











“Most Misspelled Cities in America: It’s Pittsburgh with
an ‘h’” Ed. Laurie Bennett.
ePodunk. July 2001. 6 June 2002.
<http://www.epodunk.com/top 10/misspelled/>.
Porter, David H. “Cather on Cather: Two Early Sketches.”
WCPM N&R 45.3 (Winter/Spring 2002): 55-60.
—. “Cather on Cather II: Two Recent Acquisitions at Drew
University.” WCPM N&R 46.3 (Winter/Spring 2003).
n. 11.
Stout, Janis P., ed. A Calendar of the Letters of Willa
Cather. Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 2002.

=

CATHER ON CATHER Il

(Continued from page 49)

whereas the typescript reveals without question that it is com-
pletely of Cather’s own composition—an interview in form only.
We publish these two pieces here to suggest their considerable
interest and to alert scholars and students to the presence of these
and other valuab%e Cather materials in the Caspersen gift.

3'A Biographical Sketch” (1926)

The Winter/Spring 2002 issue of the Newsletter and
Review contained the texts of two anonymous statements that
Willa Cather wrote about herself, one a brief “Literary Note” pub-
lished in 1903 in connection with April Twilights, the other a more
ambitious biography, “Willa Sibert Cather. The Development of
an American Novelist,” published in 1915 in a brochure promot-
ing The Song of the Lark. While the 1926 Knopf pamphlet is less
of a rarity than these two earlier pieces, both of which are virtu-
ally inaccessible, we transcribe Cather’s “Biographical Sketch”
here so as to make readily available the full cycle of these three
related self-descriptions.' In addition, the Drew typescript of this
sketch gives a fascinating glimpse of Cather’s active involvement
in composing this sort of promotional material. It is quite appar-
ent that Cather herself wrote the two earlier statements; here we
can see her actually doing it.

“A Biographical Sketch”

Although Willa Cather is generally spoken of as a
Western writer, she was born in Virginia, on a farm near
Winchester, and lived there until she was eight years old.

Her ancestors, on both sides, had been Virginia farmers for
three or four generations; they came originally from
England, Ireland, and Alsace. When Willa Cather was eight
years old, her father took his family to Nebraska and bought
a ranch near Red Cloud, a little town on the Burlington
Railroad named for the famous Sioux warrior.

Life on a Nebraska ranch, in those days when the
country was thinly settled, was full of adventure. Farming
was then a secondary matter; the most important occupation
was the feeding of great herds of cattle driven up from Texas,
and most of the great prairie country from the Missouri
River to Denver was still open grazing land. The population
of the country about Red Cloud was largely foreign. Swedes,
Danes, Norwegians, Bohemians, Germans, a few Russians,
and to the north the prosperous French Canadian colony of
St. Anne.

Willa Cather did not go to school. She had a pony
and spent her time riding about the country and getting
acquainted with the neighbors, whose foreign speech and cus-
toms she found intensely interesting. Had she been born in
that community, she doubtless would have taken these things
for granted. But she came to this strange mixture of peoples
and manners from an old conservative society; from the
Valley of Virginia, where the original land grants made in the
reigns of George II and George III had been going down
from father to son ever since, where life was ordered and set-
tled, where the people in good families were born good, and
the poor mountain people were not expected to amount to
much. The movement of life was slow there, but the quality
of it was rich and kindly. There had been no element of
struggle since the Civil War. Foreigners were looked down .
upon, unless they were English or persons of title.

An imaginative child, taken out of this definitely
arranged background, and dropped down among struggling
immigrants from all over the world, naturally found some-
thing to think about. Struggle appeals to a child more than
comfort and picturesqueness, because it is dramatic. No
child with a spark of generosity could have kept from throw-
ing herself heart and soul into the fight these people were
making to master the language, to master the soil, to hold
their land and to get ahead in the world. Those friendships
Willa Cather made as a little girl still count immensely for
her; and she says she could never find time to be bored in
that community where the life of every family was like that of
the Swiss Family Robinson. Lightning and hail and prairie
fires and drouths and blizzards were always threatening to
extinguish this family or that.

All the while that she was racing about over the
country by day, Willa Cather was reading at night. She read
a good many of the English classics aloud to her two grand-
mothers. She learned Latin early and read it easily. Later
her father moved his family into the little town of Red Cloud,
and she went to the high school, but she learned her Latin
from an old English gentleman, who had the enthusiasm of
the true scholar and with whom she used to read even after
she entered the University of Nebraska. She was graduated
from that University at nineteen and spent the next few years
in Pittsburgh* teaching and doing newspaper work. She
chose that city to work in rather than New York because she
had warm personal friends there. These were the years when
she was learning to write, doing all that work and experi-
menting that every writer and painter must do at some time
or other to find and perfect his medium.

But it was only the winters that Miss Cather spent in
Pittsburgh. Every summer she went back to Nebraska and
Colorado and Wyoming. For although she says it was in
these years that she was learning to write, Miss Cather
admits that she spent very little time sitting at a desk. She
was much too restless for that and too much interested in
people, east and west. She believes that there is no use begin-
ning to write until you have lived a good deal, and lived
among all kinds of people. But wherever she went, whatever
ties she formed, she always went back to the plains country.
The first year she spent in Europe she nearly died of home-
sickness for it. “I hung and hung about the wheat country in
central France,” she says, “sniffling when I observed a little
French girl riding on the box between her father’s feet on an
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American mowing machine, until it occurred to me that
maybe if I went home to my own wheat country and my own
father, I might be less lachrymose. It’s a queer thing about®
the flat country—it takes hold of you, or it leaves you per-
fectly cold. A great many people find it dull and monoto-
nous; they like a church steeple, an old mill, a waterfall,
country all touched up and furnished, like a German
Christmas card. I go everywhere, I admire all kinds of coun-
try. I tried to live in France. But when I strike the open
plains, something happens. I’'m home. I breathe differently.
That love of great spaces, of rolling open country like the
sea,—it’s the grand passion of my life. I tried for years to get
over it. I’ve stopped trying. It’s incurable.”

