


HISTORICAL SPACE (Continued)

strates that Parkman is equally relevant to all four
historic levels of consciousness. There are indeed four
- “4imes” in this book, but | would like to suggest even
more. A fifth historical period is the present of the
reader, creating the made work of art as he or she
reads it; a sixth is time before recorded history —
since Cather also invites the reader to consider prehis-
tory with her ice age imagery and her mythic “un-
charted continent”; a seventh extends into the future:
the history that Cécile’s sons, the “Canadians of the
future” will write.

When we talk about history, we necessarily talk
about time, about epochs, about periods, about past,
present and future. John Livingston Lowes points out

that “fw]e live in terms of time. And so pervasive is

that element of our consciousness that we have to
stand, as it were, outside it for a moment to realize
how completely it controls our lives. For we think and
-act perpetually, we mortals who look before and after,
in relation to hours and days and weeks and months
and years.”® Cather anchors us and her characters in
clearly measured time: “one afternoon late in October
of the year 1697" (3), “the last Friday of October” (45),
“the afternoon of All Saints’ Day” (84), “last year — five
years ago — many years ago” (96), “the morning of
the twenty-fourth of December” (104), “the first day of
June” (169), “four o’clock in the morning” (201), “the
seventeenth day of August 1713, fifteen years after the
death of Count Frontenac” (269). The limits of time
circumscribe the book; the action takes place within a
year's time, followed by an epilogue that takes place
precisely fifteen years later. And yet, all of Skaggs’s
times — and mine too — exist within the tight frame-
work of the book’s “clock time.” How can that be? We
all know the answer; as Lowes reminds us, we mortals
“look before and after,” and, as Cather demonstrates
in this novel we carry within ourselves the means by
which we can extend the limits of measured time: our
memories and our imaginations. Robert Penn Warren
refers to the two concepts as “chronological time and
history,”* and Edwin Muir differentiates between their
functions in fiction:
Time in the dramatic novel is internal; its movement
is the movement of the figures; change, fate, char-
acter are all condensed into one action; and with its
resolution there comes a pause in which time
seems to stand still; the arena is left vacant. in the
chronicle, on the other hand, time is eternal; it is not
seized subjectively and humanly in the minds of the
characters; it is seen from a fixed Newtonian point
outside. It flows past the behoider; it flows over and
through the figure he evokes. Instead of narrowing
to a point, the point fixed by passion, or fear, or fate
in the dramatic novel, it stretches away indefinitely,
running with a scarcely perceptible check over all
the barriers which might have marked its end.®

Indeed, time flows beneath the surface of this novel:
Euclide looks “back to the time of Ambroise Paré, and
still further back to the thirteenth century, as golden

ages in medicine” (29); “the shades of the early
martyrs and great missionaries” (95) draw close to
Cécile on All Souls’ Day; the “crimson afterglow wellfs]
up out of the forest like a glorious memory,” like the
rainbow, “to remind us of a promise” (234); the “same
well-ordered universe . . . created by God for a pur-
pose, the sun which he made to light it by day, the
moon which He made to light it by night — and the
stars, made to beautify the vault of heaven like fres-
coes, and to be a clock and a compass for man” (97)
surrounds the rock of Quebec with a reality that
includes the creation of time itself, an eternal “perma-
nent stability” that nonetheless carries each individual

- through the passage of measured chronological time
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and into the eternal, or history itself.®

Cather’s very famous belief that “Life began for me
... when | ceased to admire and began to remember”
is nowhere better demonstrated than in Shadows.
One of the problems she worked out in the novel was
the relationship between change and permanence,
stasis and flow. She wrote: “To me the rock of Que-
bec is not only a stronghold on which many strange
figures have for a little time cast a shadow in the sun;
it is the curious endurance of a kind of culture, narrow
but definite. There another age persists.” Loretta
Wasserman, Barbara Caspersen and, of course, Tom
Quirk have all linked Cather’s concepts of the duration
of time, the working of individual memory, and her
understanding of the myth-making capacity of man to
Henri Bergson’s influence.” Memory allows the French
colonists to re-create a culture on a rock in the wilder-
ness: the interior of the Auclairs’ shop “was like home
to the French-born” (22); life could “go on unchanged
in this room” (25) because Madame Auclair teaches
Cécile “the sense of ‘our way,’” a “feeling about life
that had come down to her through so many centuries
and that she had brought with her across the wastes
of obliterating, brutal ocean” (25). Memory can also
transport them back in time and space: Euclide and
the Count sit by the window “but the river was not the
St. Lawrence. They were looking out on the Pont-
Marie, and the hay-barges tied up at the Port-au-Foin”

(250); Blinker finds that sometimes . . . things would
rise up out of the past . . . faces . . . voices . . . even
words . . . . ‘They are inside me . . . | carry them with

me’ ” (161). What Blinker remembers, however, is not
sustaining, nor does it tie him to a rich tradition worth
preserving. In fact, if we read the book carefully, we
cannot help but be struck by the barbarism of civilized
France. “The most civilized people in Europe” tolerate
torture, the hanging of innocent men, corruption at
Court, and monstrous carp that devour littie girls.
Certainly nothing about Cather is ever simple or
perfectly straightforward, and that includes her re-
sponse to the culture informing her novel, a response
| find increasingly ambiguous. Cather wrote in her
letter on the novel: “There, among the country people
and the nuns, | caught something new to me; a kind of
feeling about life and human fate that | could not ac-
cept, wholly, but which | could not but admire” (15).



Not only could she not wholly accept the feeling about
life and human fate she found among the nuns and

country people, but in the novel she does not wholly .

admire the perpetual stability of Jeanne Le Ber, who
has a “stone face” and a voice “with the sound of
despair in it” (182-83), or Mother Catherine de Saint-
Augustin, who “burned her life out in vigils, mortifica-
tions, visions, raptures” (42). Cather tells us she tried
to capture: “a kind of thinking, a mental complexion
inherited, left over from the past, lacking in robustness
and full of pious resignation” (15). Surely, these
leftover characteristics lacking robustness and encom-
passing resignation stand in direct opposition to those
qualities Cather always admired: “sturdy traits of
character,” “elasticity of mind,” an “honest attitude
toward the realities of life” and “certain qualities of
feeling and imagination,”® “fine personalities,”' and
most of all “the shining eyes of youth” mentioned at the
end of O Pioneers! | read Cather's comments on “the
mood of the misfits among the early settiers” (16) and
wonder just who in this book she intends to be the
misfits — surely | can’t miss them if there were a good
many. | note her admonition that “reaily, a new society
begins with the salad dressing more than with the
destruction of Indian villages” and the word new leaps
out at me. Finally, 1 come to her last statement:
“Those people brought a kind of French culture there
and somehow kept it alive on that rock, sheltered it
and tended it and on occasion died for it, as if it really
were a sacred fire — and all this temperately and
shrewdly, with emotion always tempered by good
sense.” Who in Shadows on the Rock are “those
people”? The ones who brought, not French culture,
but “a kind of French culture,” and kept it alive? The
ones who are temperate and shrewd and have good
sense as well as emotion?

As | ask these questions, | remember the first
sentence of Cather's first public address, her high
school graduation speech: “All human history is a
record of an emigration, an exodus from barbarism to
civilization.” | also recall that Cather wrote: “The
history of every country begins in the heart of a man or
a woman.” If these notions of history are true for
Cather, then Shadows on the Rockis not nostalgic or
backward-looking, Canadian civilization is not — or will
not be — merely re-heated French culture, and Cécile
is not an insufferable prig, as she has been called. In-
stead, the novel looks forward in imagination as well
as back in memory; it defines a new country that
begins in the hearts of people who look on the land
with love; and it re-affirms the value of the past in the
creation of the future. In fact, the misfits are those
who cannot relinquish the past's stranglehold: “Europe-
an man was quickly swallowed up-in silence, distance,
mould, black mud, and the stinging swarms of insect
life that bred in [the forest]” (7). Life on the rock of
Quebec is originally French in character, but in reading
this story of history we witness the subtle transmutation
of French culture into Canadian civilization. This is as

it should be: “When an adventurer carries his gods
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with him into a remote and savage country, the colony
he founds will, from the beginning, have graces,
traditions, riches of the mind and spirit. lts history will
shine with bright incidents, slight, perhaps, but pre-
cious, as in life itself, where the great matters are often
as worthless as astronomical distances, and the trifles
dear as heart's blood” (98).

