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i-}i*orq’re“mg Memory and Art at the Cather Spring Festival

One of the highlights of the 2002
Spring Festival in Red Cloud was the
Saturday morning panel discussion, in
which three distinguished panelists spoke
about their own work as quilters in relation
to the conjunction of storytelling, memory
and art in Willa Cather’s life and fiction.
The speakers included Paulette Peters, a
professional quilter; Kari Ronning, the
assistant editor of the Willa Cather
Scholarly Edition; and Mellanee
Kvasnicka, a Cather scholar and high
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school teacher, The discussion was an
unprecedented and intimate opportunity to
see and to hear how commitments to quilt-
ing and to reading Cather’s fiction have
come together in these three women’s
lives—as expressed in their words and in
the unique, Cather-inspired quilts that they
shared with the audience. A sampling of
the three panelists’ comments follows,
along with pictures of the quilts they cre-
ated,

Comments from these panelists on page 28.
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The red brick wall is a character in the story, as are the chairs. The
main character is the friendship between two men which ended in
a disagreement. I thought it was an unpleasant story, not happily
ever after. But it led me to reflect on friendships over the years
that are intense for a time, then move on as circumstances change.
This seems to be a natural, universal experience.

According to Edith Lewis, “[Cather] always said it was what
she left out that counted.” I left out a lot of Cather’s story to tell
mine, in my quilt. And, even though she disliked change, I hope
that Willa Cather would recognize the new directions of some
quiltmaking as creative expression. We continue to find inspira-
tion in her legacy.

Kari Ronning

I came to love history before I came to quilting, and to quilt-
ing before I came to Cather. Now all three are inextricably linked
These interests came together in the first Cather-related quilt I
made: a Red Cross quilt. During World War I, a Red Cross
fundraising quilt pattern was published; people paid a dime to
have their names embroidered on a quilt, which then would be
auctioned or raffled off to raise more money. On my quilt, I
embroidered the names of the characters in Cather’s World War 1
novel, One of Ours, with Claude Wheeler’s name in the place of
honor, in the center.

This year, tfle quilting theme of the Willa Cather Spring
Festival gave me the chance to make a quilt-map of Cather’s
Webster County, like some nineteenth-century makers of show
quilts, who made maps of the United States, of states, or of the dis-
tricts in which they lived. My quilt is generally based on the plat
book maps of Webster County and the other maps in Mabel
Cooper Skjelver’s informative book, Webster County: Visions of
the Past.

The pieced silk squares represent the thirty-six sections in
each of Webster County’s sixteen townships, in autumn colors of
wheat, corn, alfalfa, and plowed ground. In the Catherton area,
purple represents Charles Cather’s land, dark blue represents his
parents’ land, and the brighter red represents George P. Cather’s
land. Another spot of color represents the Sadilek quarter-section
in Batin Township, just north of a half-section Charles Cather
owned.

- Over this legal landscape the Republican and Little Blue
Rivers are appliquéd and embroidered. The major roads are off-
white; as Cather said of country roads in “Two Friends™:
“Nothing in the world, not snow mountains or blue seas, is so
beautiful in moonlight as the soft, dry summer roads in a farming
country, roads where the white dust falls back from the slow
wagon-wheel.”

Railroads are in gold for the prosperity they meant to the
county. Towns are done in beadwork, in appropriate colors: Red
Cloud and Blue Hill, Inavale in green, Rosemont in pink, and
Bladen in gold for its World War I hero, Grosvenor Cather. Over
this I've embroidered the major streams of the county. (I didn’t
realize how extensive they and their tributaries were until I started
this part of the project!) .

Little glass beads top the stitches that tack the layers. Red
beads represent the location of schoolhouses in Webster County;
white ones represent the churches. Other colors mark cemeteries
and post offices.

