








Dusk Jacket Copy
(Continued)

leave HM, one reason she gives is that A. A. Knopf “allowed her
to write jacket copy or advertising blurbs” (Woodress 316).
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Illustration # 1.

A typescript I own in which Cather has revised copy for
the SSG jacket offers striking evidence for her ongoing attention
to such matters up to the end of her writing career. The first of its
two pages appears to be a blue carbon copy not typed by Cather.*
She has noted minor changes to the beginning and end of this
draft (all adopted in the final jacket blurb);’ has begun revising its
central portion, which describes SSG itself; and has then circled
this entire section. (See Illustration #1). The typing on the second
page has faded badly, but it is nonetheless clear that this typing,
unlike that on the first page, is Cather’s own, a fact established
both by typographic details that square with other Cather type-
scripts and also by three pencil corrections that are clearly in her
hand.® Below this typed section Cather has written the lead-in
to the next sentence of the blurb (“and it is treated etc” [sic]),
and at the bottom of the sheet she has noted, again in pencil, “I
suggest the above paragraph take the place of the paragraph in
your copy which I have enclosed in pencil. Hastily W. S. C.” (See
lustration #2). Finally, it is Cather’s typed revision on this page
that becomes the central paragraph of the jacket blurb when the
book appears.’

We shall return later to the substance of Cather’s
SSG jacket revision, but for now the important point is that in
this typescript we see Cather, at the time of her last novel, not
only reviewing and revising jacket copy but also completely
rewriting the portion that describes the novel itself. What we
find here squares with what we can intuit with other jackets. We
know, for instance, that Horace Greenslet wrote some jacket
material for Cather’s HM books, but we have also noted her

direct involvement with the SOL and MA jackets, and we shall
see that it is her voice, not his, that sounds in those portions of
HM jackets that—like the heart of the SSG blurb—describe the
books themselves. Similarly, though A. A. Knopf suggests that
Edith Lewis helped draft some Knopf jacket copy,® we have
seen that one of Knopf’s draws for Cather was his assurance
that she could write such copy. Taking everything together, it
seems that though others may often have drafted initial jacket
copy, Cather herself reviewed and revised it; when it came to
descriptions of her books or herself, she is likely, as in the SSG
typescript, to have played an even more active role.

In what follows, I include all jacket copy that contains
original commentary. I omit blurbs that quote reviews of
earlier books and indicate the location of blurbs only when
more than one appears on a single jacket (see Crane for fuller
information). The copy I transcribe here is that of the first
edition jacket, both because such jackets are the hardest to
access and because, as the editors of the CSE LL put it, “the first
edition represents Cather’s most intense creative engagement
with her work.” Although my purpose here is to make jacket
blurbs available for study rather than to discuss them in detail,
I offer some general comments after MA (Cather’s last HM
book) and after MME and NUF (in each case following five
Knopf volumes). Comments on the SSG jacket lead into some -
concluding observations. AT and TG do not appear because the
former had no jacket and the jacket for the latter contains no
copy relating to Cather or the stories in the book.

Alexander’s Bridge (1912)

Some six or eight years ago, Miss Cather’s
collection of short stories entitled “A Troll Garden” was
hailed by critics both in this country and in England as a
collection of the first distinction, and fit companion to the
stories of Mrs. Wharton; and a novel by the same hand was
eagerly desired. This now comes in “Alexander’s Bridge,”
a story that will take its place among the brilliant first
novels of American writers. It is dramatic, powerful, and
haunting to the memory,—marked in an uncommon degree
by the qualities of distinction, of excellence of workmanship,
perceptiveness, actuality and the spiritual sense of life.

O Pioneers! (1913)

A stirring romance of the Western prairies,
embodying a new idea and a new country. There are two
heroines,—'° the splendid Swedish girl, Alexandra, who
dares and achieves, and the beautiful Bohemian whose love
story is the very story of Youth. It is only by a happy chance
that a creature so warm and palpitating with life is ever
enticed into the pages of a novel.

My Autobiography (1914)1

It is an inspiring story—and a typical story—this
life of a North of Ireland boy. The vicissitudes through
which he rose make a fascinating narrative as he tells it in a
quiet style well colored with humor and anecdote.

“My Autobiography” is more than a human
document however, for S. S. McClure has been in the
forefront of many movements in the last decade —from the
exposure of predatory corporations by the Tarbell articles
on “‘Standard OQil” to the revolution in child education
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through the Montessori Method. Kipling, Stevenson and
many other famous authors were introduced to an American
audience by Mr. McClure, and the writers, editors and
famous men of a generation have been his friends and
intimates.” [sic]

The Song of the Lark (1915)

The story of a great American singer,— her
childhood in the Colorado desert, her early struggles in
Chicago, her romantic adventures among the ruins of the
Cliff Dwellers in Arizona, her splendid triumphs on the
operatic stage. It is a story of aspiration and conflict, of the
magnificent courage of young ambition, and of the influence
of four men upon the singer’s career.

The title of the book was suggested to the author
by Jules Breton’s famous painting, “The Song of the Lark,”
reproduced on the front jacket."?
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Tllustration #2.
My Antonia (1918)

Of all the remarkable women that Miss Cather has
created no other is so appealing as Antonja, all impulsive
youth and careless courage. Miss Cather has the rare quality
of being able to put into her books the flame and driving force
of unconquergble youth, ‘

MY ANTONIA is a love story, brimming with human
appeal, and a very distinguished piece of writing.

We unreservedly recommend it to all lovers of good
stories and to those who appreciate the very best in fiction.