On the rock where apparently nothing changes
small changes do take place within human hearts, and
great changes take place in human history. Native
seminarians study late at night; Jacques adds the
Canadian beaver, “our very special animal” (111), to
the creche; and the story of Jeanne Le Ber's spinning-
wheel becomes the myth and miracle of Canada alone,
like the stories of “Indian massacres and lost hunters
and the almost human intelligence of the beaver’
(137). Mother Juschereau, diametrically opposed in
character to her predecessor, is chosen to direct the
convent: “She was the first Reverend Mother of the
foundation who was Canadian-born, and she had been
elected to that office when she was but thirty-four
years of age. She was a religious of the practical type,
sunny and very outright by nature, — enthusiastic,
without being given to visions or ecstasies” (34). We
should remember that Bishop Laval — himself a man
who turns to the new land with love — retums to
France to select his successor, with disappointing
results.

Most clearly identified with Canada, however, is
Pierre Charron: “more than anyone else he realized
the romantic picture of the free Frenchman of the great
forests.” Pierre — himself a rock — is courageous,
confident, proud, nurturing, at home in the forests or in
the town. Like all of Cather's most admirable charac-
ters, he carries the memory of the race into the future;
he has “the good manners of the Old World, the dash
and daring of the New” (171-72).. He likes “a cold
winter, and a hot summer” (188), he smells of “pine-
woods and the fresh snow” (264), and he specifically
identifies Cécile as Canadian.

Captain Pondaven protests to Pierre Charron that
“one is best in one’s own country” (218), and Father
Hector tells Auclair that “nothing worth while is accom-
plished except by that last sacrifice, the giving of
oneself altogether and finally” (149). Faced with return-
ing to France, Cécile finds that she too has given her-
self to Canada and that it is indeed her own country.
Like her grandmother, she cannot live “in a world
[France] where such cruelties could happen” (93). She
knows that “on a foreign shore, in a foreign city (yes,
for her a foreign shore), would not her heart break for
just this? For this rock and this winter, this feeling of
being in one’s own place” (104). For her, the forest
and the river, which. she dreams of exploring with
Charron, hold no terror; the land is sweet-smelling, the
river breathes with life, and the rock of Quebec blazes
with (Cather's favorite colors) “so many kinds of gold,
all gleaming in the soft, hyacinth-coloured haze of

autumn” (229). :
(Continued on the Next Page)
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Fortunately for Pierre, Cécile and Canada, the
Auclairs do not return to France. Before her death,
Madame Auclair taught her daughter that “one made
a climate within a climate; one made the days, — the
complexion, the special flavour, the special happiness
of each day as it passed; one made life" (198), but,
~ like Mother Catherine, she passed her tradition on to
a Canadienne, and the flavor of that life would not be
French. Cécile’s sons and daughters are in fact “the
Canadians of the future, — the true Canadians” (278),
the Canadians, perhaps, of our very own time.

I have saved Euclide for last, for perhaps Cather's
past-bound apothecary shows us best the transforming
power of history. A true misfit, who preserves his
French home, his French schedule, his French food
and drink, and a French feudal system, Auclair sees
himself as “a helpless exile in a strange land” (263)
when Count Frontenac dies. It takes fifteen years, but
at the end of the book, Euclide, too, has finally become
Canadian — content in his family, secure in his home,
rooted in his own, new country and the traditions from
which that country began, “indeed fortunate to spend
his old age here where nothing changed” (280).

Earlier I noted Skaggs's observation that the year
in which this novel takes place was a year of relative
calm in the history of Quebec — a vacuole, if you will,
an empty place in which nothing happened. But, in
Cather, vacuoles are always important. Bishop Saint-
Vallier's return to Quebec in the Epilogue allows
Cather to put another into final perspective for the
reader. Reflecting on the contrasting turmoil through-
out the Old World, the Bishop says, “. . . we are in the
beginning of a new century, but periods do not always
correspond with centuries. At home the old age is
dying, but the new is still hidden” (277). 1 register
Cather’'s own comments one last time: she once told
Rose Feld,

The world goes through periods or waves of art.
Between these periods come great resting places.
We may be resting right now. Older countries have
their wealth of former years to fall back upon. We
haven't. But, like older countries, we have a few
individuals who have caught the flame of former
years and are carrying the torch into the next
periods. "

In Shadows on the Rock, Cather shows us what
goes on in those resting places. Cécile and Pierre —
and finally Euclide himself — are Cather’s torchbearers
who ensure the next wave of art; individuals who have
caught the flame, who create new civilizations out of
salad dressings, new countries out of their youthful
hearts.
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opposition to the other than itself’ (65). A true ap-
proach to the other, the second kind of approach,
intrudes upon and disrupts totalizing narcissism: “The
other appears before the narcissistically totalizing | as
a given fact that the ! cannot reduce to its own totality.
The | which self-confidently draws the world to itself is,
as it were, startled by the other's. appearance” (66).
For Levinas the chief symbol for the other is the
face, and he highlights its defenseless nature: “The
skin of the face is that which stays most naked, most
destitute” (Levinas, Ethics 86). In the following pas-
sage Levinas particularly emphasizes gaze as a force
which breaks totality: ’
To be sure, the other is exposed to all my powers,
succumbs to all my ruses, all my crimes. Or he
resists me with, all his force and all the unpredict-
able resources of his own freedom. | measure
myself against him. But he can also — and here is
where he presents me his face — oppose himself to
me beyond all measure, with the total uncovered-
ness and nakedness of his defenseless eyes, the
straight-forwardness, the absolute frankness of his
gaze. The solipsist disquietude of consciousness,
seeing itself, in all its adventures, a captive of itself,
comes to an end here: true exteriority is in this gaze -
which forbids me my conquest.. (Collected 55)
Levinas’s theory sheds some interesting light on the
importance of the outsider, the disfigured, and the
disadvantaged, to the comunity of Cather's novel,
primarily in the formative influence of these characters
on Cécile’s life. Cécile is the exemplar and perpetua-
tor of the community; as Skaggs points out, “She is the
most essential ingredient in [its members’] corporate,
continuing life together” (35). Thus, whatever contrib-
utes to Cécile’s self-development indirectly contributes
to the sustenance of the community.

The outsiders in this text serve a variety of com-
munity functions, and Romines posits that Cather may
be proposing an alternative to the “tradition of isolation”
and the “mythic power this tradition attaches to the
outside and the outsider” (72). In Shadows, the
outsider is not seen primarily as hero but rather as
necessary other in opposition to which the commu-
nity/self is defined. According to Levinas, this is a
narcissistic attitude toward the other.

The incident in the text which demonstrates this
point most clearly is Cécile’s visit to the Harnois family.
Charron’s name is significant here. As the Char-
ron/Charon of Greek mythology ferried souls across
the River Styx to the underworld, so Pierre Charron
ferries Cécile to a place perceived by her as a kind of
underworld. Cécile never meets the kind-hearted
Harnoises as they are, never sees their true othemness,
but rather uses their otherness to define her already-
formed view, thereby exercising a totalizing narcissism.
Her conception of them as what is not-her is reinforced
by each detail she observes — the dirty pillowcase and
sheets, the shared towel, the unsophisticated food.
She is so disgusted and uncomfortable that she begs
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Charron to take herhome early. When she returns to
her little haven, she reaffirms the traditions passed to
her by her mother. The intrusion on her life and
consciousness of the outsider (embodied in the Har-
nois family) allows her fully to appropriate her mother's
customs and practices as her own and to develop her
sense of self more clearly and firmly.

Pierre Charron, too, is an outsider who contributes
to Cécile’s self-definition. He is the adventurer whose
tales of exploits help her understand herself as owning
different sensibilities and values than he. For example,
she cannot comprehend how Charron could enjoy
eating dog boiled with blueberries, and such experi-
ences merely increase the value she places on struc-
tured and ordered traditions over wild and unordered
living. Randall notes that “his very existence in the
book is an implicit denial of everything the Auclair
family stands for” (326). Charron presents a kind of
anarchy dangerous to the rigidly maintained roles and
recipés essential to Cécile’s world. _

Jeanne Le Ber also figures as an outsider. Like
the Harnois family and Charron, she is not a part of
the Quebec community (living in Montreal) and is used
in a similar narcissistic fashion. While Cécile is clearly
attracted to the figure of Le Ber and greatly respects
her, she rejects her as a model for appropriate self-
fulfillment. Choosing to isolate herself from all contact
with family and friends, Le Ber seems the great anti-
thesis to community building. She subordinates
human ties (refusing to see her dying mother, cutting
herself off from her bereaved father, repelling her
desperate lover) and refuses to forge any new ones.
She never serves others as a neighbor, never joins
any social organizations, never marries'and contributes
children to the community. In contrast, Cécile, as the
upholder of the community; must be in constant
connection with those around her. She learns from her
mother, serves as companion to her father, welcomes
visitors and ultimately affirms life and community by
marrying: Charron and having four boys. Jeanne Le
Ber provides the necessary antitype for Cécile’s type,
which is a microcosm for the macrocosm that is Que-
bec. :
In addition to being the other against which the self
is defined, the outsider often pays the price that allows
the community to function more fully, a payment from
which the community is then exempt. For example,

the trappers brave the wilderness to carry on the fur

trade, and several are wounded (like Antoine Frichette)
or die (like Michel Proulx) in this service. Because
these outsiders take upon themselves the dangers and
hardships attendant on a trade important to life in New
France, the Quebec community is absolved of the
responsibility. This is also true in the case of the
missionary priests such as Father Hector and Noel
Chabanel. The community members generally feel the
necessity of proselytizing among the Indians, yet are
relieved by others-who do the job at great sacrifice.
These outsiders are used narcissistically by the com-

(Continued on the Next Page)



THE OUTSIDER, THE DISFIGURED
(Continued) :

munity, primarily in terms of what they spare the
community.

