





Willa Cather and Paul Gauguin

Nancy M. Holland

This study is about the connections between the writer Willa Cather and the painter Paul Gauguin. In this study, the links
between the two artists are examined on several levels. First, the connection of time and place is established. Second, the South Seas
connection is explored in Cather’s attachment to Robert Louis Stevenson. Then, the links between the, in many ways, parallel lives of
these two artists are examined. The converging philosophies of the two are studied, as well. The preponderance of the essay explores
the affinities between images in the writings of the two artists in depth: Gauguin’s journal, Noa Noa, and Cather’s novels, The Song of
the Lark and Death Comes for the Archbishop. Furthermore, a link between images in these two Cather novels and the iconography of

some of the paintings of Gauguin are examined as well.

Although Willa Cather’s later years are better
documented, her early years of apprenticeship, when she was
absorbing as much as she could while she read, wrote, and
traveled, leave many stories untold. Her public record of her
first exposure to the European art scene, now collected in Willa
Cather in Europe, repeatedly mentions her judgments on art. We
therefore know that Willa Cather was attuned to that scene while
in Paris in 1902 and probably would have read the object of the
latest talk, Paul (;vauguin’s illustrated journal Noa Noa, published
the year before.!;

The joutnal had created quite a stir in artistic circles.
The poet Charles Morice, whose survey of literary theory became
the crux for the Symbolist movement,? had collaborated with
Gauguin on Noa Noa. The collaboration began with Morice
as the journal’s editor.> Eventually, however, he published the
complete version in the French journal La Plume, May 1901,
with his name alongside Gauguin’s as joint author (Sweetmen
366, 489-490). Moreover, various critics from the popular little
newspaper L’Echo de Paris had written of it. For example,
Eugéne Tardieu, in an interview with Gauguin, called him the
“wildest of all the innovators” and said Noa Noa, which means
“fragrant,” would be about “what Tahiti exhales.”” These
advertisements had arrested widest attention and may explain
why affinities exist between Gauguin’s work and that of Cather,
particularly The Song of the Lark and Death Comes for the
Archbishop. ,

In addition to the journal La Revue blanche or La Plume,
Cather could easily have viewed Gauguin’s Tahitian paintings
in Paris at Vollard’s gallery at 6 rue Laffitte, or at Durand-Ruel
two doors down. There was a great deal of interest in these
mythological, barbarous, at times voyeuristic paintings. Gauguin
had an exhibition there in 1901, and was offered the leading
role in a 1903 exhibition, the year of his death (Sweetman
488). Many of his paintings were on view at these galleries in
1902, and many reviews had appeared on previous shows. The
paintings and prints that Vollard owned were some of the artist’s
greatest works.

In addition to Gauguin’s work exhibited while Cather
was in Paris, another link to Gauguin is Cather’s attachment
to Robert Louis Stevenson, who wrote about the South Seas,
including the Marquesas Islands where Gauguin lived and
worked and died. This admiration for Stevenson may have drawn
her to that other artist of the South Seas, Paul Gauguin. While
Stevenson had died in Samoa on December 3, 1894, a few years

before Gauguin’s death in French Polynesia, he had earlier
spent time in the Marquesas. It is also very possible Cather
read Stevenson’s In The South Seas. Her profound interest in
Stevenson most certainly would have piqued Cather’s curiosity
about Gauguin and his journal Noa Noa. In Cather’s early
writing in the Nebraska State Journal, December 23, 1894, she
commemorated Stevenson’s death.’ Earlier, in November of
1894, she had written of his letters which appeared in McClure’s,
expressing modesty and self-deprecation.® Further, in 1897,
Cather wrote on Stevenson in the Nebraska weekly, the Courier,
from the perspective of two people who knew the artist.

Even with the Stevenson connection added to
Gauguin’s notorious journal and paintings, Cather and Gauguin
may at first glance seem oceans apart; but actually the two are
kindred spirits. Both traveled from place to place, searching
for the locale in which to achieve the creative explosion that
both subsequently realized. Both left the place in which they
grew up because of an uneasiness with the status quo, with
modernization, and with the rapid changes that seemed to beset
a world out of control; both tried eventually to find a place of
refuge, a place where life could be lived simply without the
shattering cacophony of modern civilization. Yet what Cather
hated in Red Cloud, and Gauguin hated in Europe, was the
narrow rigidity and conventionality.

The Gauguin of Noa Noa, and other alienated artists
of the late nineteenth century whom Cather came to study and
admire, were deliberately escaping from civilization. Cather
was not an alienated artist in Gauguin’s sense, but she was
certainly intensely curious about his type: her whole first
book of fiction, The Troll Garden, depicts artists from various
angles. She would have responded to his pronouncements
against nineteenth-century European society. In his journal,
Gauguin declared, *““Yes wholly destroyed finished, dead, is
from now on the old civilization within me. I was reborn; or
rather another man, purer and stronger, came to life within me
. . . the supreme farewell to civilization, to evil. . . . from now
on I was a true savage, a real Maori” (Noa Noa 48). Gauguin
compared civilization with his new-found “primitive” world by
contrasting two women, his new vahine (Tahitian “wife”)” and
a Frenchwoman: “On the one side a fresh blossoming, faith and
nature; on the other the season of barrenness, law and artifice.
Two races were face to face, and I was ashamed of mine”

(67). While Cather eschews this kind of flat and judgmental
rejection, she certainly employs oppositions among wives such
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“Houses founded on the sea”:
Skepticism and Human Relations in A Lost Lady

Matthew Hokom

Scholars have long recognized the sophistication of
Willa Cather’s literary conversations with fellow writers. Her
engagement with literary tradition can be seen in a variety of
ways, from the subtle allusions she weaves into her fiction, to
the prominent roles of books in the lives of her characters. One
immediately thinks, for example, of how the Aeneid functions for
Jim Burden and Tom Outland. In A Lost Lady, Cather explicitly
raises the theme of literary influence by providing us with Niel
Herbert’s reading list, consisting of “Don Juan,” Tom Jones,
Wilhelm Meister, Montaigne and Ovid. Niel “always went back.”
This emphasis on Montaigne is important, but vague enough to be
more intriguing than genuinely helpful. Where, precisely, is Cather
pointing us with this reference? The answer can be found in the
work of another writer who exercised a profound influence on
Cather, Ralph Waldo Emerson.! The title of his essay “Montaigne;
or, the Skeptic” gives us the hint we need. Once we realize the
importance of the word “Skeptic,” it is possible to interpret A Lost
Lady using as a tool the skeptical tradition which comes to Cather
from Montaigne through Emerson, a tradition teaching tolerance,
adaptability, and intellectual humility.

When Cather turns to skepticism, she faces two
of the same questions Emerson wrestled with. The first is
epistemological—what do we really know about the world around
us and the people we are close to? The moderately skeptical
answer both Cather and Emerson arrive at in their middle works
is “not much.” Experience has led them to doubt (not deny)
the possibility of certain knowledge about the world, especially
of other people. Given this answer, a second ethical question
arises—how do we act in this mutable world among people we
can’t really know? If there is an unbridgeable gap between every
“me and thee” (to use Emerson’s phrase), then how do we conduct
the most intimate of relations—between husband and wife, parent
and child, friend and friend?

