











critical aspects of Fremstad’s performance in Tales of Hoffman.
Cushing reports that Fremstad

had been complaining that her work was too exacting,

that her current repertoire afforded her insufficient relief

from the heroic voice-shattering Wagnerian roles. So

Gatti gave her, in appeasement, the short and vapid part

of Giulietta in his revival of Le Conte d’Hoffiman. It

was a super production . . . but the Venetian courtesan,

Giulietta, never really belonged to Olive Fremstad. She

was artistically and vocally too big for the part—one

might as well have asked the Winged Victory of

Samothrace to dance the tango. The public, while

enjoying such largess, eventually cried out upon its

wastefulness, and after three performances, the part was

given into lesser and more suitable hands. (217)

The consistent background descriptions in Cushing’s and
Gatti-Casazza’s memoirs provide a context for considering the
pivotal operatic substitution scene in The Song of the Lark. They
demonstrate that, while superficially similar, there are critical
differences between Fremstad’s substitution in Tales of Hoffman
and the obstacles with which Cather confronts Thea in the novel’s
corresponding scene.

First, consider the difference between the roles for which
the two singers were substituting. The role of Giulietta in Tales of
Hoffman was re¢ognizably light, making no great vocal demands.
By contrast, Cather (through the voice of Fred Ottenburg)
describes the Wagnerian music that Thea will have to sing in
Walkiire as “terribly difficult” (529).

Next, note that Fremstad had actually performed the
Giulietta role on the Met’s stage several times in the two months
prior to Gatti-Casazza’s substitution request. The part was
completely fresh in her mind, and she was undoubtedly familiar
with most of the other singers in the cast as well as with the
production’s orchestral and staging details. Thea, on the other
hand, had rehearsed the Sieglinde role but had never actually
performed it on any stage—certainly not that of the Met.? Cather
has Ottenburg emphasize the obstacles Thea faces: “That’s the
kind of rough deal that makes savages of singers. Here’s a part
she’s worked on for years, and now they give her a chance to go
on and butcher it. Goodness knows when she’s looked at the score
last, or whether she can use the business she’s studied, with this
cast” (529).

Finally, at the time of her substitution, Fremstad was
a mature 41-year old established opera “star”” (No wonder
Cather thought she “looked 40 years old. She was!)® Her career
was unlikely to have been seriously undermined by a single
poor performance. Thea, by contrast, is in only her second
season at the Met which has been “sﬁngy” in giving her parts.
She is a relatively young singer in the beginning stages of her
career—a career that could well have been jeopardized by a poor
performance.

Some may urge that these differences do not necessarily
disprove the notion that the Fremstad substitution was the catalyst
for the substitution scene in The Song of the Lark but, rather,
merely show that Cather changed the Fremstad incident’s details
in order to heighten the novel’s dramatic effect. However, that
position can be countered by pointing to a previously overlooked
fact—namely, that there was a relatively contemporaneous
substitution incident that paralleled the details of Thea’s
substitution experience much more closely than the Fremstad

episode. That other substitution event occurred on Jan. 1, 1912,
little more than a year before Fremstad’s substitution on Mar.
12, 1913. It involved Margaret Matzenauer, a Hungarian singer
who was then in her first season at the Met (and who later
succeeded Fremstad in some of her signature roles). Matzenauer
was asked to substitute for Fremstad herself in a New Year’s Day
performance of the Kundry role in Wagner’s Parsifal. The next
day’s New York Times review of that performance states:

There were a number of features in the performance

that deserve attention. Chief among these was the

appearance of Mme. Margaret Matzenauer as Kundry—
for Mme. Fremstad, originally intended for the part,
was still unable to appear, and the substitution had to

be made at short notice. The notice, indeed, was so

short that Mme. Matzenauer was unable to have a stage
rehearsal. It was, moreover, the first time she had ever
sung the part. Under these circumstances what she
achieved was nothing less than a tour de force, for her
performance was in almost every way of great merit.

Although Mme. Matzenauer is so much a contralto, she

has in her voice the high notes that enable her to sing

the music of Kundry without obvious effort, even the
passages in the second act that are sometimes a trial.

Her voice had power and significant [sic] and changing

color of dramatic expressiveness. There was unusual

skill in her composition of this difficult and perplexing
part—difficult in both the musical and dramatic side.

There was more than routine expertness; there were

intelligence, insight, the comprehension gained by

study. And for the results that she was able to present
under difficult circumstances, Mme. Matzenauer
deserves much credit, and gained it from yesterday’s

audience at the end of the second act. (9)

Here we have almost all the elements of Cather’s
novel—a young singer with an extended vocal range at the
beginning of her career thrown into a “make or break™ situation
in which she must substitute on short notice to perform a
difficult part that she has never performed on the stage. Not
only do Gatti-Casazza and the New York Times emphasize the
difficulty of the Kundry role, Cushing’s memoir states that “it
was generally considered to be the most difficult and to some
extent the most thankless role of all” and that Fremstad herself
“was always protesting that it was a superhuman assignment”
(129).1° Although Matzenauer went on to have a distinguished
19-year career at the Met, her difficult substitution for Fremstad
was so amazing that, even to this day, opera historians continue
to cite it as a defining accomplishment."!

But while the Matzenauer substitution makes better
sense as the model for Thea’s triumphant performance,

Cather could only have used it if she actually knew about it.
The evidence that she did so is entirely inferential but not
unpersuasive. Regardless of whether Cather was in New York
City on the very date of Matzenauer’s substitution for Fremstad,
Woodress indicates that she was there no more than a month
later (225). With Cather’s intense interest in the Met, Fremstad,
and the operatic world generally, she could well have heard
about Matzenauer’s “tour de force.” Indeed, Matzenauer might
even have been one of the unidentified young singers about
whom Cather wrote to Sergeant a year later. But even if she did
not learn about the story at the very time it happened or from
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Whose Life is It Anyway?
(Continued)

Matzenauer herself in a later interview, it is plausible that she
learned of the substitution incident from Fremstad during their
discussion of the Kundry role for her McClure’s article.

Because Cather undoubtedly would have been
immensely impressed by a singer’s ability to substitute
successfully in the Kundry role on short notice, there is at
least a strong possibility that Thea’s substitution incident was
principally based on the Matzenauer rather than on the Fremstad
incident. And if we exclude Fremstad’s own substitution from
the incidents on which The Song of the Lark is based, what
important incident-related parallels are left between the lives of
Thea Kronborg and Olive Fremstad?

Fremstad herself does not seem to have found many
such parallels even if she-may have thought that Cather was
actually trying to equate the two singers. After reporting that
Fremstad was delighted with Cather’s 1913 McClure’s article on
the three American singers that included her, Cushing goes on
to state that Fremstad: “was less enthusiastic about The Song of
the Lark. ... ‘My poor Willa,” she once said in my hearing, ‘it
wasn’t really much like that. But after all, what can you know
about me? Nothing’” (244).