Miss Cather’s first published book was a volume of
verse, “April Twilights” (reissued in 1923 as “April Twilights
and Later Verse””). While she was in Pittsburgh she had been
working from time to time on a collection of short stories. In
1904 she sent the manuscript’ of this volume of stories, enti-
tled “The Troll Garden,” into the publishing house of
McClure-Phillips. The manuscript came under the eye of
that most discerning of American editors, S. S. McClure, who
had already so many discoveries to his credit. He
telegraphed Miss Cather to come to New York at once for a
conference. He published her book, and published several
stories from it in “McClure’s Magazine.” Two of these, “The
Sculptor’s Funeral” and “Paul’s Case,” attracted wide atten-
tion, and for several years imitations of them kept turning up
in the manuscript bags of New York editors.

Two years after he accepted her book of short sto-
ries, S. S. McClure offered Miss Cather a position on his
magazine. She joined the McClure staff in the winter of
1906. Two years later she became managing editor of
McClure’s and held that position for four years. During that
period of editorial work she wrote very little. She traveled a
great deal, in Europe and in the American Southwest,
Arizona and New Mexico. In 1912 she gave up editorial
work and wrote her first novel, “Alexander’s Bridge.” This
was followed by “O Pioneers!” “The Song of the Lark” and
“My Antonia,” “Youth and the Bright Medusa,” “One of
Ours,” “A Lost Lady,” “The Professor’s House,” and “My
Mortal Enemy.” Nearly all of these books have been trans-
lated into various European languages, and Willa Cather has
a rapidly growing European reputation.

As noted in our previous “Cather on Cather,” this 1926
“Biographical Sketch” is only two-thirds as long as her 1915
biography—c. 1200 words as against c¢. 1800. Although it notes
the attention garnered by Cather’s early stories and ends with a
reference to her “growing European reputation,” it is also largely
free of the “puffery” that at times protests too much in the two
earlier versions.* True, the pamphlet’s substantial “English
Opinion” by Alexander Porterfield discusses and praises Cather’s
writings up through The Professor’s House, thus minimizing the
need for self-promotion in her own article. Nonetheless, one
senses in her essay a self-confidence lacking in the earlier
pieces, an awareness that her reputation is now so firmly estab-
lished that she need do little more than list her impressive bibli-
ography, as she does in the final paragraphs.’

Porterfield’s survey of her writing also permits Cather
to devote the bulk of her attention to her Nebraska upbringing—
an emphasis interesting in light of her resistance elsewhere
(including at the start of this very essay) to being type-cast as a
“Western writer,” and further evidence of a heightened self-con-
fidence, a growing comfort with acknowledging her roots and
the part they play in her writing.” She begins by building an
artful counterpoint between her early Virginia years and what she
found in Nebraska: “an old conservative society” against “this
strange mixture of peoples and manners”; the “slow” (albeit
“rich and kindly”) “movement of life” in Virginia against
“adventure” and “struggle” in Nebraska; predictable continuities
there, constant uncertainties here, the latter evoked in a sentence
whose breathless anacoluthon itself contrasts sharply with the
measured cadences of her description of Virginia: “Lightning
and hail and prairie fires and drouths and blizzards were always
threatening to extinguish this family or that.”"'

Not only does the 1926 sketch contain numerous details
of her childhood not present in the earlier statements, but Cather
also goes out of her way to evoke the lasting emotional ties she
feels to the land in which she grew up. She does so especially
through the wonderful passage about the homesickness she expe-
rienced on her first trip to Europe, a passage for which there is
no counterpart in the 1915 statement. And where in that state-
ment she uses direct quotation of herself primarily to talk about
her literary career, here she focuses it on the feelings of her time
abroad:”? ‘“T hung and hung about the wheat country in central
France,” she writes, ‘sniffling when I observed a little French girl
riding on the box between her father’s feet on an American
mowing machine, until it occurred to me that maybe if I went
home to my own wheat country and my own father, I might be
less lachrymose.’”

It is instructive to compare this passage with the
“Barbizon” chapter of Willa Cather in Europe, which contains
Cather’s original account of that first trip, in 1902, to “the wheat
country in central France.” * Here too she dwells at length on

- the details of the country and its people, associating them specif-

ically with the Nebraska she knew as a child and commenting
that they “recalled not a little the country about Campbell and
Bladen” (two towns close to Red Cloud). “To compiete the
resemblance,” she adds, “there stood a reaper of a well-known
American make, very like the one on which I have acted as
supercargo many a time. There was a comfortable little place
where a child might sit happily enough between its father’s feet,
and perhaps if I had waited long enough I might have seen a lit-
tle French girl sitting in that happy sheltered place, the delights
of which I have known so well” (WCE 122). This section, writ-
ten some 24 years earlier, is clearly the source of her 1926
description of the little French girl. Not only has Cather in the
1926 sketch recast this memory as a quotation that she places in
her own mouth, but she also transforms the little French girl she
“might have seen” into one she did see! Even in this short pro-
motional piece, Cather the novelist is clearly at work, using her
imaginative freedom to enhance the emotional power of her
story."

Although the published version of the sketch differs
only in minor details from the corrected typescript now at
Drew," the revisions Cather made before submitting this final
version are revealing. Of particular interest is the care she took
with the close of the section that contains the memory of the lit-
tle girl. In the Caspersen typescript one can see that this para-
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graph originally ended as follows: “‘I go everywhere, I admire
all kinds of country. But when I strike the open plains, some-
thing happens. I'm home. I breathe differently. That love of
great wide spaces, of rolling open country like the sea,- it’s the
grand passion of my life. I tried to go to France to live, I tried
for years and years to get over it. I’ve stopped trying. It’s incur-
able” One can then see Cather working on this passage. A
deleted quotation mark suggests that at one point she thought of
ending the quotation after “I breathe differently.” She crosses
out “wide” in “great wide spaces” and eliminates “and years”
from “for years and years.” She has particular problems with the
phrase about living in France. She adds a comma (“] tried to go
to France, to live”); notes in longhand, then inks through, a
transposition (“I tried to go to live in France”); finally she draws
a line through the whole phrase and writes it by hand, as a sepa-
rate sentence, into an earlier position, where we find it in the
final version: “I go everywhere, I admire all kinds of country. I
tried to live in France. But when I strike the open plains, some-
thing happens. I'm home. 1 breathe differently. That love of
great spaces, of rolling open country like the sea,- it’s the grand
passion of my life. I tried for years to get over it. I've stopped
trying. It’s incurable.” A quick comparison of this final version
with where Cather began suggests the degree to which these sev-
eral modest changes give her corrected typescript a grace and
directness it originally lacked.

