praise to her Cather grandparents, but she also celebrates the legacy of their noble
example in her first highly acclaimed novel, O Pioneers!. William and Caroline Cather

were the real westering pioneers in Cather’s family, not her own father and mother. The

5 General biographical data on the four relatives is not referenced and may be found in
WC:EV, 11-25 or WC:LL, 12-43. Any information that may not be considered general
knowledge is documented.
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pioneer character and spirit in Alexandra Bergson (who has much in her of Willa Cather
herself) find a match in William and Caroline Cather.

Supplementing and expanding the influence of the Cather grandparents was
Sidney Cather Gore, William’s sister and Willa Cather’s great-aunt. Another devout
Baptist, Sidney Gore became such a force for social good that the Virginia community
eventually gave itself her name and is yet today called Gore. A woman of great energy
and indomitable faith, she believed that if one cooperated with the Divine Power who
governed the universe, great things could be accomplished, even by a widow woman
constricted by social restraints and prescribed female roles. Living just a mile from
Willow Shade, she made her home into a boarding house and often became a one-woman
social agency, rehabilitating those who had slipped into unhealthy and destructive patterns
of life. Sidney Cather Gore was an enthusiastic participant in the life of the clan, and her
painstaking adherence to domestic order was celebrated in Cather’s every fictional
homemaker of quality. Willa Cather was inordinately fond of her and stayed in close
touch with her all her life (WC:LA 260). One very remarkable if not wonderfully
disguised portrayal of her Aunt Gore comes in the person of Father Joseph Vaillant in
Death Comes for the Archbishop, that very pivotal novel in Cather’s career.

Rachel Seibert Boak, Willa Cather’s maternal grandmother, was the paradigm of
one who makes herself small so that others can be great. After Charles Cather and her
daughter Virginia were married in 1872, they lived with Rachel until after Willa was born
on December 7, 1873. After the departure of William and Caroline Cather for a visit to
Nebraska the following year, Charles, Virginia, and Willa moved into Willow Shade.
Rachel Boak went with them to be the family domestic and Willa’s nursemaid, a role
often assumed, according to Cather’s “Old Mrs. Harris,” by widowed mothers in the
South. Rachel Boak became for Willa Cather a kind of calm, rock-like fortress, an
unobtrusive power whose force and effect is so steady and quiet that when one is young,

especially, one is apt to ignore it and take it for granted, but when one is older and it is
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gone, the void it leaves is a measure and reminder of its true value.6 Such was the case
of Willa Cather’s developing understanding of her Grandmother Boak. Cather repeatedly
celebrates in her mature fiction the worth of those, like Rachel Boak, whose destinies in a
philistine world often appear oBscure and worthless, but who are actually far superior if
judged by the eternal and universal verities found in both classical and Christian
traditions.

The relationship between Willa Cather and her parents is more complex and
contradictory than that with her elder relatives, and the role they play in her fiction is just
as difficult to unravel. The influence of her older family members is relatively clear-cut
and more easily defined. As a child, Willa Cather wholly internalized their influence, as
an adolescent and young adult, questioned and rejected much of it, and as an adult,
returned and embraced a refined version of it. As to her parents’ influence, Cather’s
response was a continuous mix of embracement and rejection, especially with her mother.
The fact that both Cather’s darkest fiction (Alexander’s Bridge, The Professor’s House,
My Mortal Enemy) and her most idealistic--(Shadows on the Rock) deal with characters
who resemble her parents (as well as herself) tells of the complexity of the relationship.

It took Cather a lifetime of writing to even approach an understanding of the
contradictions in herself, which mirrored the disparate attitudes she held toward her older
family members and her parents.

Charles Cather, the handsome youngest son of William Cather, was easy-going
and gentle in his ways. He adored his wife, doted on his children, admired his more
forceful father and grandfather, loved music and poetry, and was better at following
leadership than giving it. He had none of the sternness or business savvy of his father,

but he had all of his gentlemanly ways (WC:EV 14-16). Willa adored him, and his

6 Cather presents this understanding of her grandmother most poignantly in “Old Mrs.
Harris.”
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approbation was a quiet underground river that fed her self confidence under
circumstances that might have otherwise hindered her progress (WC:EV 14-16). Yet
Charles’ frequent appearances in various fictional characters are not always
complimentary. Carl Lindstrum in O Pioneers!, Hillary Templeton in “Old Mrs. Harris,”
Jacob Gayheart in Lucy Gayheart, and Niel Herbert’s father in A Lost Lady, in spite of
their agreeable and gentle ways, all have a look of lostness about them, an ineffectuality
that prohibits them from heroic or respected endeavor.

Charles Cather was quite overwhelmed by the more dominating will of his
vivacious and beautiful wife, Virginia. Virginia Boak was from the poorer family but
assumed the role of an aristocrat. Encouraged by the pampering willingly given by her
husband and mother, Virginia was ever the Southern belle, a person of style and elegance
to be admired and catered to (WC:EV 35-36). The Boak family had Episcopalian roots
instead of Baptist,” and Virginia evidently influenced Charles to defy his parents’ ban on
dancing and party-going, recreations they enjoyed together for many years. Preoccupied
with her appearance and the social niceties and wanting her children to reflect her image
of Southern propriety, Virginia inevitably clashed with her independent and
nonconforming eldest child (WC:LL 28). The Cather heroines who most match Virginia
Cather’s personality and character are always a confusing and contradictory mix of
admirable and deplorable qualities: Marian Forrester in A Lost Lady, Myra Henshawe in
My Mortal Enemy, and especially Sapphira Colbert in Sapphira and the Slave Girl. Part
of the reader’s confusion in arriving at a clear view of these characters is the narrator’s
own confusion. Often the narrator’s judgment is at odds with the evidence that she
presents, an understandable confusion when one understands the source of the narrator’s

emotion. Cather not only had that same mix of emotions concerning her mother, but

7 In Sapphira and the Slave Girl, Cather traces her early religious heritage on both
sides of her family.
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adding further to the complexity, she identified closely with her and always said that of all
her family, she was most like Virginia Cather (WCL 7).

Ironically, what Willa Cather disliked most in her mother she too often found
reflected in herself--an unseemly desire for the advantages of wealth and public
admiration,8 a petulant self-absorption which demanded others look after her comfort,
and the drive to be considered a part of the upper echelons Qf society, especially the
society associated with Eastern aristocracy and its accompanying culture and means.?
What Cather most liked and admired in both herself and others were the qualities she
found in her older Virginian family elders: a deep human feeling, a commitment to
“taking pains,” an unswerving dedication to one’s duty, and a grand vision of personal
and human destiny.

A personal journal kept by Cather's great-aunt, Sidney Cather Gore, provides a
revealing sketch of these pious Christian family members, especially of the manner in
which they expressed their religious faith. Selections from Sidney’s journal, which she
kept throughout most of her adult life, were printed by her son James Gore in 1923 (My
Mother's Story). These pious and devout expressions are representative of all of
Cather’s family elders. Cather’s grandfather, William Cather, had followed his sister

Sidney’s example in leaving their Presbyterian heritage. He embraced with her the more

8 Sergeant records that Cather welcomed Jewett’s advice to leave her job at McClure’s
because it separated her from her worst temptation--the lure of big money (WC:AM, 62).
9 Virginia Cather wanted above all else to be a wealthy Southern belle, surrounded by
admirers and attended to by adoring servants. Her ambition exceeded her means.
However, marrying into what appeared to be a prosperous family helped to encourage her
fantasy. William Cather, her future father-in-law, had sent her for a time before her
marriage to a boarding school in Baltimore, a school committed to preparing “young girls
to become cultured, graceful partners for Virginia Gentlemen” (WC:EV, 39). Charles
Cather fit her imaginative vision of a beau and, for a time, with their lives attached to the
comfortable means of Willow Shade, Virginia lived out the fantasy. The move to
Nebraska changed all that. See Chapter 2, WC:EV.
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evangelical Baptists after experiencing a conversion experience similar to Sidney’s
(WC:EV 13). His wife Caroline was of like mind, quiet but firm in her faith (WC:EV
23). Rachel Boak was a devotee of the Bible as well (WC:EV 26) and appears to have
held beliefs similar to those of the elder Cathers.

Sidney Gore’s journal makes plain that their beliefs were comparable to those of
other evangelicals. They believed that man was fallen and needed to be redeemed back to
God. This redemption was consequent to each person’s recognition of his own sin, which
was defined as one’s selfish will at enmity with God’s will. They believed that recognizing
such a condition and asking forgiveness changed one’s motives and directions. It also
provided a person with the power to live righteously by God’s standards as revealed in the
Bible.

According to Sidney Gore’s journal, her religious conversion experienced when she
was a young married woman, accomplished all those things. Her “inward transformation”
became the central fact of her life (WC:CB 10). It happened soon after she was married,
and even though she felt that she “had attained the acme of happiness,” she confessed to
“an aching void.” In her journal she asks, “And who is there, destitute of religion, that

does not feel this void?””:

When in the whirl of excitement or when engrossed with the
pleasures of this world, the unregenerate may for a time banish the
conviction that they are at enmity with their God. But thanks to an all-wise
Providence, we are creatures of reason and reflection, and when either one
resumes their wonted place, we feel a longing desire for that peace of mind

which this world can never give, nor take away. (Gore 11)

After her brother William made the same commitment, Sidney urged the rest of her
family with evangelical ardor to “repent” of their sins and become true believers. Her diary

records, “I fervently prayed that [my father] might speedily become reconciled to my course
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and fall out with his own. And that the scales would fall from his eyes so that he might see
that unless he too repented, he would likewise perish” (Gore 3).

As much as Cather loved and revered her elders, and as much as she breathed into
her pores the flavor of their character and beliefs, the manner in which they expressed
their piety disturbed her. The point in her life at which this realization took place is
uncertain. “She had been brought up a Baptist, but there are strong evidences that
religious doubts entered her mind while she was yet a child,” Bennett tells us (WWC
134). Her rebellion is suggested in the experience of Thea in The Song of the Lark,
whose doubts, says Bennett, “surely echo Willa herself”” (134). It is suggested in the
experience of Claude Wheeler in One of Ours, who feels uneasily pressed from the ages
of fourteen through eighteen to experience a religious “conversion” (OO 44-45). Itis also
suggested by Cather’s uneasiness with her gﬁndparcnts’ religious standards hinted at in
the heavily autobiographical My Antonia. Jim Burden knows “it would be useless to
acquaint [his] elders” with his plan to go to a Saturday night dance. His “Grandfather
didn’t approve of dancing” (MA 220). Certainly, Cather’s earliest writings at the
University of Nebraska when she was but sixteen years old reflect this rebelliousness, as
do some early stories.

In one early story, which Marilyn Arnold calls an “important forerunner of
Cather’s prairie novels and later stories” (WCSF 20). Through the distance of fictional
narrative, Cather is able to explore the reasons for her rejection of revivalist religious
expression. The story is “Eric Hermannson’s Soul” (1900). In many respects, Eric’s
dilemma is the same as young Willa Cather’s. Eric is caught between a fierce desire for a
type of religious, deeply-felt experience and the prescribed expectations of others as to

what a religious experience should be.10 “[TJhe wildest lad on the Divide” (CSF 360),

10 As important as critics think this story is in not only demonstrating Cather’s early
facility in controlling her materials but also in reflecting important themes in her oeuvre,
none has given much attention to the religious conflict in young Eric. Itis impossible to
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Eric is the son of a devout Free Gospeller. Mrs. Hermannson is a member of a radical
fundamentalist group whose beliefs and religious expressions emphasize a wrathful God
and the innate evils lurking in man’s desires and in the natural world. Along with other
faithful Norwegian believers in the community, Eric’s mother has been frantically praying
for her son’s conversion. He has cavorted with “worldly” pleasures, such as music,
dancing, and an occasional trip to the saloon.!1 Their insistent prayers are not without
effect. An impressionable and sensitive young man, he is susceptible to the fears and
pressures that others’ convictions impose on him: “For days he had been fleeing before
them as a criminal from his pursuers, and over his pleasures had fallen the shadow of
something dark and terrible that dogged his steps” (CSF 361).

