








REVISITING

(Continued)

where it percolated for nearly two decades indicates a process
more in tune with the author’s known practice.

Scholars have shown that Cather’s creative process was
marked by varied reading and strong use of memory. About the
author’s early reading experience James Woodress writes, “She
wanted to read about life, about characters who were in the
midst of struggle. She did not pay any attention to style or form.
She wanted color;
she wanted to be ™
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been strengthened
by its sympathetic
resonance in
Cather’s mind with
the Louisville
incident. While the
1907 incident in
Quebec provides the immediate source for Alexander’s Bridge,
another, perhaps ultimate, source for the novel’s climax is
headlined on the front page of the December 16, 1893 Nebraska
State Journal.

Recognition of more than one source for the novel’s
plot restores a notable degree of complexity to a work that too
many for too long have facilely rejected as apprentice work.
This complexity is reinforced when we shift our focus from plot
to character. As Cather herself insisted, the characters in

have beenl recovered.
be dead-are: E
 LRSTRIt GARLOCK.
.]‘H\\]\MU[L‘R N .
CCHARLES MURPELY, lhmagn died at

- »

lllustration 2: The story of the Louisville
bridge collapse was featured prominently in
the upper right corner of The Nebraska State
Journal’s front page.

Alexander’s Bridge also arise from a multiplicity of sources. In
1912 the author told The New York Sun that Bartley Alexander
manifests an amalgamation “of the characteristics which I have
noticed in a dozen architects, engineers and inventors™; she said
that Alexander’s lover, Hilda Burgoyne, is certainly not real-life
actress Hilda Trevelyan, but a character given “certain qualities
which I have found oftener in English actresses than in our own”
(6). In addition to unearthing possibilities among contemporary
stage actresses, scholars will find rich source material for this
character within Cather’s prolific drama criticism from the early
1890’s, in which she intimately explores the lives of numerous
actresses and soubrettes.

Furthermore, as we begin to discern how deeply
Alexander’s Bridge is rooted in Cather’s Nebraska years, we will
come to reconfigure our approaches to her early work. A
purported breakthrough from Willa Cather’s first novel to her
later novels, for example, deserves reexamination. The quantum
leap in Cather’s writing craft that some assume to exist between
Alexander’s Bridge and O Pioneers! may turn out to be a rather
small hop. By acknowledging the multiplicity of sources and the
gestative depth that suffuse Cather’s first novel, we begin to
appreciate that an intricately rich creative process is at work
from the outset of the novelist’s career.

Notes
U]t is likely that there were several sources for the novel. For instance, Elizabeth
Ammons cites a story that appeared in McClure’s in 1907 as a catalyst. Even
though plot correlations are much stronger for the Quebec and Louisville events,
Ammons claims that Viola Roseboro’s “The Mistaken Man” may have sparked
Cather’s story because “the two are so close in basic outline” (753). Since
Roseboro and Cather not only were on staff at McClure’s at the time but also
remained friends long after Cather left the magazine, Cather almost certainly was
conversant with Roseboro’s tale (It directly follows the fourth installment of
Cather’s exposé on Mary Baker Eddy in the April issue of McClure’s). Even so,
links through plot elements between “The Mistaken Man” and Alexander’s
Bridge are tenuous at best. Roseboro’s story: ten years after the bridge over
Tolleytown Creek is built, a train carrying a group of Sunday School children
crashes in flames when the span fails. The only death by drowning involves the
railroad president, instigator of the cheap construction practices that lead to the
bridge failure, and he drowns in his own bathtub years after the accident (630,
634-35).
*The December 17, 1893, edition of The Nebraska State Journal includes a
truncated version of the follow-up article that appeared the same day in The New
York Times. Both versions state that there will be “a rigid investigation of the

bridge disaster” (“The Louisville Disaster,” “Needs to Be Investigated”).
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POOR CALIBAN

(Continued)

indisputably domineering mother, identified in the last section of
the novel as the gentle daughter of Rachel Blake but also, we
know, a model for the harsh Sapphira. Apparently speaking in
her own voice, Cather recalls that when she was a small child
her mother had sung her to sleep with a song about Nancy:

Down by de cane-brake, close by de mill,
Dar lived a yaller gal, her name was Nancy Till.

Yet we cannot imagine Cather’s mother speaking or singing in
the heavily marked and racially stigmatized dialect in which the
two lines of the song are represented. The rendition of the lines
in heavy dialect is particularly puzzling since, as the actual
“minstrel song of unknown origin said to be a favorite Ethiopian
melody”—that is a song that pre-existed the novel—is quoted by
March (218-19), it is in standard English."! Claiming to invoke
the presence of her mother singing about Nancy Till while she
herself again lies in bed, Cather instead invokes a female version
of Caliban.