The trimming of “wide™ and “and years” is characteris-
tic of what Cather does elsewhere in this short manuscript. Thus
“Struggle is the thing which appeals to a child . . .” becomes
“Struggle appeals to a child . . .”; “after she entered the freshman
class of the State University of Nebraska” becomes “after she
entered the University of Nebraska”; and before the sentence
that begins “Later her father moved his family . . .” Cather has
crossed out “When she was old enoughto....” Slightin
themselves, these and other such changes help give the 1926
sketch a spare eloquence that contrasts sharply with the relative
wordiness of the 1915 “Development of An American Novelist”
—a contrast comparable to that between the language of the
chronologically proximate Song of the Lark and Professor’s
House. Albeit in microcosm, we can see at work in Cather’s
revisions of this typescript the same quest for balance and econ-
omy, the same ear for rhythm, that were creating the classic lan-
guage of the novels of the mid-1920s. )

Finally, it is worth noting that Cather not only took seriously
the writing of her portion of the 1926 Knopf pamphlet but also
felt comfortable referring people to it for information about her-
self. When in 1929 a correspondent requests biographical infor-
mation in connection with an article he is writing on her novels,
she sends him a copy of the pamphlet (Stout #988).

A Willa Cather “Interview” (1926)

If the first Caspersen typescript gives documentary
proof of something long understood by Cather scholars—that
Cather herself wrote the “Biographical Sketch” for the 1926
Knopf booklet—the second gives similar proof of something not
previously known—that a short “interview” with Cather, origi-
nally published in the Nebraska State Journal and reprinted in L.
Brent Bohlke’s Willa Cather in Person," is not a real interview
at all but an autobiographical fiction created by Cather herself.
The occasional handwritten corrections in the manuscript are
clearly Cather’s, and a quick comparison of the typing'® with that
of the 1926 sketch confirms that only she can have written it—
both her own words and those of her interlocutor! The

Caspersen manuscript thus answers the questions Bohlke raises
as to the origins of this interview, though we still do not know
how it got from Cather’s desk to the Nebraska State Journal,
where it appeared on September 5, 1926.” A short note
appended to the typescript, written in pencil and in a different
hand (and missing from previously published versions), is also
revealing, for it clearly suggests that Cather wrote this brief
piece—like the 1926 sketch—for promotional purposes.
[Untitled}*

Interviewed at the Grand Central Station where she
was waiting for a train one hot July day, Willa Cather said:

“Yes, I’m going out of town, - it’s rather evident. No, not
West this time. I have just come back from three months in
New Mexico. Now I’m going up into New England.”” #

“What part of New England?”

“Oh, several places! Mr. Knopf and Mr. Reynolds will
always have my address, if you should wish to reach me
about something important. Seriously, ’'m going away to
work and don’t want to be bothered.”

“But this is vacation time.”

“I’ve just had a long vacation in New Mexico. I need a
rest from resting.” :

“Are you beginning a new novel?”

“No, I’m in the middle of one.”

“When will it be published?”

“The book? About a year from now. The serial publica-
tion will begin sometime this winter. I want to finish the
manuscript by the middle of February and get abroad in the
early spring.”’ »

“I suppose, Miss Cather, it’s no use to ask you for the
title. You told me several years ago that you never
announced the title of a new book until it was completed.”

“Did I tell you that? Well, this time I’ll make an excep-
tion. I don’t like to get into a rut about anything.? I call this
book ‘Death Comes for the Archbishop’.”

“And the scene?”

“QOh, that remains to be seen! My train is called.”

“One general question on the way down, please. What do
you consider the greatest obstacle American writers have to
overcome?”

“Well, what do other writers tell you?”

“Some say commercialism, and some say Prohibition.”

“I don’t exactly agree with either. I should say it was the
lecture-bug. In this country a writer has to hide and lie and
almost steal in order to get time to work in, - and peace of
mind to work with. Besides, lecturing is very dangerous for
writers. If we lecture, we get a little more owlish and self-
satisfied all the time. We hate it at first, if we are decently
modest, but in the end we fall in love with the sound of our
own voice. There is something insidious about it, destructive
to ones [sic] finer feelings. All human beings, apparently,
like to speak in public. The timid man becomes bold, the
man who has never had an opinion about anything becomes
chock full of them the monent [sic] he faces an audience. A
woman, alas, becomes even fuller! Really, I’ve seen people’s
reality quite destroyed by the habit of putting on a rostrum
front. It’s especially destructive to writers, ever so much
worse than alcohol, takes their edge off.”

“But why, why?” :

“Certainly, I can’t tell you now. He’s calling ‘all aboard’.
Try it out yourself; go lecture to a Sunday School or a class
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of helpless infants somewhere, and you’ll see how puffed-up
and important you begin to feel. You’ll want to do it right
over again. But don’t! Goodbye.”
Appended note, handwritten, by someone other than

Willa Cather:*

Miss Cather’s most recent published work is “the
[sic] Professor’s House”, which turned out to be a national
bestseller. Mr. Knopf, her publisher, announces a short
novel, “My Mortal Enemy” by Miss Cather, for October.

The addendum locates the composition of this “inter-
view” to the period between September 4, 1925, and October
20, 1926, the respective publication dates for The Professor’s
House and My Mortal Enemy. In addition, one assumes its com-
position must fall sometime close to the
“dramatic date” implicit in the interview
itself—a hot day in July 1926, “about a
year” before the publication of Death
Comes for the Archbishop, and with
serial publication of that novel to begin
“this winter” (serial publication of DCA
began in January 1927, and the book

itself appeared on September 2, 1927).%
Though even less self-promot-

ing than the roughly contemporaneous
1926 “Biographical Sketch,” the “inter-
view” shares with that piece Cather’s
obvious comfort with her growing fame,
and by its very form it obviously carries
to new lengths her habit of putting
words into her own mouth! That this
piece has hitherto been taken for an
actual interview is a delightful twist—
testimony to Cather’s skill in catching
the tone and character of this sort of
hasty conversation with a famous author. ;
And that its promotional purpose has become apparent only
through the appended note suggests the degree to which Cather
could write promotional copy that has historical value—as,
indeed, in the case of her 1903, 1915, and 1926 biographical
sketches.