Just as in the case of Huckleberry Finn, what society tells Eric is true religion and

what he feels to be his true religious inclinations are two very different things.12 Eric’s

properly interpret the overall structure and theme of the story without recognizing the
conflict. Cather gives considerable to developing it.

11 Bennett records, “When Willa and the other children were putting on plays [in Red
Cloud,] some of the little girls were to dress as fairies and do a rhythmic dance. One of
the mothers objected that dancing was sinful, and when she finally permitted her child to
dance, she was ostracized from her church organization. At the same time ‘moral’
enthusiasts were circulating a book entitled ‘Ballroom to Hell’ which was destined to
stamp out the evil of dancing” (WWC, 135).

12° Woodress tells us that Cather "got to know Mark Twain during his last years when he
lived at 21 Fifth Avenue not far from Washington Square.” Often bedridden, he
“entertained three or four young people at a time, including Cather on occasion, in his
bedroom.” Cather rejected Van Wyck Brook's assessment in The Ordeal of Mark Twain
“that Twain was a blighted genius.” If he had been, “he never would have written Huck
Finn.” Twain was “much taken” with Cather’s poem, “The Palatine,” when it appeared
in McClure’s in June, 1909 (WC:LL, 210), and his “very flattering approval of the
poem” appears in Albert Bigelow Paine’s Mark Twain: A Biography (1912) (Bernice
Slote, intro. to April Twilights 1903, 1962). The poem later appeared in Cather’s second
edition of poetry, April Twilights and Other Poems (1923).
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“natural religion” involves a worship of spiritual and natural beauty. It is embodied in his
most valued possession--his violin. To his mother and her church, however, the “fiddle”
is the “very incarnation of evil desires, singing forever of worldly pleasures and
inseparably associated with all forbidden things” (360). Yet for Eric, the violin and the
music he makes with it “stood, to him, for all the manifestations of art; it was his only
bridge into the kingdom of the soul” (361).13 So the very thing that others consider a
sinful “weakness” is the same thing that Eric intuitively seeks for his soul’s health and
salvation.

The crux of Eric’s dilemma is not primarily the church members’ disapproval,
but his mother’s. He is anguished by her displeasure and unhappiness with him, and his
violin is the “final barrier between Eric and his mother’s faith” and her approval. One
nightina cﬁurch service at the Lone Star schoolhouse, Eric listens to the impassioned
sermon of Asa Skinner, who was “shouting of the mercy and vengeance of God” with a

“terrible earnestness’:

13 Bemice Slote points out that Cather’s “concept of the relationship of music and the
soul” may have been shaped by a book “which had been in her possession probably
during her high school years.” In the first chapter of Thomas C. Upham’s Abridgement
of Mental Philosophy (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1873), appears the following:
““The soul, considered in its relationship to external nature, may be compared to a
stringed instrument. Regarded in itself, it is an invisible existence, having the capacity
and elements of harmony. The nerves, the eye, and the senses generally, are the chords
and artificial framework which God has woven round its unseen and unsearchable
essence. This living and curious instrument, made up of the invisible soul and the bodily
framework which surrounds it, is at first voiceless and silent. Nor does it appear that it
will ever send forth its sounds of harmony, until it is touched and operated upon by those
outward influences which exist in the various forms and adaptations of the material
world. Under these influences it is first awakened into activity’ (18-19)” (Intro. to April
Twilights 1903, xxxvii-xxxviii, n).
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It was a great night at the Lone Star schoolhouse--a night when the Spirit
was present with power and when God was very near to man. ... The
schoolhouse was crowded with the saved and sanctified, robust men and
women, trembling and quailing before the power of some mysterious
psychic force. Here and there among this cowering, sweating multitude
crouched some poor wretch who had felt the pangs of an awakened
conscience, but had not yet experienced that complete divestment of
reason, that frenzy born of a convulsion of the mind, which, in the
parlance of the Free Gospellers, is termed “the Light.” On the floor before
the mourners’ bench lay the unconscious figure of a man in whom
outraged nature had sought her last resort. This “trance” state is the
highest evidence of grace among the Free Gospellers, and indicates a close

walking with God. (359)

The narrator makes clear that the nonrational, frenzied worship is exercised by
people likewise unbalanced, but she emphasizes that they have been made that way by the
cruelly desolate and hard life on the prairie. While maintaining an aesthetic distance, the
narrator is compassionate and uncondemning.}¥ Understanding the motives, however,
does not make the results of such misinformed worship any less devastating. The
annointed of this group, “Asa Skinner, servant of God,” is a “man made for the extremes
of life; from the most debauched of men he had become the most ascetic.” Even though
his features are “bestial,” there is in them the pathos of a man who bears the “scars of
many a hand-to-hand struggle with the weakness of the flesh,” and the “drooping lip”

where “sharp, strenuous lines” bespoke a battle with that weakness “that had conquered it

14" Mildred Bennett believes that the story shows Cather’s “bitterness toward religious
proselytizing” (WWC, 135). Ifind no tone of bitterness, only sadness and
disappointment.
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and taught it to pray.” It was as if “after Nature had done her worst with that face, some
fine chisel had gone over it, chastening and almost transfiguring it,” producing a “certain
convincing power in the man” (359-60).

In the service, Asa Skinner spots the prime target of the community’s prayers
sitting in the congregation with his evil violin resting on his knee. Quoting from
scripture, he invokes the heavenly voice that stopped St. Paul in his tracks on the road to

Damascus (Acts 9:4):

“Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? Is there a Saul here tonight who
has stopped his ears to that gentle pleading, who has thrust a spear into
that bleeding side? Think of it, my brother; you are offered this wonderful
love and you prefer the worm that dieth not and the fire which will not be
quenched. What right have you to lose one of God’s precious souls?

Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? ” (361)

Directing his frantic pleading right to Eric, “a great joy dawn[s] in Asa Skinner’s
pale face” as he realizes it is taking effect. Eric begins to sway “to and fro in his seat.”

The “minister [falls] upon his knees and [throws] his long arms up over his head”:

“O my brothers! I feel it coming, the blessing we have prayed for. I tell
you the Spirit is coming! Just a little more prayer, brothers, a little more
zeal, and he will be here. 1 can feel his cooling wing upon my brow.

Glory be to God forever and ever, amen!” (361-62)

The emotional pitch builds as shouts and hallelujahs go “up from every lip.” Eric
sees other converts fall on the “mourner's bench.” A gospel hymn is started, a “chant of
terror and rapture,” which offers “Glory to the bleeding Lamb.” The “hymn [is] sung in
a dozen dialects” by this congregation of immigrants “from almost every country of

Europe,” voicing “all the vague yearning of these hungry lives, of these people who had
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starved all the passions so long.” Unfortunately, the narrator concludes, the oppressive
message of the revivalist preacher sets them up to “fall victims to the basest [passion] of
them all, fear” (362).

This gospel of fear finally overcomes Eric. He gets to his feet and with lips set
and lightning in his eyes, he takes “his violin by the neck” and crushes “it to splinters
across his knee.” To Asa Skinner the sound is like “the shackles of sin broken audibly
asunder” (362).13

In this story, Cather writes a fictional account of what she must have witnessed
herself in the church services that she attended as a child with her family elders.16 In it
we find what she found so terrible and deadening about their Christianity. Any religious
expression that emphasizés the fear of God rather than his beauty, and his terrible
judgment on sinful man rather than his love, grated against Cather’s sensibilities. To
young Cather, such religion was a misdirected search for the dark pits in man and nature.
Such a preoccupation with sin and the perception of a wrathful God bent on destroying
whoever possesses it denies sensual joy and imagination. It twists and distorts one’s
naturally positive religious impulses and turns it into something grotesque and
debilitating.17

Eric’s “conversion” lasts for more than two years, during which time the vigor of

15 1n One of Ours, David Gerhardt, the musician-soldier, smashes his violin when he
realizes that the war is virtually destroying man’s capacity for music or anything else of
beauty. In Cather's scheme of things, misguided heroism, as well as misguided religion,
kills the artistic impulse.

16 Other than the references to going to church in My Antonia, we know that Cather was
given religious instruction at her grandparents’ church with her Grandmother Cather as
her Sunday School teacher. See WC:LL, 42.

17" As much as Cather’s views here match those of William Blake, there is no evidence
that she even read his work, much less was influenced by him. See WC:LL, 50-51 and
71-79 for a list of the works with which Cather was familiar, including her college
curricula.
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life drains out of him, and he becomes as “glum as a preacher” (367). Then appears in
Rattlesnake Creek a young woman from the East. “[A]h!,” says the narrator, invoking a
Homeric epithet, “across what leagues of land and sea, by what improbable chances, do
the unrelenting gods bring to us our fate!” (362). Margaret Elliot, “a girl of other
manners and conditions,” comes from New York with her brother for a visit to “wild”
Nebraska. It will be her last “taste of freedom” before she marries. “It comes to all
women of her type--that desire to taste the unknown which allures and terrifies, to run
one’s whole soul’s length out to the wind--just once” (363).

On that prairie, deadened by gruelling hardship and a defeating gospel, Eric
Hermannson finally meets a person to match his naturally fiery impulses and his love of
art, a person who also yearns for new experiences that will “run one’s whole soul’s
length out to the wind.” One day Eric hears Margaret sing “the intermezzo from
Cavalleria Rusticana” as she plays an old parlor organ (366), and an incarnational miracle

happens. Margaret later tells her brother of Eric’s response:

He shuffled his feet and twisted his big hands up into knots and blurted
out that he didn’t know there was any music like that in the world. Why,
there were tears in his voice, Wyllis! Yes, like Rossetti, I heard his tears.
Then it dawned upon me that it was probably the first good music he had
ever heard in all his life. Think of it, to care for music as he does and
never to hear it, never to know that it exists on earth! To long for it as we
long for other perfect experiences that never come. I can’t tell you what

music means to that man. . . . It gave him speech, he became alive. (366)

Like Aunt Georgiana in “A Wagner Matinee” (1904), Eric’s parched and starving
soul revives on hearing the glorious sounds, and he fixes its love on the woman who
redeemed it. She is the incarnation of a divine spirit, a gift of the gods. “This girl

represented an entirely new species of humanity to him, but he knew where to place her.
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The prophets of old, when an angel first appeared unto them, never doubted its high
origin” (368). “An embodiment of those dreams of impossible loveliness that linger by a
young man’s pillow on midsummer nights,” Margaret is more than physical loveliness;
she is a “complete revelation.” She “held something more than the attraction of health and
youth and shapeliness” (370). In Margaret, Eric encounters the fusion of his divided
self--his longing for both transcendent and human ecstasy, for divine and human love.

