





“She loved all great formal, noble things”: Stephen Tennant on
Willa Cather

David H. Porter

The friendship between Willa Cather and Stephen
Tennant is familiar to readers of this journal. Tennant, the son
of an English lord, discovered Cather in 1925 through A Lost
Lady, which he described to a friend as “a deeply beautiful
book, so well written that it is like a life experience frozen into
a day’s reading” (Hoare 57). The next Cather novel he read,

My Mortal Enemy, inspired him to send novelist Anne Douglas
Sedgwick what he called “eight pages of very brilliant criticism”
(58)—brilliant enough that she in turn passed them on to Cather.
In March 1927 Cather wrote a warm and candid letter directly to
Tennant: “She expressed a great deal of pleasure at his astute and
sensitive observations about her work, but also pointed out some
of the flaws in the novella. . . . She told him, too, that he was
sure to like her newest novel, Death Comes for the Archbishop”
(Yongue 50-51).! When Tennant saw the announcement of
DCA'’s publication in September 1927, he exclaimed, “I could
shout for joy! She is my favourite living writer,” a comment
about which his biographer remarks, “That would remain his
opinion for the next sixty years”(Hoare 59).

The exchange of correspondence continued for the rest
of Cather’s life. Although she never visited Tennant’s family
estate in England, his several meetings with her in New York in
1935 and 1936 “gave her a kind of stimulus and delight entirely
new; for he was the only one among the new generation of
writers with whom she could talk about writing on an absolutely
equal plane, with complete freedom and— though their views
were in so many ways so different—with complete sympathy and
accord” (Lewis 178).

Lewis, who continued the friendship with Tennant after
Cather’s death, is not alone in noting its unexpectedness —the
young English dandy, scion of Wilsford Manor, paired with an
American woman thirty-plus years his senior, a person he himself
identified with the western prairies.? That their discussions
of writing proved so mutually satisfying—“Cather listened as
hard to Stephen as he did to her” (Hoare 213)—is especially
remarkable in light of the most striking difference between
them: throughout her life, despite family crises, public pressures,
and severe challenges to her health, Cather disciplined herself
to complete what she began—most notably her novels—while
Tennant’s one major project, Lascar, a novel set in Marseilles
that he began in the mid-1930s, remained unfinished at his death
in 1987, “a great pile of rainbow-coloured manuscript chapters,
written in his inimitable hand . . . more than 500,000 words
of text” (Hoare 413). Indeed, although over the years Cather
continued to voice keen interest in Lascar, in late 1944 she wrote
Tennant that she was “going to talk to him very directly: Why
did he begin Lascar if he wasn’t going to persevere oniit. ..

? It’s been ten years now. . . . Quit talking about it and just do
it!” (Stout #1685).> It is poignant testimony to their friendship
that among the handful of writing projects Tennant did complete
(and one of the few published not privately but by a commercial

press), perhaps the most distinguished is “The Room Beyond,”
his eloquent Foreword to the posthumous Willa Cather On
Writing.

In 1973 Tennant wrote another tribute, a poem published
on the first page of the Spring issue of The Willa Cather Pioneer
Memorial Newsletter. Though less substantial than “The Room
Beyond,” it is even more moving in the way it uses elegiac motifs
reminiscent of A Lost Lady to express Tennant’s complex feelings
for his own Lost Lady — Willa Cather herself:

THE OLD PRAIRIES
by Stephen Tennant (after reading Patricia Lee
Yongue’s article on A LOST LADY.)

I had forgotten tears could be so bright;
Before I shed them.

Staining, glittering tears! —like light!
Can fancy wed them?

Will time ever assuage my loss?

I rather doubt it.

There are Valleys no Bridge can cross.
Sorrow,---no pride can rout it.

Those frontier years recede in time:

And the Old West bows low,

To the callous future, who, with a slick rthyme,
Counsels it to go.

But the Great Heart, the spiritual mind,
The Imagination’s faith:

Somewhere in the Soul you will find,

That Glory is more than a wraith—

Those shiftless tears, brighter than Joy!
That you shed for the Pioneers:

They are the crystal Dews for the frontier Boy,
‘Who so gloriously hears:

A music wrought of faith and hope:

Far away on the Prairie Wind.

High, and sunlit, on that great slope,
Where none have loved, or sinned!