But whereas these three sketches are fascinating above
all for the insights they give into Cather’s view of herself at three
stages of her evolving career, this “interview” can stand by itself
as a witty mini-drama replete with its own setting, plot, and
vividly realized characters and dialogue. Its polish is the more

“remarkable in that the paucity of corrections in the typescript,
and the presence of two uncorrected typos, suggest that it was
quickly composed—a candid snapshot rather than a carefully
posed self-portrait. Cather’s keen ear is again apparent, this
time in her deft evocation of her own voice—jaunty, insouciant,
self-assured. A change she makes at the end underscores her
effort to capture her crispness of speech-—as well as to enhance
the urgency of the conductor’s “All aboard!” a few lines earlier.
Her conclusion originally ran as follows: “You’ll want to do it
right over again; your mind will bubble with platitudes.
Goodbye.” In the typescript she has inked through the second
clause and replaced it with a sharp admonition: “You’ll want to
do it right over again. But don’t! Goodbye.” * The only other

substantial change noted in the typescript is of the same ilk. The
passage about the “lecture-bug” originally read, “In this country
a writer can get on at all only by being rude to womens [sic]
clubs and colleges. He, her, she, has to hide and lie . . . 7
Cather has inked out from “can get on” through the obviously
tentative “He, her, she,” a change that both makes for economy
of language and also again captures her own blunt manner:* “In
this country a writer has to hide and lie and almost steal in order
to get time to work in, - and peace of mind to work with.”
Finding “time to work in, - and peace of mind to work with,”
was close to Cather’s heart in 1926. Although more comfortable
with the public than in the past, more ready to “enjoy her fate as
a leading American novelist” (Sergeant 195), she still resisted
the potential threat to her writing. “As she became more widely
known, as her books became celebrated,” comments Edith
Lewis, “the demands on her time and strength of course greatly
increased. The luxury she prized above all others was freedom;
and she now found her freedom hampered
at every turn . . .. She was, of course, con-
tinually pressed to give interviews, to give
lectures, to join societies, to work for chari-
ties—all the clutter of irrelevant activities
that obstruct the life of any artist who
becomes famous” ¥ (Lewis 136).
Prominent among this “clutter of
irrelevant activities” was the “lecture-bug.”
In late 1921 Cather gave several speeches
in Nebraska, and in 1922 she delivered a
series of lectures at the Bread Loaf School
in Vermont, experiences she often enjoyed
but that just as often left her exhausted and
even ill.* In the following years, especially
after she won the Pulitzer Prize in 1923,
lecture invitations poured in. In early
1923 she reports that her secretary has
declined almost a hundred requests; late the
same year she declines to give the William
Vaughn Moody Lectures in Chicago; in
March 1924 she notes that she can hardly write for fending off
people inviting her to speak (Stout #673, 709, 727).%
In 1925 she relents and lectures at Bowdoin College in
May, in Chicago (the Moody Lecture she’d earlier declined) and
Cleveland in November (Woodress 361, 378-79, Stout #779,
782, 799-802, 805).* That her 1926 “interview” takes its cue
from these last engagements is clear from a Cleveland Press
interview at the time of Cather’s November 1925 lecture in that
city:
“And are you working on a new novel
now?” I asked Miss Cather.
“Yes.”
“When will we have it?”
A period of ominous silence. Then, flushed with a
slight peeve, MissCather brusquely exploded. “Say,
even my publiserers don’t dare ask me that! I get my
books out when I can, and not before.”
“And its title, please?”
“T never give out titles or any information about my
books until they are ready,” she replied. (Bohlke 87)
The whole passage, and especially the comment about releas-
ing titles in advance, has obviously helped shape Cather’s fic-
tional “interview” the following summer. Though the tone of
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this latter interview is amusing and light-hearted, with little hint
of the peevishness noted in the Cleveland Press, behind it one
hears a serious Cather reminding herself of what she had long
known, and what the 1925 lectures had brought home to her:
“Lecturing is very dangerous for writers . . . . There is some-
thing insidious about it, destructive to one’s finer feelings . . . .
You’ll want to do it right over again. But don’t!”!

What makes all of Cather’s “puff pieces” so fascinating is
that within this avowedly promotional medium she comments so
thoughtfully about her art, and the life of the artist. In reading
the 1903, 1915, and 1926 promotional sketches we not only meet
Cather the PR maven but also learn a great deal about how “this
most autobiographical of writers™? perceives herself at three dif-
ferent stages of her career. The same is true of the 1926 “inter-
view,” and perhaps to an even greater degree, in that the topic
that takes over the interview reflects precisely what was on her
mind at this time—the danger posed by those seductive intru-
sions that threaten her freedom, that take her mind off her real
work.

The same introspective focus that renders the 1926 “inter-
view” so revealing also undermines its value as a “puff piece,”
and aside from its appearances in the Nebraska State Journal
and the Argus (with no mention of My Mortal Enemy), it seems
never to have been used. In her three biographical pieces
Cather shows an unerring instinct for writing material that will
both appeal to the public and also express her own insights and
feelings—the 1926 sketch is a perfect example.”® In contrast,
for the bulk of this 1926 “interview” she is riding her own pet
hobby horse. She does so wittily and delightfully, but the hobby
horse is more relevant to herself than it is to her public: stric-
tures on the “lecture-bug” seem unlikely to sell copies of her lat-
est book!* ‘

The “talking to” she gave herself apparently worked. A few
" months later she tells Marion Edward Park, president of Bryn
Mawr College, that she steadfastly refuses to speak at colleges
but will relent in this one case-—on condition that Ms. Park not
spread the word to other college presidents! (Stout #861, 865)
From this time on, Cather gave almost no public talks, heeding
her own words about this addictive, intrusive habit: “destructive
to writers, ever so much worse than alcohol, takes their edge
off.” In light of its train-side setting, might we say that compos-
ing this “interview” helped get Willa Cather back on track?*

Notes

'The Caspersen gift includes copies of both the 1926 and
1933 versions of the pamphlet (it was reissued yet again in
1941). The text of the “Biographical Sketch” is much the same
in all three issues. On the supplementary materials contained in
the later editions, see Crane 315, Porter 60 note 11.

“It appears that Cather wrote the sketch in the second half of
1926. On May 28, 1926, she wrote Blanche Knopf about the
possibility of a Knopf publicity booklet that would include an
article from the London Mercury (i.e., Porterfield’s “An English
Opinion”). She asks for the opportunity to review the proofs,
including any biographical information, but makes no mention of
writing anything for inclusion (Stout #834).