Consequent to this second “conversion” of Eric, Margaret arranges a dance to be
given for those few left who had not “gone over to the Free Gospellers,” those who
would not “rather put their feet in the fire than shake ’em to a fiddle” (367). She insists
that Eric come. Again, Eric is faced with the choice that was before him at the Free
Gospellers’ meeting, but this time there is no struggle, no question. “Yes, I will.” His
heart had spoken, but his head “believed that he delivered his soul to hell as he said it”
(371).

Eric’s most profound statement of love and commitment to all that Margaret
represents in his imagination comes after they have a near-disastrous horseride. The high
emotions of the moment arm Eric with the courage to blurt out a desperate confession: “I
love you more than Christ who died for me, more than I am afraid of hell, or hope for
heaven” (352). Eric’s newfound divine love has not transformed his reason, has not so
immediately corrected the errors of what he has been taught is true. In grasping the one
thing that his soul yearns for, he is certain he is damning it. “‘I never be sorry,’” he tells
Margaret in his broken English, and when he speaks, it is “as when some great animal
composes itself for death, as when a great ship goes down at sea” (377). “‘I have not
been so happy before,”” he continues; “‘I not be so happy again, ever’” (376-77).

But he is happy again--once. On the landing on top of a windmill, Margaret
yields to him, finding in him “the look™ for which she had searched in men all her life,

this profound mix of the spiritual and sensual.
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Eric was thinking with an almost savage exultation of the time when he
should pay for this. Ah, there would be no quailing then! If ever a soul
went fearlessly, proudly down to the gates infernal, his should go. For a
moment he fancied he §vas there already, treading down the tempest in
ages gone, all the countless years of sinning in which men had sold and
lost and flung their souls away, any man had ever so cheated Satan, had

ever bartered his soul for so great a price. (378)

The next day, Eﬁc is confronted by Asa Skinner’s anguish at his fall from grace,
but Eric “drew in the breath of the dew and the morning” and “something from the only
poetry he had ever read flashed across his mind . .. : ‘And a day shall be as a thousand
years, and a thousand years as a day’” (379). Cather here uses a passage from II Peter
3:8 which compares God’s eternal perspective to the temporal restrictions of man’s
viewpoint. Eric implies that in a moment of time, he had entered an eternal realm and
experienced a touch of the divine which widened his vision to vistas he did not know
existed. He had lived forever in a day, and the prospect of being cast into an unending
hell grew pale by comparison. As the ancient Hellenes, at the risk of horrid punishment,
chose their own most noble aspirations over their gods, so Eric “drew himself up to his
full height” and looked with “exultation” toward his doom (379).

Like Eric, young Willa Cather was an inspired rebel, fully believing that
following her higher intuition would damn her but choosing to do it anyway.!8 Her soul,
every bit as much as Eric’s, required the music and high passion of art. “There is no god
but one god,” she had written Mariel Gere in 1896 when she moved to Pittsburgh, “and

art is his revealer.” Sounding very much like the Eric Hermannson in the story she

18 Eudora Welty writes that Cather’s rebellious characters never rebel “for [rebellion’s]
own sake as much as for the sake of something a great deal bigger--for the sake of
integrity, of truth, of art” (“The House of Willa Cather,” 15).
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would write four years later, she proclaimed this would be “her creed” as long as she
lived, and if need be, “she was going to follow it to a hotter place than Pittsburgh”
(WC:LA 76).19

Cather’s revivalist heritage did not make its way to her through her parents.
Cather’s biographers note that Charles Cather was a lover of music and the entertaining
arts. A violinist like Eric Hermannson, he was forbidden by the austere William Cather
from playing any music on Sunday.20 In the William Cather home, dancing was
considered a worldly evil to be shunned. After Charles left home and married Virginia
Boak, the social, fun-loving belle who wanted her courtship to last a lifetime, he forsook
his father’s ways and took his wife’s. He and Virginia loved to dance, go to concerts,
and attend plays at the opera house in Red Cloud. It appears they attended the Baptist
Church and its social functions (mentioned in “Old Mrs. Harris™), but they did not adhere
to its strict practices. It was Willa Cather’s grandparents, especially William and
Caroline, who exerted the same kind of earnest pressure on Willa Cather “to be saved” as
Eric experiences with his mother and Asa Skinner.

Much of Eric Hermannson reappears later as another character, Claude Wheeler,

the protagonist in Cather’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, One of Ours (1922):

Claude had gone through a painful time of doubt and fear when he thought
a great deal about religion. For several years, from fourteen to eighteen,
he believed that he would be lost if he did not repent and undergo that
mysterious change called conversion. But there was something stubborn

in him that would not let him avail himself of the pardon offered. He felt

19 This is Woodress’s paraphrase of the letter written in 1896 (WC:LA, 76).

20 Violin players appear several times in Cather’s fiction, and in all cases, their violins
become a symbol of shattered hopes and thwarted artistic endeavor. See Peter in “Peter,”
Mr. Shimerda in My Antonia, as well as David Gerhardt in One of Ours.
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condemned, but he did not want to renounce a world he as yet knew
nothing of. He would like to go into life with all his vigour, with all his
faculties free. He didn’t want to be like the young men who said in
prayer-meeting that they leaned on their Saviour. He hated their way of

meekly accepting permitted pleasures. (OO 44-45)

Nothing could better illustraite Cather’s own attitude at this period in her life
toward her elders’ religion than “Eric Hermannson’s Soul.” Even though the Baptist
strain of evangelical Christianity was not similar in all respects to the Free Gospellers--
and even though her elders, including Sidney Gore, were not themselves of an
unbalanced or extreme emotional nature--the general emphasis on the sin of man and the
fear of God’s wrathful punishment, as well as a preoccupation with evil in man and
nature was the same. One’s present and eternal well-being rested on being stricken by
“conviction” and turning away from one’s sinful past through a miraculous conversion at
a “mourner’s bench,” as is illustrated in Sidney Gore’s journal. Add to that their
tendency to view social pleasure as"‘worldly” and unfavorable in God’s sight, and you
have a creed that to an imaginatively responsive and vibrant young woman like Willa
Cather was something thoroughly distasteful. Unlike Wordsworth, who acknowledged
that his poetic gift was “fostered alike by beauty and fear” (The Prelude, Book 1, 302),
Cather believed fear to be soul-killing.2! Cather believed that her elders’ church
repressed the imagination and gagged the intellect. Their method of religious practice was
a clamp which strangulated the spiritual development necessary for making art or life.
Later Cather was to say to her friend Carrie Miner that “Those who make being good
unattractive do more harm than those who strive to make evil attractive” (WWC 135).

21 For a discussion of the similarities between Wordsworth’s and Cather's art, see
Rosowski, The Voyage Perilous: Willa Cather’s Romanticism. Rowsowski, however,
makes no mention of their religious differences or striking religious similarities.
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As much as Cather disliked the extremism of the revivalists, however, she was
not unsympathetic with their religious zeal. She saw in it a passion and a deep caring for
something, which she believed was required for a purposeful endeavor and the fulfillment
of arich life. In a fictional vignette that appeared in the Journal, November 5, 1893,
Cather contrasts the religious enthusiasm of a “heavy-featured coarse-looking man”
dressed in a Salvation Army uniform with the word “saved” in large letters on his collar,
to the intellectualism of a “professor of language whose features are moulded with that
exquisite delicacy which is the product of long centuries of purity of life and development
of intellect on the part of his ancestors” (13). Cather determines that the uncultured man

is the truly “saved,” while the other one “is lost™:

“Saved” not by knowledge, or capacity or righteousness, but by
enthusiasm. Well, why not? Let us give the church as well as the devil its
dues. By what is a man ever saved other than by enthusiasm‘? Why, you
may take it in the mental world. It is not the great, scholarly mind that
does the great work, it is the man who knows a few things and loves
them. A genius is just another way of defining a great enthusiast. The
finely trained minds who lose themselves in the world, the men who
know all about poetry but never write a line, the men who know every
date in history but never are heard of by the publishers of histories, these
are all lost men, lost eternally because of their frozen souls. There is
nothing very paradoxical after all in being saved by enthusiasm.

(13;in WP. 1. 7)

Here, Cather may have been making a historical link to the nineteenth century
movement of Enthusiasm, which was associated with revivalist zeal in Victorian England.
For Cather, any genuine expression of passion or enthusiasm (etymologically meaning

“filled with God””) puts one in touch with the divine, which, for the moment, makes him
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God’s priest. She is merely reiterating what she so often said was a necessity for genuine
life as well as genuine art--religious passion and sincere feeling,22

Especially in her earlier years as a writer, Cather emphasized the enthusiastic joy
of creation, which for her was merely a reflection of the Divine Artist’s joy when he made
the world. As she wrote in 189_4, “the tropics were made in exalted, exuberant passion,
passion that overflowed and wasted itself, made in all the divine madness of art” (KA
45). Like Wallace Stevens,23 she rejected a stiff-necked and solemn religion, and in this
respect, at least, she deeply understood her relatives’ “enthusiasm” over their religion.
As long as it remained bright and happy and confirmed a joyful life, she recognized its

close resemblance to any creative act which linked the human with the divine.

In these early university years when Cather was developing a theory of aesthetics,
she joined Christianity and Greek myth in her art, fusing historical Christian dogma and
the dynamic, interaction of man and gods of nature which appears in the classics. When
Cather first encountered the writings of Thomas Carlyle in her studies at the university,

she found a philosophy of religion kindred to her own. In the now famous paper that

22 As Bernice Slote comments, “[i]n the first years, Willa Cather seemed to be on the
side of feeling” to the exclusion of craft, of emotion over mind (KA, 72). As years went
by, Cather vascillated between the two, but by the end of her writing career, in works like
Death Comes for the Archbishop and “Old Mrs. Harris,” she chose feeling over intellect.
23 Wallace Stevens once wrote of Willa Cather, “We have nothing better than she is.
She takes so much pains to conceal her sophistication that it is easy to miss her quality”
(Holly Stevens, 38).
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first gave her public recognition, she wrote about his views with a conviction that

confirmed she shared his views: 24

Carlyle’s was one of the most intensely reverent natures of which
there is any knowledge. He saw the divine in everything. His every act
was a form of worship, yet it was fortunate that he did not enter the
ministry. He wouldv have been well enough in the pulpit, though he
would have preached on Scandinavian mythology, and on the Hindoo, as
well as on the Hebrew faith . . . . He was too passionately, too intensely

religious to confine himself to any one creed. (KA 423)

In Cather’s earliest stories, the mixture of religions--more specifically, pagan and
Christian--is common.23 If one considers the various types of tropes and analogies
describing religious experience that Cather uses throughout the course of her literary
career, a pattern emerges. Religion is experienced in the life of the individual in the same
manner as it has been experienced in the historical life of man. Just as the earliest
generations of man were primarily emotional in their approach to deity with no
formalized, systematized theology, so are children. The Dionysian impulse is the first,
both in historical man and the individual man. As many Christian theologians have
attested, the stories of the pagan gods, arising as they do from man’s deepest spiritual
impulses, anticipate and lead to the revelation of Christ.2® The individual man matures,

so does his reason, and he is ready for higher religious development. From this

24 «“Concerning Thomas Carlyle” was first published simultaneously in the Nebraska
State Journal and the University paper, the Hesperian, on March 1, 1891. See KA, 421-
42 for comparisons and an explanation of the two versions.