We recall that speech and music were linked in Cather’s
accounts of Julio in 1912—Spanish was a “beautiful” speech.
The idea of beautiful-—or at any rate elevated, hence literary—
speech returns in Sapphira, but in a far more ambiguous form.
Nancy’s speech after her return from Canada has become correct
and has taken on “charm” and “distinctness,” but to the child’s
ear it lacks a “friendly” or “right and easy” quality (284).
Stigmatized before her departure by her heavily racialized
dialect, a “seeming vile” speech much like that in the two lines
of the song, Nancy is stigmatized after her return by the
opposite, a polished speech that in effect both de-regionalizes
and de-racializes her. The female Caliban, it seems, has no
options that will gain full acceptability among her white
patrons—who in fact continue to assign her a second table at
meals (286).

(6) Last, by means of a set of handwritten extracts
made by E. K. Brown, a letter written by Cather to her niece
Helen Cather Southwick, dated February 12, 1944, recounts an
incident that had occurred in the early 1930s, shortly after
Cather met Yehudi Menuhin and his family.”? Cather had been
invited to the Menuhins’ apartment for an afternoon gathering at
which, she knew, the celebrated African American actor and
singer Paul Robeson would be present. Crossing Central Park
on her way to the event, she found herself wondering if she was
going to feel the effects of her southernness—that is, the effects
of the racial divide—but found that once she came into
Robeson’s presence all she thought about was his greatness.. His
speech, she added, was beautiful to hear. Once again the
“seeming vile” Caliban, whose presence threatened to make her
feel “southern,” or beset by race hostility, becomes instead the
bearer of beauty, a man whose speech resembles music, a man
who indeed was famous both for speech (his acting) and for
making music.

The letter relating Cather’s meeting with Paul Robeson
was written several years after the publication of Sapphira and
the Slave Girl, a book in which she felt “southern” indeed, but

the experience it recounts actually occurred before the writing of
that southern, and profoundly racialized, novel. There, Nancy
Till, is stigmatized by crudely distorted speech and a “foolish,
dreamy, nigger side” to her otherwise industrious character. It is
that side of her that gets her into trouble—trouble of a very
sexual nature indeed. Yet after Nancy goes away to the North,
she returns as a woman of dignity and grace and with proper
speech—the attraction that Cather particularly noted in Robeson.
At this late point in her life, then, both in Sapphira and in the
remarkable letter written in 1944, Cather again associated the
racial other with musical speech and with song. In the case of
the song about Nancy Till, she was recalling an actual song from
the racially divided South. One wonders whether the
conflictedness of Cather’s racial feelings was there from the
start, from her early childhood, in the song about a racial other
sung by her mother—the mother who was herself a center of
deep emotional conflict throughout Cather’s life.

Notes

"These are available at the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center,
University of Texas.
2 Giannone repeatedly alludes to Cather’s regard for music as a bridge to the soul
or spirituality and as a vehicle for the expression of profound emotion.
3 The School of Caliban is usefully summarized in José David Saldivar’s The
Dialectics of Our America (1991), a title that carries considerable resonance for
Cather scholars from its anticipation of the title of Walter Benn Michaels’s Our
America (1995). But if we move back in time from Saldfvar’s 1991 book to
1977, we find Our America used as the title of a posthumous compilation of the
writings of José Marti about the struggle for freedom in Cuba, and thus return to
the voice of the subaltern and to the Caribbean—the world of the Tempest. See
also Greenblatt, Barker and Hulme, and Zabus.
4 Cather herself seems to have perceived “Paradox™ as being one of her more
significant efforts in verse. It reappears in the second edition of April Twilights,
twenty years later, from which she withdrew thirteen of the original poems, and
reappeared again in the 1937 edition, from which she withdrew two others.
The 1912 letters are at the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York, with copies
also at the University of Virginia. For the most part I will be closely following
the wording in Calendar, entries 224, 228, 229, and 236, but for some details I
will move beyond these brief summaries to the original documents themselves.
¢ A great deal more could be said about race in The Song of the Lark, especially
the privileging of whiteness at the Mexican dance.
71t is, of course, entirely in keeping with common usage—sanctioned, as a
matter of fact, by law, in the so-called “one-drop” rule—that though a mulatto,
D’ Amault would be labeled a negro.
8 We should bear in mind that My Antonia was written at a time when lynchings
of black men were rampant and that the “reason” for a lynching was commonly
given as a sexual affront toward a white woman.
9 She also sings “Listen to the Mocking-Bird” (1855), one of the most popular
songs of the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which may sound like
a Stephen Foster song but was in fact composed by Philadelphian Septimus
Winner under the pseudonym Alice Hawthorne. Winner was white. Even so,
the song might, in a sense, be called a “negro song,” as Cather refers to Foster’s
music, since it was apparently a tribute to the wondrous whistling of a black
beggar called Whistling Dick, and the sheet music refers to it as a “sentimental”
Ethiopian ballad” (March 435; also web notes at
http://www.mi5th.org/Songs/Listen.htm).
1 The funeral occurs in 1856, but according to March (379) the hymn was not
composed until 1868.
"The song about Nancy Till was sufficiently well known to sustain parody by
folklorist and poet Sterling A. Brown in “Real Mammy Song”:

Down in the canebrake

Close by de mill

Dere lies a culluhd boy

Terrified and still—

a considerably more brutally realistic version of race relations in the South than
Cather’s idealized picture of Nancy’s return and Till’s devotion to the white
family. Brown’s expertise in folklore is evidenced in his having served from
1936 to 1939 as Editor of Negro Affairs for the Federal Writers’ Project (Stuckey

13). The fact that the song Cather partly quotes Continued on page 42.
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# Willa Cather Holiday Gifts %=

Please add the Willa Cather Pioneer Memorial and
Educational Foundation to your holiday gift list. It will be a gift
that will go on giving to the thousands of people who visit Red
Cloud or use the Foundation’s educational resources.