And Cather’s own contemporary view? In a December
1915 letter to Elizabeth Sergeant in which she expressed relief
that Fremstad liked the novel, Cather stated that [presumably
now that the novel was finished] she missed Thea’s company
(#340). Thea thus seems to have assumed a reality for Cather
that was distinct from the personality of the flesh and blood
Fremstad whose company she still had.

This does not necessarily mean that Cather was entirely
uninfluenced by her relationship with Fremstad or that The
Song of the Lark does not incorporate any elements of what
she gleaned from that relationship. As Sherrill Harbison has
noted: “The fictional Thea Kronborg, like Fremstad, reaches
perfection’s ‘frozen heights’ by placing art ahead of everything
else. Work takes every ounce of her strength, leaving her
drained, aged, and often unfit for company. . . . Her art
demands the kind of perfect dedication that Nietzche called
chastity . .. ” (146).

But Harbison also goes on to point out that these views
of art’s demands were consistent with Cather’s own position,
which was developed long before she met Fremstad (146).

On the other hand, there are other mind-teasing
references in the novel that may indeed reflect aspects of what
Cather learned from her encounters with Fremstad. For example,
it may not be entirely coincidental that Thea’s breakthrough role
(as Sieglinde in Walkiire) is the same role in which Fremstad
made her own debut at the Met.!* Also, note the many instances
in which wild animals are associated with both Fremstad and
Thea. Thus, Cushing reports that Fremstad repeatedly insisted
that a true artist must work like a “tiger” (23, 129, 169, 310).
Characterizing her as a “fierce animal” (23), Cushing on another
occasion describes Fremstad as stalking “like a panther” (137).

Correspondingly, as a young girl, Thea Kronborg—who
will find her artistic vocation in “Panther Canyon”—generally
is described as speaking with “fierceness” and “crouching
like a little animal about to spring” (123). In the canyon, Fred

Ottenburg characterizes her as “part coyote” (328) and, later in
New York, advises Thea to “keep your tiger hungry, and she’ll
spring all right on Friday” (397). Then, when meeting her in
Central Park, Fred describes Thea as looking “like some rich-
pelted animal, with warm blood, that had run in out of the woods”
(397). A few lines later, Thea herself states that what she learned
in Panther Canyon was not something known by the mind, but
rather, something that had to be realized deep in the body: “It’s an
animal sort of feeling. I sometimes think it’s the strongest of all”
(398). And upon viewing the mature Thea as singer, Dr. Archie
comments: “This woman he had never known; she had somehow
devoured his little friend, as the wolf ate up Red Ridinghood”
(412). ,
Finally, Cushing states that Cather

felt that Fremstad ought to see more of her
fellow men, and often took her to matinees or invited her
to wonderful little French meals at her apartment on Bank
Street. Madame, while unresisting, would still protest,
“But I get nothing from people!”

“An artist learns from everyone she meets, from
everything she sees!” Miss Cather would remind her.

“What I learn, I find here!” Olive Fremstad
insisted in a cello voice, her eyebrows climbing, both
hands pressed to her heart! (242)

In The Song of the Lark, Cather has Wunsch tell Thea:
“Oh, much you can learn! Aber nicht die
amerikanischen Fraulein. They have nothing inside
them,” striking his chest with both fists. “They are like
the ones in the Marchen, a grinning face and hollow in
the insides. Something they can learn, oh, yes, may-be!
But the secret—what makes the rose to red, the sky to
blue, the man to love—in der Brust, in der Brust it is,
und ohne dieses gibt es keine Kunst, gibt es keine Kunst!”
78
This last illustration may be yet another exquisite
example of how Cather did learn from everyone she met,
including Fremstad, and how the fictional characters she created
generally were composites drawn from all those encounters.™*
But that did not mean that Thea was Fremstad.!® On
the contrary, recent scholarship has uncovered many parallels
between the novel’s incidents and the lives of individuals other
than Fremstad, including Cather herself' and the singer Jenny
Lind.”” In conclusion, let us return to the rumors Cather was
purportedly trying to halt in 1932. To the extent they existed, such
rumors might have disturbed Cather because they implied that
The Song of the Lark was a thinly disguised biography rather than
a truly creative work of fiction. So Cather went out of her way to
deny the truth of any such inference by advising Greenslet that
the incidents of Thea’s life were not done from Fremstad. Was
she thereby “rewriting the story of her life?” This essay suggests
that, on this subject at least, Cather may be entitled to more of the
benefit of the doubt than she has thus far been given.

Notes

'Woodress’ inference that Cather’s letter to Greenslet was inconsistent with her
actual life story might be buttressed by reference to some of her other letters. For
example, in a Dec. 16, 1916, letter to Greenslet (#375) dealing with the possibility
of obtaining Scandinavian translations of The Song of the Lark, Cather suggests
that he may be able to get their attention by mentioning that reviewers have
thought that Thea was modeled after Fremstad (#375). Her thrust at this point,
however, was to sell books, and the emphasis is on what reviewers think. She does
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not express her own opinion on the accuracy of their impression. (That reviewers
continue to identify Thea Kronborg with Olive Fremstad is well illustrated by
Margo Jefferson’s Aug. 3, 2003, New York Times Book Review article flatly
asserting that The Song of the Lark is “based on the life of the Opera Singer Olive
Fremstad.”)

ZFremstad’s secretary, Mary Watkins (later Mary Watkins Cushing), reports that
Fremstad tried writing such a memoir but apparently abandoned the project (307).

*The Penguin Biograaphical Dictionary of Women states that Fremstad was an
illegitimate child who was taken to the U.S. and adopted by an American couple
with Swedish roots living in Minnesota. The physician referred to above lived in
Grantsburg, Wis., and it apparently is in his family plot that Fremstad is buried.
Fremstad may have been hinting at her illegitimacy when she reportedly told her
secretary Mary Watkins that she “was a love-child” but failed to explain *“just
what she meant by this” (71).

“In her 1929 story “Double Birthday,” Cather similarly would have her young
singer (a girl of German descent) go “abroad to complete her studies” (51).

*In his history of the Metropolitan Opera, Martin Mayer says this about a singer a
portion of whose career at the company overlapped that of Fremstad: “Margaret
Matzenauer moved easily from mezzo to soprano roles” (128).

Of course identifying her heroine as German might have been unpopular with
readers at the novel’s 1915 World War I publication date.

"Cushing was Fremstad’s all-purpose, live-in assistant between 1911 and 1918,
years during which she seems to have kept a personal diary. She hired servants,
helped dress Fremstad for her performances, and made sure to obtain the
Metropolitan Opera management’s payment check (without which Fremstad
would not step on stage). A good illustration of the intimacy of their relationship
is that, to enable Fremstad to call her in the middle of the night without having to
shout and wake the neighbors, Cushing tied to her toe a string that passed between
their respective bedroom doors and terminated in a ring hooked to Fremstad’s
bedpost (124).

