





Counterpoint, Memory, and Leitmotifs
in Willa Cather’s “A Wagner Matinee”

Todd Giles, University of Kansas

Much recent scholarship on Willa Cather has worked to
resituate her from the realms of literary realism and local-color
fiction to that of modernism through explorations of her interests
in and writing about the visual arts and music, as well as her
subtle experimentation with broken chronology and narrative
ambiguity. An early example of her narrative experimentation
can be found in the often overlooked short story titled “A Wagner
Matinee,” which was first published in Everybody’s Magazine in
1904 and reprinted a year later in her first short story collection,
The Troll Garden. Areevaluation of this story —looking beyond
its content— helps further solidify Cather’s place as an early
modernist writer by better defining the often blurry distinctions
between realism and modernism which often surround her work.
The story, which Cather herself later disavowed in a letter to her
friend Viola Roseboro’ as a “personal disgrace” due to the way
her depictions of pioneer life were received by her family and
friends (Woodress 178), deals largely with one of the key issues
facing American modernist writers —the country/city dichotomy.
Also at stake in “A Wagner Matinee” is another Cather staple:
memory—both individual and cultural. What raises the stakes,
though, and what makes the story more “modern,” is, ironically,
revealed through an old-fashioned close formal reading of the
text itself, something many Cather critics pass over in favor of
a brief summary of the story as a thematic precursor to her later
works.! :

“A Wagner Matinee” is indeed an early example of
the motifs Cather would further develop throughout her career,
but it is much more than that. It is a structurally complex
and well-executed example of early modernist writing in that
Cather adopts another art form’s techniques—the techniques of
music—to further her own story’s content. Richard Giannone, in
Music in Willa Cather’s Fiction, has written an in-depth analysis
of the story (41-45), but his interest in the story lies primarily in
drawing parallels between the plots of the Wagner compositions
and the story itself. While he succeeds in noting many intriguing
similarities between the music and the lives of the story’s two
main characters, Georgiana and her nephew, Clark, Giannone’s
analysis finally goes no further than a Wagner-to-Cather
comparison. The music indeed faithfully reflects the story’s plot
and emotional content, creating an intensified plot development,
but it also operates structurally on a much more complex level,
that of making meaning and historical memory.

Scholarly Contributors

“A Wagner Matinee” is narrated by Clark, a Vermont
boy of unsure parentage who was raised by his aunt and uncle,
Howard and Georgiana Carpenter, in rural Nebraska. Now an
adult residing in Boston at the time of the story, Clark is visited
by his aunt who is in town to collect an inheritance. As the
story progresses, we learn that Georgiana was once a music
teacher at the Boston Conservatory before her marriage and
subsequent move to the Nebraska frontier. Georgiana’s move
has forced her to give up her music to become a hardened
settler’s wife. In Boston, Clark breaks Georgiana’s musical
silence by taking her to hear a Wagner matinee where she
breaks out in tears, exclaiming “I don’t want to go [back]
Clark. I don’t want to go!” (241).

As Loretta Wasserman correctly points out in Willa
Cather: A Study of the Short Fiction,

Among the wonderful touches in “A Wagner

Matinee” are the contrasting musical sounds—so

different, yet speaking the same need: the soaring

orchestral strains of the Ring, and behind these

the reedy patlor organ, the Methodist hymns, an

accordion belonging to a Norwegian farmhand, the

idle singing of a tramp cowpuncher who, as a boy in

Germany, had heard Wagner’s “Prize Song.” (30-31)
These contrasting themes are in part what make this story
structurally unique. It is widely recognized that The Troll
Garden is not a random collection of stories, even though, as
Sharon O’Brien points out in Willa Cather: The Emerging
Voice, Cather did not write the seven stories making up the
book with the foreknowledge that they would appear in a single
volume. The book, built upon “juxtaposition and contrast . . .
[is] [c]oncerned with art, artists, and the relationship between
art and life, [with] the stories explor[ing] the contradictions
and contrasts between aesthetic and commercial values, pure
and corrupted art, East and West, civilization and primitivism”
(O’Brien 271).