Preparing to grapple with this and other questions raised
by skeptics, Emerson begins his essay on Montaigne with a series
of dualisms: “Every fact is related on one side to sensation, and
on the other, to morals. The game of thought is, on the appearance
of one of these two sides, to find the other: given the upper to find
the under side” (312). This is, as B. L. Packer notes, the “key
strategy of classical Pyrrhonism—setting opposed dogmatisms
against one another until both cancel each other out” (201). Cather
employs the same strategy in A Lost Lady. Ivy and Niel represent
the two sides of this antithesis: sensation and morals. Niel is
idealistic and moralistic, seemingly without a sense that the world
changes or that the mundane and petty must be given their due.
He perceives Mrs. Forrester as belonging to another, better world
and prides himself both on his recognition and on the fact that she
admits him into her charmed circle. This pride often translates
into scorn for his fellows and even his own family, a pride Mrs.
Forrester herself chides him for. Emerson describes Niel’s class
of men (the moralists and idealists) by writing, “Read the haughty
language which Plato and the Platonists speak of all men who are

not devoted to their shining abstractions: other men are rats and
mice. The literary class is usually proud and exclusive” (312-3).

Ivy, in contrast, is all sensation, concerned with dollars
and cents, material profit without moral scruple. Of this type,
Emerson relates the following story: :

Mr. Pope was with Sir Godfrey Kneller,
one day, when his nephew, a Guinea trader came in.
“Nephew,” said Sir Godfrey, “you have the honor of
seeing the two greatest men in the world.” “I don’t
know how great you men may be,” said the Guinea
man, “but I don’t like your looks. Ihave often bought
a man much better than both of you, all muscles and
bones, for ten guineas.” Thus the men of the senses
revenge themselves on the professors, and repay scorn
for scorn (313).

Ivy’s reaction to those around him echoes the behavior of the
“Guinea trader.” Ivy, who believes “in a world of pig lead”
(Emerson 314), also revenges himself on the Forresters and
Niel by buying the marsh and converting its beauty into crop
land whose only purpose is profit. Fortunately, “there arises a
third party to occupy the middle ground between these two, the
skeptic, namely. He finds wrong by being in extremes” (313).

There are two candidates for this third party in A Lost
Lady. The first is Captain Forrester himself, an aged version
of the pioneer dreamer Cather had portrayed in earlier novels.
He, like Alexandra Bergson, can be possessed with an idea and
transform the world according to his vision. For instance, the
Captain advises Niel that “a thing that is dreamed of in the way
I mean, is already an accomplished fact. All our great West has
been developed by such dreams” (52). The Captain, however,
does not live exclusively in the realm of ideas. He is also a man
of action and recognizes that in spite of his belief in the power
of dreams there are “people who get nothing in this world. . . . I
have lived too long in mining works and construction camps not
to know that” (52). The Captain, then, is basically an idealist,
but one who tempers his idealism with a pragmatic knowledge
of the workaday world. He is an admirable figure who occupies
a middle ground between the visions of Ivy and Niel.

What dooms the Captain is not the substance of his
vision but its resistance to change, symbolized by his granite-
like solidity. He is often compared to rock—"His repose
was like that of a mountain” (46)—and his phrases have “the
impressiveness of inscriptions cut in stone”(51). After his
strokes, when he can no longer support his own weight, he
undergoes an Ovidian metamorphosis, growing more and
more rocklike until eventually he is buried under his great
stone sundial. The Captain is a man who did “not vary his
formulae or his manners. He was no more mobile than his
countenance” (46). He is, in other words, not given to change
with circumstances.
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In the decline of the Captain, Cather confronts the
heroes of her earlier work and asks, How would these sorts live in
the world of Ivy Peters? The answer is not an optimistic one. So,
while Captain Forrester presents us with an alternative to the one-
dimensional idealism of Niel and the crass materialism of Ivy, it
is an alternative that doesn’t fit the times. Only Marian Forrester
ultimately survives loss (in the words of My Antonia) “battered
but not diminished” (MA 332).

Mrs. Forrester endures through change because she
herself can change. Whereas the Captain is associated with
objects of massive solidity like boulders, his wife is portrayed in
terms of growth and flexibility. She is, for instance, linked with
organic objects like flowers. Physically, she is a world apart from
her husband. In the same chapter in which the Captain is shown
watching “time visibly devoured” (106) as he sits immobile
in front of his stone sundial, Niel surprises Mrs. Forrester by
picking her up as she rests in her hammock. Niel thinks “How
light and alive she was! Like a bird caught in a net. If only he
could rescue her and carry her off like this,--off the earth of sad,
inevitable periods, away from age, weariness, adverse fortune!”
(105). We know Niel can’t do this and that Mrs. Forrester, like
the woodpecker Ivy blinds, will suffer horribly.? What enables
Mrs. Forrester to survive this suffering is that she is light instead
of heavy, slight rather than massive, changeable rather than
immutable.

Niel, however, interprets Mrs. Forrester’s willingness
to change as fickleness in contrast to the Captain’s rock-like
constancy. He notes that when the Captain dies, Mrs. Forrester
“was like a ship without ballast, driven hither and thither by every
wind. She was flighty and perverse” (145). In some respects,
this is true; Mrs. Forrester is flighty, and when the Captain dies
she is profoundly affected by her loss. But her actions may
not be as despicable as Niel would have us believe. One of the
keys to seeing this is his comparison of Mrs. Forrester to a ship
without ballast. When we realize that in “Montaigne” Emerson
uses the exact same comparison as does Niel, but favorably, we
can reinterpret Niel’s metaphor in a positive light. Emerson
argues that “We want a ship for these billows we inhabit. . . . An
angular dogmatic house would be rent to splinters in this storm
of many elements. . . . Adaptiveness is the peculiarity of human
nature. We are golden averages, voilant stabilities, compensated
or periodic errors, houses founded on the sea” (317).. Emerson
recognizes that we must either be driven hither and thither or
else be beaten apart by life. If Mrs. Forrester tried to live in “the
angular dogmatic house” Niel would have her inhabit, she would
be smashed to splinters. The ballast Niel believes she has lost is
her allegiance to the pioneer code incarnate in the Captain. Her
sense of propriety, her class consciousness, her marital fidelity to
her husband, are what Niel thinks important. Emerson tells us
differently when he argues that, “It is a tempest of fancies, and
the only ballast I know, is a respect for the present hour” (223).
This respect for the present is precisely what Mrs. Forrester has
and Niel lacks.

According to Emerson, the credo of the skeptic is that
“we ought to secure those advantages which we can command,
and not risk them by clutching after the airy and unattainable.

... A world in the hand is worth two in the bush. Let us have
to do with real men and women, and not with skipping ghosts”
(316). Emerson here perfectly captures the conflict between Mrs.