¥For a contemporary diva’s description of the difficulties involved in having
to perform on an unfamiliar stage with an unfamiliar set, see p. xii of Renée
Fleming’s recent memoir The Inner Voice.

°Cather may have been particularly sensitive to what it was like to “look 40 years
old” since she herself was turning 40 in 1913. That this concern found its way
into the novel may be reflected in Cather’s having Dr. Archie, “with a sinking
heart,” comment that Thea, upon returning from a performance, “looked forty
years old” (361). But while Fremstad was actually in her forties at the time of her
substitution, Thea was not—a significant difference.

°The only notable difference between the Thea and Matzenauer incidents is that
Matzenauer had 24 hours’ notice and Thea had only two hours. To that extent,
perhaps, Cather did intensify the drama of the scene (probably to an unrealistic
level from the viewpoint of what an unrehearsed vocalist actually would have
been able to accomplish on such short notice).

!See, e:g., p. 146 of Martin Mayer’s history of the Met and the Matzenauer entry
in The New Grove Dictionary of the Opera, both emphasizing that Matzenauer
was substituting in a role she had never sung before.

2A few days after having witnessed Fremstad’s substitution in Tales of Hoffman,
Cather went to conduct her postponed interview with the diva. It is logical
to assume that Cather would have begun by complimenting Fremstad on her
remarkable achievement in having been able to substitute and sing the Giulietta
role so beautifully on such short notice when she had been unable to speak
above a whisper that afternoon. Fremstad might then have responded that “the
whisper merely reflected her routine practice of saving her voice for a Wagnerian
performance she was scheduled to give in two days time and, in any event,
her substitution was no great accomplishment in view of the fact that she had
performed this very role on the Met’s stage only a few weeks earlier and was quite
familiar with its not particularly demanding requirements. But if Cather were
interested in a substitution that was a truly noteworthy artistic achievement, she
would do well to study Margaret Matzenauer’s substitution for Fremstad herself
in the role of Kundry in Parsifal during the prior operatic season.”

That Cather and Fremstad actually did discuss the Kundry role during
that interview is evidenced by Cather’s extensive treatment of the subject in
the resulting McClure’s article where Cather initially stated that it “was Mme

Fremstad’s Kundry that first made her known throughout this country” (42). Later
in the article, Cather comments that “Wagner had done many kinds of women
before he did Kundry, and into her he put them all. She is a summary of the
history of womankind. He sees in her an instrument of temptation, of salvation,
and of service . .. ” (47).

BCushing states that, to Fremstad’s audience, “any other singer in the part was an
interloper” (216).

4That Cather remained bothered by readers’ tendency to determine the “real
identity” of her characters is reflected in a Jan. 27, 1934, letter (#1096, only two
years after her 1932 rumor-discouraging letter to Greenslet) in which she asks
why people won’t believe that fiction is not a direct portrait of real people. See
also an Oct 26, 1918, letter to Irene Miner Weisz (#438) stating that a particular
reviewer (presumably of a Cather work) had caught the whole better than those
who concentrated on identifying originals for the characters.

5Despite sharing some Fremstad characteristics (such as the animal-like elements
in her nature), Thea does not seem to display such other Cushing-described
aspects of Fremstad’s personality as her superstitiousness (70, 105, 256, 277, 281)
and capriciousness (124, 126, 131).

16See p. 111 of Willa Cather: The Writer and Her World by Janis Stout.

gee Josie Davis’s article published elsewhere in this issue.
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Americanizing Cather: Myth and Fiction in My Antonia
Diana H. Polley

In 1924, Willa Cather denounced “this passion for
Americanizing everything and everybody,” calling it a “deadly
disease” (qtd. in Reynolds 73). Although Cather was specifically
referring to the nationalistic impulse to transform ethnic
immigrants into “Americans,” her protest is relevant today. As
Susan J. Rosowski notes, “a writer is important not because she
represents transcendent values or universal truths, but because
she is inscribed into a culture” (147). In attempting to understand
how Cather’s My Antonia “fits” into American literary culture,
the critic, it would seem, is participating in exactly this type of
“diseased” activity. .

It is difficult, however, to read My Antonia without
acknowledging its ties to a national identity. Indeed, the text
has repeatedly been read in terms of classic American myths,
often as a longing for an earlier, more innocent America. For
example, David Stouck has read it as an American pastoral,
James E. Miller as a “commentary on the American experience”
(112), Harold Bloom as “an intense vision of a lost America” (1),
and Robert E. Scholes as “the myth of Adam in America” (19).
Even more contemporary critics who have acknowledged the
novel’s counter-cultural ties have reconfigured American myths
to incorporate these new ideologies; thus, Mary Paniccia Carden
suggests that My Antonia “recasts the starring role in the national
romance with pioneering women . . . ” (295). The subject
positions may shift, but the overall identification with American
mythology remains.

In examining the development of Cather criticism, these
readings of My Antonia make sense. Guy Reynolds explains
that early critics, such as Van Wyck Brooks, ‘overlooked Cather
as worthy of canonicity because they felt that she wrote against
the “‘significant tendencies’” of current American ideology (35).
In a 1995 New Yorker article, Joan Acocella argues that Cather
finally gained attention in the academy when her literature began
to “fit” and affirm new critical trends (65). Thus, in part, Cather
has been canonized as critics have been able to write her into
changing grand narratives of American culture. In a sense, we
help to transform Cather into a cultural icon by Americanizing
her, by inscribing her into a dominant national discourse.

It may not be possible to avoid this critical paradox
in reading Cather’s work. It is important, however, to qualify
Cather’s relationship, specifically in My Antonia, to American
mythology. My Antonia clearly employs and even celebrates
certain core American myths. In particular, the text pays
homage to the philosophical teachings of Ralph Waldo Emerson;
through setting, symbolism, character, and plot, My Antonia
applauds such classic American ideals as self-reliance, spiritual
independence, and nature. As so many critics have noted, Jim’s
story mourns the loss of this epic Emersonian tradition. In My
Antonia, however, Cather also writes against these cultural
myths; it is not that she denies the ideals inherent in the myths
but, rather, that she recognizes them as fictions.