Cather takes these juxtapositions one step further in
“A Wagner Matinee” by keenly adopting a literary form of
the musical theme and variations for the overall format, while
at the same time incorporating two compositional modes that
Wagner himself is credited with furthering: counterpoint and
leitmotifs. These compositional tools help Cather explore
issues of personal and cultural memory by introducing a
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Counterpoint, Memory, and Leitmotifs
(Continued)

memory, layers which, like the music of the Wagner matinee
itself, are made up of simultaneous and separate musical lines

in interaction. Cather engages in issues of memory to further
complicate this otherwise seemingly simple story, which
revolves around issues of loss and gain based on the country/city
dichotomy, issues Cather takes up more fully fourteen years
later in My Antonia: self-sacrifice, discontinuous structures and
temporal incongruities, and the lost historical moment of the
untamed plains.
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Notes

! See, for example, brief analyses by Hermione Lee and James
‘Woodress, both of whom consider “A Wagner Matinee” in conjunction with
“The Sculptor’s Funeral,” as stories that in different ways oppose the philistine
Midwest to an urban world of culture and beauty.

2This mode of adopting another art form’s themes and constructions

is something Cather would further develop throughout her career. In aletterto a
friend, Cather says of The Professor’s House (1925) that “the experiment which

-interested me was something a little more vague, and was very much akin to the
arrangement followed in sonatas in which the academic sonata form was handled
somewhat freely” (Willa Cather on Writing 31). She immediately goes on to say
that the structure and setting of the novel is also based on the Dutch paintings she
saw in Paris prior to beginning the book. Cather’s life-long interest in the arts,
whether music or painting, not only influenced her art, it also contributed to what
makes her a modernist writer alongside the likes of Faulkner and Joyce.

3Cather also draws on her own historical memory in “A Wagner
Matinee” by including the story of her Aunt Franc and Uncle George (Bennett
12) who, like the fictional Georgiana and Howard, “measured off their quarter
section themselves by driving across the prairie in a wagon, to the wheel of
which they had tied a red cotton handkerchief, and counting the revolutions”
(236) when they arrived in Nebraska as new settlers.
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Scholarships Awarded to
International Seminar Participants

In keeping with a long-established tradition of support
for graduate students focusing on the works of Willa Cather,
the Cather Foundation awarded ten scholarships in response
to applications for assistance from students attending the 11"
International Cather Seminar in France.

Because of the additional costs of travel, all students
received a lower registration fee of $100, versus the normal $375
fee. In addition, those students who applied for scholarship
support received an additional $275 grant from the Cather
Foundation for a total of $550. Those students receiving
scholarships are listed below:

Allison Carruth (Stanford University)

Shushan Chang (George Washington University)

Julie M. Cox (University of California Santa Cruz)

Sarah C. Gardam (Drew University)

Joy Johnson (University of Georgia)

Sean Lake (Fordham University)

Matt Lavin (University of Jowa)

Julia McCrossin (George Washington University)

Céline Manresa (University of Toulouse-Lemirail)

Gabriel Scala (University of Mississippi)

The Cather Foundation extends thanks to those institutions and
individuals who have over the years supported the International
Seminar fund, which provides scholarship opportunities to
graduate students attending seminars.

“Wagner Matinee” Inspires
Performance at
Red Cloud Opera House

Cather’s short story “A Wagner Matinee” has inspired
New York City choreographer Laura Diffenderfer to develop
a dance theater piece that mixes video, photography, and
dance. The performance début at the Red Cloud Opera
House is scheduled for the Spring Conference in June of
2008, with later performances in New York City.

Laura’s interest in “A Wagner Matinee” springs from
her desire to “engage with questions of place, memory, and
the power of art.” The performance is set to a Wagner score.
Laura will attempt to “inhabit the space between the writer
and the reader —between fiction and transcendence.”

