


"FINE PLAY-ACTING"
(Continued)

Clearly Marian Forrester is aware

of her effect upon her audience. She -

knows the impact of the sight of the
Captain’s spirited young wife with
hair loosened, waving a buttery
spoon; for years her guests tell of her
rushing out of the house in her dress-
ing gown to greet the President of the
Colorado and Utah. Apparently her
attention to costume, make-up, ges-
ture, and facial expression add up to
a memorable performance. The artist-
actress motif surfaces again in the
reference to an engraving on the wall
of the Forrester sitting room, titled
"The House of the Poet on the Last
Day of Pompeii" (38). In addition to
the obvious parallel between the
decline of Captain Forrester’s era and
the fall of Pompeii, the engraving title
suggests that the Forrester home is a
refuge of art and beauty, a holdout
against the crasser materialism of the
ascending order. Though both hus-
band and wife are protectors of art
and beauty, Mrs. Forrester is the
artist of the two, the more active in
creating beauty.

That Marian Forrester is fully
aware of her art is apparent when she
describes for Niel her audience at the
Daizelt party in Glenwood Springs.
She tells Niel that she always knows
how she is looking; she knows, on
that evening, that she looks happier
than any woman there; indeed, she
attended the party for the purpose of
determining whether or not her artist-
ry had diminished: "l wanted to see
whether | had anything worth saving.
And | have, | tell you! You would
hardly believe it, | could hardly believe
it, but | still havel . . . So that’s what
I‘'m struggling for" (126). This procia-
mation of faith in her gift, to the point
of holding out against time itself,
underlies Marian Forrester’s heroic
stature. Her need to function as an
artist — to heighten, to enliven ~
drives all of her actions.

Mrs, Forrester’s voice, described
again and again, is the instrument of
a great actress. This least tangible of
physical traits is the repository of
Marian's vitality. Described as soft,
musical, inviting, rising-and descend-
ing like a suave scale, her voice, more
than what she says, conveys her life
force (34). In the Captain’s last days,
he would call "Maidy, Maidy,” not to
summon her, but to hear the life vi-
brating in her voice, as if her voice

had the power to keep him alive a
little longer (142). "Her many colored
laugh” flashes into Niel’s head long
after he knew whether she was living
or-dead, suggesting again that her
vitality outlasts physical life. "When
he 'was dull, dull and tired of: every-
thing, he used to think that if he could
hear that “long-lost lady laugh again,
he could be gay” (71).

Marian Forrester’s ingenious acting
allows her to dominate Ivy Peters.
From the moment she dismisses the
bold, aggressive Peters from her bed-
room with a shrug of the shoulders,
she asserts a control that continues
throughout the novel. In the second
chapter after the other boys with-
drew, lvy remained, "taking in his
surroundings with bold, unblinking
eyes . . . . He had intended to sit
down in the biggest leather chair and
cross his legs and make himself at
home; but he found himself on the
front porch, put out by that delicately
moduiated voice as effectually as if he
had been kicked out by the brawniest
tough in town" {27). Her dominance
over vy never changes, not even
when she is poor. She never falls into
his clutches; instead, she turns to him
in painful compromise, as a conscious
decision, in time of need. Captain
Forrester is "hurt and offended” {120}
when lvy strides through the Forrester
place as if he owns it, but Mrs.
Forrester's art salvages their dignity.
When lvy rudely informs her that he is
going to put his horses in the For-
rester stable, Marian replies, "Why,
certainly. The horses can go in our
barn. 'm sure Mr. Forrester would
have no objection” (122)..Niel notes,
"She spoke as if he had asked her
permission.” The incident is such a
clear-cut example of Marian For-
rester’'s romantic temperament, of her
imaginative power, of her creation of
her own reality.

One of the fascinating contradic-
tions of Marian Forrester’s character
is that her romantic temperament
resides in someone so practical. She
combines imaginative power with the
pragmatism of a survivor. Highlighting
this contradiction is the fact that
Captain Forrester and his friends are
so impractical, so incapable of chang-
ing. Loyalty to ideals is admirable, but
what if such loyalty becomes rigidity
and stagnation and death? In spite of
their good intentions, courtly gestures
and gallant words, not one of the
Captain’s friends actually helped
Marian Forrester save the Forrester
place. They were more interested in
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preserving the past than in adjusting
to the future.? So Marian Forrester
encourages Ivy Peters’ presence on

> her property; she laughs at his jokes

and allows the appearance of intima-
¢y, though she has to numb herself to
his touch (170). Her decision to rely
on Ivy Peters is made with full aware-
ness of the price of survival.