That is frontier country; some long shed tears,
Still sparkle with the Dew:

And long ago; Noble, Timeless fears—
Have become courageous! New!
Sacred,---mysterious as the Dusk,

In that ancient Buffalo land:

There’s a fragrance of red grass, and musk,
Too sweet for you to understand.

That same year, 1973, the University of Nebraska Press
published its handsome Willa Cather: A Pictorial Memoir and
sent Tennant a copy in recognition of his long friendship with
Cather and Lewis. I recently had the good fortune to acquire
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Less fickle than chastity, because of their enduring
qualities, are the abilities and skills that women use as a
subversive form of currency under restrictive property laws.
White married women, stripped of their property rights, and black
slave women, deemed property themselves in the eyes of the law,
must find skills and abilities with which to negotiate for powers
and other forms of property. Till, for instance, has a property —
and proprietary —interest in her housekeeping abilities. She is
invaluable to Sapphira because “[h]er carriage and deportment
and speech were those of a well-trained housekeeper. She knew
how to stand when receiving orders, how to meet visitors at the
front door, how to make them comfortable in the parlour and see
to their wants” (31). Till’s abilities lend Mill House the air of an
aristocratic manor house. She has style, and it is a transferable
knowledge, a property she shares with her daughter Nancy and
which Nancy eventually markets upon her flight to Canada. In
fact, in Shelley Newman’s reading,

Till teaches Nancy a variation on Jeffersonian
proprietorship through caretaking, doubling Sapphira’s
legal ownership. . . . Till has no material claim to the
Mill House, but she has a working ownership, a right
that is perhaps more spiritual than natural. (59)

Newman, who contextualizes the novel in terms of the Great
Depression, here builds upon John Locke’s theory of labor in

his chapter “Of Property™ in Concerning Civil Government. He
argues, “Yet every man has a ‘property’ in his own ‘person.” This
nobody has any right to but himself. The ‘labour’ of his body
and the ‘work’ of his hands, we may say, are properly his” (Locke
30). Certainly, Till, in her concern for Sapphira’s and Henry’s
portraits and in the maintenance of the fine house, shows that she
considers the house her own. And although Till legally has no
property rights in herself, she assumes a “working ownership”

in her labor because she is able to learn the abilities necessary to
make herself invaluable to Sapphira. In fact, Till’s “‘nice ways’”
(Cather 43) are a form of property, a currency she passes to
Nancy.

Women use the property of family and kinship as
currency too. Sapphira, who legally owns nothing except jointly
with her husband, uses his family name as a form of property
and a means of coercion. She writes “a letter to a nephew—a
letter of invitation,” “cordial, but not too cordial” (Cather 30).
Aware of Martin’s financial difficulties, Sapphira exerts her
power as a family member to coerce his attendance upon her.
Once there, Sapphira relies on his “bad reputation where women
were concerned” (66) to ruin Nancy and thereby to lower
Henry’s regard for the girl. Unlike Martin or Henry, who have
legally recognized property rights, Sapphira must use her family
connections in devious ways, to get round the bounds of control.
Even after she is married, Sapphira retains on her carriage
her father’s Dodderidge crest—with its “mysterious stamp of
authority” (35); shopkeepers defer to this-emblem of wealth and
power. Judith Butler explains how a woman’s name, always a
stamp of patriarchy, is the vehicle of her power in the world:

For women, then, propriety is achieved through having
a changeable name, through the exchange of names,
which means that the name is never permanent, and
that the identity secured through the name is always

dependent on the social exigencies of paternity and
marriage. Expropriation is thus the condition of identity
for women. (153)

In the exchange of family names and in the property they bring to
marriage, women gain power and identity as transactional figures.