25 See KA, 33-36.

26 Writers of the Middle Ages, particularly Thomas Acquinas in Summa Theologica and
Dante in The Divine Comedy, presuppose such a view.
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viewpoint, Christianity, in its purest form, is the culmination of all religious revelation
and the most refined fusion of both the Apollonian and Dionysian capacities in man.

It is no wonder, then, that the children in Cather’s fiction who are marked with
heightened sensibilities and artistic temperaments are the romantic repositories of religious
wonder and exalted imagination, susceptible to suggestions of magic and the
supernatural. Pagan and elemental, they hum with Whitmanesque primitive energy and
joy and act unconsciously out of a higher wisdom like Wordsworth’s children. The child
in “Jack-a-boy” (1901), “like some joyous spirit” who “played long ago in Arcady,”
hears “the pipes of Pan as the old wood gods trooped by in the gray morning.” He
memorably demonstrates that “sometimes the old divinities reveal themselves in children”
(CSF 320-21). In “The Treasure of Far Island” (1902), Douglass Burnham returns to his
childhood home to recapture his youth, symbolized by the digging up of a treasure he
buried long ago. It recalls a time as in a Virgilian pastoral where the meadows “were the
greenest in all the world because they were the meadows of the long ago; and the flowers
that grew there were the freshest and sweetest of growing things” because they were a
part of a “long ago in a golden age” (CSF 276).

Critic Marilyn Arnold is bothered by the fact that Cather “frames a less than subtle
comparison” between the little pagan, Jack-a-boy, and Christ, the Savior. It “jangles the
sensibilities” and threatens good taste, she writes, since Cather has already compared him
to “wood nymphs and Greek divinities frolicking in the fields of Arcady” (CSF 38). This
same fusion occurs in “The Treasure of Far Island.” When Douglass, along with his
childhood lover, discovers the buried treasure, the narrator describes the event with both
pagan and Biblical references, which shimmer with the same golden, burning heavenly

vision;

The locust chirped in the thicket; the setting sun threw a track of flame

across the water; the willows burned with fire and were not consumed; a



72

glory was upon the sand and the river and upon the Silvery Beaches; and
these two looked about over God's world and saw that it was good. In
the western sky the palaces of crystal and gold were quenched in night,
like the cities of old empires; and out of the east rose the same moon that

has glorified all the romances of the world (CSF 282)

The juxtaposition of these two traditions, however, is perfectly in line with Cather’s view
of religious history. The Christ is anticipated in the pagan; they are from one seed, the
latter, a sapling, the former, the fully developed tree.

Even in the adult artist, though, the child is present. “An artist is a child always,”
Cather writes in “The Treasure of Far Island,” even though “a child is not always an
artist.” An artist must never lose the child’s vision; his intuitive spiritual impulses must
always be active to give impetus to artistic creation. Douglass knows this: “whenever I
look back on [childhood], it is all exultation and romance,” and to “people who live by
imagination at all, that is the only life that goes deep enough to leave memories” (CSF
280). The adult artist, then, takes the stuff of his childhood and the primitive religious
fervor with which he experienced it, and with his added knowledge and reason, gives it
shape and meaning.2’

This exactly describes the imaginative construct of Cather’s mature works,
reflected in novels like My Antonia and Death Comes for the Archbishop. These works
rely primarily on Biblical metaphor to describe the highest in human experience. The
central characters, Antonia and Bishop Latour, represent the best in human aspiration;

they are both fully realized artists whose foundations are in the Christian religion. Yet

27 As much as these themes in Cather’s stories resemble Wordsworth, there is no
evidence that she read or studied his work. For a discussion of Cather and the
Wordsworthian connection, see Susan Rosowski, The Voyage Perilous: Willa Cather’s
Romanticism, 63-75.
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they both have still residing in them, the pagan child that is their source of joy and
exuberant energy.

For Antonia, this child is presented in the form of her own child, Leo. Leo is an
impetuous twelve year old, Antonia’s most difficult child and most loved. He is a little
pagan, a child of Dionysus, fresh out of a mythic forest, defying convention and
stretching life’s limits with a raw energy and passion befitting a future artist. Jim Burden

describes him:

Thg boy was so restless that I had not had a chance to look at his face
before. My first impression was right; he really was faun-like. He hadn’t
much head behind his ears, and his tawny fleece grew down thick to the
back of his neck. His eyes were not frank and wide apart like those of the
other boys, but were deep-set, gold-green in colour, and seemed sensitive
to the light. His mother said he got hurt oftener than all the others put
together. He was always trying to ride the colts before they were broken,
teasing the turkey gobbler, seeing just how much red the bull would stand

for, or how sharp the new axe was. (348)

But like Jack-a-boy, he is also associated with Christian typology. His birth
points to his future--he was born on Easter. And we are invited to conclude that this little
animal of unbridled creativity and energy is the embryo that will develop into a full-blown
Catherian artist, self-sacrificing and redeeming the world with love and beauty, just like
his mother, Antonia.

For Bishop Latour, the pagan worshiper was the boy in him that was revived
every time he felt the light and dry Southwest winds “blowing in through the windows,”
and smelled the “fragrance of hot sun and sage-brush and sweet clover”; they “made
one's body feel light and one’s heart cry ‘To-day, to-day,’ like a child’s.” It was the
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thing that gave him great love for his work, and it was the thing that was closest to him

when he was dying:

Something soft and wild and free, something that whispered to the ear on
the pillow, lightened the heart, softly, softly picked the lock, slid the
bolts, and released the prisoned spirit of man into the wind, into the blue

and gold, into the morning, into the morning! (275-76)

For Cather, the artist-child has the characteristics requisite to making true art:
imagination, intelligence, and great powers of love which include the ability to have great
feelings. Cather makes clear that all of these attributes work together best in the child.
Her major protagonist-artists are successful relative to their relationship to their childhood
selves. Alexander Bartley has rejected his childhood self, the result of which is a terrible
personality and character split in middle life. Thea Kronberg can only continue as a great
artist as long as she keeps in touch, either physically or in memory, with the places and
people of her childhood. Godfrey St. Peter is rescued from a self-destructive mid-life
angst through a young man who, by reminding him of his childhood self, returns
Godfrey to his original being. Even Bishop Latour, at the end of his long and productive
life, recognizes that the force behind his faith is somehow connected to the life of the

child:

In New Mexico he always awoke a young man; not until he rose
and began to shave did he realize that he was growing older. His first
consciousness was a sense of . . . a wind that made one’s body feel light
and one’s heart cry “To-day, to-day,” like a child’s.

Beautiful surroundings, the society of learned men, the charm of

noble women, the graces of art, could not make up to him for the loss of
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those light-hearted mornings of the desert, for that wind that made one a
boy again. (275).

Even after Cather was reconciled to the historical dogmas of the Christian faith, she did
not relinquish her belief that the childlike, Dionysian impulse was necessary for creative
and spiritual vision.

On the surface, it may appear that Cather's revulsion toward the manner in which
evangelical Christians expressed their faith caused her to abandon Christian orthodoxy
altogether in favor of a classical pagan religion. As Bernice Slote has noted, Cather’s
early theory of art is greatly informed by paganism.28 What we actually see, however, is
Cather in the process of finding her own way to her own interpretation of the Christian
faith. Along the way, she experiments with various other religious forms and deviates
from orthodoxy by her own imaginative interpretations. But finally she discovers that
rejecting a certain interpretation of Christianity or an unacceptable mode of its expression
is not necessarily the same thing as rejecting the essentials of its teachings.

No matter how fiercely Cather separated herself from the practices of religious
training during these years, she could not quite extricate herself from a conviction that
there was truth in her grandparents’ and aunt’s beliefs. Their noble example of life
outside their formal religious practices spoke too eloquently to be dismissed. Cather
loved the solid, orderly, and simple life of faithful service they embraced. She loved their
great human feeling and sacrificial nature. She agreed with them in spirit if in mind. Part
of Cather’s personal growth during the early years of her writing career was in learning to
distinguish between the universally good and the humanly inadequate in her elders’
beliefs, and she did it both through writing fiction and by developing her own theory of

28 For a full discussion of Cather's early theory of art, see Slote’s introductory essay to
The Kingdom of Art. However, Slote does not develop an argument that shows
Cather’s efforts to draw distinctions between or fuse Christianity and pagan thinking,
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art. Both would satisfy her creative impulses and intellectual requisites and her
inclination toward intuitive belief in the divine. The result was a religion of art, and its
expression became her worship; its demands, her vocation.

At this juncture in Cather’s artistic development, the themes in her writing are a
mixture of a longing for “lost divinity, or lost belief” (KA 34-35)--a yearning for the
sureness and solidity of her forebears’ values--and a repulsion from their apparent
backwardness, rigidity, and religious practices woefully devoid of conventional artistic
beauty. However, in the progression of Cather’s writings, from her novice attempts at
the University of Nebraska until she became a recognized writer with the publication of O
Pioneers! in 1913, we can see a parallel progression in her developing understanding of
the value of her family and her past. Understanding this transformation and the
surrounding circumstances is at the center of understanding the meaning of Cather’s art.

The picture of Willa Cather in her &ears at the University is one of a vibrant,
energetic young woman with the dust of the prairie still on her and with the gift of a
precocious mind. As we see in Vickie in “Old Mrs. Harris,” Cather was an intellectually
eager youngster, having gotten just enough of a taste of culture and the arts through some
of the Europeans in Red Cloud to make her hungry for more. Stubbornly intent on going
to college in spite of her family’s restricted financial means, Cather found an avenue
through the help of her father, who took out a loan that would cover the first two years
(WC.LL 63).

In Lincoln, as it had been on the Divide and in Red Cloud, Cather found a ‘
transplanted culture. “[T]he learning of the University came from other places--the East
and Europe. It was an immigration of ideas,” and the “very differences stretched the
mind” (KA 8). True to her former pattern, Cather gravitated “to families who, like
Aeneas, had brought their culture, their household gods, to the new land” (KA 9). Asa
railroad center, Lincoln was “a convenient stop for first-rate theatrical and musical

companies” (WC:LL 65), and Cather took in as many as she could. The university itself
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in the early 1890’s was “a little Renaissance world” with some of America’s most
distinguished scholars (WC:LL 67). In this environment that celebrated the classical ideal
and the humanistic tradition, Cather fully developed her notions of culture and art.

At the university, Cather’s unusually fine mind and prodigious talent caught the
attention of several important people who opened doors of opportunity for her. An essay
on Thomas Carlyle, written in Cather’s first year in Lincoln before she had matriculated
to the university course,2? so thunderstruck Cather’s English teacher that he had it sent
off for publication in the Nebraska State Journal without her knowledge (WC:LL 72).
Charles Gere, the paper’s editor, not only called attention to the extraordinary essay of a
girl “sixteen [actually seventeen] years of age,” but two years later he gave Cather a
permanent post as drama critic at the Journal. Another essay written six months later,
“Shakespeare and Hamlet,” caused a similar stir.

All this was heady stuff for a young girl straight off the prairie, and true to the
archetypal pattern of the young leaving home, caused her to turn a critical eye toward the
small-town life that was at this time most dominant in her memory--her Red Cloud years.
Her home and family now seemed pedantic, uninteresting, and backward; and their
religion, particularly, appeared dreary and deficient, artistically as well as intellectually.

Cather’s journalistic writings during her years at the University of Nebraska from
1890-1895 provide a remarkable view into her own developing theories of art. As editor
of the school paper, the Hesperian, and as drama critic for the Lincoln Journal,30 she

produced an astonishing amount of work which early reveals her prodigious gift of

29 Cather had to take one year of preparatory courses before she was admitted to the
university, as did most others who were products of Red Cloud’s deficient educational
system.