Forrester and Niel. Niel wishes that Mrs. Forrester would live a
dignified widowhood dedicated to the memory of her husband.
She, however, refuses to live with the “skipping ghosts” of the
past and insists on living with the real men and women of the
present. As it so happens, the “heavy lads” Niel so despises are
the real people available to her in Sweet Water.? Circumstances
have not been kind, but Mrs. Forrester refuses to acquiesce

to them. Instead, she tries to secure those advantages she can
command rather than fade into the dignified widowhood Niel
envisions for her.

Niel’s own failings become especially clear when we
compare his reactions to change and loss with those of Mrs.
Forrester. Niel first realizes the disparity between his conception
of Mrs. Forrester and her reality when he visits the Forrester
place one morning. As Niel places a bunch of roses on Mrs.
Forrester’s window sill, he hears Frank Ellinger’s “fat and lazy”
laugh from within the house, and subsequently,

found himself at the foot of the hill on the wooden
bridge, his face hot, his temples beating, his eyes blind
with anger. . . . In that instant between stooping to the
window sill and rising, he had lost one of the most
beautiful things in his life. Before the dew dried, the
morning had been wrecked for him; and all subsequent
mornings, he told himself bitterly. This day saw the end
of that admiration and loyalty that had been like a bloom
on his existence. He could never recapture it. (82)

This scene demonstrates Niel’s tendency to see the
world in absolutes. He begins with an idealized conception of
Mrs. Forrester as a woman too good for Frank Ellinger. When
he reverently kneels before her window with his offering of
roses and hears Ellinger and Mrs. Forrester together, his opinion
instantly switches to the other extreme. He believes that “all”
mornings have been destroyed and that he will “never” recapture
the admiration he has lost. His disillusionment is profound and,
he tells himself; permanent.

The second such moment is what finally drives Niel
from Sweet Water and Mrs. Forrester.

It happened like this, had scarcely the dignity
of an episode. It was nothing, and yet it was everything.
Going over to see her one summer evening, he stopped
a moment by the dining-room window to look at a
honeysuckle. The dining-room door was open into the
kitchen, and there Mrs. Forrester stood at a table, making
pastry. Ivy Peters came in at the kitchen door, walked up
behind her, and unconcernedly put both arms around her,
his hands meeting over her breast. She did not move,
did not look up, but went on rolling out pastry. (161)

Compared to the previous scene this is a painfully
prosaic anti-climax. Cather’s depiction of Niel, however, is much
the same. Again, the key terms, “nothing” and “everything,”
represent opposed extremes. Dogmatically sticking to absolutes,
Niel loses his sense of perspective and even meaning. He doesn’t
consider the skeptic’s middle view and consequently his all
or nothing attitude isn’t adequate to an experience which lies
between the two extremes. (Continued on page 65)
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Life 1s but a Dream:

Reality Romanticized in A Lost Lady

Margaret Doane

In After the World Broke in Two, Merrill Skaggs writes
that Cather “relied from the beginning through the end of her
career on a repertory of trusted devices to get her to her desired
new goals” (12). “Cather’s work,” she explains, “has a continuity
in which symbols and themes and techniques repeatedly
resurface” (14). Dreams are one such device in Cather’s art: in
eleven of her novels, dreams are used to reveal or emphasize
character.”! Curiously, however, not a single dream appears in
a novel where they might be most expected, A Lost Lady. This
book, about the illusions and brief awakenings of a romanticizing
idealist, would seem to be a novel full of the stuff that dreams
are made of. Point of consciousness figure Niel Herbert idealizes
Daniel and Marian Forrester, whom he sees as symbols of the
grandness of the American West and the pioneer spirit. Both the
West and the Forresters are already in decline, however, and there
is an elusive interplay between the childlike idolatry Niel hopes to
maintain and the realities he experiences.

Niel’s life is so much a dream that Cather reverses
her usual pattern of using dreams to reveal character. Here she
shows the illusions of an awakened but dream-like state, in
order to reveal character. Although Cather “mastered the poetic
use of reverberating symbol and image,” she also “actively
tried a new approach with each book, and each book dictated
its own experiment” (Middleton 10, 41); Niel’s dreamy reality
seemed to dictate that it be the vehicle for characterization,
rather than Cather’s usual pattern of including dreams in sleep.

In A Lost Lady, readers purposefully realize much more about
Niel’s character than he does (Rabin 43); perhaps this happens
throughout the text, but it is especially emphasized in four
memorable scenes in which he romanticizes and idealizes Marian
Forrester while in an awakened but dream-like state. The scenes
build upon each other by the “incremental repetition” (Rosowski
122) of details, and climax in the waking dream sequence in
which Niel believes he will save his “lovely lady” by presenting
her with roses on her windowsill. Cather is very careful to tell
readers that Niel is awake during these scenes, each of which
ends so negatively that it could be seen as a genuine awakening.
All of these dream-like, idealizing scenes except one occur in
Part I, after Niel’s illusions about Marian are shattered by Frank
Ellinger’s yawn, his illusions and his dream-like idealizing states
diminish markedly.

In Part II, Cather so wants to emphasize the loss of
dreams that she refuses to use the word, even where its use
is appropriate and where its omission seems strained. Niel
romanticizes and idealizes both Marian and the American West
to such a degree that his waking life has a dream-like, fantasy
quality. He so pronouncedly lives in fantasy that he does not need
to dream. When his lovely lady is lost to him, even the word
dream purposely vanishes from the text.

The overall effect of A Lost Lady is produced by a series
of scenes both very fixed and very elusive. Skaggs notes that “the
recording camera of Cather’s prose seems to freeze the action
for a moment, to add symbolic weight to a particular frame or

detail” (22). At the same time, these moments form “a loosely
connected series of pastoral scenes with the mobile, elusive
figure of a woman at their center” (Lee 198). It can be argued
that Niel so wants to hang on to a past already Iost that he
idealizes and romanticizes the Forresters, particularly Marian, to
such a degree that his waking life is full of illusion and he lives
in a dream-like state; his life itself becomes a dream. Cather
carefully crafts each of these memorable scenes in the book to
have both a frozen, permanent quality and an elusive quality,
as remembered dreams have. The scenes also “begin in time,
move to a core episode that contains a moment of recognition
and an escape from time, then return abruptly to the historical,
real world” (Rosowski 124). The first scene with Marian is
the briefest and least fully drawn of the dream-like sequences,
yet it establishes the essential elements that will be developed
in subsequent scenes. Niel sees Marian as special, as pure,
and as motherly; his physical perceptions of her are flickering
and changing, as in a dreamy state; he has reason to believe
she would like to be rescued; and he sees his relationship to
her at all conscious levels to be that of a pre-sexual child to an
adult. Niel locks in these perceptions of Marian; and although
later interactions with her should cause most of these views to
change, he never genuinely breaks from them.