Finally, Sapphira and the Slave Girl draws attention
to its own status as figurative property. Stories are intellectual
property, with the rights of possession, enjoyment, and exclusion,
and Cather demonstrates the power of stories as property by
her position in the epilogue and afterword. She confesses
the biographical nature of her novel, drawing upon childhood
reminiscences of a scene she had witnessed around 1881. Her
sudden use of “I” and the abrupt discovery of the factual nature
of this fictional novel show Cather’s control in the novel,
ultimately, the story of Nancy, Sapphira, Till, and Rachel is
Cather’s “creation and responsibility” (Hoover 240).! This
“arrogant” assumption of control of the story and the naming of
its characters is what Sharon Hoover calls “a radical act” (240),
as Cather literally uproots the story from its owners and cultivates
it in her own words. This claiming of property produces some
anxiety; according to John Randall, “[1]ater she rightly considered
this to be an artistic error, and regretted having included the
episode” (359) of the epilogue. Marilee Lindemann posits that
Cather’s ownership of the story is part of her strategy “to fracture
the narrative, thereby exposing its duplicitous character, its
violent and radical incoherences” (138), especially as revealed
by Cather’s “casual deployment of slaveowner’s discourse in
referring to the long-free black woman whom she has never met
as ‘our Nancy’” (281) (Lindemann 138). While Cather may have
been aware of the irony of a legally powerless girl (a minor and a
female) claiming ownership of a free black Canadian woman and
her story, Cather’s use of the phrase “our Nancy” nevertheless
carries the possessive pronoun reminiscent of slavery.

Cather’s references to her family’s former “property,”
“our Nancy,” in the postbellum setting show the lasting effects of
property law. Property laws, often unjust, perpetuate attitudes and
practices that are themselves unjust. For instance, when Nancy
considers escaping to freedom, she cries to Rachel, “‘I can’t bear
it to belong nowheres!”” (237). She wishes to “belong,” almost
to the point of refusing her freedom and her ownership of herself.
She finds comfort and identity in her status as slave property;
she also considers the Mill House her own home. Slavery, as it
relates to property law, lures Nancy with its spurious comfort.
Cather notes the property transactions, both legal and otherwise,
as a sign of the parallel (but not equal) injustices rendered against
characters such as Sapphira and Nancy. As manifestations
of these attitudes and practices, property laws render married
women and slaves, in particular, powerless. These groups
then form alternate forms of currency in order to gain power
or identity. Thus, while the feminine appropriation of property
rights through subversive means yields some power and control,
it also implicates women in a fundamentally unjust system of
ownership whose most pernicious form is slavery. Women
become complicit in the unfair commerce between white women
and black women.

Note

ICather also uses names to show property’s role in identity. Although Cather
based many of the fictional characters on her real-life ancestors, she took the
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“Coming Into Possession:”
Imperial Movement, Culture and Composition in
Willa Cather’s The Song of The Lark and The Professor’s House

Eric Aronoff

In an interview about The Professor’s House, Willa
Cather says that the novel’s experimental, tripartite structure was
inspired to by “an exhibition of old and modern Dutch paintings™
that she had seen in Paris just before beginning the novel. In these
paintings, she says,

the scene presented was a living room warmly
furnished, or a kitchen full of food and coppers.
But in most of the interiors . . . there was a
square window, open, through which one saw
the masts of ships, or a stretch of grey sea. The
feeling of the sea that one got through those
square windows was remarkable, and gave me a
sense of the fleets of Dutch ships that ply quietly
on all the waters of the globe, to Java, etc. (On
Writing 31)

Thus amidst the Professor’s life “overcrowded and stuffy with
new things,” Cather inserts the square window of “Tom Outland’s
Story” to “let in the fresh air that blew off the Blue Mesa.” Many
critics have examined how this analogy illuminates both the
novel’s structure and themes, but few have noted the precise nature
of the “fresh air” that blows in from those Dutch windows. For at
least in part the “remarkable” feeling that blows in those windows
is the feeling of movement, and more specifically of imperial
movement, as the “fleets of Dutch ships” “ply . . . the waters of the
globe” in the process of making the Netherlands into one of the
richest colonial empires of the 17% and 18" centuries (an empire of
which, of course, “Java” was a major component).

In this paper I will analyze the role of imperial movement
in the two novels, The Song of the Lark and The Professor’s House,
that comes most directly out of Cather’s own travels through
what in her own period was widely considered a newly colonized
part of the American empire—namely, the American Southwest.
Several critics, most notably Guy Reynolds and James Urgo, have
demonstrated the centrality of ideologies of migration and empire
for Cather’s work. Reynolds, however, concentrates his analysis
on those novels that explicitly thematize colonization —the
Midwestern novels of O Pioneers! and My Antonia—and has little
to say about a novel like The Song of the Lark, which has been read
more commonly as a Bildungsroman about artistic identity. Urgo
on the other hand usefully demonstrates the importance of Cather’s
“aesthetic of migration” even in such novels as Song of the Lark,
linking Thea’s artistic ambition to the drive of the pioneer. For
Urgo, however, the link between the artist and the empire-building
pioneer is “ambition”; that Thea, for example, creates art is
secondary and incidental.