Marian Forrester’s desperation to
live, "to climb out of this hole . . . this
deep well," forces her to strain
against great odds for a convincing
performance (126). An actress’s
performance may seem effortless
when the audience loves her and the
set is artistically right, such as it was
at the Forrester parties in the past,
but when Marian Forrester crosses
the flooded creek to call Frank
Ellinger, she is battling for survival.
She is exhausted and smelling of
liquor, yet her natural acting gift pre-
serves her control. Expecting "wiid
reproaches,” Niel hears instead "her
most charming voice; playful, affec-
tionate, intimate . . . . The voice, it
seemed to Niel, was that of a woman,
young, beautiful, happy, — warm and
at ease, sitting in her own drawing
room and talking on a stormy night to
a dear friend far away" {133). Such is
Marian Forrester’s illusion-creating
powerl Every vocal modulation belies
the reality of the situation, which is
that Marian is aging, alone, desperate,
cold, out in a wild storm instead of
sitting in a warm drawing room. Her
performance is a last-ditch effort to
maintain a lifeline, a possibility. When
the effort fails, Marian’s performance
collapses. Her voice "darkens” (133).
She screams at Frank’s cowardice
and collapses in "heavy, groaning
sobs" after Niel cuts the wire. The
swift severance of all possibility
crushes her at that moment. Adding
to her devastation may be a subcon-
scious confrontation with her own
future. When she screams "coward”
at Frank Ellinger (134), it is as if she
is screaming a protest against the
thought of her turning to lvy Peters as
Frank turned to Connie Ogden.

Marian Forrester's lowest point
comes after the loss of Frank, in the
final days of her husband’s life. She
goes about her duties in a mechanical,
emotionally deadened way while
Molly Beasley and the townswomen
invade the Forrester house "like ants,”
prying into cupboards and closets,
scavenging among the dishes and
crystal and linens (138). At first Mrs.
Forrester maintains her reserve, an



"easy, cordial, impersonal demeanor”
(137). But as the townswomen be-
come bolder, she seems to lose her
"power of resistance . . . . She had
ceased to care about anything” (138-
39). Still, there is something unyieid-
ing within her. The townswomen are
chagrined to find that Mrs. Forrester
hasn’t sold her silver or her chest of
double damask or the nine dozen wine
glasses (139). Ed Elliott’s mother tells
the other women how she found Mrs.
Forrester, glassy-eyed and smelling of
alcohol, washing the same area of the
kitchen floor over and over. But just
at this point when the women ask,
"Was she confused?”, Mrs. Elliott
replies decisively, "Not a particle! She
laughed and said . she was often
absent-minded” (140). Her wit and
spirit are unaltered, and her words as
well as her laugh project a fierce
determination to hold on to who she
is.

The culmination of Marian’s career
as artist-actress is the dinner party
she directs for the townboys. In this
scene before the coda which closes
the novel, Marian strains to integrate
past and present. it is appropriate
that, as the synthesis of ideal beauty
and baser human qualities, she should
work such a blending. The message
of this scene, perhaps the message of
the novel, is that some integration of
past and present is possible and that
accommodation is preferable to inflex-
ibility.

Prior to the party, Marian tells Niel
why she associates with the young
men of the town: "| hate to see them
growing up like savages, when all
they need is a civilized house to come
to, and a woman to give them a few
hints. They’ve never had a chance"
(1565). The words "civilized house”
here echo the title of the engraving
"The House of the Poet." Clearly
Marian Forrester’s aim is the civilizing
aim of art.

Niel’s invitation to this party,
delivered one warm May morning
when Marian comes smiling into
Judge Pommeroy’s office, immedi-
ately evokes a feeling of renewal, a
cyclical feeling, as one recalls the
winter of suffering Marian has been
through since the third chapter scene
when she interrupted Niel’s boring
work with an invitation to a party at
the Forrester home. A significant
difference between the two invitation
scenes is that her later mission is less
personal. Instead of using Niei to plot
her meeting with Frank Ellinger,

Marian is sincerely interested in the
townboys and in helping Niel adjust to
the new order. She gently scolds Niel
for being "stiff" and "superior" and
urges him to give the townboys a
chance (157).

The background downward move-
ment is strongly felt in the dinner
party scene. Instead of the Captain
and his friends, we have new-order
people, Annie Peters and lvy Peters,
helping Marian at this party. Marian’s
creation of a festive mood seemed
effortless at the earlier party, while
here she is straining body and spirit to
carry off her performance. She wears
the long garnet earrings, but they
hang beside thin, rouged cheeks. Nie!
has never seen her looking so
"pinched and worn™ (161). Neverthe-
less, her imaginative energy and her
gifts as an actress take over; she
never gives up.?