Laura Diffenderfer’s work has been shown in New
| York City at WAX, The Flea, University Settlement, Merkin
Concert Hall, the 78th Street Theater Lab, Weill Recital
Hall at Carnegie Hall, and at the Contemporary Art Center
in North Adams, MA. Laura graduated with a BFA in dance
from Marymount Manhattan College and received an MA
in Performance Studies from NYU in 2005. Last year, she
produced a shared evening of work at the IRT Space where
she presented Trying to Remain Upright, a dance inspired
by a program note written in 1968 by Yvonne Rainer. She
has published several dance-related articles, most recently
“Octavio Campos and the Business of Art,” which can be
read in Movement Research Performance Journal #30.
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Hundreds of New Cather Letters Revealed
(Continued)

Collection, the Susan and James Rosowski Cather Collection
(given in honor of the Rosowskis by an anonymous donor), and
the Roscoe and Meta Cather Collection. The second way letters
have emerged is through the continued description, indexing, and
re-discovery of materials already in repositories. We have found
out about many of these letters through tips from Cather scholars,
diligence of archivists, and online searchable finding guides. Itis
through this second method that ten letters from Smith College,
six letters from the University of Virginia, six letters from the
College of the Holy Cross, and scattered letters from Yale, UCLA,
the New York Public Library, the Bancroft Libraries, the American
Antiguarian Society, and others came to light.

To give a sense of some of the amazing letters that are
now available for research, I want to focus in on three in particular.
Though many, many of the new letters are of keen interest to
scholars, I selected three letters that strike me as particularly
illuminating, primarily for the way they reveal Cather’s thinking
about her work and her contemporaries, but also because they are
vibrant, witty, and emotionally charged. I wish I could quote these
letters directly, for we can fully experience the correspondence
only when Cather’s language is intact, but I must, like every other
scholar working with her correspondence, fall back begrudgingly
on paraphrase.

The first letter is one of two recently uncovered by an
archivist at Dartmouth College that are written to Robert Frost.!
Following on the heels of a letter proclaiming her fondness for
Frost’s work and disparaging the work of Edgar Lee Masters and
Ezra Pound, Cather writes on January 20, 1916, from 1180
Murray Hill Avenue in Pittsburgh:

Dear Mr. Frost:

Wishes she could be in New York for the Poetry Society

banquet, but cannot. Regrets-missing the opportunity to

meet him and Mrs. [Elinor Miriam White] Frost. Wonders
if he ever chanced to meet Miss [Sarah Orne] Jewett. Has
often thought, if she had lived to see them, that Frost’s

books would have been a great encouragement to her in a

world full of poets like Witter Bynner and Phoebe Snow.

Unfortunately, Frost’s fellows in the Poetry Society are

so wound up in the ideal of “free verse” that they can’t

distinguish a line by him from one published in a rural
newspaper. They don’t even know enough to dislike

Florence Earle Coates or Ella Wheeler Wilcox. Many

of the so-called “poets” seem to be so just to make Miss

[Jessie B.] Rittenhouse happy. Thankfully, the success

of junk only damages things in the short term. Fears that

if she ever attended a meeting of the Poetry Society she

would be unable to suppress her opinions, and begs Frost
to keep them private. Since poetry needs publicity as
much as anything else, perhaps the Rittenhouse crowd
will actually help Frost somewhat. Anyhow, more subtle
methods can still succeed. Has shown many of his poems
to others, including “The Mountain,” “Mowing,” “Going
for Water,” and “The Tuft of Flowers,” and no one needs
to have them explained, nor has anyone’s sensibility been
altered because, in Mr. [Edgar Lee] Masters’s words, “the
hammock felV/ Into [sic] the dust with Milton’s poems

[sic] “ [from Masters’s poem “Many Soldiers” in

Spoon River Anthology] . Not everyone believes that is

symbolic! Willa S. Cather
This letter to Frost is one of many that have recently emerged
that are written to contemporary writers, artists, and luminaries;
among them are several letters to painters Earl and Achsah
Brewster at Drew University, re-discovered letters to the
poet Louise Imogen Guiney at College of the Holy Cross and
Thornton Wilder at Yale, letters to artic explorer Vilhjalmur
Stefansson at Dartmouth, and letters to Frederic Gershom
Melcher, bookseller and creator of the Caldecott and Newberry
awards for children’s literature, at the University of Virginia.