In contrast, I want to argue that these novels explore
the specific relationship between artistic creation and imperial

possession, and the kinds of “possession” enacted by each

over their respective material —the imperial explorer over

the landscape and the objects within it, and the artist over

her medium (where that medium is as much herself as the
objects she creates). Imperial movement is central to Cather’s
theory of composition, be it the composition of the self, the
composition of a whole way of life, or the composition of a-
work of art. To put it another way, imperial movement is central
to her conception of “culture,” in the multiple, interlocking
meanings that were becoming problematic for Cather and her
contemporaries: “cultivation” or self-culture; societal or human
culture; and the aesthetic objects of “High Culture.” Moreover,
the direction of imperial movement, and the relationship
between the imperial possessor and the objects possessed, shifts
between the two novels. In The Song of the Lark, the “desire”
that drives the pioneer to take “possession” of the West is linked
to the artistic “desire” that allows Thea Kronborg to “come into
full possession” of the talent that she has been “refining and
perfecting” throughout the novel: imperial possession parallels
self-cultivation. In The Professor’s House imperial possession
and culture are also linked, but in crucially different ways:

Tom Outland’s anthropological excavation and cataloguing of
Cliff-Dweller artifacts on the Blue Mesa enable him to take
“possession” both of his “American” identity and Cliff-Dweller
culture itself. This “possession” is, however, as much an act of
composition as discovery, achieved by a dialectical movement
both toward and away from the objects to be possessed. In this
formulation, imperial movement is linked to Cather’s theory of
composition as a whole, as articulated in her preface to The Best
Stories of Sarah Orne Jewett (1925), in which she suggests a
complex relationship between an imperial movement that takes
physical possession (of artifacts, of nature}, and a “return” or
relinquishing of these artifacts that enables their (re)possession
in the higher form of art.

As is by now well known, Cather traveled to the
American Southwest, specifically to the region around Winslow,
Arizona, for the first time in 1912, and many critics have
detailed the transformative effects that Cather herself ascribes
to her encounter with the desert, and especially with the ruins
of the Cliff Dweller civilizations. This visit was followed in
1915 with a trip to Mesa Verde —a trip whose experiences
critics have argued form much of the material of Tom Outland’s
Story.! What is important for my purposes here is how, in her
turn to the Southwest as a space of spiritual meaning and a site
for reconstructing definitions of art and culture, Cather traveled
a route—both figuratively and literally —that was paradoxically
both old and relatively new. Already in the late 19* century
the Pueblo Indians of the Southwest, both living and extinct,
occupied a powerful place in American popular culture: as
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in The Song of the Lark taking possession of the land was
mirrored in the inward “self-possession” of the cultivated artist,
in The Professor’s House culture is possessed by a dialectical
movement that first draws away from nature (that is, the welter
of elements that make up “the real”), only to repossess it by

a return to those elements in art (that is, through a process of
selection and composition). In both cases, however, “possession”
is crucially “re-possession.” Imagining the Cliff Dwellers as his
ancestors, and his ancestors as American, Tom’s discovery of
Cliff Dweller’s culture becomes a re-discovery of the American
identity he already had; in The Song of the Lark one’s identity as
an artist both as something one is and one becomes, something
that one already has yet of which one must “take possession.”
The shift from “artist” to “American” parallels the shift in the
meaning of culture. The move from Thea’s “taking possession”
of her artistic inheritance, to Tom Outland taking “possession”
of the Blue Mesa and its artifacts, is the shift from personal
“cultivation,” the individual development and “refinement”

of one’s original artistic foundation, to “culture,” one’s
comprehension and internalization of a whole and meaningful
way of life. Both versions, however, are acts of possession,
selection, and composition.