As the Canadians’ great saint, Jeanne Le Ber
similarly benefits the community. Her excessive
religious zeal relieves its members of the need to be
as zealous, freeing them to temper religious fervor with
communal concerns. One isolated saint making altar-
cloths and vestments for the community is enough and
serves as its surrogate or scapegoat. That she re-
leases the community members from something
greatly painful and difficult to bear is quite evident
when Charron sees her in the church. The change he
perceives in her is drastic — she has been drained of
youth and life: “her voice was so changed, — hoarse,
hollow, with the sound of despairinit. ... When she
prayed in silence, such sighs broke from her. And
once a groan, such as | have never heard; such
despair — such resignation and despair!” (579-80). In
a way, her life force wanes in proportion to the in-
creased life force in the people.

Clearly, this is a narcissistic use of Le Ber. In-
deed, Le Ber is denied, or denies herself, opportunities
which, according to Levinas, would allow her to pres-
ent her radical otherness to others — her face and her
speech. She sees no one and speaks solely to her
confessor. When she addresses Charron in the
church, he is so intent on her change that he only sees
her in relation to his previous view of her. This por-
trayal of Le Ber is particularly apt if she is understood
to represent in some fashion the artist, one who drains
him/herself of energy for the enrichment of a communi-
ty from which he/she usually holds aloof. The inde-
pendent otherness of the artist is often preempted by
what people like to define as that otherness. One
cannot help but wonder to what extent Cather identi-
fied with Le Ber, with the blessings and the curses of
her solitude, and with a sense of the public’s use of
her without any direct confrontation to/relation with her.

This scapegoat idea of the outsider is closely
related to another use of the outsider in Cather’s novel,
that of providing inspiration and community integrity.
Jeanne Le Ber clearly inspires not only Cécile but
Quebec and Canada as a whole. The miracle of Le
Ber’s spinning wheel makes the settlers feel closer to
one another and to God. Curiously, the communities
in Quebec and Montreal rally around their image of this
outsider, and both try to claim Jeanne as theirs, anoth-
er narcissistic act of totalization. Pierre Charron’s
adventures function similarly in that Cécile and her
father live vicariously through them. Through Pierre
they see a world wider than the constricted circle of
their community. The sense of movement they receive
from his stories provides them with an outlet for their
restlessness. In addition, his strength, daring, and
pluck inspire them to continue with their own lives.
This is seen most clearly by Charron’s effect on
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Euclide at the death of Frontenac. Instead of disturb-
ing the totalizing view of Cécile and her father, Char-
ron’s appearance confirms them in it.

Whether the outsider serves as the not-I against
which the 1 is defined, as the surrogate/scapegoat, or
as inspiration/vicarious life, ‘he/she 'is used by the
self/community in a narcissistic, totalizing fashion.
Rather than disrupting the ordering of one’s world, the
outsider helps bring the self/community into line with its
own definitions. This is not to say that the self/commu-
nity’s use of the outsider is evil; rather, it is natural and
often helps the seif/community, although it does an
ultimate disservice to the outsider.

Another group of others in Shadows on the Rock
is the disfigured. Physical disfigurement often serves
as both literal handicap and as metaphor for emotional
or psychological wounding, a searing acquaintance
with suffering. Blinker is a key example of this
phenomenon. He is described as having “a terrifying
face” (472), terribly cross-eyed and shrunken on one
side, with pieces of bone protruding. His greatest:
torment, though, is his memory of the torture chambers
in France and his participation in them. Blinker is
fascinating to view in Levinas’s terms. His face is
more vulnerable and radically other than the typical
face, and his gaze, because so crooked, is hardly the
straightforward gaze Levinas discusses. Yet the
recipient of such a gaze would certainly sense the
other looking out, and Cécile’s response to Blinker
shows an evolution. At first, she avoids looking at his
eyes, “had never really looked into his eyes at all”
(472), and Blinker barely speaks to her. Through the
incident with the creche she begins to read his looks
and to listen, as he opens up and speaks to her about
the creche figures. Then, Blinker spills out to her his
news about Le Ber's miracle and finds a receptive
listener in Cécile. Finally, he tells Auclair the story of
his history; and Cécile, while she cannot hear his
words, realizes most fully who he is: “He sounded so
miserable” (568).

By caring for and observing Blinker, Cécile learns
a great deal and discovers his depth of emotion and
piety. He provides her an opportunity for expanded
understanding and sympathy, an essential element in
the maintenance -of community. Levinas stresses
one’s ethical responsibility to the other, that “to greet
the other is already to answer for him” (Ethics 88).
Cécile comes to take an increasing responsibility for
Blinker as she comes to accept him increasingly as
other (e.g., she asks him to come sit by the fire,
though her mother never did that). Blinker's account
about the horrors of his past provides wisdom and
insight into the dangers of a community whose zeal for
control and order outweigh its capacity for compassion
and justice (as with old Bichet). Because of Blinker's
experience, though it is sl?ared verbally with only
Auclair (but later, it is implied, learned by Cécile),



Blinker is an important stabilizing force in the commu-
nity.

Lastly, Blinker touches Cécile in a very special way
when he tells her of Le Ber's miracle. As Cécile
gradually comes to greet Blinker as other, as what she
must admit she does not understand and cannot
control, she is touched by infinity. Levinas says that
such a meeting “opens the very dimension of infinity,
of what puts a stop to the irresistible imperialism of the
same and the I" (Collected 55). As enlightening mes-
senger, Blinker responds to Cécile's joyous exclama-
tion that the angels are as close in Canada as they are
in France: “Ma’m’selle, | think they are nearer” (546).
This idea is crucial to Cécile and the community as
they struggle to maintain themselves in the wild New
World, struggle to make for themselves not just a copy
of the Old World but a community ali their own, special
and sanctified. Cécile’s exposure to infinity as a result
of a face-to-face encounter with Blinker about Le Ber's
miracle, while beautiful, ironically becomes the oppor-
tunity for an act of totalization toward Le Ber.

The old Bishop with ulcerous legs is another disfig-
ured character, yet the character with the greatest
insight into the nature of Canada. He sets up a
seminary according to the unique needs of the com-
muity. Bishop Laval has a special affinity with the
people. It is he who connects with Cécile and helps
her when she is in need (e.g., when she needs to
borrow money for candles, and when she is distraught
at her impending departure from Quebec). Himself an
other, he is respectful of the other. It is Bishop Laval
who befriends Jacques when he is lost and cold. The
way Jacques startles him into a self-examination
demonstrates Laval’s openness to the disturbing force
of the other. The Bishop approaches the other as
other, awake to his/her call on his life. His own
suffering gives him insight into that of others, and his

pious example (e.g., getting up at 4:00 every morning -

to ring the bell) is an inspiration and stabilizing force
for the citizens of Quebec: “The punctual bell and the
stern old Bishop who rang it began an orderly proces-
sion of activities and held life together on the rock”
(631). Indeed, it is only when Bishop Saint-Vallier
becomes more like Bishop Laval in acquaintance with
grief that he becomes more humble, human, and
likable — “a man uncertain, and puzzled, and in the
dark like ourselves” (640). As Auclair tells Blinker,
“Suffering teaches us compassion” (567).

Some of the community members are afraid of
Blinker's strangeness or the old Bishop’s severity, but
Cécile is afraid of neither. Blinker and Laval, perhaps
because of their suffering, teach her something about
meeting the other as other. Perhaps it is because she
is young and more open to their otherness that she
models for the rest of the community a mode of
greeting the other.