In The Sense of an Ending, Frank Kermode distinguishes
between myth and fiction:

Fictions can degenerate into myths whenever they are
not consciously held to be fictive. . . . Myth operates
within the diagrams of ritual, which presupposes
total and adequate explanations of things as they are
and were; it is a sequence of radically unchangeable
gestures. Fictions are for finding things out, and they
change as the needs of sense-making change. Myths
are the agents of stability, fictions the agents of change.
Myths call for absolute, fictions for conditional assent.
(my italics 39)
In My Antonia, Cather writes two stories: one of myth and one
of fiction. Jim’s story is the story of American myth, which
celebrates the Emersonian vision of an American Adam and
laments the intruding machine in the garden. Against this epic
ideal, however, Cather offers us another story, one that honors
Jim’s vision but also understands it as fiction. Specifically,
this larger story questions Jim’s narrative by recognizing him
as an unreliable narrator. The text distances itself from Jim’s
story in two ways. First, it questions the myth of the American
Adam; through the characters of Antonia and Lena, it applauds
Emersonian heroism but reads such ideals as fictive. Second, the
text critiques Jim’s mythic reading of the machine in the garden;
although Jim chooses to naturalize the loss of innocence onto
the inevitable passage of time, the text ultimately suggests that
the American individual is not the passive victim of history but,
rather, the enabler of his own destruction. By fictionalizing the
myth, Cather inscribes herself into American mythology but also
writes against it. While Jim’s narrative is an agent of stability,
Cather’s narrative is an agent of change. While Jim calls for
absolute, Cather calls for conditional assent.
When we first meet Jim Burden in the Introduction,
our external narrator, presumably a fictional version of Willa
Cather, makes it clear that the elder Jim lives a sterile and far
from romantic life. He has moved from the “freemasonry” of the
West to the urban metropolis of New York, he is married to a cold
and detached woman, and, “as legal counsel for one of the great
Western railways,” he has aided in the development of the land
he loves (711). While Jim’s spirit is still considered “naturally
romantic and ardent,” his romance finds its home in memory and
desire (712). We learn that he has written a narrative about his
childhood friend, Antonia Shimerda. His narrative, not Antonia
but My Antonia, will act as a remembrance of things past, a
personal, unorganized recollection of “what Antonia’s name
recalls to me” (714). Although this story will be about Antonia,
we sense that it will also be about American possibility and loss.
In Book I, we become immersed in Jim’s Emersonian
childhood. The Book begins when Jim, an orphan at age ten,
moves from Virginia to Nebraska to live with his grandparents.
His first encounters with the land seem to come right out of the
pages of Emerson’s philosophy, his descriptions “enumerating
the values of nature and casting up their sum” (Emerson 8).
Emerson’s concept of the “transparent eye-ball” is notoriously
difficult to express or conceive of within the realm of experience.
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And yet, Jim’s descriptions of Nebraska embody just this concept.
Bumping along the road to his grandparents’ farm, Jim notes the
empty landscape:

There was nothing but land: not a country at all, but the

material out of which countries are made. . . . The wagon

jolted on, carrying me I knew not whither. T don’t think

I was homesick. If we never arrived anywhere, it did

not matter. Between that earth and that sky I felt erased,

blotted out. (my italics 718)

Jim literally seems to “become a transparent eye-ball,” where,

as Emerson explains, “I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the
Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of
God” (10); “mean egotism vanishes,” the past is forgotten, and Jim
experiences an “original relation to the universe” (7).

This first romantic encounter with nature continues
throughout Book I, as Jim explores the prairie with his new
Bohemian friend and neighbor, Antonia. Although they come from
remarkably different cultures, in childhood, they share this same
freshness, vitality, and spiritual awareness of landscape. For both,
the land acts as material out of which to shape self. Book I comes
to embody each of the central tenets of Emerson’s “Nature™: nature
becomes commodity, beauty, language, discipline, idealism, spirit,
and prospects. The story of Jim and Antonia’s childhood is a story
based on this classic American mythology; Emersonian possibility
comes to life through their “unaffected, unbiased, unbribable,
unaffrighted innocence” (Emerson 261).

Books II through V chart another American myth, what
Harold Bloom calls “an intense vision of a lost America” (1); as
Jim grows up, life continually seems to pull him further away from
this Emersonian possibility. In Book II, his grandparents retire to
the town of Black Hawk and send Jim to a local school. An older
and more restless Jim expresses the town’s sterility:

People’s speech, their voices, their very glances, became

furtive and repressed. Every individual taste, every

natural appetite, was bridled by caution. . . . The growing
- piles of ashes and cinders in the back yards were the only
evidence that the wasteful, consuming process of life went

on at all. (851)

It is not simply that Jim loses all sense of his childhood idealism.
He still maintains his pastoral vision of America. He laments “the
lost freedom of the farming country” and remembers weather on
the farm as “the great fact” (805). This “great fact,” however, now
becomes recast, in Black Hawk, as a “bitter song” (823). Country
life is seen as fruitful, town as “wasteful” and “consuming.”

It may seem ironic, therefore, that, at the end of Book
II, Jim decides to move further away from the country, to the city
of Lincoln to continue his education. Jim, however, does not
view this move as ironic but, rather, as the unavoidable process of
growing up. Soon before Jim leaves Black Hawk, he spends a day
in the country with the three “hired girls”: Tiny, Antonia, and Lena.
Jim’s description of a plough joins man and nature in one stunning
image:

There were no clouds, the sun was going down in a

limpid, gold-washed sky. Just as the lower edge of the red

disc rested on the high fields against the horizon, a great

black figure suddenly appeared on the face of the sun. . . .

Magnified across the distance by the horizontal light,

{the plough] stood out against the sun, was exactly

contained within the circle of the disc; the handles, the

tongue, the share—black against the molten red. There
it was, heroic in size, a picture writing on the sun.

(865-6)

This beautiful image is ephemeral: “even while [they]
whispered about it, [the] vision disappeared.” As natural as the
sun setting, Jim must grow up, and the vision must recede. Jim
laments: “When boys and girls are growing up, life can’t stand
still, not even in the quietest of country towns; and they have to
grow up, whether they will or no” (my italics 835).

In Book II, Jim’s personal narrative is cast against the
continued story of Antonia. Like Jim, Antonia moves to town,
not for school but financial necessity. Unlike Jim, however,
Antonia does not seem to mourn the loss of her childhood
but adapts well to changing circumstances; despite her new
surroundings, she displays the same level of vitality and
Emersonian self-reliance. Her spiritual individualism is now
associated with a larger group of Bohemian and Scandinavian
women, all of whom live outside of the strict conventions of
American society and exhibit “a positive carriage and freedom
of movement” (838). As a result of their “vigor,” they are
“considered a menace to the social order”; Jim tells us that
“[t]heir beauty shone out too boldly against a conventional
background” (840). In fact, Antonia loses her job when she
continues to attend the forbidden Vannis dances; she makes
the important choice to overcome social and financial pressure
in order to maintain her self-determination. Antonia seems to
acknowledge, as does Emerson, that “nothing is at last sacred
but the integrity of your own mind” (Emerson 261).