Houghton Mifflin Company (frqnt cover)

A New York lawyer, whose worldly and successful
career has been shaped by a brilliant marriage, tells the
story of the one woman who has most influenced his inner
life and stirred his imagination,— a Bohemian girl, Antonia
Shimerda, whom he first knew in his boyhood on the
Nebraska prairies. Her family are poor homesteaders. Their

tragic adventures among the unexpected hardships of the
wild frontier form the first thrilling and memorable chapters
of the book. Out of their grim tragedy arises the beautiful
figure of Antonia. One sees her as a child, running about
the red prairies in her rabbit-skin cap, or huddling in the
draw-side cave with her family, so burning with vitality that
no disaster can crush her; as a girl, gallant and defenseless
in her struggle with the world; as a young woman,
surrounded by the sordid gossip of a little town, too simple
and unreflecting to arm herself against the misfortune which
overtakes her, but so valorous that she conquers in spite of it.
Of all the remarkable portraits of women that
Miss Cather has done, no other is so poetic and appealing.
Antonia has the freshness and vitality of the new soil from
which she springs, the vigor of the great prairies on which
her vivid and enthralling personal drama unfolds. (inner
front flap)

We know that portions of Horace Greenslet’s “house
memos” on AB and MA found their way onto these jackets
(Brown 159, Greenslet 119), that he filed a similar memo for
OP (Brown 179), and that both he and Cather worked on the
advertising brochure for SOL, some of which reappears in
the jacket material for that book (Porter 2002, 58). Greenslet
could be eloquent—as in the lovely conclusion to the MA blurb
(“Antonia has the freshness and vitality of the new soil from
which she springs,” etc.). Nonetheless, his language abounds in
generalities— AB’s “excellence of workmanship, perceptiveness,
actuality and the spiritual sense of life,” or his advice to HM that
OP “oughtto.. . . definitely establish the author as a novelist of
the first rank” (Brown 179); and what one notices in jackets after
AB’s is that they move toward specificity. The OP jacket begins
by calling the book “a stirring romance,” but what follows is
precisely what is lacking in the AB jacket—vivid description
of the novel’s “two heroines,— the splendid Swedish girl,
Alexandra, who dares and achieves, and the beautiful Bohemian
whose love story is the very story of Youth.” The SOL jacket
moves a step further, in its few lines suggesting its heroine’s
“magnificent courage of young ambition,” “her childhood in the
Colorado desert, her early struggles in Chicago, her romantic
adventures among the ruins of the Cliff Dwellers in Arizona, her
splendid triumphs on the operatic stage.” The longer of the two
MA blurbs completes the progression, bringing before our eyes
the young Antonia as she runs about the prairies or huddles in
the cave, tracking her progression from hardships to triumph,
making us feel the “burning vitality” by which she survives it all.
At a later time Cather would claim that MA contains “no struggle
for success” (Bohlke 77), but here, at the time of the book’s
first appearance, we have an Antonia who—like Alexandra and
Thea—“conquers” in “her struggle with the world.”

The vigorous evocations of Alexandra and Marie, Thea,
and Antonia in themselves suggest Cather’s hand. In addition,
Antonia “running about the red prairies” uncannily foreshadows
Cather’s description of herself in 1926 as “racing about over the
country” (Porter 2003, 53), and the choice to devote the opening
of the longer MA blurb to Jim Burden honors Cather’s distinctive
narrative structure for this novel. Two very different voices
sound in the generalities on MA’s cover and the telling specifics
inside its jacket: we know the cover blurb comes largely from
Greenslet (Brown 212-13); one senses the description of the
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Obscure Destinies (1932)

SHADOWS ON THE ROCK won for Willa Cather
what is probably the largest and most enthusiastic audience
of any American novelist today. And now, a year later, it is a
pleasure to offer to those same readers a book written with
all the charm and artistry which they have come to expect
from one who unquestionably ranks with the greatest of
living authors.

In the three stories which make up this volume Willa
Cather returns with fresh enthusiasm to the Western scene of
her earlier novels.

In Neighbour Rosicky admirers of My Antonia
will discover a story that is almost like a pendant to that
remarkable book (which is much more popular today than
when it was first published fifteen years ago). Anton Rosicky
is a Bohemian exile, who, after many experiences in London
and New York, lives out his Iife on a prairie farm.

Either of the Two Friends might have stepped out
of the pages of A Lost Lady, and might have belonged to the
circle of Marian Forrester’s chivalrous admirers. They are
American business men of the Old West, the age of railroad-
building, large outlook, liberal methods, romantic feeling,
“when business was still a personal adventure.”

Old Mrs. Harris stands alone. Miss Cather has never
written anything in the least like this before. Tragic human
meanings underlie its apparently careless and light-hearted
mood. The scene is a Colorado town in the brilliant sand-hill
country; the story is the old riddle of human relationships,
the struggle of three women who live under one roof each to
live her own life and follow her own destiny.

Lucy Gayheart (1935)
Willa Cather’s new novel needs no introduction:
I will comment only as to place and time. It is
Romantic . . .'Western . .. Modern .. . a story of the
passionate enthusiasms of youth, which triumph even when
they seem to fail.
Alfred A. Knopf

Not Under Forty (1936)

Studies of Literary Personalities and Certain Aspects
of Literature. This short book is the first collection of essays
Miss Cather has published. Its revealing chapters concern
some of the authors she admires and what she admires in
them, so that the result is a considerable expression of her
convictions about the art of writing generally.

Knopf’s use of favorable reviews to advertise an
author’s work—and HM’s apparent recalcitrance in this same
regard— were among the considerations that led Cather to
change publishers,’ and from LL on, all the Knopf jackets adopt
this practice. The jackets from DCA through NUF devote much
space to squibs from such reviews, and the rear covers of OD
and LG are devoted entirely to extended passages from SOR
reviews. Only the SOR jacket (“first and foremost of living, if
not of all, American novelists”) and the first paragraph of the
OD blurb (“. . . unquestionably ranks with the greatest of living
authors”) hype Cather’s preeminence in the manner familiar
from earlier jackets.

Noteworthy also, again in contrast to earlier jackets,
is the relative paucity of space these five jackets devote to the
books themselves. DCA—remarkably —receives no blurb at
all, NUF only a brief description squeezed in small print onto
the bottom of the front cover. Placement, typography, and A.A.
Knopf’s signature lend weight to the blurbs describing SOR and
LG, but these too are relatively brief. That said, these jackets
still offer much to pique our interest—NUF’s statement that
taken together its essays represent “a considerable expression
of [Cather’s] convictions about the art of writing generally™;
the attention paid to setting in the SOR jacket, to the exclusion
of plot and character (similar to what we find on the PH jacket,
though articulated far more convincingly); the return on the LG
jacket to the theme of youth and its triumphs—a topic central to
many early jackets' but that, with this one exception, virtually
disappears from jackets beginning with LL.