There are other disfigured characters who do not
figure as prominently in the story. For example, the
shoemaker’s mother is lame. While this handicap is
not as glaring as Blinker's and the Bishop's, Madame
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Pommier’s facility in living with it, her strength and her
courage, inspire Cécile. She learns from Madame
Pommier that one can carry on productively and
contribute to community no matter what one’s limita-
tion. Also, it is Madame Pommier who helps Cécile to
see the wisdom of accepting Jacques's gift of the
beaver: “Our Lord died for Canada as well as for the
world over there, and the beaver is our very special
animal” (535).

The broken-up woodsman, Antoine Frichette, is
also maimed, though his difficulty is not visible. Thus
he may symbolize the internal nature of human limita-
tion and disfigurement, may indeed help Cécile to learn
that sometimes one’s greatest difficulty lies within and
is invisible to others. He, too, goes on with his life,
though he feels himself of no use; perhaps his pres-
ence increases Cécile’s awareness of suffering and the
ways in which it limits action. Frichette’s character
also demonstrates a blurring of others and response to
them, for he is both an outsider and a disfigured com-
munity member, and Cécile’s relation to him is partially
narcissistic and partially respectful of his true other-
ness. He, like Father Hector, helps Cécile appreciate
the warmth, safety, and peace of home and com-
munity.

The third category of other in Shadows on the
Rock is the disadvantaged. The disadvantaged and
the disfigured are joined in the demands they make
upon the community members (although the disfigured
may be more shocking in face-to-face encounters).
The chief representative of the disadvantaged in
Quebec is little Jacques. The boy has everything
against him — he is very poor and is generally
neglected by a mother whose livelihood is extremely
repugnant to him. Yet Jacques inspires Cécile and her
father, Bishop Laval, and probably other members of
the community. His piety is amazing to Auclair (who
observes him at the Stations of the Cross), and a
delight to Cecile (who huddles with him in Notre Dame
de la Victoire). His presence causes a spiritual exam-
ination in the old Bishop. Jacques’s donation of his
beaver to the creche is his most significant act in the
story; through his unconventional addition, he teaches
Cécile and the rest gathered an important communal
lesson of the other. He shocks them with his other-
ness, demonstrating that faith, to mean anything, must
involve real sacrifices (he gave his most cherished
possession) and must be connected to actual life in the
New World (as the beaver is Canada’s special
animal). -

The disfigured and the disadvantaged, like Blinker
and Jacques, are important sources of instruction in
Cécile’s life. As in Flannery O’Connor's works, the
message of truth in this novel is often carried by the
most unlikely messengers. Levinas calls “the other my
Teacher, who magisterially teaches me about his

(Continued on the Next Page)



THE OUTSIDER, THE DISFIGURED
(Continued)

essence, namely, his exteriority, without my having
possessed this teaching or ever being able to locate it
in myself” (Burggraeve 69). Interaction with others that
is more than a narcissistic totalization helps Cécile
develop her sense of human limitation and courage,
her sense of sympathy, and her sense of communal
responsibility. In addition, each of the figures contri-
butes something to other members of the community
or to the community at large.

Anthony Di Renzo points out that through Flannery
O’Connor’s cataloguing of misfits and the marginalized,
several of her characters, as well as her readers,
confront a moment of truth when they realize that they,
too, are themselves marginal (14). O’Connor states
“We're all grotesque” (Asals 75). In a similar way, by
peopling Quebec with individuals who are in some way
maimed (physically or emotionally) or marginalized,
Cather may be suggesting that all her characters are
in some way misfits. Indeed, in writing about Shadows
on the Rock, she states: -

Now, it seemed to me that the mood of the misfits

among the early settiers (and there were a good

many) must have been just that [resignation]. An
orderly little French household that went on trying to

live decently, just as the ants begin to rebuild when

you kick their house down, interests me moré than

Indian raids or the wild life in the forests. (On

Writing 16)

Here Cather implies that even the characters who
appear at the center of the community of Quebec, e.g.,
Cécile and her father, are actually just as much misfits
as those who appear more at the periphery of the
community. Perhaps the presence in their lives of
those who are outsiders, disfigured, and disadvantaged
helps the more central characters realize their own
otherness and deficiency. Perhaps it enables them to
realize that both through their own limitations and
through their sometimes narcissistic approaches to the
other; they all share a shadow-nature on the rock to
which they cling for comfort and support. Readers of
this novel are also confronted with their own otherness
and treatment of the other. The text itself is a radical
other, and the reader is challenged to approach it with
a willingness to listen, a willingness to be disturbed out
of his/her comfortable totalizing view. In a face-to-face
encounter with the text, the reader must set aside
his/her narcissism.

While at first glance the narrative of Shadows on
the Rock is a sunny one, full of light and warmth, it is
also shadowy, filled with pain, danger and human
limitation. The community of Quebec is one which
relies for its existence upon the presence of outsiders
and upon the contribution of community members who
are disfigured and disadvantaged. Cather's work will
never fit neatly into any schematization, but she does
appear to have been working with concerns similar to
Levinas's, examining varying manifestations of the
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other, possible approaches to the other, and the
consequences, positive and negative, of such ap-
proaches. Community, while necessary and beneficial,
is always at best tenuous and its construction and
maintenance are costly. Skaggs points out that “in
[Cather's] opinion, we infer, any culture or community
includes oppositions. What it also includes, by existing
at all, is a continuity which is itself a kind of miracle”
(35-36). Readers of Shadows on the Rock are
touched not only by the attractive and comforting
sunniness of the community, but also by the preva-
lence, necessity and inevitability of its shadows. And
perhaps readers are made more aware of the shadows
which fall across their own lives, the shadow-like
characters around them, and their own complicity in a
human nature characterized by the interplay of shadow
and sun. : :
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Macaulay was a doctor who had charm! He brought
about a thousand babies into this world. He was
sincere, friendly, and took his work so serious. One
night only a horse and sleigh would go through the
snow, so his car couldn’t get through. He went on foot
— but got there too late, but he got there. He'd go
-any time; he was first on the island to have a boat. He
used to visit her cottage a lot.

Keith Ingersoll wrote about Cather, but it is full of
mistakes. [Ingersoll, L. B. “Willa Cather and Grand
Manan, An Exerpt’ (sic). On This Rock: An Island
Anthology. Grand Manan, N.B.: Gerrish House Soci-
ety, 1963; available from GM Museum, N.B. 10G 2M0].
Cather didn’t go to Rose Cottage for a meal; she never
gave Aggie Beal a set of chinal He never came out
here.

Kathleen Buckley: Willa Cather only came here once
[in 1940] after Doctor Macaulay died in 1939. Once |
took Dr. Bryant to see her. Miss Lewis said Miss
Cather has a big lump on her hand, perhaps a spider
bite. When Doctor Bryant came, he looked around
and said, “You mean people stay and pay money to
stay in these old places.” She was always nice to me.
When | was leaving to go to school, she came down
the lane in, [custodian] Ralph Beal's car with Miss
Lewis and said, “Why didn’t you say good-bye to me?”

Ellen Harvey: They bought the land for their cottage
from Barb Thomas, or Joy Thomas [Sept. 7, 1926]).
After she died, Miss Lewis paid [upkeep] for a while;
then when she didn’t pay Ray, he quit. All the property
here was left to her nieces.

¢ ¢ ¢

The Whale Cove Cuisine was a major topic among
our group because of the delicious food prepared by
chef-owner Laura Buckley. A spunky Island native,
she holds a degree in Canadian history. One need
only scan the interesting books in her Library to ob-
serve her broad interests. She also has a degree in
kitchen management. Fortunately for us her Dining
Room and Gourmet Food Shop openied June 4th, only
weeks before we arrived. Her fare was divine. |t
included homemade chicken pie, lobster, salmon-salad
sandwiches, flounder, pasta, muffins, and a delicious
cheesecake with rhubarb and strawberries, all served
on Blue Willow china. Through the windows of her
dining room one gloried in the pink- and purple-Lupin
garden bordering a dense wood. Laura Buckley said
the best part of her life now is “the place, and being
my own boss. The Swiss-German chef who trained
me always said ‘You're only a chef when you're hired
to be one.’”

I have not touched on many special memories —
spicy pantry cookies, tasty dulse (edible seaweed), the
naturalists’ talks on island life, the awesome view from
South Head's glacial cliffs, Dany the bus driver, the
herring factory, kayaks weaving through the weir. The
islanders themselves, especially the grandmothers |
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met, were unguarded, gentle, generous, and friendly in
a way that seems lost at home. Later, my own grand-
daughter asked if | had any mystical experiences while
sleeping in Cather’s cottage. No, but | confessed that
on solstice night, as the full moon shown in a silver
pool through the window overlooking Whale Cove, | felt
a sense of transmorphing, remembering that Cather
had been there before. It was.a poetic thing, a very
special experience that I'll never forget.