The party has its complex
moments. The ducks are not carved
as Captain Forrester carved them —
Marian doesn‘t ask that, for "nobody
can carve now as men used to” (160)
— but Niel manages to get them
apart. Marian creates a moment of
beauty when the silver dishes and
candlesticks gleam on the dinner
table, but Niel feels that the townboys
are incapable of appreciating the
beauty of the table service, although
one wonders if the Captain’s guests
were any more appreciative. Itis clear
that the townboys respond to
Marian‘s artistic effort when they rise
at her entrance, as they did when she
came to serve them cookies at their
picnic on the marsh. The link between
the marsh picnic and the dinner party
is Marian Forrester. Even Niel cannot
deny Marian’s civilizing impact when
the boys rise to their feet at her en-
trance. "That much, at any rate, she
succeeded in teaching them” {159).

Marian exerts a civilizing, humaniz-
ing influence upon Niel as well.
Though Niel doesn‘t need "refining,”
he is deficient in something deeper

" than manners. Throughout the novel,

he has been unable to bend; he had
held himself apart from the townboys,
and when Marian fails to meet his
impossible standards, when she is
"not willing to immolate herself . . .
and die with the pioneer period to
which she belonged,” he feels be-
trayed (169). In the dinner party
scene, however, Niel makes a move
toward connection. In an effort to
help Marian keep the conversation
going, he addresses the guests, "one
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after another with energy and deter-
mination" {152). In sympathy with her
effort, he suggests that the boys
would like to hear her tell how she
first met Captain Forrester, finally
acknowledging in them certain possi-
bilities. The sharing of the Captain
Forrester story within this new-order
gathering is a key moment in the
novel’s resolution of the problem of
change. It is, moreover, a moment of
triumph for Mrs. Forrester, the artist,
the storyteller who brought them
together and created, against great
odds, an environment for connection.
Through her art, she transmits some-
thing valuable from the past into the
present. "The boys are genuinely
moved,” Niel notes as he recalls the
first time he ever heard Mrs. Forrester
tell the story to the Captain’s friends.
Even Niel can see at the close of the
dinner -party that "she was still her
indomitable self, going through her old
part, but only the stage-hands were
left to listen to her" (166-167). While
Niel may feel that beauty is wasted
on "stage-hands,” the artist’s primary
concern is with creating beauty, and
Marian Forrester’s nature is such that
she must perform.

The coda simply reinforces the
idea of Marian's unwavering integrity.
She was basically the same person at
the end that she was at the begin-
ning, though her physical surround-
ings had changed. To deal with those
changes, she had to do some things
she did not like to do, but she never
sold out .on the artistic gift which
defined her. Once again, her voice is
designated as the repository of her
strength, of her self; as Ed Elliott tells
Niel, her faugh, that voice "hadn’t
changed a particle” {173). The voice
and the art it serves make Marian
Forrester, perhaps alone among
Cather heroines, the equal of Thea
Kronborg.

NOTES

1. Susan Rosowski suggested this
title after reading an earlier draft of
this- paper.

2. | am referring here to Mr.
Ogden who did not persist in efforts
to help Marian Forrester because, in
Niel’'s words, he feared "losing a
pleasant memory" (152).



3. One is reminded in this scene
of the worn actress who succeeds
making Camille live for Jim and Lena
in My Antonia.

¢ ¢
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"AWASH WITH SUCCESS"
{Continued)

have stirred Mildred, and it is
satisfying to presume, as Geyer
does, that Mildred found the spiri-
tual peace she had sought
throughout her life.

The highlight of the day was
the premiere of the video version
of playwright Darrah Cloud’s
adaptation of Cather's O Pioneers!
for theatre. | doubt Cather would
approve of it {she did not want
any of her works put on film after
A Lost Lady was ruined by Holly-
wood in 1934 [an earlier 1923
film starring Irene Rich was less
provokingl, and she forbade adap-
tations in her will). American Play-
house produced the performance,
and Mary McDonnell, who plays
Stands-With-A-Fist in Kevin
Costner's Dances With Wolves,
proves magnificent as Alexandra
Bergson. Those tears you see her
shed are real (in fact, one scene
required five retakes).

On display at the depot this
year were David E. Scherman'’s
original photographs for The
World of Willa Cather which ap-
peared in Life magazine in 1951.
Scherman himself was present at
the exhibit and recalled his trips to
Nebraska in all four seasons to
capture Cather’s world under the
guidance of Mildred Bennett. She
not only took him to the places
mentioned in Cather’'s works but
also supplied relevant quotations
from the works themselves.

Entertainment at this year's
banquet consisted of a panel dis-
cussion of the O Pioneers! TV

production by playwright Cloud;
Lindsay Law, vice president and
executive producer of American
Playhouse, and Cather scholar
Susan J. Rosowski of the Univer-
sity of Nebraska-Lincoln. Serving
as moderator and master of cere-
monies for the evening was Ron
Hull of NETV.