It is interesting that critics have viewed Lena Lingard
as Antonia’s foil (Bowden 16). Although Antonia’s and Lena’s
desires suggest certain binaries, they share many values in
common. Jim explains his earliest memories of Lena as “out
among her cattle, bareheaded and barefooted, scantily dressed
in tattered clothing, always knitting as she watched her herd.”
He describes her as “something wild,” quite unabashed about
her “ragged clothes,” with an “easy” and “gentle” disposition
matched equally against her ruggedness (817). Although she
ultimately comes to represent an urban contrast to the earthy
Antonia, they both share the same heroic individualism, the
same fierce sense of self-reliance that privileges personal
integrity and independence above conformity and social
convention. Jim explains how Lena manages to succeed in
Lincoln business without giving into the capitalist American
model: “Lena’s success puzzled me. She was so easy-going;
had none of the push and self-assertiveness that get people
ahead in business”’; even in the urban world, Lena manages
to translate her country qualities into a “blissful expression of
countenance” (885). Rather than a foil, one might say that Lena
Lingard is Antonia’s doppelganger; their paths may diverge,
sending one out into the world and the other back to the earth,
but their similar spiritual drive renders them complementary
Emersonian heroines.

This idea is fostered by the fact that Jim comes to
idealize and love them both. Rather than translate his ideals
into reality, however, Jim distances himself from these two
women. In Books ITI and IV, Jim has the opportunity to connect
with each of these Emersonian heroines, but, instead, turns
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For Antonia and for me, this had been the road
of Destiny; had taken us to those early accidents
of fortune which predetermined for us all that
we can ever be. Now I understood that the same
road was to bring us together again. Whatever
we had missed, we possessed together the
precious, the incommunicable past. (my italics
937)

Despite the brilliant poetics of the language, there are certain
troubling inconsistencies in Jim’s seeming “epiphany” (Helmick
113). In particular, the words “destiny” and “predetermined” are
completely out of synch with Jim’s story. In this passage, Jim
naturalizes his failure; his empty marriage, his destructive job, and
his overall parasitic relationship to society get displaced onto some
larger force that lies beyond individual choice. Jim’s narrative, of
course, undermines this notion. Beginning in Book II, each Book
begins with a choice that moves Jim further and further away from
the land he loves. In Book II, Jim’s grandparents choose to move
to town, in part to send Jim to school and help him integrate into
American society. Book Il opens with Jim’s move to Lincoln,
where he chooses the realm of ideas over experience. At the end
of Book II1, Jim chooses to leave Lena and follow his teacher East
to the center of urban life. At the end of Book 1V, Jim chooses

to return to Harvard, to go to law school rather than stay in the
country with Antonia. And now, Jim chooses to romanticize and
mythologize his loss in order to make sense of his empty life.

In The American Adam, R.-W.B Lewis addresses the myth that

Jim embraces: “Instead of looking forward to new possibilities,
we direct our tired attention to the burden of history, observing
repeatedly that it is later than you think” (196). This is precisely
the myth that Cather understands as fiction. Jim Burden may
envision himself as the symbolic “burden of history,” but, instead,
he represents the “burden” of all Americans who blame external
forces on their own spiritual failures. .

Although Cather recognizes that the “burden” of
Emersonian possibility rests with the individual, she also
recognizes that the myth of the American Adam is, itself, a fiction.
The text certainly celebrates Lena and Antonia as Emersonian
figures and applauds their persistence, despite all odds, to
preserve their individualism. Their lives, however, are far from
ideal. If Lena and Antonia act as complementary heroines, they
also lack what the other manages to incorporate. Thus, although
Antonia is often cited as an Earth Mother goddess, by the end
of the text, she is “battered [if] not diminished”; Jim describes
her as “a stalwart, brown woman, flat-chested, her curly brown
hair a little grizzled” (914). Likewise, while Lena maintains her
independence and, as Tiny explains, is “the only person . . . who
never gets any older,” she sacrifices community and family in
order to maintain her spiritual integrity (896). Any sense of pure
idealism is mitigated by stark reality. More importantly, even this
tempered vision of Emersonianism is figuratively relocated outside
America; neither Lena nor Antonia is American born, and Antonia,
ultimately, reintegrates herself back into Bohemian culture. These
“new Americans” give up that American myth of unadulterated
idealism because they are willing to transform the “ideal” into the

“real” Thus, the myth of the American Adam, the possibility
of mapping the Emersonian self onto an empty landscape, is
applauded, but it is also fictionalized.

There is much resistance to the idea that Cather does
not fully embrace Jim’s vision. Hermione Lee, for example,
states that “Jim’s elegiac pastoral expresses Cather’s deepest
feelings: it would be perverse to argue that his reading of
Antonia is meant to be distrusted” (my italics 150). Lee
argues that Jim’s story is Cather’s story and, in many ways,
itis. Cather does seem to “trust” Jim’s mythological reading
and to identify with the characters she introduces. After all,
the novel’s epigraph repeats a quote used by Jim in Book III, a
quote by Virgil that mourns the inevitable passage of time. In
this way, Cather inscribes herself into Jim’s story, into American
mythology, and into a national discourse. However, she also
writes against this discourse; she affirms the national myths,
but, at the same time, consciously holds such myths “to be
fictive.”
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Iowa accent, a St. Louis air and the robust physique of a
West England farmer’s wife. This ponderous personage
descended from the barge and perching upon the back of
a stuffed tiger somewhat moth-eaten she began gleefully
coquetting with Mark Antony, recently of Rome, whom
she occasionally called “Me Anthony,” which showed that
she had been reading The Prisoner of Zenda. . . .

And how was it with the rural, robust queen, the
royal Kleopawtra? Miss Lewis walks like a milkmaid
and moves like a housemaid, not a movement or gesture
was dignified, much less regal. She draped and heaped
her ample form about over chairs and couches to imitate
oriental luxury. She slapped her messenger upon the
back, she tickled Mark Antony under the chin. She
fainted slouchily upon every possible pretext and upon
every part of the stage. And it was no ordinary faint
either, it was a regular landslide.

The review concludes:

Her death scene was done in the modern
emotional drama ten, twenty and thirty-cent carnival style.
She took a few tears from Camille, a few from Article 47,
a few from Credit Lorraine, a few from As in a Looking
Glass and made a death scene. She sat down upon a cane
bottom dining room chair, took her crown from a little
sixteenth century oak table, sighed and wept and heaved
her breast and then died from an imaginary serpent hidden
in a ditch of lettuce after having worn most atrocious
gowns and having drawn and quartered and mangled
some of the greatest lines in all the poetry of the world.
Requiescat in pace. Was ever Shakespeare in this fashion
played?*

There is also her statement on women, written in answer to the
query, “Does the Bible teach that woman was created subordinate
to man?” She begins, “The Bible undoubtedly teaches that woman
should be subservient to man, but does it say that she was, is,
or ever will be?” She then cites numerous examples of female
trickery in the Bible, like the acts of Eve, Rebekah, Delilah, and
Jezebel, concluding: “These are only a few of the hundred Biblical
instances in which the women who were undoubtedly created
subservient turned the tables. In theory the Jews maintained the
superiority of man but in practice it did not always follow. Woman
may be man’s inferior but she makes him pay for it It is quite
wrong, 1 think, to say that Willa Cather had no sense of humor, or
to think of her as—always—a serene, self-contained writer.