The scene in which Niel is lunching with a group of
boys in the Forresters’ grove begins in a harsh reality: Thaddeus
Grimes “scorn[fully] . . . bawl[s]” at the Blum boys for bringing
unappetizing food when they, after all, “live on wienies to
home.” “Hush,” responds Niel, reverentially “point[ing] to a
white figure . . . flickering through the leaf shadows,” a woman
whose “white figure [they later watch] drifting along the edge
of the grove” (11, 12). In this “glimmering landscape,” Marian
seems almost a “white ghost” (Lee 198), an elusive symbol of
purity, almost an illusion even in her reality. The scene itself
seems unreal and evanescent in its “drifting” and “flickering.”
Marian has brought the boys cookies, symbolically a very
motherly activity, and chats with them both “light[ly] and
confidential[ly]” (11). She asks the boys for protection from
snakes—she questions why the boys did not kill a water snake
they saw that morning, for it will “bite [her] toes the next time
[she] go[es] wading” (12)—and it is not farfetched for Niel to
conclude from this that he should guard her from this snake
and from other reptilian creatures such as Ivy Peters and Frank
Ellinger.

While we know that Niel believed Marian to be special
even when he was five, when he followed her into a church
(32), this scene is the first major one to identify Marian as
Motherly and as needing and desiring protection. The scene
itself is actually an ambiguous, elusive one: Marian is in white,
both pure and ghostly; she seems a motherly figure, but has no
children and only brings the cookies made by another; she asks
for protection from “water snakes and blood-suckers” (12), yet
both “shiver[s]” and “laugh[s]” as she does so.” Niel does not
consciously interpret the significance of the experience at this
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point more than, apparently, to agree with the boys’ collective
appraisal that “Mrs. Forrester was a very special kind of person”
(12).

The next dream-like scene appears only a few pages
later, after Niel has broken his arm while attempting to rescue,
by attempting to kill, the female woodpecker Ivy has maliciously
blinded. Although Niel will later believe Marian needs rescuing,
here she is seen by the other boys as highly competent, the
one who “will know what to do,” and so Niel is brought to the
Forrester house. He may even have been unconscious, for he
“lay without moving” (18). Cather definitely establishes that Niel
is awake by stating that he “opened his eyes” (20), for otherwise
the scene is so inviting, so sensual, and so perfect that it could
easily be mistaken for a fantasy. Although Niel is in considerable
pain, and “perspiration [has] broke[n] out on his face” (20),
Marian is so “lovely” that Niel becomes completely caught up
in her beauty and forgets his arm. The amount of time Niel will
have for this experience is immediately established as brief, for
Dr. Dennison will arrive “in a few minutes” (20). Nonetheless,
Niel gazes at the scene “wonderingly.” Mrs. Forrester is taking
care of his every need, “kneeling beside him, bathing his
forehead with cologne” (20). He is in “her own bedroom” (19),
lying on a white bed with ruffled pillow shams. She is connected
with the bed a few lines later when he notices that “inside the lace
ruffle of her dress, . . . her white throat [was] rising and falling so
quickly” (20), and she even removes her wedding rings for him
(Skaggs 52).

The scene builds to a point where Marian “[runs] her
fingers through his black hair and lightly kisse[s] him on the
forehead.” “Oh, how sweet, how sweet she smelled!” exudes
the smitten Niel (21). Niel is a child “on the verge of puberty”
who actually “is responding to Marian both as maternal presence
and as sexually-attractive woman” (Nichols 189). However,
at all conscious levels, he experiences Marian as a “little boy”
interested in light on the “green shutters” and in inlays—
whatever double meanings there may be to this word appear
to escape him—in the bedroom furniture. The scene has built
to fingers in his hair, a light kiss, and a conscious realization
on Niel’s part of how sweet Marian smells. Left to continue,
it might be impossible even for a prepubescent boy to escape
experiencing the scene in a consciously sensual way. However,
the scene is abruptly interrupted by the announcement that Dr.
Dennison’s “wheels [are] on the bridge” (21).

Cather very definitely stops the scene, Niel's reverie
ends, and no further mention of Marian is made in the chapter.
The scene has all the elements of the dream-like reality episodes:
we are told that Niel is definitely awake; he perceives Marian as
a “lovely,” “white” presence; there is a “glittering,” “quivering”
quality to the scene paralleling the “drifting” and “flickering” of
the previous one; and the scene ends abruptly with literally a rude
awakening out of reverie into a negative reality. Perhaps the most
important element of the episode, however, is the information it
provides readers about Niel’s character. Itis virtually impossible
to read the scene without being struck by its great sensuality and
sexuality, yet all of this escapes Niel, at least at a conscious level.
While Cather makes no authorial comment, “there is a great deal
that Niel does not notice but that Cather leads us to notice” (Stout
81). Perhaps it is attributable to either his age (twelve) or to the
abruptness with which the scene ends, but Niel most certainly has
been profoundly influenced by this experience. He attempts to
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return to it in the next dream-like episode seven years later.

The roses-on-the-windowsill episode, the most
memorable and defining scene in the novel, also has a dream-
like, fantasy quality. This experience seems deeply rooted in
Niel’s previous experience in Marian’s bedroom: at twelve, Niel
believed that he would “probably never be in so nice a place
again” (21); and Niel, at nineteen, seems to be trying to return to
that Edenic place and those Edenic emotions. All of the qualities
of the first bedroom scene appear in this episode, either in exactly
the same way as the previous sequence, or altered and expanded
to “[bring] forward . . . accumulated associations” (Rosowski
122). The episode is so dream-like that Cather repeatedly tells us
it is not a dream so that the episode cannot be interpreted as an
actual dream: Niel “awakened before dawn,” “he tried to muffle
his ears . . . and go to sleep again [but could not],” he “could not
shut out the feeling it was summer,” he “had awakened,” “he rose
quickly and dressed” (69).

In the previous episode, Niel seemed to realize that his
time with Marian would be short, and even at the outset stated
that Dr. Dennison would be there in a few minutes. Here, again,
Niel seems to realize he has only a short time, paradoxically,
to establish a timeless moment: he must “get over to the hill
before Frank Ellinger could intrude his unwelcome presence,”
before “men and their activities had spoiled [the day],” which
“must fade, like ecstasy” (69,70). He believes an “impulse of
affection and guardianship” is drawing him to Marian so that she
will “perhaps [have] a sudden distaste for coarse worldlings like
Frank Ellinger” (69, 71), perhaps an echo from the first dream-
like sequence that he can be her knight (Helmick 181), rescuing
her from “water snakes and blood-suckers” that may indeed be
“bit[ing] her toes” (12). Although he does not see her, he calls
her by the exact term—*lovely lady”—he used in the previous
bedroom episode (20, 71). Importantly, Niel does seek to return
to her bedroom: from any number of the windows of other rooms
could she find roses soon after rising; but he places them by the
“green shutters” that had “let in streaks of sunlight” before (21).
The “drifting” and “flickering,” “glittering” and “quivering”
quality of the previous experiences now is a “glistening,” also a
moving, not quite constant, dreamy light.