30 During Cather’s last two years at the University of Nebraska in Lincoln and in the
following year in Red Cloud, she wrote a weekly column on the arts for the Nebraska
State Journal called “As You Like It.” These articles are collected in KA, edited by
Bernice Slote.
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language with its powerfully evocative quality. Her mind penetrated to the core of things
quickly and with great certainty. These early pieces, Virginia Faulkner reminds us, are
valuable for “their manifold and crucial connections with her later work and in the
unparalleled insights they afford into the process by which a gifted writer becomes a great
artist.” Reading these writings, “we are as close as we are likely to come to getting inside
the skin of a writer in the act of being and becoming” (WP. L. xv-xvi).

Amazingly, Cather’s “first convictions and principles of art,” developed before
she was twenty-one, “were unchanged through the years,” observes Bernice Slote, even
“down to the fundamental metaphor of art” (KA 82). Cather took her metaphor from the
religious heritage so deeply ingrained from her past. She used the orthodox doctrines of
Christianity, and like Blake and the Romantic inheritors of his vision, borrowed its
language as metaphor, creating a new creed-of-the-artist. Even though Cather appreciates
the American Romantics, Emerson and Whiteman, and their aim to create a similar creed,
her own creed was more aligned “from the first with the British brand of romanticism”
(Rosowski, Voyage Perilous 9). But Cather’s borrowing from the British romantics was
not just linguistic; she also took the original substance behind the metaphor, the tenor as
well as the vehicle.3! “Willa Cather joined art and religion, not only in the allegorical
kingdom of art but in the primary belief that man’s creation shares in some divine

power.” In Cather’s scheme,

God in creating the world was the “divine Artist”; the human artist serves
and worships, becoming both the priest and the translator of God. If the
God of art can also be a temporal ruler, vested with power and demanding

31 See Susan Rowskowski, The Voyage Perilous: Willa Cather’s Romanticism, for a
discussion of Cather’s ties to the Romantic movement. Strangely enough, however,
Rosowski omits any mention of the Romantics’ treatment of orthodox religion, including
Cather’s.
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worship, service, or renunciation from his subjects, the artist in turn has
“that kingly dower which makes men akin to the angels.” The revelation
of divine things is through inspiration and the gift of genius; the artist with
individual talent gives back “what God put into him.”

(KA 43)

Cather came to envision herself more and more as this divinely endowed artist and
vouchsafed her vision with a passionate neo-platonic idealism inspired by historical
Christianity. Such idealism befitted one who would be transported through divine
inspiration closer to God than most, who would be “the priest and translator of God” to
man (Courier, Nov. 23, 1895; KA 409). Just as Christ is God incarnate in orthodox
Christianity--the antitype of the high priest--so is the true artist an incarnation of God in
Cather’s religion of art. He is endowed with divine power to transform life and point to
the beautiful and the true. As Christ’s followers are to be partakers of the divine image,
so is the artist. The artist is also of the elect, chosen to receive the empowerment of God.
In the reformed theology of Cather’s early ancestors, God elected certain ones to be saved
and to receive his Spirit.32 In Cather’s re-interpretaton, the artist is one of the chosen
whose immortal touch is born by “the Shadow of God’s hand as it falls on the elect” (KA
44).

Borrowing the language of the revivalists in a Journal article (1894), Cather
writes that a human artist “must have grace, abandon, and the inward fire” to produce true
art. Such art has a moral aim; it “postulates an appreciation of goodness, greatness and
truth” (KA 150), and any deviation from those principles is the “sin” that pollutes art. “In

the artist,” Cather writes, “goodness is partly integrity; sin is the waste of genius on the

32 yames and Jasper Cather, William Cather’s grandfather and great-grandfather, were
staunch Presbyterians (WC:EV, 12), and as such would have held to the Calvinist
doctrine concerning the election of the saints.



80

tawdry and the inhumane” (KA 57). Cather again invokes scripture to validate her unique

definition of sin:

A book much more frequently quoted than followed remarks: “The soul
that sinneth shall die.” There is something in it. The Hebrews knew a
thing or two. They had Solomon’s glaring example before them. A more
‘modern way to put it would be, “The soul that abases itself shall die.” It
does not matter much in what way, whether it is through whisky or
frivolity, the yoke of social bondage, general indolence or Charlotte
Behrens [an inferior actress], it all amounts to the same thing. (KA

152).

The desecration of this sacred flame means certain damnation. Unlike the
deathbed conversions in Christian lore, “there are no deathbed repentances in art,” Cather
writes. The gospel of art requires “a whole long life not only of faith but of works to
give an artist salvation and immortality.” Christ may have taught a way to salvation for

the wayward soul, but “for the prodigal in art there is no return.”

A man cannot spend his life or even a few years of it among the husks and
the swine and then go back clean and upright to his father's house.
Neither can he call on a dozen young ladies and the wine houses in the
same afternoon or reach the temple of fame by walking the Rialto in

creased trousers. (Journal, Dec. 2, 13; KA 152)

Excellence in art, no more than excellence in Christianity, cannot be achieved in the
presence of careless morality or merely careful propriety.

What Cather worked for, writes Slote, “was the sense of goodness or
perfection,the linked and interchangeable ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty’: or even what

seems to be a mystic insight”:
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The ideal is more often directly expressed as an early pattern or
achievement, but the human which approaches the divine is enough reason
for reverence and passionate excitement. Greatness is also splendor, . . .
[and] splendor in art gives the impulse to transfigure, lift, shine, and make
more than ordinary. The greatest artists, then, become as the gods, and

the highest arts are holy ground. (KA 59)

This ideal inherent in genuine art is not to be found in the world of men. “Today

all artists see too much of the world, they are alone too little. He who walks with the

crowd is drawn to its level” (KA 434). The ideal is found, rather, through creative,

inspired thought in which “all the forces of body, brain and soul are drawn to one vital

center in the effort of one life to give individuality to a greater life” (434). But modern

men of letters, burdened with their learning,

are unwilling, either for the sake of the idea itself or for the sake of the
truth which inspired it, to undergo the pain, the suffering, the separation
from other men, the solitude and the loneliness which thought learning
[sic] involves. They each love; they are not strong enough for the
sacrifice, so they say “we will serve both, men and art.” They serve the
one, but the other they prostitute. They do not intend this, it comes upon
them gradually. They forget that an artist should be unlike other men, for
he should be a revelation to other men. (KA 434)

Cather’s artist is an incarnation of Christ, willing to forsake all to bring to birth a

divine “revelation to other men.” The artist is not like “the model young man [who] came

to Christ and said, ‘Lord, what good thing shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?””” and

when told he would have to “give all,” went away sorrowful. Rather, he is one like her

own revered model, the one artist she found worthy to be God’s “second son.” He was
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born on the “immortal twenty-third of April,” and on that night “three hundred and thirty
years ago,” “God a second time turned his face in love toward man” (WP. 1. 56). In
Shakespeare, Cather the university student discovered a literary Christ, one with whose

image she could with her whole heart aim to be “conformed.”

If I were asked for the answer of the riddle of things, I would as lief say
“Shakespeare” as anything. For him alone it was worth while that a planet
should be called out of Chaos and a race formed out of nothingness. He
justified all history before him, but sanctified all history after him.
(Journal, April 29, 1894; WP. 1. 84).

Cather’s mental construction of two “Christs” would later develop into a pivotal
point of conflict in terms of her mature judgment on her choice of art as religious
vocation. In the resolution of that conflict she would not only reach a final judgment on
the god of art, but she would also make a choice about which Christ was the real and true
one. The art of the first Christ--the historical Christ of orthodox Christianity--was a
living artifact, a life of sacrificial deeds inspired by love, written only on the passing lives
of those who knew him and who would later write about him. He was a divinely
endowed artist who relinquished his control of how the future would receive him or the
past would judge him; he flung away, so to speak, any rights to determine or shape
history’s memory or judgment of it by not making a permanent artifact of his text.33
Cathér’s second “Christ,” representing artists who create artifacts, is one whose energies
are poured into a carefully controlled and consciously shaped design, who lives a life of
isolation that denies human relationships and is often selfish. In Cather’s fiction, the first

“Christ” is found in her simple and giving characters of “obscure destinies,” who, like

33 More conservative branches of orthodox Christianity, especially the evangelicals,
would argue that God through Christ did indeed control his “text” by the direct and
inerrant inspiration of the writers of scripture.



83

her own revered family members, create homes and gardens and families and human
relationships by sacrificing personal comfort and ambition. The second “Christ” is
embodied in her artists, and by inference herself, who constantly struggle with mixed
motivations and spiritual doubts as they doggedly seek their own fulfillment in the holy
grail of art.34

According to orthodox Christianity, the Bible is the divinely revealed artifact of
God’s voice to man. It narrates the life and message of the incarnated Word, God’s only
son. The Bible is not only the highest revelation; it is the last. Nothing further is
required. In the early stages of Cather’s theory of “art as religion,” however, revelation
is extended. The incarnation of Christ is not only repeated in the artist; it is actually a
more advanced revelation. Instead of God’s spirit incarnated in the body of Christ, it is
now incarnate in art through the spirit-filled artist, spirit made flesh, beauty made artifact.

Cather would later modify her view and cast the artist in the role, not of a new
revelation, but as a disseminator of revelation, an artist-priest who translates God for man
into human terms. As such, the artifact always points to “something else,” some “core of
light” which “produces in the perceiver a transfiguration” (KA 49), just as the Son was to
point to the Father. All true art, then, is a translation of the “Word.” If it is genuine, it
always points to a mystery, the veiled reality behind the physical sign. When one has
touched this “higher thing” in his feelings, the incarnation is complete--the human has
discovered the divine. Slote summarizes Cather’s view: “the truth of art is intangible as

spirit though caught for a time in human sense” (KA 49).

34 What I am calling Cather’s tension between a religion of art and a religion of love-in-
action, Raymond Thorbert calls a dissatisfaction with any one set of artistic principles, a
pull between craft and material. Jean Lavon Throckmorton labels the dichotomys as
Cather’s intellectual art novels and her prairie and southwest novels, and finds the latter to

be far superior.
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As a “passionate idealist,” Cather defines in her journalistic statements that true art
“has lofty types and conceptions back of it” and must be “warmed by all things human”
(KA 51). The notion of “lofty types” comes from both Christianity and classical art,
whose aim is a noble type of excellence both moral and beautiful. Art may meet the
requirements of form, substance, and artistic principles, but if it lacks “the other”--the
“high rare, splendid ideal that justifies the quest and the devotion,” then the other
requirements do not matter (KA 59). In such a case, the art is false. “The man who
founds his art upon a lie lives a lie,” Cather writes, but if he has “the other,” the thing
“that God puts in him” (KA 43), his art will have “something half the ideal of heaven and
half the power of human excellence” (KA 59). The goal of Cather’s art, then, is to realize
art as a gift of God, like faith; as David Stouck’s points out, it “is to transcend the human
condition--to create something permanent, immutable, outside the world of time and
chance” (W.C.’s Imagination 171).