It is true, however, that Willa Cather was most of the
time her own woman. She was not only fiercely independent,
but secretive—and she enjoyed having secrets. This aspect of
her personality is not easy to define, but it emerges in various
ways. It is clear from her letters that she could be S.S. McClure
when she wrote his Autobiography in 1913, and that she did not
want to be recognized as the author. Just before that, in 191 1, she
took another name when she submitted Alexander’s Masquerade
(later published as Alexander’s Bridge) to the McClure publishing

company, sending it from St. Louis under the name of “Fanny
Cadwallader.” Earlier, when she went to Pittsburgh in 1896 to
edit the Home Monthly, she sent back many letters to her friends
and weekly columns to the Nebraska State Journal but said not
a word about her extra job as drama critic for the Leader. Nor
did she tell of another editorial job, which I have only recently
discovered. In that first year in Pittsburgh, 1896-97, Willa
Cather edited the children’s page—*“Our Young Folks”—for a
weekly magazine called The National Stockman and Farmer.
This portion of the secret web is interesting enough to describe
more fully.

In some papers belonging to the Cather family I found
a marked clipping, the “Young Folks” page from the National
Stockman and Farmer, which Willa Cather had apparently sent
home in early 1897. The magazine turned out to be a weekly
periodical issued by the same company which published the
Home Monthly (Axtell, Rush, and Orr) and located at the
same address (203 Shady Lane) in Pittsburgh. Willa Cather’s
unmistakable hand is there as editor of the page from August
27, 1896 (about the time she finished the first issue of the
Home Monthly); to June 17, 1897 (about the time she left
the Home Monthly to go home to Nebraska for the sumnmer).
Published in the “Young Folks” department are pieces of her
own, or variations of them, reprinted from the Home Monthly,
other biographical references; and several stories by friends
at the University of Nebraska to whom she had written for
manuscripts, as she had mentioned in letters to Mariel Gere.
Under the column “Editor’s Talk” she has notes on such
Catherian heroes as Fridtjof Nansen and Caesar, and in the
December 24, 1896 issue, the story of Jim, who experimentally
puts his sister Elsie part way down the chimney to test its
capacity for Santa Claus. These children are easily identified
as Willa Cather’s younger brother and sister (members of her
family agree). The most interesting story, however, is “Wee
Winkie’s Wanderings” (Nov. 26, 1896). It is certainly by Willa
Cather and probably autobiographical. Until her last novel,
Sapphira and the Slave Girl (1940), Willa Cather published
little about Virginia, where she had lived from her birth in
1873 to 1883, when the Cathers moved to Nebraska. The
scene of “Wee Winkie’s Wanderings” uses many details of
the later novel — the Cather home of Willow Shade on Back
Creek, the footbridge over the creek, the haying meadow and
sassafras bushes, the familiar Hollow road, North Mountain in
the distance, and the slopes which rose in front and behind the
house. The name “Wee Winkie’ refers to the nursery rhyme,
“Wee Willie Winkie”; Willa was principally known as “Willie”
(or Daughter) in her family, but she was also called Winkie, as
her cousin Bess Seymour later recalled in a letter which I have
seen.

“Wee Winkie’s Wanderings” is about a restless and
imaginative little girl who tried to run away. It begins:

Wee Winkie sat looking sadly about her that July
afternoon. She was tired of playing and nothing would
go right. The acorn cups would not stand up properly
on the little moss bank around which her dolls were
seated, and the pies made of pinning sassafras leaves
together over ripe cherries did not taste as good as
usual. Winkie explained to her corn-cob doll that the
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pies did not “rise.” She was not absolutely sure that
this was right, but she had a vague idea that everything
that was baked should rise. Then her dolls were glum
and would not talk; they were all pouting, Winkie said,
because she would not let them play in the mint bed
along the creek and soil their white frocks. Winkie
considered it a great misfortune to have children with
sullen dispositions. As she was meditating upon these
things she heard the sharp click of the mower in the
meadow.

Now she had it! She would bundle every one of those
sullen dolls into bed, it would be good for them, and she
would break the unsatisfactory acorn cups and give the
sassafras pies that had not risen to her pet pink pig, and
she herself would put on her wide white sun hat with the
blue ribbons and go down and ride on the mower with
her father. That would be something like it.

Winkie’s mamma says no. But then to the intense little girl
(“When Winkie wanted anything she wanted it very much as
mamma knew””) who threatens to run away, she agrees to such

an exodus and packs Winkie’s belongings, and some cookies.
Frightened by gypsies and even their familiar cow, Winkie spends
the afternoon sitting on the hillside, unable to go out of sight of
her home towards “the mountain that seemed so big and dark and
steep.”

The story ends:

Mamma, from the window where she watched, saw
that disconsolate little figure sitting upon the hill top in
the sunset, and she laughed and cried a little too. She
watched a long time, but Winkie sat very still. At last
Mamima saw her get up and come slowly down the hill
toward the house. Then mamma went about her work,
and presently she heard the door open softly and poor
tired littie Wee Winkie with her head hanging low and
her bundle in her hand came slipping in. Her dress was
wet with the dew of the long grass, and her shoes were
scratched by the briars, and her ears were full of dust.
But mamma washed her and gave her her supper, and
tucked her into her little bed and never said a word about
her running away, and neither did Winkie.

It was like Willa Cather never to say a word about the whole
affair.

The secret web was internal, but it always moved
outward from this time and place, or returned inward from all
farther distances. Willa Cather’s curiosity and ways of young
learning are legendary; I have heard her close friend, the late
Carrie Miner Sherwood, remark often on Willa’s insatiable desire
to know. Quite early in her life she came to live with distances,
of both time and place. One revealing statement is the first
sentence of her Commencement oration of 1890, as it was printed
in the Red Cloud Chief: “All human history is a record of an
emigration, an exodus from barbarism to civilization.” Here is
another “voyage perilous, and one which held her imagination
from her first story, “Peter;” through My Antonia, and Shadows on
the Rock, and to even her last book, Sapphira and the Slave Girl,

which records something of another kind of human barbarism in
the South of 1856. In other ways, too, the search for truth went
on. In a copy of McClure’s (August 18, 1894) is written a note
in Willa Cather’s hand to her brother: “Roscoe, Read this.” The
article is on “The Search for the Absolute Zero.”

“All human history is a record of an emigration, an
exodus from barbarianism to civilization.” One dimension
of My Antonia is that the order of the book takes us from the
kind of country Willa Cather first knew in Nebraska of the
1880’s—unsettled, young, rough (how close to the earth in the
country scenes—heat, tall grass, storms, cold!); to the first small
communities, like Black Hawk; to cities and universities; and
while there, through the mind and imagination, to the world of
ideas and the arts, of history alive. In O Pioneers! Alexandra
Bergson says to Carl Linstrum, who has come back from far
places: “If the world were not wider than my cornfields, if there
were not something beside this, I wouldn’t feel that it was much
worth while to work.” Neither My Antonia nor O Pioneers! are
paeans to the rural life, though superficially they may seem to
glorify the land and a countryside. They are books in which the
secret web is more intricate than that.