The relationship between Cather’s aesthetics of
culture, her theory of composition, and imperial movement
pointed to in The Professor’s House is made particularly clear in
Cather’s introduction to her edited volume of The Best Stories
of Sarah Orne Jewett. Cather praises the “organic design” of
Jewett’s finest stories (On Writing 58). It is the organic design
of her composition, it turns out, that enables Jewett to capture
ethnographically the organic design of the New England way
of life that is on the verge of disappearing. Crucially, however,
this “organic living simplicity and directness,” is explicitly not
natural —growing spontaneously from the material —but comes
from the designing hand of the artist; that is, it is the hard work of
culture. In comparing Jewett’s early “first impressions” and her
later “almost flawless examples of literary art,” Cather argues

one can . . . watch in process the two kinds of making:
the first, which is full of perception and feeling but
rather fluid and formless; the second which is tightly
built and significant in design. The design is, indeed,

so happy, so right, that it seems inevitable; the design is
the story, and the story is the design. The “Pointed Fir”
sketches are living things . . . they melt into the land and
the life of the land until they are not stories at all, but
life itself. (48-49)

This process from one kind of making to another, Cather
indicates, is one of unrelenting effort over a long period of time:
it has to do, she says, with “persistence, survival, recurrence in
the writer’s mind,” and with repeated attempts at “trying to get
these conceptions down on paper exactly as they are to him . . .
trying this method and that, as a painter tries different lightings
and different attitudes with his subject to catch the one that
presents it more suggestively than any other”(48, 51). One must,
it seems, move away from the immediate impressions of nature
into the hard work of design and composition, in order to then
capture “life itself” —even if the artist is depicting the way of life
she herself has lived.

But, as in the analogy between The Professor’s House
and the Dutch interiors with which I started, Jewett’s regional
fiction seems to depend for Cather, not on a hermetically sealed
provincial culture, but through Jewett’s (and her culture’s)
position within a larger imperial context: Jewett, Cather
rhapsodizes, was born “within the scent of the sea, but not the
sight of it, in a beautiful old house full of strange and lovely
things brought home from all over the globe by seafaring
ancestors”(56). This movement of voyage and return (with
“possessions”) repeats in another register Cather’s emphasis on
the need to move away from nature in order to return to it in art.
On one hand, one must first be part of a culture to depict it. On
the other, one must double that initial possession through the hard
work of culture. Possessing one’s culture (or, in the case of Thea,
oneself), it seems, must also be a returning to one’s culture (or oneself).

Notes

For the most complete account of Cather’s 1912 trip to Arizona, see Woodress.
For an extensive analysis of Cather’s trip to Panther Canyon, and especially her
1915 trip to Mesa Verde and its effect on the composition of Tom Qutland’s Story,
see Harrell, and Rosowski and Slote. O’Brien and Lee also analyze the effects of
Cather’s encounters with Native American artifacts on her aesthetic.

2The two most influential articulations of the culture concept in the late 19
century were the ethnologist E.B. Tylor, and Matthew Arnold. Tylor in his
landmark ethnology Primitive Culture (1871) defined “culture or civilization”

as “that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law,
custom and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member

of society;”while different societies might have different practices, culture
nonetheless was a singular, universal process, with different practices representing
“stages of development or evolution,” and whose highest stage to date is
represented by European civilization (Tylor 1,6). Matthew Arnold in Culture
and Anarchy defined culture as the “pursuit of our total perfection by means of
getting to know...the best which has been thought and said in the world” (Arnold
5). While significant differences distinguish Tylor’s and Arnold’s definitions of
culture, both establish a universal scale of culture, upon which individual works
or whole societies might be ranked “high” or “low,” primitive or “refined.” For
the most.influential analysis of the history of the culture concept in the 19*
century, see Williams.

3See Urgo, 130-143.

“For the key features of at least one version of this new definition of culture, see
Stocking, “Franz Boas and the Culture Concept.” In recent years several critics
have explored the interrelationship between American anthropologists, artists
and literary critics in the modernist period, including Cather. See Manganaro,
Culture, 1922; Hegeman.

SFor an analysis of the debates within American anthropology in the early 20%
century over the proper relationship between the individual artifacts of a culture
and the “whole” system of meaning of which these artifacts might be seen as

a part—or between the “trait list” and “holistic” schools of anthropology—see
Hinsley.

This idea of “culture” as something one both already has, and must take
possession of (particularly with respect to Tom’s relationship to an “American”
cultural identity,) owes much to Walter Benn Michael’s analysis of culture, race
and The Professor’s House in Michaels, 1990 and 1992. In his argument Michaels
is interested in the ways in which “culture” in the 1920s depends on “race” (the
cultural identity one acquires must double the racial identity one already has); I
extend this argument to show that this doubling is inherent in the multiple, often
competing, definitions of culture in this period, and to analyze what kind of
“culture” is being possessed.
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