Cather found her gift of artistic expression more accessible to her than faith.
Cather “found it difficult to believe,” writes Bennett (WWC 137). Cather told her friend
Carrie Miner that “faith is a gift” (WWC 245), and for a long time, she was not its
recipient, more by choice than by exclusion. During the years when she first discovered
her own gift, she would not confess it was God-given, for a time bragging to her college
classmates that “she professed not to believe in God” (WC:LL 337). But her atheism was
short-lived.

Even though Cather could not accept the claims of Christianity during her
university days, she could not do without the divine. In her remarkable essay on
“Shakespeare and Hamler” (1891), Cather early takes up her quarrel with the critics on
the adamant point that art is spiritual, a quarrel that would not let up to the end of her life.
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These critics insist, Cather charges, on judging literature wholly from a scientific,

intellectual viewp‘%int rather than one from spirituality and feeling:3%

The critics have no other light than the intellectual, for they have declared
that the emotions and intentions are not to be trusted. The altar lights they
have called ignis fatui, and have put them out. They analyze the playina -
most scientific manner, and do it most skillfully. . .. They say, “This
caused life,” or “This resulted from life,” but life they never find. They
think they have all, . . . .[bJut they never . . . hear the great heartbeat.
(KA 428-29)

They are like the “lost men” of the later essay, those with “finely trained minds
who lose themselves in the world” and are “lost eternally because of their frozen souls”
(WP, 7). They have not the wisdom of Christians or pagans who acknowledge
something greater than themselves; thus, they “never . . . hear the great heartbeat.”

If Cather were alive today, she would be disturbed but not surprised by current
trends in literary criticism represented by deconstructionists’ leading popularizer,
Jonathan Culler. His views seem directly descended from the socialist/secularist critics
who raised Cather’s ire. In his recent article “Comparative Literature and the Pieties,”
Culler encourages teachers of literature to actively attack religion, to “expose Eurocentric
pieties about the nature of ‘man.”” He is alarmed by what he calls a recent “revival of
interest in the sacred,” and deplores the conferring of “legitimacy on religion” by “our

most famous critics,” by name Frye, Hartman, Bloom, Booth, and Kenner. The worst

35 In a single year, Cather had come full circle in her opinions concerning science. In
her high school valedictory the year before, she ringingly proclaimed that “Scientific
investigation is the hope of our age, as it must precede all progress” (WC:LL, 62). At
this time, Cather was planning on a career in medicine. It was after she saw her Carlyle
essay in print that she changed to humanities and forever changed the course of her life.
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of it, he continues, is that such an acceptance of a spiritual reality “contributes to its
unassailability in the social and political arena” (31).

For Cather, the “great heartbeat” of literature derives from the universal force of a
divine Person, not from man’s social and political involvements nor from science; it is
manifested in the cosmic and spiritual power of love found in human feeling, not in
rational systems and reductive analysis. “The great secret of Shakespeare’s power was
supreme love, rather than supreme intellect, supreme love for the ideal in art [not of art]”
(KA 434). Cather’s notion of great love is not grounded in any naturalistic theory of
biological or psychological phenomena; as her statements on art attest, it has a historical
birth in the mind of God and is evidenced in the life of Christ. Even though Cather may
have been crediting Shakespeare’s power to something that he himself would have

denied, the fact that she believed his touchstone of value was agape shows us the source

of her own value.

As Cather’s world expanded at the university and in Lincoln--as she delighted in
the opera and theater and furthered her studies in the great classics--she refined her
notions of genuine art. In so doing, she discovered more particularly what it was in the
church’s presentation of the Christian faith that had so alienated her spirit. As much as
she sympathized with its emotional fervor, she cringed at the anti-intellectual and anti-
cultural bias of the prairie church. In a Journal article, June 2, 1895, she was delighted
that the Lincoln Episcopalians were risking community condemnation for staging a
current popular play, George du Maurier’s Trilby. “There is a general idea abroad that
the Lord does not delight in either art or intelligence,” she writes and she commends the
churchmen for taking a “difficult” stand; “[It] is just this fact [that such an enterprise is
unacceptable in the religious community] that has always made church progress so slow”

(9; KA 118). One reason Cather was so drawn to the Catholic church in her novels was
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its artistic sensibility. This essay anticipates her decision in 1922 to join in Red Cloud the
nearest thing Protestants have to the Holy Roman Church, the Episcopal Church (WC:LL
337).

Another church practice on the prairie which Cather thought lacked artistic
intelligence was the choice of music. In a column for the Journal, October 7, 1894,
Cather’s subject is “Moral Music.” In it she charges the church with promoting worship
music that is simply bad art. “If we believe that the Lord takes any interest in human
affairs at all we cannot suppose the music of Mozart and Handel and Bach and Beethoven
accidental,” she writes. “The Lord has made his own musicians and his own music, but
the churches give him ‘Let us Scatter Seeds of Kindness’ and ‘Pull For the Shore,
Sailor.” He must be a very loving and patient God indeed to endure such music”

(Journal, 13; KA 178-79). Cather continues:30

[Glod must be very fond of beauty Himself, He never made an unlovely
thing any more than He ever made a “moral” thing. In nature God does
not teach morals. He never limits or interferes with beauty. His laws are
laws of beauty and all the natural forces work together to produce it. The
nightingale’s song is not moral; it is perfectly pagan in its unrestrained
passion. The Mediterranean at noonday is not moral, the forests of the
Ganges have no sermons in them. . .. The world was made by an Artist,
by the divinity and godhead of art, an Artist of such insatiate love of
beauty that He takes all forces, all space, all time to fill them with His

universes of beauty; an Artist whose dreams are so intense and real that

36 That Cather would single out revivalist music as a sign of that particular religion’s
inadequacy is no surprise. As her fiction and biography reveal, music for her was a
special kind of human expression, the soul's speech that links it to some cosmic
harmony. For a full discussion of the impact music has in her fiction, see Richard
Giannone, Music in Willa Cather’s Fiction.
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they, too, love and suffer and have dreams of their own. Yet when we
come to worship the Painter, this Poet, this Musician, this gigantic Artist
of all art that is, the God whose spirit moved upon chaos leaving beauty
incarnate in its shadow, we bring the worst of all the world’s art and lay it
at His feet. Of all the innumerable human absurdities that have been
committed in religion’s name this is the most absurd. In the general crash
and destruction of things, when the Potter tries His vessels by fire and
every man and every artist is judged not according to his piety or
according to his morality, but according to his works, when the Master
Workman selects from this world the things that are worthy to endure in
the next, it is not likely that He will take Baxter’s Saints’ Rest or the
Gospel Hymns, or bound volumes of the sermons of great divines--for in
the next world we won’t need any sermons. Please God, we will be wise
enough then to be taught by beauty alone. He will probably take simply
the great classics and the things which should be classics, and the
paintings that will make even heaven fairer, and the great tone melodies
that must make even His angels glad, and the many lives that in
themselves are art, and the rest will perish in the void “as chaff which the
wind driveth away, or stubble which the fire consumeth.” (Journal, Oct.

7, 1894, 13; KA 178)

Cather here is juxtaposing scriptural passages taken from Psalm 1:4 and I
Corinthians 3:12-15. Both speak to the issue of God’s judgment--of the ungodly in the
first, and of the righteous in the second. In Psalms 1, the godly man is defined as one
who “delights in the law of the Lord.” The text rests on images of creative fertility. He is
“like a tree planted by the rivers of water, that bringeth forth his fruit in his season; his
leaf also shall not wither; and whatsoever he doeth shall prosper” (2-3). The ungodly
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man is a hollow straw man, “like the chaff which the wind driveth away” (4). In the
Corinthian text, the issue is not a comparison of the godly to the ungodly, but between
two progressive states of the righteous. St. Paul is explaining that at the final judgment
of the saints, all their deeds will be tried by God’s holy fire: “the fire shall try every
man’s work of what sort it is” (13). Those not made of “gold and precious stones”--
those done out of pride or wrong motives--will be burned. In other words, if a man’s
works grow from an impure heart, or impure motives, they are sinful and cannot enter
into heaven. However, even though one’s deeds “cannot be counted to him for
righteousness,” the redeemed one himself “shall be saved; yet so as by fire” (15).

Comparing the Biblical teaching to Cather’s interpretation, Cather’s God is more
exacting and unforgiving than the Bible’s. In her creed, sin is unredeemable.
Furthermore, one’s motives do not count. Evil or good intention is the same. Piety or
morality do not count. Just the product counts, the works. Her definition of sin is not a
bad heart, but bad art. Her God condemns a man for producing bad art even if his
motives are good. Consequently, she had no patience with the hymn singing of the folks
back home, nor any aspect of the bad “art” of their religion.

Although Cather believed for a time that the “heart” of the artist did not matter if
he produced divine art, she soon began to explore the consequences of that creed in her
fiction. As part of her creed of art, she asserted that the divine artist was engaged in the
highest form of human endeavor. It made no matter if he himself were flawed. She
denounces an Oscar Wilde as a criminal, but his art “is of God” and a “heavenly birthright
. .. which makes [him] akin to the angels and [able] to see the visions of paradise”
(Courier, Sept. 28, 1895; in KA 392). However, as Cather absorbed herself in the
conventional world of art and doggedly worked to become a part of it herself, it did not
take her long to see a problem with her artist-as-saint dogma. Even as early as 1896, her
last year in Nebraska before she moved East, Cather was already writing of the abuses of

art by artists:
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It is greatly to be feared that literary people are rather mean folk when you
get right down to the pericardiums that lie hidden behind all their graceful
artistic charms. They love humanity in the abstract, but no class of men
can treat the concrete individual more shabbily. (Journal, June 7, 1896;

KA 68).

Here, Cather identifies her dilemma: how can she validate the artistic product of
one whose character is the antithesis of the irreducible principles of art, principles which
she herself insisted lay on the foundation that inspiration can only come to one with a
noble heart? Cather eventually had to grapple with this contradiction in her theory, with
the inescapable cause-and-effect relationship between intention and action. A hint of that
is already present when she recognizes that there are artists other than vocational artists:
there are “many lives that in themselves are art” and who may be judged worthy by the
“Master Workman” to be selected “from this world”’ and “to endure in the next” (Journal,
Oct. 7, 1894, 13; KA 178). In 1895 Cather wrote about one artist who, according to
Cather, rejected the god of art for the god of humanity. When the French actress Réjane
gave up her career for her child, Cather wrote, she proved that she “knows that there are
other things on earth than art, things higher and more sacred” (Journal, April 21; KA 70).

Another article of this period more clearly reveals the reason for her philosophical
dilemma. She writes that “the highest kind of art . . . has lofty types and conceptions
back of it; . . . is elevated by high artistic sincerity, warmed by genuine love for all things
human, stimulated by some great belief”” (Journal, Dec. 9, 1894; KA 52). Here is the
criterion for “salvation” in art that she so often found missing in the conventional art
world. It is a criterion that more closely matched the religious views and actions of her
pious family members back home who knew of “things higher and more sacred.” They
obviously exemplified the best that art could attain. In order to see it, one had to be

“spiritually unblinded” :
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It is high and noble art to so take the scales from men’s eyes that they can
see the good that is near to them. In this century it is not the man who
plays classic roles or who paints classic pictures, but the man who can
distill poetry out of the commonplace, who is the truest artist. (Journal,

April 5, 1894, 6; rpt. WP. 1. 78)

She would later celebrate this living poetry of the “commonplace” in the characters
Grandmother and Grandfather Burden, Augusta, Antonia, Father Joseph Vaillant, Euclid
Auclair, Neighbour Rosicky, and Old Mrs. Harris. In this early statement, she predicts
what her own work would become after her own “scales” were lifted so that she could
“see the good” that was near to her.