It is obvious to almost any reader that this is at some
level a fantasized courtship scene--the beautiful roses, the
delighted recipient, the attempt to get there before an obvious
rival can intrude. It is obvious to any reader, but it is not obvious
to Niel, who early in the scene casts himself as a child (69), as
he actually was in the two previous scenes; the scene as epic
and “heroic” (70) and therefore not sexual; and his motives as
being those of a guardian-rescuer (69, 71). He is awakened
emotionally, when, as he “bent to place the flowers on the sill,
he heard . . . a woman’s soft laughter . . . and aman’s . . . fat
and lazy [laugh], end[ing] in something like a yawn” (71). Not
only is Marian Forrester not part of a timeless, “heroic” world,
she is making love, and not to her husband, but to the “coarse
worldling” Frank Ellinger. It is even a coarse moment for a
coarse Frank, since it is a “fat,” “lazy,” and “yawn[ing]” one.

Most importantly, Niel is angry because Marian is not,
in what must certainly be perceived as a sexual fantasy, making
love to him. Perhaps he removes himself from sexual interest
in Marian by casting himself as a child, but readers once again
know more about Niel than Niel does (Rabin 43); once again,
“there is a great deal that Niel does not notice that Cather leads
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us to notice” (Stout 81). He is abruptly awakened from his “heroic

ages”-and-flowers fantasy by the yawn, just as he was also called

back into the world of time by Dr. Dennison’s wagon wheels. Niel

does not seem to realize—even though readers do—that he feels
personally betrayed by Marian. He believes it “was not a moral

scruple she had outraged, but an aesthetic ideal,” that the day “saw
the end of that admiration and loyalty that had been a bloom on his
existence,” and that he had “lost one of the most beautiful things in

his life” (71-2).

While Niel’s admiration and romanticization of Marian
markedly diminish by the end of Part I, he occasionally still
idealizes her and sees himself as her rescuer. As his fantasies
diminish, so do his dream-like episodes. A single, short fantasy
appears in Part II, but there is a great difference between this and

previous dream-like episodes. While the scene retains many of the

characteristics of these episodes, here both Marian and Niel move
into a decidedly realistic, extended conversation, and the scene
closes with genuine insights into the Forrester marriage. Niel,
now twenty-one, has been studying architecture at MIT, and on

a visit home comes to see the Forresters. He approaches Marian
when she is in the grove, and Cather is careful to tell us it is at the
site of the first dream-like episode, “where he had fallen the time
he broke his arm.” This time, he is awake, but she is “rest[ing],”
and he “wonder([s] if she [is] asleep.” In a scene which seems
both to recall and to build on the images of the first episode, she
is a symbol of purity, a “white figure” with a “white garden hat”
and a “white hand”; and, once again, she “laugh[s]” (92, 96). The

light, as in all the episodes, is inconstant and dreamy, and—here—

idealized: there are “sharp shadows, [. . . and] quivering fans of

- light that [seem] to push the trees farther apart and ma[k]e Elysian

fields underneath them” (96).

Once again, Cather definitely gives us insights into Niel’s

feelings that he fails to realize: in a gesture anyone would see as
intimate but which he does not, he “step[s] forward and [catches]
her suspended figure, hammock and all, in his arms.” “How light
and alive she was!” he fantasizes, “like a bird caught in a net. If
only he could rescue her and carry her off like this—off the earth
of sad, inevitable periods, away from age, weariness, adverse
fortune!” (92). He once again sees himself as her rescuer, and he
need not acknowledge the intimacy of the scene since he—once
again—sees himself as a child. She intimately or very familiarly

~ “put[s] her hand under his chin,” and he interprets this as an action

performed “as if he were still a boy” (93).
All of Marian’s statements, however, indicate that
she sees him as a man: she comments that he has “grown . . .

handsome,” that “now [he’s] a man, and [has] seen the world,” and

asks if he “ha[s] sweethearts” (93). She intimately “[takes] his

hand and turn[s] a seal ring about on his little finger absently,” and

even must “[catch] herself” when she finds she has been “telling
too much” in indicating that she has been waiting “every night for
weeks for Niel’s return” (93). Niel acknowledges his importance,

an adulthood not-at-all, and—as far as readers know—he does not

realize that Marian holds him dear. Unlike the other dream-like
scenes, which are brief and end abruptly, Marian then extendedly,
confidentially, and realistically tells Niel about the oppression

of the house and the importance of money (95-6). The two have
been talking for some time when they go to Captain Forrester in

the garden. It is jarring but not abrupt for Niel to realize that
the Captain has deteriorated so much that he “look[s] like an
old tree walking” (97). As the chapter closes, the Captain has
given Niel letters to mail, including one from Marian to Frank,
and Niel is “sure that [the Captain] knew everything; more than
anyone else; all there was to know about Marian Forrester”
(99). The episode moves from an idealistic, romanticized
vision of Marian into a realistic one. The otherworldly,
Elysian, heroic illusions of Marian largely end at the close of
Part I; despite brief idealizations, Niel perceives Marian largely
as a lost symbol in Part II.

Niel so greatly loses his dream vision of Marian
Forrester after the roses-on-the-sill episode that the word
itself virtually vanishes from the text; it is used a single time
in all of Part II, and Cather seems so purposefully to omit
the word that its absence seems strained. In Part I, however,
it is a noticeable, definite part of the text. The dream of the
American West is so dear to Daniel Forrester that he uses, or
overuses, dream five times in a brief speech he means to be
seen as inspirational. In a narrative at a dinner party, Marian
urges her husband to tell his guests his “philosophy of life”
(44). While he means for his speech to be lofty (Peck 165),
the Captain actually is rather bumbling. His “philosophy is
that what you think of and plan for day by day, in spite of
yourself, so to speak—you will get. You will get it more or
less. That is, unless you are one of the people who get nothing
in this world. There are such people. . . . If you are not one
of those, . . . you will accomplish what you dream of most”
(44; emphasis added). The fumbling Captain can no longer
exhort others to grandeur, but inarticulately says that people
will get their dreams, more or less, unless they do not. The
Captain continues, “"[A] thing that is dreamed of in the way I
mean, is already an accomplished fact. All our great West has
been developed from such dreams; the homesteader’s and the
prospector’s and the contractor’s. We dreamed the railroads
across the mountains, just as I dreamed my place on the Sweet
Water. All these things will be everyday facts to the coming
generation, but to us’—Captain Forrester ended with a sort of
grunt” (44-5; emphases added).

The speech seems to overuse the word dreams,
perhaps to emphasize the dream-like quality of the Western
experience. At best, even dreams achieved do not have staying
power: “while Captain Forrester’s philosophy promises that
consistently dreamed goals will usually be achieved, he does
not promise that anybody can keep what she or he has once
gotten” (Skaggs 61). The Captain’s speech itself emphasizes
development rather than simple vision: he describes concrete,
hands-on, forward-moving enterprises such as twice-mentioned
contracting and prospecting, as well as homesteading and
railroad building, as being the “accomplished fact” of the
American West. Much like Niel’s dream visions, the speech
is cut off abruptly and a bit jarringly by a “sort of grunt” (45).
Niel, however, interprets the speech as a rousing success
and believes others are inspired by it, too. Niel “liked [Mrs.
Ogden] better” for the sympathy she showed, and “even the
preoccupied Constance seemed to give it her attention” (45).
The success of the speech is interpreted for us solely by Niel,
however, and no objective actions or statements are made
by other characters so that readers can judge the speech’s
influence for themselves.
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Cather Studies 2002

Jo Ann Middleton

Cather scholarship in the past year proves that the work
and the person of Willa Cather remain a rich source of academic
satisfaction and discovery. This year saw the publication of two
volumes of primary sources, a book-length critical study, two
collections of essays, over seventeen chapters and articles, a new
volume in the Nebraska Cather Edition, and a student casebook,
Understanding O Pioneers! and My Antonia (Greenwood) by
Sheryl L. Meyering-all in addition to the scholarship found in the
pages of the Newsletter and Review itself.