As with YBM, it is again a collection of shorter fiction
that receives the most extended treatment. Unlike the YBM
jacket, however, which deals mainly with one story among
the book’s eight, the OD jacket gives brief but memorable
descriptions of each of its three. That diffuse generalities in the
first two paragraphs yield to cogent specificity in the final three,
at that very point where the blurb turns to the stories themselves,
leads one again to suspect Cather’s hand, especially given the
descriptions we find (and the close parallel with the SSG jacket,
where we see Cather rewriting the portion that describes the
novel). The association of “Neighbour Rosicky” with MA,
of “Two Friends” with LL, can only have been made with the
author’s approval, and the parenthetical comment on MA reflects
Cather’s oft-repeated recollection that MA had begun poorly but
gained in reputation over the years.!” That “Old Mrs. Harris™ is
an entirely new departure picks up another Cather hobby horse,
that she never repeats herself,'® and what follows is full of telling
apergus—e.g., the contrast between the story’s “tragic human
meanings” and its “apparently careless and light-hearted mood,”
its focus on “the old riddle of human relationships.” One notes
too that the first and third descriptions end with humans living
out their lives—the theme that, in contrast to LG’s “passionate
enthusiasms of youth,” has been so much on Cather’s mind from
LL on.

Sapphira and the Slave Girl (1940)

For some time past it has been known that Miss
Cather was at work on a new novel, but the setting remained,
until very recently, her own well-kept secret. For Sapphira
and the Slave Girl she has gone to Virginia— just west of
Winchester, where she lived as a little girl before the family
moved to Nebraska.

The chief theme of the novel is the subtle persecution
of a beautiful mulatto girl by her jealous mistress. The
unconventional opening chapter at the breakfast table strikes
the keynote of the whole story, in which strong feelings and
bitter wrongs are hidden under the warm atmosphere of
good manners and domestic comfort. The period is 1856,
just before the outbreak of the Civil War. The setting is
the beautiful Virginia countryside, and the narrative is
peopled with unusual characters: the mountain people,
grim disapproving “Republicans,” and Sapphira’s African
slaves, who are, and doubtless were meant to be, the most
interesting figures in the book. These colored folk are
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Dusk Jacket Copy
(Continued)

presented in an unusual way. They are attractive to the writer
as individuals, and are presented by a sympathetic artist who is
neither reformer nor sentimentalist.

The theme is moving and dramatic; and it is treated
with the sensitiveness and imagination of a master. Here again
is the calm dignity of her beautiful style—matchless among
those of writers of today—and a story that is moving and
satisfying. It is indeed a proud privilege to round off my first
quarter-century of publishing with so memorable a novel.

Like all the jackets from LL on, that for SSG promotes
Cather’s earlier work, listing twelve previous books on its inner
rear flap. The rear cover mentions that SSG “is Miss Cather’s first
novel in five years. Her last previous novel was Lucy Gayheart” —
a deft lead-in to the citation of two LG reviews. The blurb for
SSG, located on the inner front flap, is considerably fuller than
those for most recent books—thanks in good part to the revised
and expanded description of the novel that we know Cather herself
wrote.

Here is the description originally proposed to Cather in
the blue carbon draft:

The period is the middle of the nineteenth century.
Sapphira, a rather willful, haughty, and attractive child of the
Tidewater aristocracy had “broken away from her rightful
station” to marry Henry Colbert a sober, hard-working miller.
Together they had moved to the uplands, to live among poor
people who had no liking for Sapphira’s fashionable Anglican
creed and even less for her cavalier attitude toward slavery.

On the whole the Colberts, who rank with Miss
Cather’s finest character creations, lived well together —until
the slave girl, Nancy, came between them. How the conflict
that then arose is resolved and how the resolution influenced
Sapphira and Henry, form the heart of the novel. Itis a
dramatic and moving theme;

This proposed copy, while true enough to the book,
scarcely earns the conclusion toward which it moves—*“It is
a dramatic and moving theme.” By contrast, Cather’s new
description probes what the book is about in ways that only she
could know. She begins with its larger theme, comments in telling
detail on the role of its opening chapter, and vividly evokes the
novel’s major and minor characters. The result is a description
that not only captures the novel’s unique character but.that also
suggests why it is indeed “dramatic and moving.” Finally, it is
fascinating and valuable to know that Cather herself wrote both the
statement that the African slaves “are, and doubtless were meant
to be, the most interesting figures in the book™ and the description
of herself —now late in her career—as ““a sympathetic artist who is
neither reformer nor sentimentalist.”

While we lack similar documentary evidence for other
blurbs, the typescript for this final jacket, in concert with the rest
of what we have seen—including Cather’s anonymous but clearly
documented composition of other promotional copy — gives reason
to believe that language on her books’ jackets normally bears at
least her stamp of approval and may often reflect her direct input.
Accordingly, the copy here transcribed offers important glimpses

into how Cather wished to present herself and her work at
different stages of her career. The italicized phrase is important:
with this jacket material, as with the anonymous biographical
statements, we must always remember that Cather’s purpose is
not only to provide insight into her books and herself but also
to attract readers and buyers. One cannot help wondering, for
instance, if it was for such promotional reasons that an author
who would subsequently eschew the Wharton/James model
permitted her TG stories to be called “fit companion to the
stories of Mrs. Wharton,”?® or that an author who had expressly
turned from writing novels in the traditional mode was willing
at the time of their first publication to have OP billed as “[a]
stirring romance” and MA as “a love story”?%