Cather’s art, it seems to me, is apparent simplicity, actual
complexity. Books, when read for all nuances, all allusions
and implications (and with a writer like Cather whose fierce
intelligence and comprehensive knowledge suggest that she is
capable of many complexities, indeed)—these books show many
strains, chords, counterpoints. They come from an intricately
civilized mind, and when taken all together in one movement they
comprise a kind of new, and subile, imaginative world.

Let me take O Pioneers! and suggest some of the
complexities—the operation of the secret web—which are not
on the surface and which do relate to some facts about Willa
Cather’s life. Of the many possible relationships, I shall mention
only those of three books which are linked with O Pioneers!
organically. In the first chapter of the last part of the book, after
Frank Shabata has killed his wife, Marie, and her lover, Emil
Bergson, Alexandra’s friend Crazy Ivar sits before his dugout
reading the 101% Psalm. A storm has come up. The storm of
human evil is already around him. We find that the Psalm opens,
“I will sing of mercy and judgment: unto thee, O Lord, will I
sing. I will behave myself wisely in a perfect way. O when wilt
thou come unto me? I will walk within my house with a perfect
heart”” It concludes, “I will early destroy all the wicked of the
land; that I may cut off all wicked doers from the city of the
Lord.” Willa Cather’s early Bible, which I have mentioned, is
the kind with cross references cited in the margins, directing the
reader to other related passages on a given theme. For those who
know their Bible well, each reading will be a chord of meaning,
containing all those other notes. Ivar was a Bible-reader; he
might well be thinking of some of the passages associated with
the 101% Psalm, as cited in Willa Cather’s Bible: “Is it not
wheat harvest today? 1 shall call unto the Lord, and he shall
send thunder and rain; that ye may perceive and see that your
wickedness is great, which ye have done in the sight of the Lord,
in asking you a king” (1 Samuel 12:17). “For thou wilt save
the afflicted people; but wilt bring down high looks” (Psalms
18:27). “A proud look, a lying tongue, and hands that shed
innocent blood” (Proverbs 6:17). Some of these allusions fit the
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situation almost more literally than the original 101* Psalm; they
are embodied in the created world so aptly that it seems they were
most probably in Willa Cather’s mind as well.

The title, O Pioneers!, was recognized in early reviews
and articles as an allusion to Whitman. But it is far more than a
surface gesture. The substance and the structure of O Pioneers!
are Whitmanesque, and if one reads the book with Leaves of
Grass in mind many of the details and passages take on a different
meaning. Cather lines like “The air and the earth are curiously
matted and intermingled, as if the one were the breath of the
other” suggest Whitman’s central theme—the oneness of all of
nature, man and woman and earth. Alexandra and Carl mate not
as passionate lovers but more like Whitman’s camerado and the
self, the ongoing companions. One comment by the narrator of O
Pioneers! may seem a false note until it is linked with Whitman.
Cather writes, “Fortunate country, that is one day to receive hearts
like Alexandra’s into its bosom, to give them out again in the
yellow wheat, in the rustling corn, in the shining eyes of youth”
(309). In Whitman, we recall “We Two, How Long We Were
Fool’d” (“We are Nature . . ./ We become plants, trunks foliage,
roots, bark, / We are bedded in the ground . . . ), but particularly
the last lines of “Song of Myself”: “I bequeath myself to the dirt
to grow from the grass I love, / If you want me again look for me
under your bootsoles.” 1 believe there was a deliberate effort to
join O Pioneers! with the Whitman spirit, even by its apparently
loose structure, filled with contrasts and repetitive symbols. Most
directly, of course, the title of Cather’s novel refers to Whitman’s
“Pioneers! O Pioneers!”—especially to several of the later stanzas
of the poem. Note how elements of O Pioneers! are suggested in
these passages:

Life’s involv’d and varied pageants,
All the forms and shows, all the workmen at their work,
All the seamen and the landsmen, all the masters with
their slaves,

Pioneers! O pioneers!

All the hapless silent lovers

All the prisoners in the prisons, all the righteous and the

wicked,

All the joyous, all the sorrowing, all the living, all the

dying

Pioneers! O pioneers! (11. 61-68)

I believe the connection is less with the pioneer movement as such
than with the concept of the great and varied scope of ongoing
life in America. The effect of combining Whitman with Cather
in O Pioneers! is to see a few decades of human experiences in
Nebraska in a special way—cosmic as well as American.

Whitman’s “varied pageants” blend with the epigraph
Cather chose for O Pioneers!—“Those fields, colored by various
grain!” Only its author, Mickiewicz, is cited. The epigraph leads
us into another literary world which we may join to Whitman and
the Bible ~ to the 1834 epic, Pan Tadeusz, by the Polish poet Adam
Mickiewicz (1798-1855), who used national and folklore themes
in his poem, writing movingly of the world of his childhood in
Lithuania, and from which he was long exiled. In the 1885 English
translation by Maude Ashurst Biggs, Master Thaddeus, or The Last
Foray in Lithuania, the poem opens:

Litvia! My country, like art thou to health,

For how to prize thee he alone can tell

Who has lost thee. 1behold thy beauty now

In full adornment, and T sing of it

Because I long for thee. . ..

.. . Meanwhile

Bear thou my soul, consumed by longing, to

Those wooded hills, unto those meadows

green

Broad stretching on the azure Niemen’s shore;

Towards those fields, rich hued with various

grain,

Golden with wheat, and silvered with the

Iye...
Cather’s wording of the line is a variation on any translation I
have seen, however. Inthe 1917 translation by George Rapall
Noyes, the line reads, “to those fields painted with various
grain, gilded with wheat, silvered with rye. . . ." The epigraph
directly refers us to Mickiewicz’s long poem—to its themes of
memory, of exile, of country places and people, all those varied
days of youth. Some passages, too, reveal how strands of the
secret web are joined to the later books, The Song of the Lark
and My Antonia: “Who among us does not remember the years
when, as a young lad, with his gun on his shoulder, he went
whistling into the fields, where no rampart, no fence blocked
his path . . . . he talks with the earth . . . . [the] lark sings”
(Book I1). Pan Tadeusz is set in Lithuania, in 1811 and 1812,
just before the conquering by Napoleon. The effect of joining
a European world to the Nebraska scene of a hundred years
later is to make history alive in the present, with the action set
in a universal geography. What Willa Cather had before her in
Webster County, Nebraska, when she was young, was not only
the varied fields that came with cultivation of the land but also
the varied peoples who came as immigrants from the old world
to the new. She described this diversity in her 1923 essay in the
Nation, “Nebraska: The End of the First Cycle.”: “Colonies
of European people, Slavonic, Germanic, Scandinavian, Latin,
spread across our bronze prairies like the daubs of color on a
painter’s palette.”

