






































Relics and Things
(Continued)

ethical). These are very material gifts that are by no means
scorned by the novelistic center of judgment. More surprisingly,
he pursues, as a graduate student, not philosophy or aesthetics but
the most material of all possible fields of study, chemistry. His
research develops a vacuum or a gas—an odd uncertainty on the
novelist’s part—that becomes the basis for the Outland engine,
and so contributes to the fighting of the Great War. One could
scarcely be more embedded in materiality than that. '

Moreover, Steven Trout has recently established in his
essay “Rebuilding the Outland Engine” that Tom’s curiously
material career as chemist before he goes off to fight in the
war demonstrates with a stunning conclusiveness how very
involved Cather really was in her contemporary culture. The
Outland engine in The Professor’s House replicates the all too
real Liberty Engine, on which the U.S. government wasted a lot
of money during World War I, and which was widely discussed
in newspapers. When Cather wrote her novel, she wasn’t Jjust
devising an aesthetic pattern in her mind, as she said in her
published comment on the novel; she wasn’t Jjust pronouncing
judgment on the foolish materialism of the twenties; she was
drawing on that very culture of materjal waste for one of the
central and most meaning-full objects in her novel.

Balancing the Outland engine and its puzzling vacuum
or gas is another meaning-full object. There is no uncertainty
at all about this one. It is quite clear, firm, fully material —and
very beautiful. What I mean, of course, is the “turquoise set in
dull silver” that is the central emblem of the novel. Itisa very
different kind of thing from the bedroom suites and clothes and
furs (yes, furs) with which the Professor’s unfortunate daughters
occupy their minds. The turquoise is not literally a relic of
the culture whose artifacts Tom excavated, since working with
silver die did not come into the Southwest’s Native cultures until
well after the advent of the Spanish. The N avajo, for instance,
probably did not work with silver until the 1850s and did not
begin to set turquoise in silver until about 1880 (Gilpin 136, 143).
The Zuni did not set turquoise in silver until about 1900 (Parezo
etal. 152). But we have no evidence that Cather realized that,
and in any event, by its regional origin the “turquoise set in dull
silver” evokes an association with the predecessor Native cultures
of the Southwest with which she concerns herself in the novel.
Like most great writers of fiction or poetry, when Cather wished
to define for us the essence of a culture, she didn’t do it with
abstractions; she did it with objects that epitomize that culture:
jewelry and new furniture and clothes and furs to represent
white middle-class America in the nineteen-twenties, relics like -
pottery and stone walls in the side of a cliff and, correctly or not,
turquoise and silver to represent the solidity and integrity of a lost
Native culture.

The turquoise and the pottery are objects of beauty,
objects associated with a real place. They are, moreover, objects
associated with a place, the Southwest, that in the wake of World
War I became a kind of cultural preoccupation of Americans. I
have argued elsewhere (Picturing 139) that in turning to the
Southwest Cather was, for once in her life, being trendy. But in
her use of both these material objects in The Professor’s House—
the engine, with all its vagaries and conflicts, and the simple
turquoise set in silver, with its beauty, its regional authenticity, its

integrity of design, and, at the same time, its lack of practical
utility — Cather was showing us her involvement in culture,
her understanding of the importance of the Real, and the
discernment with which she made choices in her use of real
things in her fiction. She was showing us what it meant to strip
away the clutter in order to focus on a few selected objects that
convey emotion and meaning. What she was not showing was
her own personal luxuriance in material objects such as mink
coats. But that, too, through the curious connection of royalty
checks and letters to friends, is part of the materiality of The
Professor’s House.

Notes

'Unless otherwise indicated, all references to Willa Cather’s critical
statements about her aesthetic principles are quoted from the Library of America
volume Stories, Poems, and Other Writings (1992) and will be cited in the text
as WPOW with page number.

’I beg the reader’s indulgence of my facetiousness here; the language
is traceable to the oral delivery of the original version of this essay, but I retain
it for its value as conveying, in informal terms, the possibilities that might have
crossed such a possessor’s mind.
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HYour gifts to the Cather Foundation guarantee that you are
m  supporting the preservation of important national treasures-—papers, photographs, and physical artifacts relating to the life, times,
and writings of Willa Cather;
m  helping to maintain the Cather Foundation’s nationally designated historic sites;
encouraging important educational initiatives, seminars, and conferences;

m  underwriting the publication of the Willa Cather Newsletter and Review, insuring that important scholarly work continues to find
an audience and insuring that news of events surrounding the work of the Foundation is made available to members and friends of
the Foundation; and

m  sustaining the Cather Foundation website, www.willacather.org, so that it continues to be an important source of information to
interested individuals throughout the world.

In effect, you are providing for the preservation of the life, times, sites and works of Willa Cather now and long into the future.

Your contributions make a difference. Thank you!
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