Just as Cather’s theory of art had ambiguous and contradictory elements in these
early years at the university, so did her own emotional response to her family elders. The
evidence is in her fiction. A story published only a month after “Eric Hermannson’s
Soul” reveals the other side of Cather’s divided mind concerning the religious heritage
passed to her by her pious elders. In “The Sentimentality of William Tavener” (May,
1900), Cather’s memory this time takes her gratefully into the warm and orderly nest of
her grandparents. Set in farming country, the story concerns people who in many
respects could be Virginia-born copies of the Burdens in My Antonia. As Marilyn Arnold
writes, the story’s “calm and yet deep” quality “suggests a new solidity, a gentle tone that
would be felt again in the stories of Antonia and Rosicky and Bishop Latour” (WCSF
29). Whereas the earlier story condemns the debilitating aspects of Cather’s family’s
religion, this one celebrates the devout family and the ability of it members, when faced
with difficulties, to ride out life's tendency to erode love. The central characters arrive at
old age with a great store of mutual respect and feeling for each other. The whole story is
a series of muted still-life scenes, bathed in a golden sfumato of age and human feeling.

It is an example of the type of story Cather advanced in her essay, “The Novel
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Démeublé,” one that has had “all the furniture [thrown] out of the window,” has
eliminated “all the meaningless reiterations concerning physical sensations,” leaving “the
room as bare as the stage of a Greek theatre, or as that house into which the glory of
Pentecost descended” so that “emotions, great and little” may play freely (NUF 51).

Even though Cather rejected many of her elders’ creeds and practices, she was
drawn to the kind of persons they were, the largesse of their spirit and the generosity of
their hearts. And even though she was repulsed by what she viewed as their narrow,
constrictive religion, she admired their lives of pious devotion, tied to the land in a long
history of family and cultural tradition. Like Theseus attaching a thread at the door of the
labyrinth to insure finding his way back, Cather’s appropriation of the images and
rhetoric of evangelical Christianity for her new religion of art, and her celebration of the
home and family, kept a close connection between her past self and her growing self. It
was the thread that repeatedly guided her back home.

Having begun to write stories at the University of Nebraska, Cather continued to
produce them in an interim year before she moved to Pittsburgh to be the editor of the
Home Monthly magazine in 1896. Her first three stories are set on the Nebraska Divide.
The tone of these stories is one of anguish, reflecting the pain that early pioneers
experienced in fronting a blank and forbidding land. But the tone more exactly parallels
Cather’s own anguish at having been wrenched away from her established and familiar
home in Virginia. The memory of the pain was still fresh when she wrote “Peter”
(1892), “Lou, the Prophet” (1892), and “The Clemency of the Court” (1896), all three
depicting a terrifying environment “frightening in its coarseness, violence, and frank
depiction of the raw underside of human existence bereft of the cultural trappings”
(Arnold, Short Fiction 2). Cather’s mother constantly bemoaned the loss of her
comfortable and protected life in Virginia (WC:EV 60), and her father, like the title

character of “Peter,” was a sensitive but ineffectual man, ill-suited to face the challenges
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farming anywhere, let alone on formidable, unbroken land.37 In the story, Peter longs
for the past, for the grace and culture of his Eastern home, and despairing of ever seeing
it again, commits suicide.

In “Lou, the Prophet” appears a passage that hints at Cather’s own longing for her
Virginia home: “Among the northern people who emigrate to the great west, only the
children and old people ever long much for the lands they have left” (CSF 535). The tone
of overwhelming despair and defeat in these stories could very well have been an
imaginative projection of similar emotions from Cather’s own parents as well as herself,
and they mark the first of a long line of stories marked by a nostalgia for a lost place.

“The Elopement of Allen Poole” (1893) and “A Night at Greenway Court” (1896)
are set in Virginia, the latter story in colonial times and the former in the Timber Ridge
area that Cather herself knew so well. “A Night at Greenway Court” presents an
expatriot Virginian who, “In the prime of his success” in Virginia, “left home, country,
friends, and all that men hold dear, . . . and buried himself” in a wilderness (CSF 486-
87). In “The Elopement” appears a “capsule description and recreation of Willa Cather’s
Virginia home,” notes Bernice Slote, “paralleled in almost every detail by passages in
Sapphira and the Slave Girl ” (1940). Slote draws direct connections between the details
of Cather’s Virginia background and this story as well as later fiction (KA 104).

On the surface it appears that Cather’s family elders do not appear at all in this
earliest fiction. Yet she wrote two stories that very well could have resulted from her

youthful divorce from their influences and traditions while she was a student at the

37 When William Cather left the Back Creek farm in the charge of Charles, it was a
prosperous and well-kept operation. However, Charles, who lacked his father’s and his
brother's skills, decided to sell the farm after the barn burned down in 1883. He then
followed his family west to pursue a dream of success on the virgin prairie, only to give
that up, too, after eighteen months when he moved into Red Cloud. See WC:LL, 31, 43;
Bennett, “Childhood Worlds,” 206.
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university. In “A Son of the Celestial” (1893), Cather presents tradition and long-
standing values through a settlement of Chinese, a people of “terrible antiquity” who
resolutely transplanted their culture “in the new west.” The narrator’s tone is somewhat
scornful of their old ways as they “settled down and ate and drank and dressed as men
had done in the days of the flood” (CSF 526). No worship of the past here.

Cather’s vicarious rejection of her own “old world” continues in “The Conversion
of Sum Loo” (1900). In this account, Cather takes a jab at the religion of her evangelical
family elders, not through the venerable Chinese, but through the local Baptist Christians
in the story who, in their zeal to see folks “saved,” had wrongly assumed that their
Oriental “convert” was safely in the fold. Cather’s light ridicule of the revivalist
Christianity of her family elders in the story again signals her incipient conversion to
another religion, the religion of art. Cather remembered years later some of her “bitter”
writings and wrote to a friend, “it makes one feel so grown up to be bitter” (WC:LL 73).

After her graduation from the University and a restless year at home in Red
Cloud, Cather was offered a position in 1896 as editor of a small Pittsburgh magazine,
Home Monthly (WC:LL 112). Flattered and excited to be on the way to her goal of
becoming a great artist, she moved East. The transition was emotional as well as
physical, and it signals a split in Cather’s psyche that was to haunt her for the rest of her
life. The beginnings of the pull between East and West--between culture and nature,
between the refined and the common--are hinted at in the writings of the Lincoln years.
But in the Pittsburgh years, and later in New York, they emerge full-blown.

The most obvious thing pulling Cather toward the East at this time was its
association with the world of art and culture. She yearned after it like a babe for milk. In
the Nebraska years it had started in Red Cloud with her association with her music
teacher, Professor Schindelmeisser, with William Ducker, a retired classics scholar, and
with the Charles Wieners, who spoke German and French and introduced Willa to French

literature (WC:LL 52-55). When in Lincoln, she continued her pattern of eschewing
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association with the ordinary run of people and gravitating toward those with an Eastern
or European cultural flavor to their lives. “In retrospect,” writes biographer James
Woodress, “it seems that the people she chose were among the most cultivated and
interesting people in Lincoln” (WC:LL 82). Among them were the Charles H. Gere
family, he the founder and publisher of the leading newspaper in Lincoln, the Nebraska
State Journal;38 the Westermanns, a German family who owned another Lincoln
newspaper; the Canfields (James Canfield the university’s chancellor and his daughter
Dorothy, later to become a Pulitzer prize winner), and others of note (WC:LL 66-67).

After her graduation from the University, Cather was unable to find employment
in Lincoln and spent one unhappy year in Red Cloud, or as she called it, “Siberia,”
bewailing her “bitter exile” from the centers of culture. Her “first concern was not
writing but escape from stagnation into life: the world of music, drama, art.” In June,
1896, she received the offer of the managing editorship of the newly reorganized
magazine in Pittsburgh. She was “overjoyed at her deliverance,” and she wrote Meriel
Gere that on the train out, she felt as if she were going home (CSF, Bennett,
Introduction, xvii-xviii).

When the twenty-three year old Cather “escaped” Red Cloud, she thought she
was leaving a Western desert for an Eastern oasis. Because of her position as editor, she
was introduced to Pittsburgh society, and despite her earlier disparagement of social
clubs, she wrote Mariel Gere that she was delighted and astonished at being included in
the social calendar of the “swell” women's club of the city (WC:LA 77-78). She was

38 It was in Gere’s newspaper that Willa Cather’s first published piece appeared. She
soon after accepted an offer to become a regular contributor to the Journal, and in additon
to her school work, turned out a voluminous amount of journalistic writings in these
years. See The Kingdom of Art and The World and the Parish for the complete
collection. Charles Gere’s daughter, Mariel, became a close friend of Cather’s, and their
correspondence provides important biographical information.



96

introduced to several New York drama critics and Rudyard Kipling, and she enjoyed the
fruits of a thriving city dominated by men like Carnegie, Mellon, and Westinghouse who
were determined to make it a center of culture. Things such as the Carnegie Library and
Music Hall, the Pittsburgh Symphony, and the splendid theaters were “cultural resources
much vaster than she had known in Lincoln,” and she reveled in them (WC:LA 78-79).
She continued to seek out friendships with those who shared her love of European
literature and culture, such as George Seibel, a newspaperman, and his wife, lovers of
French literature, and Isabelle McClung, a young socialite dedicated to the arts with
whom Cather developed an intense and lifelong friendship (WC:LL 119-120, 139).

In Pittsburgh, however, Cather also “found herself in the bosom of rock-ribbed,
conservative Presbyterian” society (WC:LA 75). She found its stern conservatism “as
chilly as a wine cellar” and its church-centered social life stuffy, dull, and sorely lacking
in joie de vivre, an even worse situation than the society of her family’s Baptist Church
back in Red Cloud. It may have been dull and dreary, but at least the people were
generally warm and generous. But perhaps the most distressing in Pittsburgh was her
discovery that her beloved arts were supported by the money of the “robber barons” who
preached “The Gospel of Wealth,” a philosophy contrary to Cather’s strongest impulses
(WC:LA 79). Here she was confronted head on with the dilemma that she would grapple
with in her fiction: how could art be bedfellows with a system philosophically contrary to
it; yet how could it survive without the money from big business? It appeared that,
paradoxically, Arcadia depended for life on Philistia.

Further complicating Cather’s crisis was the fact that she herself was attracted to
the comforts and advantages of wealth. As much as she distrusted big business, she
admired the graceful style of living that money could buy--the well-appointed, spacious
homes and the quiet elegance of the wealthy. It made her own humble home in Red
Cloud seem embarrassing by comparison (WC:LL 140). When she was invited by

Isabelle McClung in 1901 to leave her dingy apartment and come live with her at the
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McClung mansion, Cather felt like she at last was meeting her destiny as a woman of
worth. The house “had solidity, elegance, comfort” and a “staff of servants” (WC:LA
92). It not only was the closest thing to Willow Shade she had experienced since leaving
Virginia, but it far surpassed it and became the realization of the elegance that her mother,
Virginia, always felt she deserved (WC:EV 38).