Leaving Grand Manan on the handsome Dutch-
built ferry was bitter-sweet. Some of the group saw
whales which lifted their spirits. Herb MacMurtry left
Grand Manan on the same ferry, and kindly pointed
out the Swallowtail Lighthouse and Seven Days Work
—the cliffs that Cather describes in “Before Breakfast,”
her only story about the island. After an hour and a
half, we left the ferry docked on the Canadian main-
land and traveled on to the beautiful village of St.
Andrews, where | took a group photograph. Most
important of all, we continue to thank tour-leaders;
Professors Michael A. Peterman and Robert Thacker,
who directed both the fabulous pretrip and the sem-
inar.

How to get there: To reach the GM Ferry, fly into
Saint John and follow Rt. #1 west to Blacks Harbour,
Tele. 506-636-3922. To rent modern Whale Cove
Cottages, including either Cather cottage, call 506-662-
3181. Other rooms are available at Shorecrest Lodge,
Compass Rose Inn, and Aristotle’s Landing. Order
Heritage Trails & Footpaths on Grand Manan. Ed.
Kevin O'Donnell. 1993 ed. from GM Tourism Assoc.,
Box 193, North Head, Grand Manan, N.B. EOG 2MO.

* Weir, pronounced ware on Grand Manan, is a fence-like
fishing trap. Weirs are built in the still waters of Whale
Cove for herring.

Histbricism and the Sentimental:
Sources of Power in Willa Cather’s
Shadows on the Rock

Elaine E. Limbaugh
Portland State University

“To invent good Stories and to tell them well
are probably very rare Talents.”
(Fielding, Tom Jones)

Judith Fetterley writes that “the ultimate irony of
Cather’s career lies in the fact that she is best remem-
bered not for her impersonations of male experience,
her masculine masquerades, but rather for strategies
she evolved to maintain her own point of view and tell
hef own story within the masquerade” (56). While
Fetterley's statement is an opening to explore other,
very different avenues of fiction writing, there is implicit
in her observation an understanding of Willa Cather’s

i (Continued on the Next Page)









HISTORICISM (Continued)

serious novelists had adopted the form, finding no
shortage of enthusiastic readers. Most of these critics
concede the genre was used to underscore values,
that perhaps certain values have gone out of style or
that the culture sought modes of appeal more effec-
tively treated through the strategies of literary natural-
ism.

Other critics point to class and gender struggles for
an explanation, that if sentimentalism was a “woman
thing,” debunking the form was a way of devaluing
women’s writing. Such an analysis seems a touch
paranoid, and yet many times social schemes, calculat-
ed or not, frequently work in the reverse of what is
intended. Lauren Berlant addresses this issue in her
essay, “The Female Woman: Fanny Fern and the
Form of Sentiment”:

sentimental idealogy served as a structure of

consent in which domestically atomized women

found in consumption of popular texts the experi-
ence of intimate collective identity, a feminine
counterpublic sphere whose values remained fun-

damentally private. (270)

Lynn Wardley in an essay on Stowe adds another

dimension to the discussion by considering the power .

of “invisible persuasion” inherent in the depiction of
domesticity. Wardley quotes Stowe’s intention to be
really great in the little things . . . noble and heroic in
the insipid details of everyday life” (209). If texts are
in some sense political gestures, the nature of that
politicism in Shadows is ethical.

| suggest that two areas of the sentimental .court
our sense of the ethical in Cather's novel. One, the
nurture of domesticity, and the other, the elements of
virtue, both life-sustaining essentials, are woven like
threads in a tapestry in and around the Auclair house-
hold. The result is a commentary on beauty — the
beauty of life well lived.

Just as the sentimental tends to be aligned with
women, so are attributes of beauty, sentiments of
tenderness and affection. While philosophers and
clerics are divided on the nature of a providence that
makes this so, they have been known to concede such
sublimity constitutes a form of power. It is, then,
perhaps unique but not implausible that what we learn
comes via Cécile. When Father Hector shares the
means by which he found strength to embrace a most
significant sacrifice, he notes Cécile’s breathless
attention to his words. He touches her and says, “See,
she understands me! From the beginning women
understand devotion, it is a natural grace with them;
they have only to learn where to direct it. Men have to
learn everything” (150).

Cecile cherishes housekeeping and homemaking.
She is faithful to her mother's memory in the details of
domesticity — cooking wholesome food, keeping pots
and pans polished, observing the rituals of hot choco-
late and a walk before slumber, caring for the needy
as well as extending cordiality to guests gathering
round the Auclair hearth. Daily rituals provide order,
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and order empowers one in times of stress. Her belief
in the power of these habits is validated by her visit to
the Harnois family, that “had kind ways, . . . but that
was not enough; one had to have kind things about
one, too” (197). Cather elevates Cécile’s understand-
ing of the need for gentility to a religious level, a
nourishment of the soul that makes life worthwhile.

The sentiments of tenderness and civility are
artfully juxtaposed with suffering, cruelty, and greed in
the world. The power of this is felt through the story-
telling Cécile loves. Stories are her education, and the
novel is filled with stories heard and felt by the alert
and perceptive child. The story of her grandmother's
pain when old Bichet was so unjustly tortured causes
Cécile to ask, “Am | like my grandmother?” (93).
There is the story of the torturer Blinker who cannot
forget his victims’ screams. Stories of the missionaries
and martyrs speak of sacrifice and loneliness. Stories
of the Ursuline Sisters become dramas of stoicism and
mystery. It is in this fashion that Cécile’'s (and the
reader’s) moral and ethical consciousness is informed.
Cruelty, anguish, and suffering are balanced by the
beauty of kindness, understanding, and compassion,
all of which are fostered in the home:

When an adventurer carries his gods with him

into a remote and savage country, the colony he

founds will, from the beginning, have graces, tradi-

tions, riches of the mind and spirit. Its history will
shine with bright incidents, slight, perhaps, but
precious, as in life itself, where the great matters

are often as worthless as astronomical distances,

and the trifles dear as the heart's blood (98).

It becomes clear that historicism and the. senti-
mental do not stand opposed but combine to evoke the
mystery of Cather's power in this novel. The senti-
mental historian/novelist, free to negotiate history and
character, is able to construct a social context that
reconstructs values, crosses lines of class and gender,
and demonstrates a process of spiritual renewal.

Cather’s particular form of the sentimental within
an historical framework argues for a world of Christian
love fostered and nurtured through domestic ritual
around the hearth. Her characters represent a New
World humanity forged by abandonment and nurturing.
Huddled within the shadows of their rock between two
worlds — the frightening wilderness on one side, the
greed and whim of distant monarchs on the other —
they emerge inheritors of a new political destiny. Wars
might be fought, continents won and colonized, the
reign of monarchs documented and debated by
historians, yet the central affirmations of power in
human life go relatively unnoticed and unrecorded
except for the subtle artistry of Cather’s storytelling.
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Crossing Boundaries:
Cather Scholarship at the 1995
Western Literature Association

Meeting
Vancouver, British Columbia

Evelyn I. Funda
Utah State University

Held for the first time outside of the U.S., the 1995
Western Literature Association Conference met Octo-
ber 11-14 at the Coast Plaza Hote! which overiooks
the skyline of downtown Vancouver, Vancouver Harbor
and the fall colors of Stanley Park. Amid such spec-
tacular scenery, Cather scholars sensed, as WLA
president and conference coordinator Laurie Ricou
wrote in his program introduction, “the mountains of
western writing behind us, and the oceans of possibil-
ities in front of us.” Interpreting the conference’s
theme of a “celebration of border crossing,” the ten
papers focusing on Willa Cather consistently consid-
ered the effect of violating boundaries in Cather’s
fiction, where the “borderlands” are both literal and
symbolic and include boundaries of public and private
lives as well as class and gender.-

Four papers considered different aspects of the
boundaries of social status. Reginald Dyck (Capital
University), in his essay “Lost Men: The Hidden Injuries
of Class in Cather's A Lost Lady,” suggested that A
Lost Lady is the most class conscious fiction of Ca-
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ther's canon; characters suffer a kind of “status anxi-
ety” that leads them to find strategies for maintaining
and increasing status.