*The version printed here is taken from the 1926 pamphlet—
see below for its minor variants from the typescript.

‘It is clear from the Caspersen typescript that by 1926 Cather
was spelling this city’s name with an “h,” whereas she spells it
“Pittsburg” in her 1903 “Literary Note.” On the different

spellings, see Timothy W: Bintrim’s note in this issue of
WCPMN&R.

sCather changes “about” to “around” in the 1933 and 1941
versions of this sketch.

*Cather changes this to “manuscripts” in the 1933 and 1941
versions. ‘

"This list is updated in the later versions—through DCA in
1933, SSG in 1941.

*Compare, e.g., the laudatory modifiers that dot the 1903
statement—*“delightful volume of poems,” “remarkably discrimi-
nating dramatic criticism,” “clever dramatic and literary criti-
cism,” or the ending of the 1915 statement, with its reference to
Cather’s “position in the front rank of American writers,” her
place “in the little group of American novelists that count . . . .”

(Porter 55, 58).

°Cf. Sergeant 194-95 on Cather in the mid-"20s: “The
increase in her literary reputation helped . .. to give her a basic
confidence in her own direction. Successful, handsome and
blooming, even accessible at last, she allowed the world to have
its charms for her.”

On Cather’s resistance to being pegged a “Western writer,”
see Porter 59, 60 note 20. '

"The whole sketch is built around artful contrasts—riding
around the country by day, reading in the evenings; winters in
Pittsburgh, summers in the West; Europe vs. home. And when
(speaking about France) Cather contrasts her love of the “the flat
country” with others’ preference for “country all touched up and
furnished, like a German Christmas card,” she recalls her early
comment (vis & vis Nebraska and Virginia) about a child’s pref-
erence for struggle and drama over “comfort and picturesque-
ness.”

"?The self-citation in 1926 is also invented expressly for the
occasion, whereas those in the 1915 statement are drawn from an
actual earlier interview: see Porter 58, 60 note 15.

Although Willa Cather in Europe was not published until
1956, it consists of only slightly edited versions of essays Cather
wrote in 1902 for publication in the Nebraska State Journal.

“Cather also used many materials from this same 1902 éssay
to suggest the sense of familiarity Claude Wheeler feels in his
first days in France. See OO 339ff., and George N. Kates’
introductory comments to “Barbizon” in WCE 115-16.

“The published version corrects Cather’s “lightening” to
“lightning” and changes her “offerred” and “travelled” to the
more usual American spelling of the words. It also at one place
changes one of her trademark punctuations, the comma followed
by a single dash (, -), to a simple dash but leaves it intact at
another (note Cather’s use of this same distinctive punctuation in
the “interview” reproduced below). The typescript is written
with a purple typewriter ribbon; most of Cather’s handwritten
corrections are in black ink, though three minor adjustments—all
apparently at the last stage—are in pencil.

1Cf. St. Petér’s comment on Tom Qutland’s journal: “If
words had cost money, Tom couldn’t have used them more spar-
ingly” (PH 262).

"Bohlke 89-91, including useful introductory comments.

®E. g., her distinctive purple typewriter ribbon, and her fre-
quent use of “z” (usually alternating with “x” or the hyphen) to
type over letters and words she wishes to delete.

¥t also appeared on September 16 in the Webster County
Argus, with credit to the NSJ. 1 owe this information to Dr. Kari
Ronning, who also kindly tracked down copies of these two arti-
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and wakes up and leaves for Germany. In Shadows on the Rock,
Blinker, once a torturer, has a horror of the forest because “he
had been warned in a dream that he would be taken prisoner and
tortured by Indians” (16); he takes his dream seriously and stays
away from the forest. Nancy, slave girl of Sapphira and the
Slave Girl, is so possessed by her fear of Martin Colbert that she
even fakes bad dreams and fakes hearing Sapphira call out to her
in order to escape from Martin’s attentions. These dreamers
dream of emotions that they already feel in their waking hours;
the preoccupations and anxieties of conscious life disturb their
sleep and result in waking actions. These dreams provide
emphasis to characterization, but readers gain little new insight
about characters in the dreams just catalogued. They are a domi-
nant device for underscoring known aspects of character, but nei-
ther characters nor readers are startled by their content.

Cather also uses dreams as a vehicle for providing readers
with information unknown to or unassimilated by the characters.
In these dreams, characters are given vital clues, or even direct
statements, about their characters and relationships, yet the char-
acters make no interpretations of the dreams at all and remain as
clueless about their natures as they were before the dreams. The
self-knowledge the dreams might have afforded is completely
lost on the characters. While Godfrey St. Peter thinks that
“when he [is] not at work, or being actively amused, he [goes] to
sleep [. . . and that] he has no twilight stage” (263), two impor-
tant potential revelations occur as St. Peter lies in bed in exactly
this state. St. Peter believes he loves his wife Lillian and that
their estrangement is due to her withdrawal rather than to his,
and he sincerely tells her at the opera that they “should have
been picturesquely shipwrecked together.”” He shares this
thought with her and is “amaze[d]” that she has “often [. . .]
thought of that” (78). When he is in bed “still play[ing] with the
idea of a picturesque shipwreck, [. . .] he cast about for the par-
ticular occasion he would have chosen for such a finale. Before
he went to sleep he found the very day, but his wife was not in it.
Indeed, nobody was in it but himself” (79; emphasis added).

_Cather jarringly juxtaposes the two scenes only a hundred words
from each other: a supposedly desired relationship with Lillian,
apparently at the exclusion of all other human contact, to the
actual fantasy in which his wife does not appear. The scene
offers a great revelation to readers of St. Peter as an isolate, yet
the professor contemplates this possible self-knowledge not at
all; indeed, he is “woefully imperceptive” (Doane, “In Defense”
302) about himself. Cather leaves the scene entirely unfurnished
and makes no comment on it, moving immediately to a dinner
party Louie has arranged. Few readers would miss the dream’s
significance, and few would not realize that St. Peter lacks sig-
nificant knowledge of himself, even if this is not enumerated for
us. The reader’s realization is perhaps even heightened by St.
Peter’s lack of contemplation about so vivid and important a
vision.