Because Cather’s papers and letters cannot be published
until 2017, Janis Stout offers the impatient among us the
next best thing in A Calendar of the Letters of Willa Cather
(Nebraska), which includes summaries of all 1800 Cather letters
currently known to Stout, arranged in chronological order. This
important collection includes a biographical directory and a list
of repositories. Willa Cather Remembered (Nebraska) marks the
completion by Sharon Hoover of the two-book project planned by
L. Brent Bohlke before his untimely death. Willa Cather in Person
(1986) offered the ways in which Cather presented herself to the
public through interviews, speeches and published letters; this
book, revealing a more personal and private Cather as colleague,
novelist, aunt, friend, is drawn from newspapers, journals, books,
and previously unpublished personal recollections. This volume is
a fitting tribute to Cather and to the legacy of a gifted scholar, L.
Brent Bohlke.

The eagerly-awaited sixth volume in the Nebraska
Cather Edition, The Professor’s House (Nebraska) lives up to its
predecessors. We have come to expect the highest standards of
scholarship and meticulous attention to detail in this series, and
here again we find them. Photographs tying the text to Cather’s life
are included, and Cather biographer and editor James Woodress
provides the engrossing historical essay that locates the novel in
its own time and Cather’s career. Comprehensive explanatory
notes by Woodress and Kari A Ronning and textual editing by
Frederick M. Link make this a valuable resource for scholars. This
beautiful book makes us anxious for Shadows on the Rock. Steven
Trout’s Memorial Fictions: Willa Cather and the First World War
(Nebraska), places One of Ours and The Professor’s House solidly
within the canon of World War I literature. In a thorough and
extensive analysis, Trout identifies the modernist attributes of One
of Ours and then reads The Professor’s House as an extension of
the earlier novel, in which World War I is “the thing not named.”
The book also contains a dozen illustrations as well as helpful
notes.

Willa Cather and the American Southwest (Nebraska),
eds. John N. Swift and Joseph R. Urgo, collects thirteen papers
first presented at the Willa Cather Symposium on Mesa Verde in
October 1999. In “Unwrapping the Mummy: Cather’s Mother
Eve and the Business of Desire” (13-21), John N. Swift argues
that the need to make Mother Eve “something other than what
she is” arises from a cultural system that signifies and envelops
the female in ways that serve masculine interests. Ann Fisher-
Wirth identifies our tendency to idealize peoples about whom we
know very little, by considering Anasazi cannibalism and Cather’s
anti-Semitic portrayal of Louis Marcellus as examples of our

predicament in reading through the varied lenses. of history,
in “Anasazi Cannibalism: Eating Eden” (22-30). Matthias
Schubnell provides an historical context for German collector
Fechtig’s role in The Professor’s House in “From Mesa Verde
to Germany: The Appropriation of Indian Artifacts as Part of
Willa Cather’s Cultural Critique in The Professor’s House”
(31-42). In “Fear of a Queer Mesa?: Faith, Friendship, and
National Sexuality in ‘“Tom Outland’s Story’” (43-54), Marilee
Lindemann contends that Teddy Roosevelt’s pronouncements
on the virtues of the morally and physically “strenuous” life
occasion Tom’s “homosexual panic” when he returns to the
Blue Mesa from Washington. Cather’s own spiritual journey
informs John J. Murphy’s “Holy Cities, Poor Savages, and
the Science Culture: Positioning The Professor’s House” (55-
68), in which he reads her two Anasazi-inspired novels (The
Professor’s House and The Song of the Lark) in the context of
her travels to France and in relation to her career as a whole.
In “The Experience of Meaning in The Professor’s House”
(71-79), Richard H. Millington asks what would happen if we
look at the “meaning-structure” of the Professor’s life; he finds
a pattern of meaning that defines the emergence of meaning
in both the domestic scenes and that is confirmed by “Tom
Outland’s Story.”

Companion essays by Merrill Maguire Skaggs
(“/Cather and the Father of History” [80-88]) and Tom
Quirk (“Twain and Cather, Once Again” [89-93]) engage
in conversation about the “conversation” between Cather
and Mark Twain. Skaggs traces the line of succession,
mutual interests and exchanges between the two writers so
compellingly that Quirk sees here a convincing explanation of
why Cather thought of herself as a western writer within the
American literary tradition. Mary Chinery in “Willa Cather
and the Santos Tradition in Death Comes for the Archbishop”
(97-107) offers the retablos and bultos of the santos tradition
as an embodiment of the convergence of Indian and Hispanic
cultures which Cather consciously integrated into Death Comes
for the Archbishop as a reflection of the modern response to folk
art rooted in pre-Christian spirituality. Proposing that Cather’s
“understanding of culture underwent numerous changes in
response to her readings in archeology and anthropology and
to her personal encounters,” Christopher Schedler focuses
on the interaction of cultures in the American Southwest
in “Writing Culture; Willa Cather’s Southwest” (108-124).
Manuel Broncano reads Cather beside Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless
Me, Ultima (1972) to show that despite their “cultural, racial
and ideological differences,” Cather and Anaya are kindred
artists who share a “‘magical perspective on reality and a
profound indebtedness to the aesthetics of the grotesque” in
“Landscapes of the Magical: Cather’s and Anaya’s Explorations
of the Southwest” (124-135). Describing Cather’s Archbishop
and Faulkner’s Isaac McCaslin as men who “wrestle with
the fundamental American dilemma of how to contemplate
difference,” Joseph R. Urgo suggests the product of a cultural
variety that does not interfere with capitalism is an “American
form of indifference” and links late-century concepts with
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Cather’s sense that multiculturalism is “the product of a universal
longing for nativity” in “Multiculturalism as Nostalgia in Cather,
Faulkner, and U.S. Culture” (136-149). »