The essay from Florence Amamoto (Gustavus
Adolphus College), entitled “‘Why Aren’t You Always
Nice Like This, Tony’: Romanticism, Realism, Nat-
uralism, and Socioeconomics in Cather’s Fiction,” was
one of the two papers that considered class issues in
terms of the literary forms Cather used. -ldentifying
Cather characters with either a Romantic, Realistic, or
Naturalistic viewpoint — as determined by a char-
acter's socioeconomic status — Amamoto proposed
that the Romantic luxury of the privileged has the
potential to lead to blindness and be judgmental, while
the Realistic perspective makes characters more able
to love, accept and forgive.

In identifying the gossips of A Lost Lady with a
Greek chorus, my own essay, " ‘The Power of Their
Tongues’: Mistaking Invasion for Intimacy in Cather's
A Lost Lady,” explored the distinctive social position of
the townspeople who act as intermediaries for us as
readers while making us complicit in their invasion of
the house of Forrester. Cather demonstrates how,
mistaking intimate knowledge for intimacy, the gossips
(and readers patrticipating in their gossip) fail to recog-
nize that their/our truth about Mrs. Forrester’s inner self
is only an approximation.

in “The Power of the Dog: Willa Cather and
Dracula,” Karen Kebarle (University of California,
Berkeley) extended an earlier suggestion that Cather
imaginatively drew on Bram Stoker's Dracula (Susan
Rosowski had noted the similarities in 1986). Calling
the short stories “The Affair at Grover Station” and
“The Old Beauty” Cather's portraits of sexual danger
and racial prejudice in which the foreigner is stereo-
typed as dangerous and base, Kebarle distinguished
these works from Stoker's by suggesting that Cather
does not sexually romanticize the danger of the
threat.

Like Kebarle, Janis Stout (Texas A & M University)
and David Delugach (University of Oregon) associated
literary forms with gender issues. Stout’s paper, “The
Circuit of the House: The. Homecentered Journeys of
Mary Austin and Willa Cather,” traced “the engagement
with polarities of change and stasis” in the work of both
Cather and Mary Austin. Both writers, said Stout, use
the journey motif in feminine terms. Demonstrating in
these writers the dilemma between the “desire to go
and the necessity to stay,” Stout sees this “home-
centric journey” as a pattern of self-discovery and
altered vision. Focusing on My Antonia as a “female
pastoral” in “Cather’s Female Pastoral and the Androg-
ynous Narrator of My Antonia," Delugach suggested
Cather was “grafting” a masculine model onto female
subject matter. Abandoning male hierarchy, Cather’s
1926 revision of the novel's introduction, for example,
“blurs. gender distinctions and obscures the author-
ship,” thereby setting the stage for female heroics to
be set side by side with traditional male heroics.

(Continued on the Next Page)






George (University of Nebraska at Kearney) . will
coordinate the annual meeting, to be held concurrently
with the annual meeting of the Western History Asso-
ciation.

CATHER SPRING CONFERENCE
RED CLOUD, NEBRASKA
MAY 3-4, 1996
Featured Text: My Mortal Enemy

8-10 page papers invited on the featured novel and other
aspects of Cather for May 3 sessions.

Abstracts due 1 February; completed papers due 1 April,

CONTACT: Virgil Albertini
Rural Route 3, Box 21
Maryville, Missouri 64468

SEVENTH INTERNATIONAL WILLA CATHER
é SEMINAR
: Willa Cather:
Southern Connections

Winchester, Virginia — Shenandoah University
June 21-28, 1997

This seminar, to be held in the Shenandoah Valley
country where Willa Cather was born and spent the
influential first nine years of her life, will explore
Cather's deep and lifelong connections to Southern
culture. Seminar sessions will consider Southern
issues and institutions ~— including slavery — in
Cather’s writing and biography and will read her fiction
in the contexts of Southern predecessors, contem-
poraries, and followers. Seminar staff and speakers
will include historians, folklorists and a wide range of
literary scholars representing various theoretical per-
spectives. )

Seminarians will be housed on the parklike cam-
pus of Shenandoah University, and the week will
include ample opportunities to explore the history and
culture of the area, visiting Willowshade, Cather's
childhood home in Winchester, and many other family
sites inscribed in Cather’s fiction. A day in Washing-
ton, D.C., based at George Washington University, will
also provide an opportunity to explore Cather's Wash-
ington connections.

For further information, write to Professor John
Jacobs, Site Director, Department of English, Shenan-

doah University, Winchester, Virginia 22601, OR

Professor Ann Romines, Program Director, Department
of English, George Washington University, Washington,
D.C. 20052. The seminar is co-sponsored by the Willa
Cather Pioneer Memorial and Educational Foundation,
the University . of Nebraska-Lincoln, Shenandoah
University, and George Washington University.
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" Louise Pound and Willa Cather:
An Intellectual Network?

Guy Reynolds
University of Kent, England

The friendship between Willa Cather and Louise
Pound is usually discussed in biographical terms: their
meeting as students at the University of Nebraska; the
possibility of a lesbian affair; the resentment and
estrangement that was to disrupt their friendship.
Such biographical inquiry is important for its own sake,
and for feminist critics this friendship exemplifies the
woman-centeredness of Cather's life. Sharon O’Brien,
for instance, sees the Cather/Pound friendship as a
bonding between precocious female students. She
notes Pound’s achievements as scholar and sports-
woman, and places her as “the fabled ‘New Woman’ of
the 1890s.” O’Brien records that Pound and Cather
worked together in 1891 as associate editors of a
college literary magazine (129).

At this point the biographer has completed her or
his investigation. Yet it is here, with the collaboration
between Cather and her gifted contemporary, that the
question of intellectual influence arises. Who Was
Who in America testifies to the scope of Pound’s work
in philology, folklore and literary criticism: she pro-
duced a large number of books and articles, edited
scholarly journals, and became the first woman presi-
dent of the MLA. In spite of these achievements,
Louise Pound is sometimes regarded as an inferior
example of the Nebraskan intellectual. When A. L.
Rowse met Ms. Pound, he ironically termed her the |
“Mother of American Philology.” In Rowse’s view
Louise Pound “was perhaps jealous of Willa’s achieve-
ment and her world-fame” (164).

Is it fair that Pound should be thus demoted? And
would a fuller appreciation of Pound’s work help our
readings of Cather — for example, by supplying points
of comparison and contrast with Cather's novels? We
have to grant two objections to the hypothesis that
Pound might have directly influenced Cather. First,
apart from their early college collaboration, Pound and
Cather never worked together. Indeed, Cather's
career followed a curve towards increasing literary
independence. Examples of collective literary en-
deavor occur during the early years: a ghost story that
she wrote with Dorothy Canfield (“The Fear That Walks
By Noonday,” 1894); the autobiography of S. S. Mc-
Clure which she helped to create (My Autobiography,
1914). Once Cather began to write fiction full-time
these collaborations ceased.

A second objection is that Cather was suspicious
of literary movements and groups. She had a defen-
sive sense of her own literary idiosyncracy, and she
distrusted the clubbishness of movements such as
“veritism” and “aestheticism.” Her favorite authors
remained outside these literary schools. Thus her
comment on Robert Louis Stevenson in 1894: “it is
probable that before the advancement of encroach-

(Continued on the Next page)
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ing realism and ‘veritism’ and all other literary un-
pleasantness Stevenson will be relegated to the
children’s bookshelves, along with Scott and Cooper
and the elder Dumas” (World and Parish 137). Even
late in her life, with her singularity well-established,
Cather continued to mock: literary groups. A letter of
1939 to Dorothy Canfield Fisher expressed both love
for the Southwest and contempt for the writing clubs
that had flourished in Santa Fe (Madigan, Monday
1939).

We have, then, to be careful when considering
Cather’s life and work, paying due attention to her own
suspicions of collaborations and literary. movements.
There was no “Cather circle,” no stable literary or
intellectual group immediately around her. If there had
been, the problem of intellectual influence could be
ciearly focused. Instead, one has to imagine areas of
intellectual overlap — a kind of loose networking.
Given that Cather’s friends included prominent novel-
ists, musicians, scholars and journalists, it would seem
highly unlikely that she was oblivious to their work.
And since these friendships were characterized by an
almost febrile intensity — Cather had notoriously
impassioned rifts and reconciliations with Louise Pound
and Isabelle McClung — we can assume an intellec-
tual undercurrent too. Thus, even though we ought to
respect Cather’s dogged individualism, the intellectual
reciprocities with her friends do merit investigation.
Moreover, | believe that through tracing these networks
of friendship certain intellectual affinities emerge.
Louise Pound’s work parallels Cather’s and illuminates
certain of Cather’'s main themes: immigration, cultural
transmission, the development of an American folk-
culture.