St. Peter’s desire for isolation plays a major part in another
instance: when he is in bed after being invited to go to Europe
with his wife, daughter, and son-in-law, St. Peter contemplates
the reasons he will give for refusing. While he actually just
needs to be by himself, he attributes his refusal to the limitations
of his family. He believes he does not want to visit Paris “in
another person’s way” and views his family negatively in order
to justify his decision. St. Peter thinks that Louie alone will be
hurt by the professor’s not going; the next day, while Louie is
sorry, and Rosie is “incredulous and piqued,” it is Lillidn who

looks “at him with thoughtful disbelief” and proceeds to talk to
him very earnestly and extensively about his isolation (141-3).
The chapter closes with the conversation between Lillian and
Godfrey, and readers realize St. Peter has again wrongly blamed
Lillian for his isolation without realizing his own nature as an
isolate. In this waking vision, as with the shipwreck scene, St.
Peter’s self view is placed next to its actuality, completely with-
out authorial comment—and without even a moment’s thought
given to the contradictions of the scene by the character.

Claude Wheeler also has a dream whose significance he
might valuably contemplate. As with Godfrey St. Peter’s dream,
readers readily realize self-knowledge could come from the
scene, but Claude does not. Claude, an idealist full of illusions
who is “ignorant of himself [. . .] and unsure and distrustful of
his own feelings” (Rosowski 98), chooses the cold Enid Royce
as his fiancée. While he abstractly values the senses, he does not
realize he has a “sharp disgust for sensuality” (51). However, in
a dream, he discovers he has “no clothes on at all” while he is
talking with Enid and tries to cover himself with castor bean
leaves, “like Adam in the garden.” He “talk{s] commonplaces
with Enid through chattering teeth, afraid lest at some moment
she might discover his plight” (137). More significant than a
possible interpretation of the dream is the fact that Claude makes
no interpretation of it at all, and his next thoughts are of his
mother’s and Mahailey’s weight loss during threshing season.
Claude sees the dream only as one of a series of “all sorts of
incongruous adventures [that] happened to him between the time
the alarm clock rang and he roused himself enough to shut it off”
(137). While the dream is not as easily interpreted as is St.
Peter’s, readers are immediately aware that it is the kind of
dream that stays with a person and begs for rumination and
hypotheses about its importance. Most readers of the scene are
perplexed by Claude’s lack of contemplation of it and realize—
even if he does no—how little he knows himself.

Readers frequently are touched by the scene with Sada and
Latour in Death Comes for the Archbishop, but Cather probably
has set up, without commentary, a situation that may imply judg-
ment on Latour’s inaction. Latour “lying in his bed, unable to
sleep, [has a] sense of failure clutching at his heart” (211). He
believes his prayers are “empty words,” his soul a “barren field,”
and his work “superficial.” He goes to the church and sees an
old captive, Sada, and has a transforming experience as he views
the Church through her simple eyes. He experiences “peace in
his soul” (219) and even “is able to re-experience religious
ecstasy” (Stouck 145). He achieves a “transcendental insight
emerging out of the ordinary moment” (Reynolds 12) but appar-
ently does not believe that his “esthetic li[fe] [is . . .] dependent
on [his] actions in the everyday world” (Doane, “Bishop” 66)
and has no view at all that he should do anything significant to
help this woman’s earthly life. Cather includes in this section,
without comment, that Sada’s captors “had no legal title to her”
(214), and the section preceding this touching story ends with
how greatly Magdalena has changed since fleeing from Buck
Scales. Placed abutting each other are Magdalena, the Bishop’s
sense of failure, the lack of title to Sada, an implied knowledge
on the part of readers that the Bishop could act, and the beautiful
transformation and sense of peace for the Bishop—a sense of
peace purchased by observing someone Latour could help signif-
icantly but does not. Cather simply juxtaposes and does not
comment, but this scene that begins with a sense of sleepless
failure and moves to deep peace for the Bishop leaves readers
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with a conviction that Latour should have done more. That
Latour has no such belief marks him as lacking a knowledge
readers have that he could change social evils if he chose to do
so. The scene with Latour is only peripherally related to sleep
and dreams since it simply begins with Latour’s sleeplessness,
but it is consistent with the presentation of other dreams where
characters could gain self-knowledge but do not. Dreams are
interpreted by “suggestion rather than enumeration”
(“Démeublé” 48), yet most readers reach toward much more
insight about the dreams’ content than do these three rather
obtuse characters.

In three more dreams or dream sequences, characters gain
insights conspicuously denied to readers. Undoubtedly the most
famous dream in Cather is Alexandra’s recurring vision of
“being lifted up bodily and carried lightly by someone very
strong” (207). The dream carries directions for interpretation
that are atypical for Cather’s dreams, yet some aspects remain
cryptic and unsatisfying. This “fancy” takes place not in sleep
but in a pre-sleep state when Alexandra “lay late abed [. . .] luxu-
riously idle, her eyes closed” (119); presumably, although this
vision has “persisted throughout her girlhood,” she has some
degree of control over its content. When we are first introduced
to this fancy, we are given more directions for its interpretation
than we get for most other dreams. Some aspects of the fancy
are definitely stated or are easily interpreted: the figure is a
“man” who “carries her lightly” and is “very strong.” Readers
are directed away from any Nebraska male to figures of more
mythic proportions by direct statements: “he was like no man
she knew; he was much larger and stronger and swifter.” We are
further directed to see this figure as the personification of a fig-
ure from nature by his identification with “the smell of ripe corn-
fields” and by his carrying Alexandra “swiftly across the fields.”
We are further directed towards at least a somewhat sexual inter-
pretation since Alexandra is “angry with herself” for having the
dream and “prosecute[s] her bath with vigor, finishing it by
pouring buckets of cold well-water over her gleaming white
body” (107). When this vision recurs after the deaths of Emil
and Marie, Cather both emphasizes its importance to Alexandra
and omits transitions and links needed for readers to feel confi-
dent in interpreting it. While Alexandra sees the man’s face
clearly, readers—frustratingly—are never told who he is. She
knows at once that it was the “arm of the mightiest of all lovers,”
and she knew “at last for whom it was she had waited and where
he would carry her,” and she knows that all of this “[is] very
well.” Alexandra has knowledge completely denied readers, who
are left puzzled or left defending interpretations that do not fully
account for all parts of the dream. Yet, the most baffling thing is
that she concludes, after several days of rest, that she must go
see Frank Shabata. Frank Shabata? How could he possibly be
the resolution to such a powerful, life-long vision? Fragments of
the dream are offered without interpretation to readers, although
the dream in its entirety is known to the character, and its inter-
pretation is also clear to her. Alexandra and Cather later tanta-
lize and confound readers by adding one more piece of informa-
tion: Alexandra’s “illusion” (165), she tells Carl, “will never
come true, now, in the way [she] thought it might” (179). In this
waking vision, readers are presented with cryptic fragments and

are denied the knowledge the character has and thus the reasons
she might interpret the dream as she does. The action fostered by
the dream leaves readers incredulous.