Regardless of these predilections, however, after one year in cosmopolitan
Pittsburgh, Cather’s heart turned homeward to her family in Red Cloud. She had severed
connections with the Home Monthly, and in the fall she would join the Pittsburgh Daily
Leader. In between jobs, she made a visit to Nebraska in June, 1897. As soon as she
returned to Pittsburgh, she wrote Mariel Gere that she was painfully homesick. “[S]he
was already tired of the gay Bohemian life”; “A west wind was blowing and it made her
ache to be home” (CSF, Bennett, Introduction xx-xxi). What made her ache was not the
Nebraska prairie but the transplanted Virginia family and their close counterparts, the
European neighbors.

Cather’s homeward gaze is evident in “The Burgler’s Christmas” (1896), a story
she wrote in her first year in Pittsburgh, and the home she looks to has the nature and
qualities of the homes created by her Virginia family. In the story, Cather expiates her
guilt for her apparent rejection of her roots, her lack of loyalty in emotionally abandoning
home and falling in love with the East. The protagonist is a young man named Willie, a
name Cather went by with her family and close friends. Obviously from a cultured
background, Willie ﬁﬁds himself in Chicago, a vagrant and a failure, destitute of money

“or respectability. He had years before severed ties with his parents who lived somewhere
“down East.” Unbeknowns to him, they had since moved to Chicago. Willie has failed
at everything he had set out to do, and hungry and desperate, he burglarizes his own
parents’ house. Caught in the act by his mother, he is overwhelmed by her compassion

and joy at seeing her prodigal son.
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It may appear that the house and parents in the story are linked to Cather’s parents
in Back Creek, but the house has the spaciousness and genteel qualities of Willow Shade.
The nurturing mother who feeds and warms the pathetic Willie more closely resembles
the maternal figures of Caroline Cather or Rachel Boak than Virginia Cather. In
O’Brien’s opinion, the story is one of many of Cather’s that “feature a search for a
maternal figure,” and links maternal love with feeding (WC:EV 52). But as we learn in
“Old Mrs. Harris,” Virginia Cather kept well away from the kitchen, and it was Willa’s
grandmothers with whom she associated warm kitchens and comforting nourishment.

By the end of the story, the son “has traveled back even further into the past” (WC:EV
52), but it is a past more closely associated in memory with a long familial line that leads
to Virginia. Consequently, the “rich content” that Willie experiences back in his home
more closely resembles Cather’s experience with the older women of her family.

After Cather determined to worship God at the altar of art rather than at the
“mourner’s bench,” and as she identified more closely with the artist as celebrant, her
stories become more and more preoccupied with the religious calling of the artist.
However, her incisive powers of observation of the world of art in Pittsburgh altered her
earlier rosy picture. Often she found that her admired artists had clay feet and stone
hearts, and that those dwelling in the realms of art did not automatically have sanctified
motives. The first “Christ” was challenging her second.

When Cather’s close companion, Isabelle McClung, invited her to move into the
luxurious McClung home in 1901, and provided her a comfortable sewing room on the

top floor in which to write (WCL 54),39 Cather produced the stories that would later

39 At the time that Cather was putting these observations into stories, she had terminated
her post as a journalist for the Pittsburgh Leader in April, 1900 (a position she accepted
after quitting the Home Monthly), and had begun teaching English in a Pittsburgh high
school in March, 1901 (WC:LL, 146, 148). She believed the move would give her more
time to write.
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appear in the volume, The Troll Garden (1905). The stories in this volume anticipate the
juxtaposition in her mature novels of art and experience, East and West, and especially
the artist and the common man. In the world of art as well as the world of commerce,
one finds the greedy and the insensitive. The threat of materialistic seduction invades all
spheres of human activity, and the only index of value in any of them is the creed of
genuine art. As David Stouck writes, the design of this collection of stories “touches on
many of the author’s major themes--the quest for what is genuine and lasting, the moral
opacity of material possessions, [and] the artist as tragic figure” (W.C.’s Imagination
181).

In “Flavia and Her Artists,” the first story in The Troll Garden, Cather exposes
the art world at its crassest. Flavia collects so-called artists, not because they create
beauty or truth in their work, but because of their celebrity value. M. Roux, the rare
genuine artist in Flavia's crowd, perceives “at a glance” that “all Flavia’s artists have done
or ever will do means exactly as much to her as a symphony means to an oyster” (TG
164-65). David Stouck found this character proof that no longer for Cather is an artist
“by definition a sacred personage” (W.C.’s Imagination 176). No better are most of
Flavia’s artists who pretend to admire her for the material advantages that her husband’s
money provides. In her last year in Nebraska, Cather had written that it is greatly to be
feared that literary people are rather mean folk when you get right down to the
pericardiums that lie hidden behind all their graceful artistic charms. They love humanity
in the abstract, but no class of men can treat the concrete individual more shabbily”
(Journal, June 7, 1896, rpt.KA 68).

As Amold points out, Cather’s primary “concern here [in “Flavia and Her
Artists”] is not with art per se, but with the attitudes and behavibr of human beings, some
of whom happen to be artists” (WCSF 48). This is no promotion of art for art’s sake but
rather of art for humanity’s sake. An example of the true artist presented in this story is

Arthur Hamilton, ironically Flavia’s husband. A sensitive man, he has many earmarks of
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Cather’s father, Charles, but his spirit matches Cather’s grandmothers’. He is the
measuring stick for human value in the story because he “acts instinctively and selflessly
out of love and human caring” (WCSF 48).

In The Troll Garden Cather also explores the twin sides of what happens to an
artist who chooses the “garden of art” at the expense of human relationships, as well as
one who chooses human relationships to the detriment of his artistic impulses. The
“contest is not between the sordid money-grubbing world and the heaven of pure art, but
rather it is between the practical and the imaginative impulses which can quicken inside
anyone” (WCSF 53). In “The Garden Lodge,” the “practical” Caroline Noble has
achieved a hard-won peace and created a calm, secure home for her family. But she has
sacrificed “unsatisfied yearnings” (189) to do it and settles for serenity without passion.
That is, she does until the opera star Raymond d’Esquerre comes to her home for rest and
study. He reawakens her need for the passion of art and the imaginative life, and
although she squelches it again, it comes back to her in a dream. Her unconscious
affirms that the shadows of that paradise “always so scorned and flouted” are in fact “the
realities,” and that mundane reality without romance is the real shadow.

However, just as Robert Frost insists on a two-sided vision, so does Cather by
not letting this conclusion rest unchallenged. D’Esquerre, the artist who can enamour his
audience with enchanted visions, has sought in Caroline the relief of “a quiet nature, a
cool head, a strong hand” (190) as a necessary corrective to the glamorous world of art.
The contradiction is that the garden of art is enchanting mainly to those outside of it.
D’Esquerre lives with a “tacit admission of disappointment under all this glamour of
success--the helplessness of the enchanter to at all enchant himself” (TG 194). Already,
Cather recognizes the absence of substantial reality in the world of art, just as Paul does
in another story in this collection, “Paul’s Case.”

The same theme appears in another story in this volume, with an even more cruel

denouement. “A Death in the Desert” warns that the promise of perennial happiness in
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the garden may in fact turn into isolation and death for more than just the one enamoured
with the promise. In this story, the artist is so absorbed in himself that he is unaware of
another’s suffering and love. This is at the heart of Cather’s definition of false art; it
inhibits the means of grace. A later variation on this theme comes in the heavily
autobiographical, “Old Mrs. Harris.” In that story, the budding artist Vickie and her self-
centered mother Victoria are so absorbed in making their own place in life that they
inexcusably ignore the physical and emotional needs of the elderly and overworked Mrs.
Harris.

True art, then, must validate human as well as artistic principles. The stories that
demonstrate a satisfying realization of human endeavor are those connected with the life
of Cather’s elders. In Marilyn Arnold’s words, Cather’s ideal of genuine art connects
“aesthetic (or artistic) sensibility and meaningful human life and interaction” (WCSF 46).
On the one side is Willa Cather and the “aesthetic sensibility” possessed by all true artists,
and on the other her Virginia elders and all others like them with their example of
“meaningful human life.” In all of the stories collected in The Troll Garden, no artist is
successful in realizing both aims.

Cather herself remarked to her friend Elizabeth Sergeant some time after the
publication of The Troll Garden that the stories “now hardly seemed to belong to her.
She herself had outgrown the harsh mood that had inspired the Western ones. The
starvation of a girl avid for a richer environment seemed to stick out, to deform to make
the picture one-sided” (WC:LL 180). Here is Cather’s own confession of the nature of
her stories. They are stopping off places in her journey to ultimate value, temporary
states of mind as she searches in other worlds for the real one. She would find the true
“richer environment” in the images of home and the old faces who populated it.

In 1906, Cather resigned her teaching position in Pittsburgh and moved to New
York to join the staff of McClure's Magazine. Her performance was so successful that

by 1908 she was managing editor (WC:LL 182, 199). In spite of her demanding
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schedule, she wrote nine stories before she left in 1912. In some of these stories, Cather
is dealing with her past only indirectly, but its influence is there, whether in characters
who resemble family members or in themes that advance her search for a lost value she
had left behind with her Virginia family. In two of them, however, she uses the theme of
the past directly by taking situations out of her own history. In one of them in particular,
Cather seems very aware of her own obsession with her private history.

In “The Namesake” (March 1907) Cather breaks through the veil that had
disguised her use of her past in so many other stories and overtly celebrates her claim to a
line of great Virginia progenitors. Cather bases the protagonist on her own uncle William
Lee Boak, brother of Virginia Boak Cather, who fought and died for the Confederacy
long before Willa Cather was born. His memory was cherished and kept alive by
Cather's mother, and “to the end of her life” she “cherished her brother’s sword, and the
Confederate flag” (WC:CB 15).40 In Cather’s imagination, her blood was co-mingled
with a splendid young hero, and he exemplified all the grand yearnings she felt within
herself.4! As yet, Cather will not publicly identify herself with a relocated Virginia

40 In adolescence, Cather went through a phase of name-altering to better suit her own
vision of herself. She pretended she had been named for her Uncle William Boak, and
even though it was not true, she was adamant throughout her life that she was his
namesake. Cather’s given name was not Willa but Wilella after her father’s sister who
had died of diphtheria in childhood. Her parents shortened it to Willa or Willie. See
WC:EV, 13 and 107.
41 That Cather closely identified with her young uncle is also evident in a poem she
wrote in the early 1900s with the same name, “The Namesake.” It appears in her first
volume of poetry, April Twilights (1903). The epigraph to the poem reads: “Vigesimum
post annum in obscurum correpto lucem vigesimi gaudens percipisse.” Out of dark
obscurity, then, Cather means to bring to light this one out of her past, and in so doing,
win fame for them both. In part, it reads:

Often have they told me how

Hair like mine grew on his brow.

He was twenty to a day
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family who still appears to her rather backward and without social commendation, but she
can lay claim to blood kin who died valiantly.

“The Namesake” is primarily the reminiscence of Lyon Hartwell, an American
sculptor who has worked for years in Paris. He also takes students, and they are curious
about a piece on which he is working, a bronze entitled The Color Sergeant, which
depicts “the figure of a young soldier running, clutching the folds of a flag, the staff of
which had been shot away” (CSF 139).

“Where in the world does he get the heat to make an idea like that carry?” asks one
of his perplexed students, believing Hartwell to be more Parisian than American. The
narrator tells us that Hartwell set aside his usual diffidence--“No man ever guarded his
mystery more effectually”’--and, with a voice “charged with feeling,” told the story.
Hartwell had been named after this uncle, and the passion in his own work, he tells his
students, was the result of a trip home he made years before that put him back in touch
with his family<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>