The one thing that occupied
my mind was the ethics of defy-
ing Cather's wishes about con-
verting her works to film, the
stage, television, or whatever else
might be invented. Rosowski's
response was just what | hoped it
would be. Yes, she said, there are
ethical considerations but there is
aiso the hard truth that Cather’s
works are coming into public
domain and it is essential that we
work toward adaptations of them
as true as possible to the spirit
with which Cather infused them.
We're talking about quality control
here, trying to prevent the junk
Hollywood made A Lost Lady into
by setting it in Chicago and
changing the story line.

Discussion of the process of
adaptation proved fascinating:
how the stage presentation was
revised again and again to capture
the right audience response, the
technical difficulties of suggesting
the wide-open-spaces setting of O
Pioneers! on a limited stage, etc.
These and other facets were
explored through questions from
Hull and the audience.

Also noteworthy at the ban-
quet was the presentation of the
fifth Norma Ross Walter Scholar-
ship to Kara Martin of Lincoln East
High School. Kara is a student of
English teacher Anne Cognard,
whose Walter Scholarship batting
average is now .600, since Kara
is her third student to win it.

In sum, then, Cather Day 1991
was awash (sorry, Pat, | couldn’t
resist it) with success. Still, it just
wasn’'t the same without the
larks.

Cather Papers in
Hartford, Washington,
Paris

The U. of Connecticut hosted
the 1991 Northeast MLA Conven-
tion in Hartford, April 5-7. Fea-
tured was "Cather and Other Cul-
tures,” a session well attended by
Cather faithfuls as well as new
scholars.

David A. Faulkner, Princeton
University, argued that A Lost
Lady contained fundamental con-
tradictions regarding class, race,
and structures in "Claim Jumpers:
Class, Nostalgia and Native Ameri-
cans in A Lost Lady.” He exposed
the ambiguity of the exciusion of
Native American claims to the
land heroicaily settied by Captain
Forrester, the rigid aristocracy of
Niel’s and lvy's democratic up-
ward mobility, and the suppres-
sion of democratic fiuidity through
the nostalgic framework.

In "The Country of Telling
Tales: Willa Cather and the Cul-
ture of Narrative,” Sean McCann
of Queens Coliege, CUNY, dis-
cussed the development of Sarah
Orne Jewett’'s and Cather’s narra-
tive methods and how those
methods opened up a culture
distinctly "other” to the values
and practices that dominated their
contexts.

Karen Nulton, Rutgers Univer-
sity, examined women'’s culture in
"Cather and War," a reading of
One of Ours. Nulton focused on
characterizations of women in
occupied France who had to con-
tinue the socializing agency of
home and family in the midst of
physical assaults by Germans and
the cultural blitzkrieg waged by
the Americans. Read through a
French woman’s eyes, One of
Ours becomes an anti-romance.

"Cather and the French impres-
sionists,” presented by Kevin
Synnott, Russell Sage College,
explored Cather's eclectic visual
arts knowledge within the context
of her well-defined aesthetic in
Lucy Gayheart. Read with an






OL "ON }uuad
3N ‘pnoiD pey
ailvd

JOVISOd 'S'N
-ueBiQ yoiduon

04669 BYSEIqIN ‘PnOL) P3Y  JasqapM YHON 9TE
[eLIOWA] J23UOL] JaYyieD) B[IAL

a varsity letter for diving and is a veteran of the
Swing Chaoir.

Ms. Martin will continue her studies at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota Twin Cities, pursuing a major in
English and Public Relations. She explains her
interest in language communication in her winning
essay "Shine Down": "The essence of words allows
one to escape beyond external realities, venturing to
new, borderless worlds that enrich the imagination.
When one can piece a happening or view an experi-
ence with words, something undiscovered is discov-
ered.”

The Norma Ross Walter Scholarship is awarded '

annually at the Cather Banquet to a Nebraska female
high school graduate who intends to pursue an
English major in college.

Cather at UNO Festival

A workshop conducted by Susan Rosowski on
teaching My Antonia, an exhibit of Lucia Woods
photographs of Cather’s world, and a performance
of "Willa Cather Speaks" by Betty Jean Steinshouer
will be among the many events and activities of the
first Nebraska Literature Festival on September 28 at
the Omaha campus of the University of Nebraska.

The Saturday celebration of Nebraska authors
(besides Cather: Aldrich, Eiseley, Morris, Niehardt,
and Sandoz), sponsored by the Nebraska Center for
the Book, will also feature slide shows, videos,
readings, a book fair, autograph sessions, etc. Panel
discussions at the event are being funded by the
Nebraska Humanities Council.

For more information, write to WCPM or to
Nebraska Center for the Book, c/o Lincoln City
Libraries, 136 South 14th Street, Lincoln, Nebraska
68508.
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