Your tax-deductible contribution to the Willa Cather
Foundation will help support:

* Educational programming for the hundreds of K-12 students
who come to Red Cloud to learn about Willa Cather as part of
their school curriculum;

* Tours for the thousands of visitors from across the United
States and other nations who come to Catherland each year;

» The program series that is offered in the newly restored Red
Cloud Opera House;

» The Spring Festival that features nationally-recognized
scholars on Willa Cather and annually attracts hundreds of
Nebraskans as well as national and international participants;

* Restoration and maintenance of the thirteen historic buildings
related to Willa Cather in Red Cloud that are owned or
maintained by§ the Cather Foundation;

You might want to use your gift to the Willa Cather
Pioneer Memorial and Educational Foundation as an opportunity
to honor someone who loves good literature, to remember a
friend or relative who has died, to celebrate an occasion that is
special to you, or as a very special holiday gift for someone who
is dear to you. Please remember Willa Cather for the holidays!

We Thank You!

The Willa Cather Pioneer Memorial and Educational
Foundation is very grateful to the following individuals and
institutions who have contributed to its work this year to date,
January 1 to October 15, 2003. We thank you for your
generosity and for supporting the Foundation’s work.

[The following is a listing of those contributing to the
Foundation January 1 to October 15, 2003. The listing does not
reflect pledges—only monies received to date (excluding sales).
We are also extremely grateful to those donations under $50.00,
as every donation is important to us. Some donations may
include payment on a pledge or grant this year to date. Those

» Publications and research on Willa Cather.
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of people. All ages shared common culture. Cather particularly
took advantage of the wisdom of all ages in her town. She was
friends of the heart with old and young.

Small towns are not perfect. I don’t want to
romanticize them. . But they do provide people with a moral
universe. Every small town contains within it the entire cast of
Shakespeare. It is inhabited by all the people one needs to know
to explore the human condition.

We both grew up in worlds built by stories told by
people who knew each other. Extended family were often
nearby and old relatives lived with younger ones. Children had
their own relationships with the people in their towns. My
mother told me stories when I accompanied her on house calls.
Cather heard many of the immigrants’ stories. :

Children had more independence and autonomy. They
often did useful work, alone or with family. Communities were
small enough and safe enough to be navigable for children.
Children learned to take care of themselves early as they rode
horses, walked or biked around town. I remember lying in cool
grass telling ghost stories or just watching the Northern Lights
and Milky Way. Cather lived and worked in the heart of her
moral universe.

Books were sacred texts, available, but not so available
‘as to be taken for granted. Both Cather and I read all the time.
Books gave us windows on life in all times and places. Not all
books were hlgh‘quahty I remember Uncle Arthur’s bedtime
stories, where all good children went to heaven and all bad
children died and went to hell. Or the Cherry Ames student
nurse series in which, with each new book, Cherry lived in a
new town and met a new young doctor. But there were also

wonderful books—Beatrix Potter, Nancy Drew, the Dana Sisters,
Dickens, Carroll, Austin and, of course, Cather. Stories in books
required the development of the imagination. Images, scenes,
stories, emotions and values must be built from words on a page.
And the stories in books were much more complex than any
movie or television show.

When I see children on television shows from the
1950s, I notice their faces are more innocent and less troubled.
They look more trusting and respectful of adults. Their eyes are
clear. Childhood was easier then, and more generative. Now
only a very few children truly have a childhood.

Both Cather and I have experienced anti-Nebraska
prejudice. One critic described Cather’s work as “the trlumph of
art over Nebraska.” Once when I told a host at the 92" Street Y
in New York City that I was from Nebraska, she looked at me
unsmilingly and asked, “Have you considered moving?”

Cather and I have in common that when we were
teenagers we couldn’t wait to leave our small towns and to travel
somewhere faraway and exotic. And from Red Cloud and
Beaver City, every place looked faraway and exotic to us. We
yearned for Paris, New York City and Chicago, important places
with CULTURE. But later we both came to love our home state.
Just as O’Keeffe made us look differently at flowers, Cather
made Nebraska beautiful for the world. :

Willa Cather was lucky to grow up in her time and
place. From Nebraska Cather received her most important
gifts-her deep understanding of people, her love of books and
the natural world, and her creative imagination. Red Cloud may
have been the perfect environment for a young writer. It
produced Cather, after all.
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