Willa Cather and the Culture of Belief (BYU Press), ed.
John J. Murphy, represents an effort to encourage exploration
of the “religious values, the pursuit of moral order, the mystery
of the universe and human destiny [that] give Cather’s fiction
universal dimension.” Charles A. Peek begins this collection
of essays with a homily, “Cycles of Retribution and Dreams of
Grace” (1-5), in which he uses quilts and Joseph’s many-colored
coats to illustrate Cather’s understanding of our need for kinship.
Janis P. Stout counters in “Faith Statements and Nonstatements
in Willa Cather’s Personal Letters™ (7-27) that although her
letters show Cather responded to the aesthetic experience of
religion as well as to its moral and cultural associations, she had
“an essentially secular and skeptical mind.” Kari A. Ronning
reads “A Death in the Desert” as a rejection of Christian
fundamentalism in “The Jumping-Off Place: Facing Death in ‘A
Death in the Desert’” (29-39); Matthias Schubnell sees Ivar as a
model for an environment ethic grounded in faith and links him
to fourth century Christian desert saints in “Religion and Ecology
on the Divide: Ivar’s Monasticism in O Pioneers!” (41-49); -
Steven B. Shively notes the three times in My Antonia Cather
uses the image of the lamb to underscore her notions of sacrifice
and redemption in “My Antonia and the Parables of Sacrifice”
(51-62). Ann Moseley surveys the development of Romanesque
and Gothic architecture as perfections of natural landscapes in
“The Religious Architecture of The Professor’s House and Death
Comes for the Archbishop” (63-80); for Cather, both landscape
and architecture are intimately associated with creation and
redemption. In ““Why Must I Die Like This?’: ‘Last Things’
in My Mortal Enemy” (81-99), I suggest that we focus on the
mortal in the title to find the fundamental truths Cather probed
in the novel: Myra’s sins, her fear of dying, and her terror at the
expectation of encountering God in judgment.

Merrill Maguire Skaggs clearly places Cather within
the American philosophical tradition in “Death Comes for the
Archbishop: Willa Cather’s Varieties of Religious Experience”
(101-121); by juxtaposing passages from Death Comes for
the Archbishop with passages from William James, Skaggs
demonstrates how Cather wrote her narrative within the
guidelines James established in Varieties of Réligious Experience.
Patrick K. Dooley connects Bishop Latour’s superior eyesight
to Jamesian pragmatism, thereby suiting him to episcopal office
in “Philosophical Pragmatism and Theological Temperament:
The Religious and the Miraculous in Death Comes for the
Archbishop” (123-137), and Charles W. Mignon, in “Willa
Cather’s Archbishop: The Legible Forms of Spirituality” (140-
166), demonstrates the effects of the complex connection between
words and image by a careful and fascinating discussion of the
illustrations in the 1929 edition of Archbishop. Evelyn I. Funda
finds that the nearly thirty discrete narratives Cather includes in
Shadows on the Rock combine to produce a-work in which the act
of storytelling becomes a process of negotiation and reciprocity
that “can lead individuals from isolation to involvement . . .
ultimately to community, and frequently to transcendence” in
“New World Epiphany Stories: Transformation and Community'
Building in Shadows on the Rock” (169-201). John J. Murphy’s
“Building the House of Faith; ‘Hard Punishments,’ the Plan and
the Fragment” (203-227) provides the background to Cather’s

Avignon story, offers an expert analysis of the extant fragments,
and illuminates Cather’s long and perceptive interest in things
theological. Marilyn Arnold discusses “Eleanor’s House” and
“Behind the Singer Tower” and concludes this collection by
urging us to read Cather’s fiction for its spiritual power, for

the characters” humanity and Christian charity, for her sense of
reverence in “Willa Cather After All” (229-237).

An impressive number of imaginatively creative lenses
offered new ways into Cather’s work. In “The Law of the Heart:
Emotional Injury and Its Fictions,” Jennifer Travis considers A
Lost Lady in the light of “criminal conversation,” a tort meant
to redress the apparent loss of reputation that comes with the
“conversation” of those who may learn of and gossip about a
spouse’s “crime.” For Cather, the social landscape of post-Civil
War America provides an acute occasion to explore the emotional
authority of men; A Lost Lady and its cultural framework offer
a sustained example of how such authority invokes and shapes
the injured psyche, casting it as a valid subject for protection,
recognition, and, quite often, recompense, pp. 124-140 in
Boys Don’t Cry?: Rethinking Narratives of Masculinity and
Emotion in the U.S. (Columbia) ed. Milette Shamir and Jennifer
Travis. Christopher Nealon’s Foundling: Lesbian and Gay
Historical Emotion before Stonewall (Duke, 2001) introduces
“foundling”—a term for queer disaffiliation from and desire for
family, nation and history—and posits his thesis that the history
of gays and lesbians reveals a constant movement between the
opposing poles of inversion (the soul of one gender trapped in
the body of another) and ethnic (distinct and collective culture
among gay men and lesbians), not a linear progress from one to
the other. Nealon asserts that Cather projects a gender inversion
that can be understood only as “a relationship to history, usually
a nostalgic and primitive one, occasionally a ‘new’ one, but a
relationship significant at every turn for being out of step with
modernity.” The way Cather shuns “the modernity of nation
(mobs) in favor of ethnicized, embodied ‘number’ and family in
favor of its runaways, confronts a question haunting our much
later generation: what sodality or affiliation will give sense to
late modernity, scene of clamoring nationalism and mutating
family structures?”” Cather’s insistence that the “real life” is to
be found on bodies and in voices, not in “social units,” offers a
“startling and strangely exhilarating discovery, which is just how
far the allegory of history-as-body, as morphology, can go before
it collapses” (pp. 61-97). A related essay, Deborah T. Meem’s
“Teaching ‘Paul’s Case’ as a Gay Text” (ESTSF 3:1, 20-28)
offers a careful and detailed discussion of a proactive teaching
approach to guide students toward the reading of “Paul’s Case” as
a piece of gay literature.

Karen A. Hoffman explains that My Antonia offers a
conception of identity that is far more complex than some critics
have claimed, with a particularly complex case of crossings that
can be read not so much as a desire to be a man as a resistance
to restrictive categories of gender that would lock her into a
feminine position in “Identity Crossings and the Autobiographical
Act in Willa Cather’s My Antonia” (ArQ 58:4, 25-50). Through
Jim Burden’s fictive act of writing, Cather draws attention to
the autobiographical act as an ongoing performance of identity
at the time of composition and underscores the performativity
of identity to suggest a circulation of power among male and
female subjects that is in keeping with feminist goals. Douglas
W. Werden considers O Pioneers! in relation to the gender role
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redefinitions of Cather’s adult life to discover a work that is not
primarily about homesteading pioneers, but rather two women

who are pioneers in crossing socially constructed gender barriers
in “She Had Never Humbled Herself: Alexandra Bergson and
Maria Shabata as the ‘Real’ Pioneers of O Pioneers!” (GPQ 22:

3, 199-215). By reenvisioning “pioneers” as women who break
down society’s gender barriers, Cather subtly establishes feminist
concerns at the heart of the novel, undermines the discursive power
of male writers over American mythology, and transfers this power
to a less aggressive female discourse.