But the web spreads onward. When A Lost Lady
appeared in 1923, the New York Times reviewer compared the
opening pages of the book to “the opening of a long short story
by Turgenief, say, out of the Annals of the Sportsman.” Willa
Cather’s early, and continuing, interest in Continental literature
and a long interest in the Slavic world form strands which
support such analogies, but the link with Europe is affirmed
even more strongly to those who have read Pan Tadeusz, or
Master Thaddeus. The opening of A Lost Lady is actually a
very close parallel to the opening of that poem. The manor
house described by Mickiewicz and the society which is soon
to be taken over by another power under Napoleon blend into
the house of the Captain Forresters in Sweet Water, Nebraska,
and their railroad society of tarnished grandeur, soon to be
consumed by the cruder, more ruthless world of the Ivy
Peterses. Willa Cather writes in A Lost Lady: “Thirty or forty
years ago . . . there was a house well known from Omaha to
Denver for its hospitality and for a certain charm of atmosphere.
.. . The house stood on a low round hill, nearly a mile east of
town; a white house with a wing, and sharp-sloping roofs to
shed the snow. . . . It stood close into a fine cottonwood grove
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In Pursuit of the Outland Engine: A Fictional Source for The Professor’s House

Nichole Bennet

Before I could even begin to attempt an understanding
of The Professor’s House, 1 felt that I had to understand Cather’s
science. Tom Outland is presented as “a brilliant young
American scientist and inventor who . . . discovered the principle
of the Outland vacuum [and] worked out the construction of the
bulkheaded vacuum that is revolutionizing aviation(121). When
I learned that Steven Trout’s lecture at the 2005 International
Cather Seminar would discuss a possible historical source for
the mysterious Outland vacuum, I was very excited. A historical
source had eluded me, but I had found what I believed to be a
fictional source.

Perseverance (and Google) had led me to Rudyard
Kipling’s “With the Night Mail.” James Woodress makes it very
clear that Cather enjoyed reading Kipling and even met him,
so it seems logical that Cather may have read “With the Night
Mail” (107, 115, 200, 249). The connection becomes increasing
probable since “With the Night Mail,” like many of Kipling’s
works, was published in McClure’s Magazine. The connection
becomes strong when the dates are in place. Although most
frequently referenced in the Actions and Reactions version of
1909, “With the Night Mail” actually first appeared in McClure’s
in 1905. Cather’s literary connection to McClure’s was firmly
established with her May 1, 1903, meeting with S.S. McClure
(Woodress 171). Thus, it is very likely that she read Kipling’s
short story as it first appeared in McClure’s

“With the Night Mail” is science fiction. Kipling uses
the nautical terminology of his time to create a fantastical future
world, set in 2000, a period when dirigibles are the modern
marvel of travel. Told from the point of view of a newspaper
reporter traveling on a mail packet, “With the Night Mail” is not
the most scientifically sound source. However, similarities to
Cather’s language are striking:

Here we find Fleury’s Paradox of the
Bulkheaded Vacuum—which we accept now without
thought—Iliterally in full blast. The three engines are
H.T.&T. assisted-vacuo Fleury turbines running from
3,000 to the Limit—that is, up to the point when the
blades make the air “bell”—cut out a vacuum for
themselves precisely as overdriven marine propellers
used to do. “162’s” Limit is low because of the small
size of her nine screws, which though handier than the
old colloid Thelussons, “bell” sooner. The midships
engine, generally used to reinforce, is not running; so
the port and starboard turbine vacuum-chambers draw
directly into the return-mains.

The turbines whistle reflectively. From the
low-arched expansion-tanks on either side the valves
descend pillarwise to the turbine-chests, and thence the
obedient gas whirls through the spirals of blades with
a force that would whip the teeth out of a power-saw.
Behind, its own pressure is held in leash or spurred on
by the lift-shunts; before it the vacuum where Fleury’s

Ray dances in violet-green bands and whirled turbillons
of flame. The jointed U-tubes of the vacuum-chamber
are pressure-tempered colloid (no glass could endure the
strain for an instant) and a junior engineer watches the
ray intently. It is the heart of the machine — a mystery
to this day. Even Fleury who begat it and, unlike
Magniac, died a multimillionaire, could not explain how
the restless little imp shuddering in the U-tube can, in
the fractional fraction of a second, strikes the furious
blast of gas into a chill greyish-green liquid that drains

(you can hear it trickle) from the far end of the vacuum

through the eduction-pipes and the mains back to the

bilges. Here it returns to its gaseous, one had almost
written sagacious, state and climbs to work afresh.

Bilge-tank, upper tank, dorsal-tank, expansion-chamber,

vacuum, main-return (as a liquid), and bilge-tank once

more is the ordained cycle. Fleury’s Ray sees to that, and
the engineer with the tinted spectacles sees to Fleury’s

Ray. If a speck of oil, if even the natural grease of the

human finger, touches the hooded terminals, Fleury’s

Ray will wink and disappear and must be laboriously

built up again. This means half a day’s work for all

hands and an expense of 170-odd pounds to the G.P.O.

for radium-salts and such trifles. (128-130)

A comparison of Kipling’s description of the bulkheaded
vacuum and Cather’s Outland Engine clearly suggests why
Cather’s “scientific” terminology is unstable and her references
have led many scholars on wild goose chases. Kipling’s story
is full of technical mumbo-jumbo that makes it seem that
Kipling knows what he is writing about. However, Kipling uses
“Engine,” “Vacuum,” and “Gas” interchangeably throughout the
passage without providing a clear depiction of how the Engine/
Vacuum/Gas works. Cather also uses the terms interchangeably,
and even goes so far as to change her terminology. As Sharon
O’Brien points out, in the first eight printings Cather used
“Qutland bulkheaded vacuum,” but from the ninth printing on
Cather used “Outland engine” (168).! Moreover, the confusing
terminology of Kipling’s passage partially explains Cather’s
inability to clearly develop or explain her novel’s science.

Even the references to Fleury and Magniac resonate with
elements of Cather’s narrative. Like Fleury, Tom needs someone
else’s help for his invention. Despite Tom’s scientific brilliance,
he never could have completed his work without Dr. Crane (186).
And like Magniac, Tom “got nothing out of it [his invention] but
death and glory” while Louie and Rosamond reap the financial
rewards (121).

While I cannot yet prove that Cather re-read “With
the Night Mail” before writing The Professor’s House or that
Kipling’s story is a direct source for The Professor’s House, these
similarities make it very difficult to ignore “With the Night Mail”
when searching for sources for the Outland Engine.

’ (Continued on Page 73)
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