A character’s interpretation of another dream leaves readers
equally puzzled. The Count de Frontenac also has a clarity
denied readers about the meaning of a life-changing dream and
acts upon it in an enigmatic way. He fears in an “ominous” (Lee
307) dream that death comes for the Count. A giant is outside
the house, and the Count—a boy in the dream—knows he must
keep the giant from getting in. Even though the boy bolts the
door against the giant, he realizes there are other doors and win-
dows to the house (244). Terrified, the Count wakes up and is so
shaken that he must lie in bed, “recovering from his dream”
(245). In an “opposition between childhood faith and adult dis-
appointment” (Lee 305), he believes the house in his dream to be
one from his childhood, he reminisces about the nurse who loved
him dearly there, and moves to a belief that this nurse loved him
more dearly than any woman has since then (245-6). From a
dream about giants chasing him, he moves to thoughts of being
loved and of unloving women, and then concludes that a “dream
of such peculiar vividness signified a change in himself” (246).
He believes he will die in the next few months and resolves to
make his will that day (246). It is reasonable for an aging man
to interpret a pursuing giant as Death, but it is unclear to readers
if the Count actually does this. If we were, the action in writing
his will would seem reasonable, but we are guided instead to the
Count’s childhood house, not the giant. He moves in thought
from the house to his nurse, to not being well loved by other
women. He decides to write his will because the “peculiar vivid-
ness” of the dream signaled a “change.” Making a will seems
like a more reasonable outcome than seeing Frank Shabata, but
the Count’s musings and thought processes are known only to
him and are at least somewhat puzzling to readers.

When a statement made during sleep is interpreted for read-
ers, it is immediately clear that the interpretation is limited or
completely inaccurate. Set apart from the dreams themselves is
the stark pronouncement made by Myra Henshawe as she sleeps.
Although not actually a dream, this “terrible Judgment” probably
could not have been spoken in a fully awake state even by Myra.
Nellie hears the indictment Myra utters “upon all one hopes for”:
“Why must I die like this, alone with my mortal enemy?” Nellie
believes Myra’s enemy is Oswald, but it is immediately clear
that Myra may well be speaking of herself, of Nellie, or of any
or many vicissitudes of life; or, Cather may be passing judgment
on all three major characters (Skaggs 110). When something
close to a dream is actually interpreted, Nellie’s views are far
from authoritative. The meaning of the pronouncement remains
as enigmatic as if no one interpreted it at all.

Some dreams are understood by characters but enigmatic to
readers; in others, readers well understand revealing dreams that
characters fail to connect to their perceived views of self; and in
others, dreams are a detail emphasizing aspects of character
known to readers and known to characters. Dreams are a domi-
nant detail in revealing or emphasizing character, yet they are
remarkable for how little explanation and interpretation sur-
rounds them. Dreams—dropped into the novels usually without
interpretation—emerge as a truly unfurnished element in charac-
terization, a detail which helps “present [. . .] by suggestion
rather than enumeration” (“Démeublé” 48), a detail no one could
accuse of being “killed by tasteless amplitude” (51), but a detail
which adds greatly to Cather’s presentation of character.
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consciousness the “ability to unfocus,” to perceive as much as
possible without centering on specifics. The value is that “being
temporarily out-of-focus and in-ignorance . . . move[s] one from
‘controlling’ the status-quo to ‘allowing change,” the ‘allowing’
attitude enabling one to move from an insoluble difficulty onto
the edge of discovery” (98). Indeed, in the silences of the canyon
and the sounds of its creatures, Thea develops instinctive feel-
ings about the Ancient People, especially the women, intuitions
informed by her childhood lessons regarding the sand hills.
Henry Biltmer, the caretaker, explains to Thea the centrality of
water in the life of the Ancient People. Food was the responsi-
bility of the men and water of the women; the most clever
women made the vessels, the “most direct appeal to water, the
envelope and sheath of the precious element itself” (303).

By characterizing the stream in which Thea bathes as the
“only living thing left of the drama that had been played out in
the canyon centuries ago” (551), Cather validates the Ancient
People’s reverence for water. In this baptismal, amniotic, living
water Thea fulfills her teacher’s admonition that “[e]very artist
makes [her/Thimself born” (175):

One morning, as she was standing upright in the pool,

splashing water between her shoulder-blades . . . some-

thing flashed through her mind that made her draw herself

up and stand still . . . . The stream and the broken pottery:

.what was any art but an effort to make a sheath, a mould

in which to imprison for a moment the shining, elusive

element which is life itself . . . . The Indian women had

held it in their jars . . . . In singing, one made a vessel of
one’s throat and nostrils and held it on one’s breath,

caught the stream in a scale of natural intervals. (304)

In this scene that reenacts the birth process and suggests a
Western American version of Botticelli’s Venus, Thea is born as
a female artist, and she is spiritually renewed. Cather’s insistence
on the female form of the landscape, repeated in the female sym-
bol of the vessel, allows Thea participation in what Sharon
O’Brien calls a “connection to feminine creativity outside the
patriarchal artistic tradition” (“Mothers” 284). Adrienne Rich
explains in Of Woman Born that in tribal cultures pottery was
indeed practiced exclusively by women. She reasons that in
molding vessels in her own image, the female potter “was
expressing, celebrating, and giving concrete form to her experi-
~ ence as a creative being possessed of indispensable powers” (96-
97), that is, the magic fertility that animates the life-cycle associ-
ated with the mother goddess, the power associated with
Demeter.