These analogies are immediately evident when we
read Louise Pound’'s Poetic Origins and the Ballad
(1921). Pound shares with Cather two preoccupations:
the discovery of an ancient, indigenous American
culture through the disciplines of archaeology and
anthropology;- and the transmission of Old World
culture to the United States. Poetic Origins, which
discusses the ballad’s emergence in “primitive socie-
ities” and its survival into contemporary oral folk-
culture, is an intellectually heterogeneous work. Pound
draws on anthropology as well as the traditional
methods of literary history, for example textual collation
and analysis. Pound discusses the ballad in medieval
Europe; she also refers to research on the folk-songs
of the American Indian. Poetic Origins is notable for
two features. It exemplifies the supposedly disinter-
ested investigation of “primitive culture” for its own
sake and for its illumination of the sources of Western
society and art. The very title of Pound’s book indi-
cates this neo-Darwinian search for a cultural point-of-
departure, an “origin.” The second feature is the broad
historical canvas that this inquiry produces. Instead of
a narrow Occidental history, Pound projects a capa-

cious past in which supposedly “savage” societies have
their:place.

At the heart of Poetic Origins is a debate about
creativity: did communal or individual creativity gener-
ate the ballad? Pound’s thesis is that the individual’'s
artistry had to come first:

That it is an absurd chronology which assumes that

individuals have choral utterance before they are

lyrically articulate as individuals, seems — extraor-
dinarily enough — to have little weight with theorists

of this school. Did primitive man sing, dance, and

compose in a throng, while he was yet unable to do

so as an individual? (9) :

And she concludes her first chapter with this dismissal:
“The assumption: that group power to sing, to compose

. songs, and to dance, precedes individual power to do

these things, is fatuously speculative” (35).

Pound is interested in using “primitive man” to
examine the nature of creativity; and at the origin of
culture she finds the individual artist. Her emphasis on
creative individualism is analogous to Cather’s fascina-
tion with the solitary artist or intellectual in novels such
as The Song of the Lark and The Professor’s House.
Previous discussion of these figures has stressed the
European and 'Romantic roots of Cather’s interest in
the individual artistic consciousness. Susan Rosowski
writes that “In its narrative, then, The Song of the Lark
is a romantic Kunstierroman, a Bildungsroman or novel
of development which treats artistic growth as the
growth of the imagination” (68-69). Comparison with
Pound suggests more immediate Nebraskan paraliels.
Pound and Cather both located their individual artists
in a primitive setting. In the “Tom Outland’s Story”
section of The Professor's House (1925) Cather
portrays a landscape littered with the domestic relics of
an ancient Pueblo culture. Outland discovers shards
of pottery, arrowheads and an-ax; and on the mesa he
finds dwellings, stone jars and dried food. The com-
munality of the Pueblo is everywhere evident in these

- reminders of homeliness, and Outland explicitly refers

to the collective spirit of the Indians: “it was evidently
a kind of common kitchen, where they roasted and
baked and probably gossiped” (209). Even though the
environment is suffused with a communal atmosphere,
it is most potently creative for the individual. Outland
returns to the mesa alone after a disastrous trip to
Washington, and he nurtures his creative intelligence in
solitude. The landscape seems to encourage this pro-
ductive isolation, as when he lies down “on a solitary
rock” and finds a whoieness and self-regeneration: “that
was the first night | was ever really on the mesa at all
— the first night that all of me was there” (250).- Alone
in aboriginal America, Outland “had found everything,

~ instead of having lost everything” (251).
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The inquiry into creativity, communality and primi-
tivism is for Pound and Cather a means to think about
America and its artistic traditions. Pound investigates
aboriginal culture and discovers a neo-Romantic
primacy of artistic individualism. Pound thereby
suggests that America was from its origin- able to



sustain artistry. And Cather extrapolates from Pound’s
1921 insight in her novel of 1925. She posits a
continuity between the primitive American artist and
her or his modern counterpart.

Cather was interested in the continuity of an
American artistic tradition that stretches from the
ancient indigenous culture through to the contemporary
arts of opera and literature. In The Song of the Lark
(1915), the demoralized opera singer Thea Kronborg
is revitalized by a summer vacation in Panther Canyon,
an ancient site once inhabited by Cliff-Dweller Indians.
As'in “Tom Outland’'s Story” the artist enters into a
mystical communion with the landscape; again, relics
suggest an artistic continuity: “These pot-shards were
like fetters that bound one to a long chain of human
endeavour” (380); and for Thea, “The Cliff-Dwellers
had lengthened her past” (383). In one striking pas-
sage Thea’s footsteps seem to follow the movement of
the Indian women:

She found herself trying to walk as they must have

walked, with a feeling in her feet and knees and

loins which she had never known before — which
must have come up to her out of the accustomed
dust of that rocky trail. She could feel the weight of

an indian baby hanging to her back as she climbed.
(376)

Cather puns on the word “accustomed” to suggest
a cultural continuity from the indians through to Thea.
The dust is “accustomed” because it is habituated to
being trampled upon; the trail is, as it were, used to
being trodden. But the dust is also accustomed in the
sense that it is impregnated or infused with the cus-
toms or the way of life of those who formerly trod the
trail. The very dust can therefore transfer an ancient
life into Thea Kronborg’s body. Thea's fantasy,
startling in its physicality, develops one of the novel's
central themes: Thea’s choice between the traditional
female world (mothering, marriage) and an artistic
career that would subordinate these activities. In
Panther Canyon, Thea can imagine herself as a
mother even as she is being rejuvenated as an artist;
the communion with the habits and customs of primi-
tive America enables her to incorporate the two sides
of her female existence. Moreover, this epiphany com-
bines communal primitivism with individual artistry —
a conjunction of the past and the present, the collec-
tive and the individual which would have been imme-
diately familiar to Cather’s friend, Louise Pound.

Like Cather, Pound was interested in female
creativity. She wrote that “It is interesting to note that
many Indian songs are composed by women” (20).
Her generalization was based on research articles by
eminent anthropologists which discussed female
creativity in primitive societies. Franz Boas and
Alexander F. Chamberiain are cited by Pound in her
sources. This anthropological research now seems
strikingly ahead of its time. Cather might have been
aware of this work through her friendship with Pound.
Certainly, Pound’s and Cather's fascination with
primitive female culture anticipates the work of modern
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feminists (themselves indebted to the work of earlier
anthropologists). Compare the female folk-arts (bal-
lads, pottery) in Cather and Pound with Adrienne
Rich’s description of the woman potter:
It does not seem unlikely that the woman potter
molded, not simply vessels, but images of herself,
the vessel of life, the transformer of blood into life
and milk — that in so doing she was expressing,
celebrating, and giving concrete form to her experi-
ence as a creative being possessed of indispen-
sable powers. (97)

Pound’s work on ballads led her to speculate about
cultural transmission: how are ballads communicated
from one part of society to another? Do they change
as they filter down through the ages? Pound became
an editor of American Speech, a journal devoted to
American etymology, dialect and folkiore; it published
pieces on American transformations of transplanted
European culture, for instance Herbert H. Vaughan’s
“ftalian and its Dialects as Spoken in the United
States.” Pound’s own research traced the import of
European culture into the United States. Her note on
“An American Text of ‘Sir James the Rose’ ” discussed
an eighteenth-century Scottish ballad that had made its
way by oral transmission to Lincoln, Nebraska. She
also argued that Walt Whitman, rather than being a
demotically insular poet, was a polyglot user of Ro-
mance languages in his verse. Pound’s entry on “Oral
Literature” in the Cambridge History of American
Literature (1921) declared that

The main interest of oral literature is historical.

From it may be seen how songs and verse tales

develop, how themes and styles are transmitted

from generation to generation, and from one region

or land to another. (502)

A motif in Pound’s work is that this transmission —
through times and across countries — produces artistic
degeneration. In the ‘New World, for example, Euro-
pean ballads deteriorate:
Contrast, where dates are available; early pieces
with late, or American versions with their Old World
parents, and make inference from the mass. The
crudity and the unliterary quality increases with the
lapse of time, and by popular preservation. (116)

Although Pound collected American ballads, she
took a hard line on the quality of that material. Her
argument in Poetic Origins is that New World ballads
are communal, popular poetry and therefore they are
“too crude, too structureless, too unoriginal, too lacking
in coherence and in striking or memorable qualities”
(218-19). Poetic degeneration is seen as a movement
from the Old World to the New, from an individualist to
a collective form of creativity. Popular, communal
varieties of literature come to prevail, but they lack the
originality and power to constitute a viable tradition.
There is then a further slippage towards cultural
disintegration. There is an underlying pessimism to
Pound’s analysis of cultural decline. Simply stated,

(Continued on the Next Page)
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Pound fears for the creeping cultural imperfection that
is the corollary to poetic degeneration.