Given that by 1920 Cather had composed the 1903
and 1915 promotional biographies, one turns with particular
interest to the biographical blurb inside YBM's jacket. Although
it resembles those earlier pieces in its occasional bending of
the truth (e.g., that she “wrote her first short story some fifteen
years ago”—i.e., in 1905), this blurb also contains valuable
new insights. Its comment that a McClure’s trip to London
“found an echo” in AB predates by eleven years what Cather
writes about AB in her 1931 essay, “My First Novels [There
Were Two]” (WCOW 91-92; Cather’s 1922 introduction to AB
does not mention the London tie). The comment that “it was in
Italy . . . that she wrote her first story about the prairie country
of the West” is even more striking, referring as it must to her
1908 Italian trip and “The Enchanted Bluff,” which appeared in
April 1909. Not only does the language suggest the importance
Cather attached to this particular story, but that she wrote it
in Italy is new information.?’ Even the amazing allusion to
“Alexandra’s Bridge” seems to point to Cather. It is hard to see
why either a drafter of jacket copy or a typesetter would make
this error—but one can easily imagine Cather doing so on her
typewriter. If so, does the fact that she made it, and failed to
correct it, suggest an intriguing connection in her mind between
the hero of AB and the heroine of OP —a Freudian slip as richly
suggestive to us as it was subconscious on Cather’s part?

Similarly intriguing is the same jacket’s comment on
the four stories from TG that are included in YBM: “In finish
and execution Miss Cather has travelled a long way, but the 4
same ardor and restless energy of imagination which give her
work the stamp of genius, flame out amazingly in these earlier
tales.” The English “travelled” is a spelling Cather favored,
and that Knopf editors elsewhere changed to “traveled” (Porter
2003, 57 n. 15). Its presence here suggests Cather’s hand, and
hence her approval for this account of her early writing. In
turn, its language squares with that of other early jackets—e.g.,
Cather’s ability “to put into her books the flame and driving
force of unconquerable youth” (MA), “the passion of her daring,
impatient mind” (OO —f. “the daring play of her imagination”
elsewhere on the YBM jacket). Compare the quite different
language we find on later jackets: “a melancholy beauty,

a thrilling pathos,” that “underlie the easy brilliance of the
writing” (LL); “sympathetic but honest” (PH); “astounding

and profound” (MME); “the sensitiveness and imagination of
amaster”. . . “the calm dignity of her beautiful style” (S5G).
These last phrases provide useful evidence, for they come

from a portion of the SSG typescript that Cather herself edited,
rewriting the last sentence and deleting an otiose “dignity” four
lines earlier. Cather closely scanned this description of herself
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on the SSG jacket, and one suspects she did the same with such
descriptions on other jackets as well.

Let me conclude with some brief comments on the
larger implications of Cather’s involvement in the promotional
activities that have been the focus of these three C on C articles.
The full exploration of this topic is the focus.of a larger study on
which I am working, but here I offer six interrelated propositions
which, though over-simplified and un-nuanced, at least hint at
some interesting possibilities:

1. From MA through DCA, jacket descriptions of
Cather’s books become progressively shorter, moving to the
extreme compression of MME’s blurb—and the absence of any
blurb on DCA 2 Jacket copy hyping Cather’s prior successes
follows a similar course, yielding from LL on to the quotation of
reviews by others.

2. In the same way, Cather’s 1926 biographical
statement is shorter than its 1915 predecessor and far less strident
in its self-promotion; instead, the 1926 pamphlet hypes Cather
and her career largely by including articles and reviews by others
(Porter 2003, 54).

3. Cather’s mixed feelings about her self-promotional
activities are implicit in that she publishes her three biographical
statements anonymously. And do we not hear in the central
topic of her 1926 “interview”—a warning against the addictive
attractions of “the lecture bug” —echoes of Cather’s weariness
with her own long courting of public favor?

4. MME, the book this “interview” was intended to
promote, has at its center a woman tortured by material concerns.
The books that precede MME begin with variations on the
theme of youthful ambition/courage winning through to success
(OP My Autobiography SOL MA), then turn in YBM to stories
which without exception—albeit in different ways—explore the
confrontation of youthful ambition and talent with the “many-
colored Medusa of art.”?* OO is about a young man who rejects
society’s external values in favor of more idealistic goals;
motivating both Marian Forrester in LL and Godfrey St. Peter
in PH are values that transcend money; and the protagonists of
DCA and SOR notably rise above material ambition.

5. The jackets of the books in question reflect this
progression, explicitly emphasizing youth and ambition/success
in their descriptions of OP, My Autobiography, SOL, and MA,
evoking the conflicts youth faces in their descriptions of YBM
and OO, and in blurbs for the later novels rarely mentioning
either youth or ambition. At the same time, jacket language
describing Cather’s art moves from an emphasis on youthful fire
and daring to one on pathos, melancholy, honesty, and depth.

6. At the fulcrum stands MME. One can read this “work
of tragic passion,” this “profound study of a human heart,” as
a refraction of Willa Cather herself, who in 1926 stood atop an
ever more brilliant career which her own unflagging promotional
efforts had helped construct—but who shows signs of being
weary with this subservience to the Medusa of art: as she helps
shape the jackets from LL on, and writes her 1926 statement, she
inclines less and less to promote herself, more and more to let
others speak on her behalf; her 1926 “interview” focuses on the
insidious, addictive dangers of playing up to the public; and in
the period leading up to MME, she apparently pays little heed to
reviewing what her “jacket ghost” has proposed for PH, choosing
instead, like Godfrey St. Peter, to stick to her study and let the
sordid, ambitious scramble proceed without her.*

When a new English edition of SOL appears in 1932,
Cather’s Preface comments on these very themes with reference
to Thea Kronborg—the power and excitement of artistic ambition
on the one hand, the human price exacted by such ambition on
the other. And the jacket for a 1938 “New Edition” in the United
States expands the first edition’s “magnificent courage of young
ambition” into the following: “[Thea] grows all at once into a
powerful and willful young creature, gets her courage, and begins
to find herself. Thea Kronborg is sublimely egotistic and every
influence, natural and human, she turns into account to help her
in her career. There is always the struggle between the human
and the artistic in the woman herself. . . .”? It could be Cather
describing herself— for the intriguing texts studied in these
three C on C articles, most of them written by herself, and all
dealing with herself, make it abundantly clear that she too was “a
powerful and willful young creature,” was “sublimely egotistic,”
was adept at turning “every influence into account to help her
in her career” —and that she too had experienced “the struggle
between the human and the artistic.” No wonder she can give so
profound a portrait of Thea Kronborg.