By far the largest collection of letters, however,
has been the new Roscoe and Meta Cather Collection at
the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, nearly 400 letters and
postcards written to Cather’s brother Roscoe, his wife Meta,
and their daughters Virginia, Elizabeth, and Margaret Cather.
Edith Lewis wrote in Willa Cather Living that, “Of all her
family, Roscoe was the one nearest to her, understood her
best. He had felt from the first the promise and importance
of her work, and had followed it with faithful sympathy and
devotion. . . . [Her] correspondence with this brother told, I
think, more about her work and herself than any of her other
letters” (188-189). Many of the letters that have emerged
in this collection live up to the expectation Lewis sets in her
memoir. Though it is an oversimplification to claim that letters
to any one correspondent are the most revealing letters she ever
wrote, the letters in the Roscoe and Meta Cather Collection are
incredibly rich and detailed, covering a wide and varied range
of topics, including Cather’s work, her finances, her feelings
about friends and family, and her perspectives on a range of
issues from healthcare to Johnny Walker Black Label whiskey.
In addition to the powerful letters reflecting on her writing
life, a highlight of this collection is the charm and playfulness
Cather displays particularly in letters and postcards to and about
her nieces Margaret, Elizabeth, and Virginia. She writes long
and witty letters to Roscoe about the developing characters of
his daughters, claims that Death Comes for the Archbishop is
a Swiss Family Robinson kind of book and especially written
for her nieces and nephews, and sends a series of postcards
from France of the gargoyles of Notre Dame. On one of the
postcards, she even indicates where Quasimodo threw the
wicked priest off the parapet.

I want to look closely at two letters Cather wrote to
her brother Roscoe, letters that demonstrate the rare trust and
intimacy of their relationship. The first is a letter written August
26, 1940, reflecting on the novel she’s just completed, Sapphira
and the Slave Girl. As before, I will paraphrase.

Dear Roscoe:

His granddaughter is delightful. Everyone at Whale

Cove Cottage enjoyed seeing the photograph of

Elizabeth’s daughter, and all send their best to her.

Completed the final chapter of Sapphira and the Slave

Girl last week, which she had written by hand three

times, and telegraphed Knopf. His reply is enclosed,

please send it back. The name is pronounced “Sapph-
i-ra” with a short “i”, like Mediera or Zamira, not like
the biblical “Sapph-eye-ra.” It is an English name
based on the biblical name. When she is back at her
good typewriter, will write more. The old one she has
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Responding to “Breaking the Shacklés”

{The Spring 2007 Willa Cather Newsletter and Review, a special edition edited by John J. Murphy, Professor of English
Emeritus at Brigham Young University, elicited a lengthy letter from Janis Stout, Professor of English Emerita at Texas A&M
University. We have invited John Murphy and Catherine Morley of the Rothermere American Institute, Oxford, both of
whose essays in the issue raised concerns for Professor Stout, to respond, and the entire exchange follows.]

Janis Stout writes: :

I'write in response to the recent “Special Edition
2007” of the Newsletter & Review, which I have found in
some ways disquieting. Primarily it is the prescriptiveness and
apparent either/or thinking of John Murphy’s opening manifesto
“Breaking the Shackles” and his essay “Escaping the Prairie
and Approaching Quebec” that trouble me, but also certain
assumptions as well as omissions of Catherine Morley’s “Voice
of the Prairies?”

Professor Murphy wishes to discount Cather’s ties to
region (that is, to Nebraska; Virginia does not come into play
here) in order to construct her as an internationalist—more
specifically, a Francophile. In a heavily judgmental vocabulary
of smallness and largeness he argues that Cather has been
“shackle[d]” to Red Cloud and has thereby been “reduced to
provincial status.” Critics, he says, have been “reluctant to
discuss” her address to “contemporary life” or “broad cultural
themes.”