Pound’s scholarly essays parallel and illuminate
Cather’s work on a similar array of topics: translation,
cultural transmission, the fate of European culture in its
new American home. If we take one famous illustra-
tion of these themes from Cather’s fiction — the inset
story of the fated wedding in My Antonia (1918) — we
can see how Pound'’s work illuminates Cather’s fiction:

The immigrant Pavel tells a story from the Euro-
pean homeland: wolves attacked the sledges in which
a wedding party was travelling, and in the chaos Pavel
pushed the bride and groom off their sledge to certain
death. The story of betrayal and long-held guilt is
tangentially related to other troubled relationships in
My Antonia (the Cutters, Antonia and Jim). But this
thematic relevance is tangential at best, and is over-
shadowed by the wedding tale’s contribution to the
novel’s exploration of cultural transmission, oral folklore
and translation.

European tales of ravenous wolves had spread, as
the - immigrants had spread, across the Midwest
(Schach 67-78). Cather, either consciously or uncon-
sciously, used a story that was popular in the folk-
culture of the American Plains. She then set down the
story to demonstrate the ways in which oral transmis-
sion had taken place. The story is told by Pavel to Mr.
Shimerda; Antonia overhears the tale and translates it
for Jim Burden. At first Jim can only sense the excite-
ment of the Europeans; he cannot understand the
reasons for their agitation:

Presently Pavel began to talk to Mr. Shimerda,

scarcely above a whisper. He was telling a long

story, and as he went on, Antonia took my hand
under the table and held it tight. She leaned for-
ward and strained her ears to hear him. He grew
more and more excited, and kept pointing all around
his bed, as if there were things there and he wanted
Mr. Shimerda to see them. (54)

The passage is full of different kinds of communi-
cation: whispering, touching, gesticulating. Jim, as yet,
does not understand the subject of this story. Even-
tually he is told about the wolves; the story appears as
a translated inset in the narrative. After he tells his
story Pavel dies; his companion, Peter, moves away.
Despite the break-up of this immigrant household, the
story of the wolves continues to to be remembered
because Antonia and Jim preserve the memory: “For
Antonia and me, the story of the wedding party was
never at an end” (61). The original story has a pro-
gressively wider audience as it moves from Pavel to
Mr. Shimerda and then out to Antonia and Jim.
Simultaneously, the story binds Antonia and Jim
together: “We did not tell Pavel's secret to anyone, but
guarded it jealously” (61). Cather explores the ways in
which a folk-memory develops, moving centrifugally
and centripetally, spreading outwards even as it binds
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the listeners together in a community of memory.
Through the transmission of memories a sense of
community is fostered. ,

To the central question of whether transmission
entailed degeneration, Louise Pound could only
answer that this was indeed the case. Cather’s posi-
tion was more hopeful. Whereas Pound sees cultural
transmission as a two-stage process of decline (in-
dividual creativity falling towards the communal; the
Old World becoming the New), Cather re-positions
these stages as a regenerative dialectic: folk-culture is
renewed by being shunted to and fro between Europe
and America, the individual and the community. My
Antonia reads as a remarkably optimistic text about
cuitural transmission and continues to be relevant to
America’s ongoing controversies about assimilation,
Americanization and bilingualism. Comparison with the
work of her peers enables us to place Cather’s pre-
scient response in context.
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what a horrendous day it's been and thanked them for
coming. That put the audience at ease so they could
enjoy being taken to another time and place.” Ms.
Saint shared more of her feeling about Willa Cather's
work: her “work is a dynamic blend of human drama,
romance and suspense. She talks a lot about the
immigrants, their strength and the prejudice. She talks
about early pioneer women and men, the stark realism
of the life itself. People seem to enjoy going back to
that time. They didn’t have the kind of stress we have
today, but they had isolation, loneliness and very real
danger to contend with.” | thought it was interesting
that Eva Marie Saint’s current roll of a Mother Superior
in Mariette in Ecstasy is based on a book by Nebraska
writer Ron Hansen. Mary McDonnell is also in this
film, and it was Mary McDonnell who appeared as
Alexandra in the first stage adaptation of O Pioneers!

There are always several paper sessions relating
to Willa Cather at the annual meeting of the Western
Literature Association. This year's meeting in Vancou-
ver, British Columbia, Canada, was no exception, and
you can read about them in Evelyn Funda’'s report in
this issue. However, | want to inform you about the
plans for next year, when the Western Literature
Association meeting returns to the United States, to
Nebraska, in fact. Newly elected presitlent, Dr. Su-
sanne George, a WCPM Board member and professor
at the University of Nebraska-Kearney, has chosen
Lincoin as the site for the October convention and
plans to offer tours to Catherland and to Neihardt and
Susan La Flesche Picotte country. it just happens that
the American History Association will be meeting in
Lincoln at the same time. Presidents of both associa-
tions have organized the conferences to allow mem-
bers to intermingle in the sessions. Accordingly, Dr.
George asks especially for papers or panels that
examine the interplay of literary imagination and
historical experience. Other topics of interest include
the writings of Tillie Olsen (Olsen will be a guest), the
literature of Nebraska (especially Aldrich, Cather,
Eisley, Neihardt, Sandoz, Kees, and Morris), Nature
Writing and Writers of the Great Plains, and Poetry of
the Prairies. For more information, write to Dr. Su-
sanne George, English Department, University of
Nebraska-Kearney, Kearney, Nebraska 68849-1320, or
use the Internet: georges @piatte.unk.edu. Her office
telephone number is 308-865-8867 and the fax, 308-
865-8806. Papers are to be ten pages in length (typed
and double-spaced) and are due June 15, 1996,

And finally, would you be surprised if you ran a
small business in Red Cloud, Nebraska, and the
Governor of the state walked in, unannounced, one
day? Well, that's exactly what happened to us on
October 10. WE WERE SURPRISED and PLEASED!
Governor Ben Nelson had flown to Red Cloud that day
for an important event at the Intergenerational Center.
Since he was a bit early, he stopped in to visit the
WCPM with two aides and the patrolman who met his
plane. Actually, our first concern was that a state
patrol car was pulling up in front of our building!
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So it was somewhat of a relief when the Governor

walked in!
— Pat Phillips, Director

One Critic’s Response to
The New Yorker Article

Laura Winters
College of St. Elizabeth

As our century draws to a close, it has become
increasingly evident that Willa Cather’s vision is central
to the fundamental questions of modernism: How do
we survive after the worst has happened? How do we
make choices and what are the results of those
choices? How do we live in exile from what we love
most? How can we find a language to describe the
divided self?

In this particular postmodern moment, Cather’s
work speaks to a variety of popular and scholarly
audiences, as evidenced by the recent film versions of
My Antonia and O Pioneers! (which begin to capture
the surface without touching the depth of Cather's
understanding), a volume of three Cather novels as a
recent Book of the Month Club selection, and Joan
Acocella’s hybrid piece in The New Yorker. Part
insightful analysis, part hatchet job, Acocella’s article
may say more about the state of contemporary journal-
ism than about how Cather has been treated in the
academy in recent years.

Maybe good news doesn’t sell. Like the television
reporter who stands outside a burning building and
asks the mother of children who have just been killed
how she feels about what has happened, Acocella
asks the wrong questions and quotes people who can’t
be expected to provide a balanced view of the situa-
tion. With this technique, we learn nothing about the
fire itself. It's embarrassing, and it violates the reality
of what has happened. Highlighting the split between
feminist readings and more traditional criticism sensa-
tionalizes the shallowest questions in Cather scholar-
ship. Acocella’s use of an eccentric, melodramatic
passage from Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick represents the
fundamental problem of the article: her choice of
evidence is consistently skewed.

That Acocella is familiar with much of the best
recent criticism of Cather is clear; that she chose
neither to acknowledge her debt to it, nor to discuss its
significance, is puzzling in an article that purports to
analyze Cather's treatment by the academy. As a
journalist, Acocella has internalized the wrong Cather-
ian technique. “The thing not named” in this article is
the significant contribution of critics from Bernice Slote
forward. While Sharon O'Brien’s feminist reading of
Cather's life and work represents one significant and
influential trend in Cather criticism, this trend continues
to be balanced by even more significant and influential
scholarship that helps students, teachers, and general
readers understand the depth and complexities of
Cather’s thought.
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