Notes

1See, respectively, Stout #383, 394, 398, 401, 407-8, 402, 411-13, 420-21, 423-24.
2See, respectively, Stout #312, 324, 328 (cf. 330, 348), 329, 34445,

3See Stout #528, to Ferris Greenslet: “Has not seen Knopf for a while but has
watched his advertising and decided to sign with him for ‘Clande.” Decision
based solely on publicity.” On the change, see Woodress 316-18; LL (CSE) 177-
85.

“Most notably, this first page differs from other Cather typescripts in the font it
uses and in its placing of spaces around the double-dash when it appears.

SThe most substantial is to the final sentence. In place of the draft’s language, “It
is indeed a proud privilege to be able to add to my imprint so memorable a novel,”
Cather suggests, “It is indeed a proud privilege to round off my first quarter
century with so memorable a novel” —a decided improvement, and one that shows
Cather putting her words into A.A. Knopf’s mouth!

¢Typeface matches that in the Drew typescripts discussed in Porter 2003, as does
the use of “z” to cross out words (Porter 2003, 57 note 18).

"The only changes are one correction of punctuation, one transposition of words.
#Knopf 211. Cather herself mentions Lewis’ active participation in such activities
in Stout #455 and 475.

9LL (CSE) 327. 1t is a pleasure here to thank the Clifton Waller Barrett Collection
at the University of Virginia and the Caspersen Collection at Drew University for
providing me access to several of the rare jackets on Cather’s earlier books.
10Cather often uses this comma-dash combination (cf. Porter 2003, 57 n. 15),

and its presence here may be a further hint of her involvement. That this same
punctuation occurs at analogous points in the SOL and MA blurbs would seem
further confirmation, though it is only fair to mention that it appears also in a
portion of the AB blurb written by Greenslet.

IThough published under McClure’s name, My Autobiography was written by
Cather. Georgine Milmine’s Life of Mary Baker G. Eddy (1909), also written in
large part by Cather, is omitted here since I have not seen a copy of the dust jacket
noted in Crane 217.

12While the 1915 SOL jacket pays prominent tribute to Breton’s painting, in

1931 Cather indicates that she’d like the picture removed for the new edition:
Stout #1087; cf. Woodress 259. The SOL jacket’s rear inner flap cites reviews of
OP, using as lead-in an expansion of the tack taken on the OP jacket: “A New
Woman! A New Country! A New Idea!”

BThe front of the jacket also contains a plug from Booth Tarkington. Even here
one suspects Cather’s hand, for though Tarkington’s words claim to be about
“McClure’s story,” in fact they focus on the excellence of the writing (cf. the first
paragraph of the blurb—*a quiet style well colored with humor and anecdote™):
“Nothing I have ever read was more touching than the early passages; nor

more perfectly and beautifully written. What is told is very wonderful, and the
way it is told just plain noble. It can stand, right now as a model of ‘literary
workmanship’ —only it doesn’t seem to be ‘workmanship,” it just seems to be
truth. It’s as simple as a country church—or a Greek statue.”

1To judge by the evidence, Cather’s review of jacket copy cannot have included
proofreading jackets at the final stage. The original blurb for PH seems to have
been short-lived: the jacket on a first-edition PH 1 own has already replaced this
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A Graveside Service to Celebrate and Remember the Life of Susan J. Rosowski
Germantown Cemetery near Garland, Nebraska
Friday, December 10, 2004
Steve Shively, Officiant—Josh Dolezal, Musician

Steve Shively: Welcome to this service that begins a day of tribute
and remembrance of Susan Rosowski. It is good to look out and
see Sue’s family, her students, her friends and colleagues. I am
Steve Shively, one of Sue’s former students and her friend; Sue’s
husband Jim has asked me to lead this service of remembering.
The offerings of music are from Josh Dolezal, a PhD candidate in
the UNL Department of English who has worked with Sue since
1997.

‘We gather in this peaceful place this morning
To share both our joy and our sorrow,

To support each other, and

To find some measure of comfort and peace.

Sue’s gravestone contains some of the memorable
words from Willa Cather’s story “Neighbour Rosicky”: “It was
a nice graveyard . . . sort of snug and homelike, not cramped or
mournful,—a big sweep all round it. A man could lie down in the
long grass and see the complete arch of the sky over him. . . . And
it was so near home.” Later, at the end of the story, Cather speaks
through the thoughts of Rosicky’s doctor: “It strack Doctor Ed
that this was really a beautiful graveyard. . . . This was open and
free, this little square of long grass which the wind forever stirred.
Nothing but the sky overhead, and the many-coloured fields
running on until they met that sky. . . . Nothing could be more
undeathlike than this place. . . . Rosicky’s life seemed to him
complete and beautiful.” Indeed, we should say the same about
Sue—a life that was complete and beautiful.

I believe Sue would tell us to listen to other voices as
well. T turn to a more contemporary voice, the poet Ted Kooser,
Sue’s friend and colleague, and her neighbor, who lives just over
yonder. His poem provides a remarkable echo of the Cather
passage. -

“There Is Always a Little Wind,” by Ted Kooser.

There is always a little wind

in a country cemetery,

even on days when the air stands
still as a barn in the fields.

You can see the old cedars,

stringy and tough as maiden aunts,
taking the little gusts of wind

in their aprons like sheaves of wheat,

and hear above you the warm

and regular sweep of wheat being cut
and gathered, the wagons creaking,
the young men breathing at their work.