In The Word Rides Again: Rereading the Frontier in
American Fiction (Ohio), J. David Stevens proposes that the biases
and events of Death Comes for the Archbishop can be understood
as a whole if the book is read as a thematically straightforward,
if slightly amended, version of the popular frontier novel, and
argues that the connections between Cather’s book and popular
western writing are both profound and pervasive. Like the cowboy
protagonists of Cooper, Wister and Zane Grey, who also celebrated
the splendor of the Western terrain, Cather’s Archbishop must
choose between two moral imperatives to achieve what he sees as
a just peace by the story’s end (pp. 134-153). Audrey Goodman
examines the basis of Cather’s “Success” with both Great Plains
and Southwestern landscapes and considers how this success
has become intertwined with the author’s narrative experiments,
popularity, and critical status (pp. 137-164) in Translating
Southwestern Landscapes: The Making of an Anglo Literary
Region (Arizona). Cather develops a new landscape convention
out of the interplay of external and internal conditions in Nebraska
- producing gaps between the interior and the exterior and posing
the question of whether those gaps can be transcended through
the senses or the imagination. In “The Open Window: Domestic
Landscapes in Willa Cather’s My Antonia and Sapphira and the
Slave Girl” (AmS 43:2, 103-22) Diane D. Quantic draws on My
Antonia and Sapphira and the Slave Girl to explore Cather’s
depictions of “domestic landscapes,” a term that describes Cather’s
deliberately ordered places, especially the built structures that
counter the apparent formlessness of “natural space.” Noting that
women’s relationships to the physical and social space around
them reveals complex environments in which the women attempt
to control the domestic space that they inhabit, she points out how
“a dwelling creates a place in a space that has no clear or marked
boundaries; the dwelling exists in a context (landscape); the spatial
arrangement of the built environment affects the social structure of
the community.”

Marion Fay traces the personal, philosophical and
literary considerations that underlie Cather’s musical references
in “Making Her Work Her Life: Music in Willa Cather’s Fiction,”
pp- 23-46 in Literature and Music (Rodopi), ed. Michael ] Meyer,
to reveal that one of Cather’s primary reasons for using music
in her fiction was to advance the quasi-philosophical belief that
the single-minded dedication that artistic achievement demands
inevitably involves a personal sacrifice that isolates or estranges
the artist from others. Cather’s prescription for “complete self-
abnegation” may not be possible to realize just as Platonic ideal
Forms remain unobtainable. In “Singing an American Song:
Toquevillian Reflections on Willa Cather’s The Song of the

Lark (pp. 73-86 in Seers and Judges: American Literature as
Political Philosophy (Lexington Books), ed. Christine Dunn
Henderson), Christine Dunn Henderson contrasts Cather’s
criticisms of democratic individualism in The Song of the
Lark with Toqueville’s; he emphasizes its harmful effects on
American politics, while she subtly draws our attention to
individualism’s deleterious effects upon human relationships.

For Ludwig Detinger, Cather’s oeuvre presents
America as a multilingual, multiracial, multiethnic,
and multiregional nation that captures the New World’s
interrelations with the Old and anticipates post-colonial
discourse by critiquing any form of cultural dominance (pp.
253-65 in “The Pluralist Vision of Willa Cather.” American
Vistas and Beyond: A Festschrift for Roland Hagenbiichle
(Wissenschaftlicher Verlag), eds. Marietta Messmer and Josef
Raab. Heidi N. Sjostrom contends that if Cather’s Nebraska
novels have any political effect, it is in showing that a pluralistic
society of travelers from different landscapes can succeed,
and argues that as the characters in My Antonia travel away
from the Nebraska prairie, either permanently or for a time,
they come to value the prairie’s spirit in a new way as they
contrast it with the city in “Willa Cather’s Nebraska Prairie:
Remembering the Spirit of its Land and People,” pp. 197-211 in
Issues in Travel Writing: Empire, Spectacle, and Displacement
(Peter Lang) ed. Kristi Siegel. Terrrell L.Tebbetts argues that
a simplistic polarity between city and country values leads to
an inaccurate reading of “Neighbour Rosicky” in his essay
“‘Throwing Down the Idol: An Iconoclastic View of ‘Neighbour
Rosicky” (PhilR 28:1, 31-42) and asserts that a careful reading
of the story shows that, while endorsing the values Rosicky
associates with agrarian life, Cather suggests that those values
are in fact independent of place. In doing so, the story takes
an independent, nuanced stand outside the polarized social
movements of its time and demonstrates Cather’s modernist,
“essentialist” view of human nature.

Drawing on the popularity of the tourist Indian-detour
of Cather’s time, Caroline M. Woidat, in “The Indian-detour in
Willa Cather’s Southwestern Novels” (TCL 48:1, 22-50), reads
her three Southwestern novels as “a trilogy that offers such a
retreat to the past, not as veritable escapes, but as detours that
must return us to present realities.” Cather’s experience of the
Southwest was shaped by her identity as an outsider and her
willingness to “go native” by vicariously living as both cowboy
and Indian and mirrors the complex and often contradictory
desires of Americans in confronting racial difference and
the legacy of a'pre-Columbian past. In “Slavery as Illness:
Medicine in Willa Cather’s Sapphira and the Slave Girl”(SoQ
40:4, 68-82), Nancy Chinn proposes that her use of medicine
and illness in Sapphira points to the complexity of the world
she was writing about—its ambiguities and her own ambivalence
toward her native state and its history, noting that “the novel
itself becomes medicine—sometimes it is hard to swallow
but still necessary in the America of the 1940s as well as the
twenty-first century.”

Jeff Webb makes a compelling case for My Antonia
as a modernist novel in “Modernist Memory; or, The Being of
Americans” (Criticism 44:3, 227-47), arguing that Jim’s attitude
towards representation which recalls Freud’s “contemporary
experience” is typical of the style of more overtly modernist
works like Hart Crane’s The Bridge (1930), Paul Strand’s
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& EDUCATIONAL FOUNDATION
(The Willa Cather Society)
Founded 1955 by Mildred Bennett

Mrs. Bennett and seven other founding
members of the Board of Govenors
defined the Foundation’s mission,
which has evolved into these

AIMS OF THE WCPM
* To promote and assist in the development and
preservation
of the art, literary, and historical collection relating to the
life, time, and work of Willa Cather, in association with

The Nebraska State Historical Society.

To cooperate with the Nebraska State Historical Society
in continuing to identify, restore to their original
condition, and preserve places made famous
by the writing of Willa Cather.

To provide for Willa Cather a living memorial,
through the Foundation, by encouraging
and assisting scholarship in the field of the humanities.

To perpetuate an interest throughout the world
in the work of Willa Cather.

BOARD OF GOVERNORS
Virgil Albertini Bruce P. Baker II
Ann Billesbach Laurie Smith Camp
Don E. Connors Sally Desmond

James L. Fitzgibbon David B. Garwood
Jane Renner Hood Ron Hull
Ruth H. Keene Mellanee Kvasnicka
Gary L.. Meyer Fritz Mountford
John J. Murphy Charles Peck
David Porter Ann Romines
Susan Rosowski Rhonda Seacrest
Steve Shively Merrill M. Skaggs
John N. Swift Robert Thacker
Gary W. Thompson Joseph R. Urgo
Marcella Van Meter Lu Williams
Dee Yost John A Yost
ADVISORY BOARD
Robert E. Knoll Catherine Cather Lowell
Dale McDole Miriam Mountford t
Nancy S. Picchi Helen Cather Southwick
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Betty Kort