It would seem that we cannot have both the world and
the parish, or the world in the parish, but must disparage Cather’s
finding of significance in locality and the quotidian if we are to
acknowledge and appreciate her interest in other scenes and other
matters. This all one or all the other approach seems to me to be
not only Eurocentric but really reductive. Surely it is the richness
of interplay (and even conflictedness) among multiple interests,
multiple affiliations and choices, that accounts for her power as a
writer.

Beyond this overriding objection, I have to question
Professor Murphy’s position in a number of other ways as well.
Why, I wonder, must world literature be our “principal concern”
if we are to “be contributive”? Why is it more meritorious
to seek “the larger concern” of European tradition(s) than the
enormously complex and seldom understood ancient cultures of
the American Southwest? Even if we grant—as I do not—that
the Southwest or the domestic or the rural is a “small” matter,
why is largeness necessarily better than smallness? Why are
explorations of gender or of race in Cather’s writing and thinking
evidence of “small context”? They seem like pretty large human
issues to me. Why is it “unfortunate” for readers to be “turned
off” by the characters of Noé&l Chabanel and Jeanne Le Ber in
Shadows on the Rock? Various readers have provided reasoned
rationales for objecting to these characters; why are their readings
“unfortunate” and Professor Murphy’s positive one not? Can’t
our ideas and interests simply be different; without being
subjected to such judgments?

I am equally troubled by the seeming determination
to ignore existing scholarly work on Cather in both Professor
Murphy’s and Catherine Morley’s essays. To be sure, they both
cite the scholarly editions; I would wish everyone would do so.
But their acknowledgment of the richness of Cather scholarship
is otherwise scanty. Murphy, for example, laments the limiting of

Cather to her ties to a “small town on the edge of oblivion” as if
there had not for years been valuable work coming out on Cather
and New York, and Virginia, and the Southwest, and the arts
(largely). He deplores “the neglect of Cather as a writer of broad
cultural themes” as if Joseph Urgo’s and Guy Reynolds’s and Jo
Ann Middleton’s and Steven Trout’s books (for example) did not
exist. Broadening and deepening our understanding of how fully
Cather was implicated in and responsive to culture has been the
motivating force of much, if not most, of the scholarly work on
Cather for two decades.

Similarly, Morley’s claims that “pre-conceived notions
of simplicity and parochialism still surround Cather’s writing”
and that she needs to be understood in connection to modernism
can only be made by ignoring most of the important recent
work. Morley claims that critics have conceived of Cather in
“homey” and “folksy” terms—1I am hard pressed to think of
anyone who has written in such terms, and certainly not recently.
Cather’s art, Morley announces, was “profoundly influenced by
the great European tradition.” Quite aside from my problems
with any notion of “the” great tradition, as if there were only
one, or with the notion of identifying “greatness” solely with
European traditions, as seems to be implied here, I am troubled
by the lack of any acknowledgment of, say, Susan Rosowski’s
careful examination of Cather’s ties to English Romanticism fully
twenty-one years ago. Cather has long since been recognized as
an urbane modernist. To be sure Morley’s more specific project
of considering her alongside John Dos Passos has not, and I look
forward to it.

In contrast to these problematic assertions, let me point
to and praise the balance and thoroughness of Mary R. Ryder’s
essay in the same issue, “Cather’s Nod to Mickiewicz.” Ryder
demonstrates an awareness of previous work exploring Cather’s
involvement with the Classical and European traditions that
Murphy and Morley believe have been neglected. She also
demonstrates that the European epic tradition represented by
Adan Mickiewicz’s Pan Tadeusz, the same tradition Cather
invokes in O Pioneers! and in much of her later best work, is
profoundly rooted in the local. Rather than dismissing the local
as “provincial,” such work discovers meaning and dignity within
a specific human place—even, or especially, a “home place.”

No place, I would insist and Ryder implies, is intrinsically more
worthy of attention than another.

As Ryder reminds us, Cather herself said that her art
began when she “cease[d] to admire and beg[a]n to remember.”
John Murphy seems to wish to reverse that direction, as if she
became an artist by ceasing to remember and beginning to
admire. But Cather’s richness is that she does both. She is
always complex, always multi-faceted, always multi-directional.
She should not be reduced to simple and judgmental either-or
categories.
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