Ted begins his poem with a windy cemetery, but he ends
it with breathing human beings. Sue’s explication of “Neighbour
Rosicky” in her book The Voyage Perilous makes a similar move
from the lovely graveyard to human love. She writes of Dr. Ed,
“who appreciates the welcome of a warm home” and “pauses to

remember breakfast at the Rosicky’s.” (We understand because
we just experienced a warm welcome and breakfast at the
Rosowski’s.) Sue writes of characters in this story who “awaken
to life” and “awaken to beauty.” That is what she would wish
for us, even today, because, she writes, “‘Neighbour Rosicky’ is
about power—the power of a man who, like Christ, changes the
world by inspiring others to love.” Sue tells us that “the story’s
climactic scene is about” the “sacred power of love.” Rosicky’s
daughter-in-law Polly “takes his hand and opens herself to the
grace of love.” It is in this place, in this community of Sue’s
family and friends, that we too can know “the grace of love.”
Sue and Jim received a letter this fall that expresses
such love. Sue’s student Michael Schueth will read it now.

Michael Schueth.: “Anonymous, from Red Cloud.

Autumn 2004

Sue,

There is a time to live and a time to die. We know we
can’t control the time to die. But from your time of living, we
have gained some insights into how to live.

You have given us guidance toward quality in living.

We ask your forgiveness in succumbing to the error of
not expressing to you our deep feelings during your time to live.
Tardily, we say them now.

You served as a powerful influence on all of our lives.
We appreciated your vibrancy. You expanded an energy in
showing your caring about others and reflected your generosity
of spirit toward those for whom you cared deeply.

You touched the lives of a great many, touched them
with your concern. There existed more influence than you
would commonly have known. ’

You had the talent and generosity of spirit to help so
many of us when we needed you. Often you would serve as a
sounding board when we required a sympathetic ear. We give
you our gratitude for your many kindnesses, delivered always
with no thought of repayment. Your willingness to serve as a
dependable person in a crisis, minor or major, is an attribute we
well admired—and took advantage of.

Your devotion to the study of Willa Cather, her times
and her writing, goes without saying. You led the pack in
creating the followers and the scholars. Your value in this area
will remain without parallel. As a teacher, you stood on the top
of the mountain. )

Saint Paul maintained that the greatest.good that could
ever come to a human is the ability to love and to be loved.
Without that quality we are nothing. You exemplified that good.

This is a brief summary of our feelings and thoughts.
Although you have preceded us in the time to die, you have
helped illustrate to us how to make the most of our time to live.

Thank you,
Rest in peace,
God love you,
Your friends.”
, (Continued on Page 65.)

-61 -



St. Peter, Blue Mesa, “Ruins,” and “Archaic Forms”

In Willa Cather’s The Professor’s House
Carey Chaney

Space I have already proved to be infinite; and space being infinite, matter, as I have said, must also
be infinite, lest after the winged fashion of flames the walls of the world should suddenly break
up and fly abroad along the mighty void . . . and the earth in an instant withdraw from beneath our
feet and amid the commingled ruins of things in it and of heaven (ruins unloosing the first bodies)
should wholly pass away along the unfathomable void, so that in a moment of time not a wrack
should be left behind, nothing save untenanted space and viewless first-beginnings.

From De Rerum Natura by Titus Lucretius Carus1 (Munro 3:26)"

In Willa Cather’s novel The Professor’s House, Godfrey
St. Peter recalls a long-ago summer spent with Tom Outland
in Hamilton. It is a time when Tom confides his secret to the
professor and a time when the two men become closer; they
go swimming in the afternoon, share fine meals cooked by the
professor, and “if the evening happened to be rainy or chilly,”
they would sit “inside and read Lucretius”(173). The reference
to Lucretius is one of many literary allusions in The Professor’s
House, but Cather uses it to punctuate a time of relative intimacy
between the professor and Tom Outland.? The question is whether
this allusion has a more extensive relevance to the novel’s thematic
concerns? I will employ the ideas of Lucretius (as discussed by
Niall Rudd in The Classical Tradition In Operation) and Alfred
Lord Tennyson’s poem “Lucretius™ in order to trace a thematic
vein in The Professor’s House: My intention is to explore a
network of ideas beneath the surface of Cather’s novel.

The central impression at the beginning of the novel is of
the professor alone in his old house, reminiscing and choosing to
cling to his study as a refuge from the distractions of the prosaic.
He is also avoiding marital and parental duties and coming to terms
with the intimations of his own mortality. When St. Peter wrote
his Spanish Adventurers In North America in this study, it became
a place of contemplation, intense research, and generativity.
However, at some point it seems the professor chose a life of the
mind apart from his wife—thereby excluding himself from his own
marriage. This situation resembles stories surrounding the life of
Lucretius, as portrayed by Tennyson:

Lucilia, wedded to Lucretius, found
Her master cold, for when the morning flush

- Of passion and the first embrace had died
Between them, tho he loved her none the less,
Yet often when the woman heard his foot
Return from pacings in the field, and ran
To greet him with a kiss, the master took
Small notice, or austerely, for—his mind
Half buried in some weightier argument,
Or fancy-borne upon the rise
And long roll of the Hexameter—he past
To turn and ponder those three hundred scrolls
Left by the teacher, whom he held divine. (198)

The Tennyson poem may have been a direct inspiration.
Its scenes, philosophical concerns, and phraseology may have
suggested a “form” for Cather’s own narrative and thematic
structures.* A specific example of this connection will be
discussed later.

As the novel opens, the professor’s study is described as
a place of life and work already accomplished, a place of memory,

and of decomposition. Because all the furnishings in the lower
stories of the house have been removed, a part of the professor’s
life has literally been “withdrawn from beneath” his “feet.” He
continues to sit at his desk amid the old notes that informed and
structured his histories, amid Augusta’s old dress patterns. In
short, the professor’s study is a place of “commingled ruins.”