Appropriately, the setting for Thea’s moment of greatest rev-
elation in her melded artistic and spiritual quest is a landscape
envisioned as female. In establishing Cather’s place in the
romantic fradition, Susan Rosowski compares Thea’s experience
to that of romantics such as Wordsworth, explaining that he
could “see his own imagination as a divinely granted intuitive
force corresponding in the individual to the creative imagination
of God in the universe” (66). At the same time, by likening
Thea’s experience in Panther Canyon to Wordsworth’s at
Hawkhead, Rosowski provides an important clue for differentiat-
ing Thea’s experience from those of the male romantics. Women
might not be able to read themselves into an experience of “the
creative imagination of God” portrayed within a patristic tradi-
tion. Hierarchal dualisms associating the male principle with
mind/reason/spirit/transcendence and the female principle with
body/intuition/nature/carnality can discourage women from iden-

tifying with the mind of God rendered from a logos-centered
viewpoint."” Thus Cather’s elaboration of the womb in a female
landscape as a corollary to the artistic symbol of the vessel
allows a portrayal of great natural forces which could enhance
women’s image of themselves. Cather dissolves the dualisms
separating the female principle from spirit and foregrounds that
which traditionally had been concealed as shameful—references
to women’s bodies with images of birth. In discussing the impor-
tance of nature in mystical experiences described by women,
Carol Christ explains that a mirroring of her own powers in
nature can inspire in a woman a cosmic self-confidence, an anti-
dote to her sense of failure (21). Within this context, Thea’s
imagining her throat as a vessel symbolically reclaims women’s
participation in artistic and cosmic creation.

Cather has granted to the mature Thea a conventionally
happy ending in her marriage to Fred, though the flame of their
youthful affair has presumably cooled. Thea’s real passion, the
passion that fuels her art, is located in the spirituality and sensu-
ousness of the erotically female setting of Panther Canyon. Thus
Thea finds more than artistic tradition mirrored in the landscape:
she discovers a sacred female presence, another self to extend
her identity, to enliven her body and spirit.’ Given Cather’s
avoidance of the direct portrayal of the female love she herself
apparently enjoyed, she wrote without restraint in her erotic ren-
dering of the feminine landscape, which offers everything to
Thea—inspiration, validation, and pleasure.

Named as a goddess and triumphant in the role of Fricka,
Thea is not an actual divinity. Like the other heroines of Cather’s
early novels, Alexandra Bergson and Antonia Shimerda, she rep-
resents the life-cycle pattern of the mother goddess. As a child,
she is Kore/Persephone, the daughter blessed by the nurturing of
multiple parent-figures; as a mature artist, she is Demeter, the
fertile mother, and as a wife or matron, she moves toward
Persephone, the wise woman. Central to the affirmative force
of the novel is the metaphorical power of regeneration Thea pos-
sesses as an artist. Whereas the deaths of her parents, Ray, and
presumably Wunsch might otherwise have tragic implications,
their spirits enrich Thea, and because she is an artist, their lega-

* cies are also bequeathed to her audience. As Thea intuited after

hearing From the New World, nothing is lost, or, as in the couplet
inscribed for Thea by Wunsch: “Some day, O what a miracle, on
my grave/ A flower will bloom from the ashes of my heart.”"

Although in this novel, more than any other, Cather suggests
the depth of emotional well-being that can be sustained in a sex-
ual relationship between a man and a woman, Thea’s commun-
ion with the land outstrips the passion in her romance with Fred.
Thus Cather undermines the conventional ending of the novel.
Thea finds more artistic power and spiritual sustenance in reflec-
tion of her own being (feminine nature) than in the union of
opposites (heterosexual romance), a point also consistent with
ancient goddess mythology in which the dynamic pro/creative
powers are envisioned as female. :

Notes

From Cather’s preface to the 1937 Autograph Edition (origi-
nally composed for the English Travellers Library Edition pub-
lished in 1932 by Jonathan Cape). See O’Brien’s notes in Early
Novels (1329 and 1320).

*From The Song of the Lark (137). I have used the first
(1915) edition rather than the revised (1937) edition to get a

truer sense of Cather’s early portrayals of gender and myth.
3See Mencken (Review 7-8) and Callander (Fairy 7-18).
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*See Gimbutas (Civilization 221-305), Baring and Cashford
(The Myth of the Goddess), and Dexter (Whence the Goddesses).
*See Dexter (Whence the Goddess 113, 117, 119, 121, 125,

128).

‘For example, see Dexter (Whence the Goddess 4, 172).

"Persephone may have been an earlier name for the god-
dess of death.

*Stewart (Mythos 67-69) has looked briefly at the
Demeter and Persephone myth in Song; Hively (Sacred Fire 69-
76) has elaborated on the Eleusinian mystery rites in My Anto-
nia; and O’Brien has related the mythic reunion of the mother
and daughter to Sapphira and the Slave Girl (Voice 45). O’Brien
has also noted that the myth demonstrates female power (277)
and provides the basis for feminist psychoanalysis (56n).

*This is not to say that Cather was not also interested in
Odysseus, for his story is clearly reflected in My Antonia and
arguably in The Professor’s House and Death Comes for the
Archbishop. Additionally, one might contend that Cather was
inspired by earth mother figures other than Demeter. However,
though Gaia is a goddess of the earth and also derives from the
Great Goddess, she probably predates the classical era, by which
time she is primarily known as the mother of Rhea. Similarly,
the principal story of earth goddess Semele depicts the birth of
her son Dionysus.

“In discussing hierarchal dualisms, Wilshire notes that
“maleness and femaleness in this context often have nothing to

do with being a woman or a man” (Wilshire’s emphasis, 95).
"My thanks to Judith Fetterley for sharing this insight with

me at the International Cather Seminar in Winchester, Virginia,
in 1997. See also her discussion of Cather’s gendered landscape
and eroticized space (159-60).

“Concerned with the same phenomenon, Slote describes
Cather’s technique with a different slant: “She works by telling a
story, by translating figures to symbolic positions, with a short-
cut of images and allegories” (“Kingdom” 44-45).

See footnote 3 above.

“See Giannone (Music 86-89), Huf (“Song” 84-87), Mencken
(Review 7), Peck (“Thea” 23). :

“For discussions of dualistic thinking as problematic for
female seekers and theologians see Christ and Plaskow
(Womanspirit 4-5) and Christ (Diving 8). For a more detailed
historical and theoretical explanation of the “Roots of
Domination,” see Ruether (72-85).

"For more discussion of this theoretical approach to lesbian
identity, see Tessier and Zimmerman.

"Cather allows herself this sentimental line as long as it is
attributable to someone else, in this case Friedrich von
Matthisson in the poem “Adelaide.” See O’Brien (Early 1330).
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