St. Peter’s attic has a thematic relation to Outland’s
CIliff City on Blue Mesa: they are both places of “commingled
ruins”; both represent a kind of present suspended in the past;
and both contain “archaic ‘forms’” (33). Initially, the most
obvious “forms” presented to the reader are Augusta’s dress-
making forms. “The bust” has the appearance and semblance
of sensuality, of “deep breathing softness,” but provides a
very “unsympathetic” tactile impression: “It was a dead,
opaque, lumpy solidity, like chunks of putty, or tightly packed
sawdust—very disappointing to the tactile sense . . .” (19).” For
something that gives the appearance of sensuality or sexuality,
this object seems to represent a complete lack of these qualities.
It’s emblematic of the lack of sensuality and sexuality in St.
Peter’s relationship to his wife, yet “the bust” is also imbued
with family memories. His daughter’s dresses were stitched
on these “archaic” forms; the life of the family had been
interwoven in the presence of these objects.

Tennyson’s poem evokes the dreams of Lucretius, and
it provides another perspective on Godfrey’s “ladies™. “Then,
then, from utter gloom stood out the breasts, the breasts of
Helen, and hoveringly, a sword now over and now under, now
direct, pointed itself to pierce, but sank down shamed at all
that beauty; .. .” (200). The action of the sword resembles
the action of a needle, but St. Peter, unlike Lucretius (who is
dreaming the role of Menelaus {Rudd 108]), has relinquished
the sword and picked up a pen. The professor’s successes
(his career as a scholarly author respected by academics) and
failures (the lack of intimacy in his marriage as a result of
his research) are commingled: The needle that stitched party
dresses in some way became a sword. \

One way to explore ideas beneath the surface of
Cather’s novel would be through a discussion of Epicurean
philosophy. Niall Rudd describes Lucretius as a disciple
of Epicurus, and this connection might assist in tracing the
characterization of Godfrey St. Peter. In summarizing an aspect
of Epicurean thought, Rudd states, “As for life, sensible people
would do their best to avoid all kinds of stress, including those
caused by greed, ambition, and sensual indulgence. Erotic
obsession should be avoided; but if this proved impossible,
desire should be appeased with the least possible emotional
disturbance” (92). The foregoing seems a very accurate
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description of St. Peter’s behavior, and the following only
partially departs from what we know of the professor: “It was
best to live quietly with one’s family and friends, enjoying the
gentle pleasures, not least those of philosophical study and
conversation”(92). Obviously, St. Peter is not portrayed as a
conscious adherent to Epicureanism, but Cather may have used
this belief as a philosophical framework upon which to base her
character and as part of an explanation for his marital difficulties.®
To examine another aspect of the ideas of Lucretius
as a follower of Epicurus, we must return to Augusta’s
dress-making forms. Cather took great pains to describe the
sensations produced by touching “the bust.” It almost seems as
if Cather wanted the reader to consider the elemental substance
of this object, the form beneath the form. This brings us to
the philosophy of “atomism,” a philosophy that Epicurus
appropriated from Democritus (Rudd 91). Again, Rudd supplies
a brief summary:

. atoms, i.e., invisible entities, were the
constituent material
of all things. They varied in shape, size, weight,
and motion, but
were in each category infinitely numerous.
Invisible themselves,
they entered into countless combinations to
form the objects of
sense, thus producing secondary effects like
hardness, color, and
smell. They continued in ceaseless motion,
even inside solid
objects, thanks to the existence of void, i.e.
totally empty space.
All bodies underwent continuous change, partly
because of this
inner movement, partly because they were
constantly bombarded
from without, and partly because they threw off
filmy images of
themselves—images that rendered them visible
by coming into
contact with the spectator’s eye. While the
universe was infinite
and eternal, our own world was neither. It had
come into being
in a random way, and it would eventually
dissolve, liberating its '
atoms to form new combinations (91-92).
Atonusm as just described, infers the impermanence
and corruptibility of all matter. Tom Outland’s discovery at “Blue
Mesa” (the desiccated body of “Mother Eve” and others) (213)
is a dramatic example of this corruptibility. Yet, Cather uses
phrases like “archaic forms” and “airy” (or) “shadowy crypt”
(110) to describe St. Peter’s study, and one has difficulty avoiding
the inference that the study is meant to be a corollary to the ruins
at Blue Mesa. In this sense, St. Peter, like Outland on the Mesa,
can be perceived as suspended in time and space, witnessing and
eventually becoming part of the disintegration of matter, and the
liberation and re-combination of atoms.
Lucretius denied the existence of the soul after death,
believing that it dissolved with the corruptive body. But, in The

Professor’s House, Willa Cather seems to challenge the poet’s
hypothesis. Her characters constantly gaze at the “filmy images”
of the deceased Tom Outland; his memory, his work, his soul are
seen to have a living presence. Yet, in another sense, Outland has
evaporated into a gas, dissolved into the realm of pure science —
to “wholly pass away along the unfathomable void.”

Notes

ITranslated as “On The Nature of Things.” (The passage quoted is from Book
One, Verses 1102-1115) H.A.J. Munro’s three-volume translation of works by

the Roman poet Lucretius was first published in 1864. Cather would certainly
have had access to a later edition of Munro’s translation. A translation of De
Rerum Natura by Cyril Bailey, now considered the standard reference work, was
published at Oxford by Clarendon Press in 1947.

2Obviously, Cather does not specify what passages in Lucretius the two characters
find enjoyable. Since De Rerum Natura concerns itself with the meaning and
substance of all things, the Lucretius poem could be seen as providing the two
characters with a fascinating perspective on Outland’s discovery at “Blue Mesa.”
In a completely different vein, Book Four of De Rerum Natura contains what A.N.
Jeffares called (in reference to the Dryden translation) “The finest description of
sexual intercourse ever written . . .” (See Jeffares. W.B. Yeats- Man and Mask).
Rudd describes the same passage as being “dispassionate and rather clinical . . .”
(103). By extrapolation, we might surmise that Cather wanted her characters to be
perceived as reading a risque’ (though high-toned) book in the original Latin (?)
and perhaps enjoying a bit of titillating, “locker-room” style repartee. It’s doubtful
this is all Cather had in mind. (See note # 4). I suspect the allusion was meant

to be multi-dimensional. In any case, Cather’s reasons for making a seemingly
casual, passing reference to Lucretius are certainly open to further speculation.
3Tennyson and the “distinguished Latinist” Munro, were contemporaries, at
Cambridge (Rudd 102).

4Tennyson’s poem makes extensive use of a story about Lucretius, now considered
apocryphal, perhaps originally recorded in St. Jerome’s Chronicle. As the story
goes, Lucretius was gradually driven insane by a love potion administered by his
wife. De Rerum Natura was supposedly written during periods of lucidity (Rudd
103). In formulating her story of Godfrey St. Peter, and assuming a familiarity
with the Tennyson poem, it seems unlikely that the above story was lost on Cather.
5In describing the novel to Robert Frost, Cather wrote, “This is really a story of
‘letting go with the heart’ but most reviewers seem to consider it an attempt to
popularize a system of philosophy” (Sergeant 215). Cather may have wanted to
show the professor in the process of “liberating” himself from an “archaic form”
such as Epicureanism in order to become a “primitive” or to otherwise arrive at a
way of life that would enable him to “face with fortitude the Berengaria and the
future” (283).
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CALL FOR PAPERS

The New Steinbeck Society of America and the
Editorial Board of The Steinbeck Review
present

Steinbeck and His Contemporaries
March 22-25, 2006 |
Sun Valley Resort

This first conference of The New Steinbeck Society of
America (NSSA) invites Steinbeck critics, members of other
author societies, and American and world literature scholars in
general to offer a critical view on John Steinbeck in relation to
any of his contemporaries—Hemingway, Faulkner, Fitzgerald,
Cather, Anderson, Wright, Dos Passos, Miller, Stegner, Hurston,
Bellow, Pound, Hughes, O’Connor, Lewis, London, and others.
Comparative studies are also invited on select authors who
have had a direct literary influence on Steinbeck—Mallory,
Shakespeare, Twain—as well as on contemporary writers who
share common thematic and stylistic elements—Ray Carver, Barry
Lopez, Charles Johnson, Terry Tempest Williams, and others.
The conference’s aim is for a better appreciation of all authors
as well as of Steinbeck’s particular standing among his literary
peers today, with a range of comparative perspectives—aesthetic,
philosophical, biographical, etc.—invited.

Conference highlights include the following:

*Keynote address on Steinbeck and Richard Wright by
Charles Johnson, 1990 National Book Award Winner for Middle
Passage, with a book signing to follow the banquet.

*Addresses by John Ditsky, President of the NSSA, and
Stephen Tanner, Ralph A .Britsch, Humanities Professor of English
at Brigham Young University.

*Saturday tours of Ernest Hemingway and Ezra Pound
landmarks and historical sites.

*Art galleries, entertainment, dining, and skiing at the
nation’s premier vacation resort.

Please send a letter of intent, one-page abstract (in triplicate), and
vita by September 1, 2005 to:
Dr. Stephen K. George
English Department
Brigham Young University-Idaho
Rexburg, ID 83460-0820
Fax: (208) 496-1944

Please direct inquiries to
GeorgeS@byui.edu.

Correction for “Incident in St-Malo”

After years of intimacy with texts, they can become
one’s own creations, which is a problem for many of us scholars.
In my narrative on the she-ape of St-Malo (Fall ‘04, 28), I
misremembered the locale and the host of the dinner at which
Captain Pondaven tells his story. The dinner is set on the water-
front not on the ship, and Pierre Charron not the Captain is the
host. Sorry, John J. Murphy.

Two Nebraska High School Writing
Competitions to Highlight Spring Festival

Two high school writing competitions will be featured
at the Spring Festival in 2005. Winners of both competitions
will be featured on Friday morning of the Festival and will
receive a variety of cash prizes, awards, and scholarships.
Students will be asked to read their winning entries as part of
the awards ceremony.

The Norma Ross Walter Scholarship will be awarded
to a high school senior woman from Nebraska, who plans to
major in English, and carries with it a $1000 scholarship to
the school of her choice. This contest has been sponsored
by the Cather Foundation for many years. The application
for this award requires an essay about Cather’s writing. The
essay is the most significant factor in determining the winning
entry, which will be published in Teaching Cather. A standing
committee of the Cather Foundation administers the contest and
selects the winner.

With the advent of the One Book One State Nebraska
Reads My Antonia project, a second writing competition is
being promoted. The “Willa Sibert Cather Writing Prize”
will be offered to all eleventh and twelfth grade Nebraska high
school students in the spring of 2005. This writing contest is
sponsored by the Cather Foundation in cooperation with UNO
and Hastings College. This competition requires a fiction or
non-fiction piece to be submitted by February 15, 2005. Four
first place awards will be given: All winners will receive
the “Willa Sibert Cather Writing Prize” certificate, a $150
cash prize, and a special gift from the Cather Foundation. In
addition, the entries will be published in the Nebraska English
Journal and/or the Federated Woman's Club Writing Journal.
Winners must attend the awards ceremony at the Cather Center
in Red Cloud, Nebraska, on April 29*.

The One Book One State writings will be judged by
personnel at the University of Nebraska Omaha and Hastings
College. Dr. Sue Maher, Graduate Program Chair of English
at UNO, says that her program is thrilled to participate in
the judging of this writing contest. “My Antonia continues to
resonate with modern readers,” Dr. Maher adds, “and students
will be encouraged to connect Cather’s great novel to their
own lives, to see the ties between the past and the present.”
Dee Yost, Hastings College Librarian and a board member of
the Cather Foundation, is also pleased that Hastings College
students and faculty are involved with the a contest involving
young writers. Yost stated, “We expect to see fresh perspectives
on Cather’s My Antonia.

The Cather Foundation and the One Book One State
Nebraska Reads My Antonia Steering Committee hope that this
writing contest will provide further inspiration to high school
students to read good literature, including My Antonia and other
works by Willa Cather. There is always the possibility that
another budding professional writer of Willa Cather’s caliber
will find inspiration through this writing competition.

Contest rules and entry forms may be downloaded
from www.willacather.org for both competitions. High
School English teachers across the state are being alerted to the
competition.
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