Willa Cather loved Webster County and drew so much inspir-
ation and knowledge from it. This map will serve as a reminder
of how much we owe to the county that inspired Cather. It also

reminds me that some of the same things that appeal to me in
pieced quilts—the variety and richness of pattern achieved
through simple means and materials—are also a part of what
appeals to me in Cather. The deceptively simple style plays on the
ordinary everyday subject matter and elevates and transcends the
materials of her fiction into works that show us new patterns, new
ways of looking at the world.

Mellanee Kvasnicka

When I chose the blue and yellow fabrics for my Cather
Spring Festival quilt, I was thinking of Archbishop Latour’s med-
itation on morning, near the end of Death Comes for the
Archbishop. However, as I began my piecing, I realized that my
quilt also reflects my own earliest memories of childhood. My
grandmother taught me to embroider when I was very young. I
recall sitting on the front porch of her ramshackle old house
watching skeins of thread spill from her lap onto the porch floor
below. My grandmother was also a quilter, and I have clear mem-
ories of a quilting frame which could be raised to the ceiling to be
out of the way and lowered to work on a quilt in progress. I
watched my mother quilt, but I never thought to ask her to teach
me because it never occurred to me there would be a time when
she would be unable to do so. When my mother was diagnosed
with Alzheimer’s Disease, she continued to work on patchwork
quilts, but with increasing difficulty. By the time I became a quil-
ter, my mother was lost to me as teacher. My own determination
to learn how to quilt is, in a very significant way, an attempt at
homage to my mother and grandmother. For me, quilting is at
once a very personal and private pastime and yet, strangely, I feel
very connected, not only to these two singular women in my life,
but to so many others who belong to that community of women.

It seems clear to me that in Cather’s work, references to quilts
and quilting serve several purposes. Quilts often make connection
between past and present. Mahailey in One of Ours plans to give
Claude for a wedding gift the quilts made by her mother. Mrs.
Lee, Marie, and Alexandra create a community centered around
quilting in O Pioneers! Clearly Cather understood the need for
creativity which often shows itself in her references to quilting.
History and heritage become an important part of the quilting
process. In Sapphira and the Slave Girl, Cather remembers being
allowed to sit with Till, Nancy and Mrs. Blake and sew patchwork.
The young Willa understands that she is not to interrupt by asking
questions: “Nancy wanted to know what had happened during the
war and what had become of everybody,—and so did I.” Perhaps
most significant, in terms of Cather’s art, is the connection
between quilting and storytelling. Mrs. Lee in O Pioneers!
“talked incessantly about stories she read in a Swedish family
paper. . . . Sometimes she forgot which were the printed stories
and which were the real stories, it all seemed so far away.” Edith
Lewis writes of Cather’s early Virginia days, “When the old
women came from Timber Ridge to make quilts, Willa Cather
would creep under the quilting frames and sit there listening to
their talk. Mrs. Anderson, the original of Mrs. Ringer in Sapphira
and the Slave Girl, was the best of the storytellers. . . .”

When I look at the quilts that my mother made for me, I
understand much more clearly, I think, Cather’s artistic and liter-
ary principles. And I can’t help but make my own connections
among the past, memory, my mother, and Cather. When I see my
mother’s quilts, I understand that for my mother and me, what
Cather said is still true: “Whatever we [have] missed, we [pos-
sess] together, the precious, the incommunicable past.”
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tives she wanted to claim” (415). The word “claim” indicates
Cather’s desire for possession, but by figuring this claim as matter
of inheritance, O’Brien mystifies the act of appropriation. In The
Song of the Lark and The Emerging Voice, appropriation takes the
form of a universalized continuum of female artists that elides the
history of the violent contact between European Americans and
Native Americans. The artists create a usable past that erases
unwanted elements.

Both The Song of the Lark and The Emerging Voice explain
where their characters get their information on the Southwest.
Establishing the cultural context for their knowledge reveals that
Thea’s and Cather’s beliefs are shaped by the dominant, imperial-
istic culture. The main sources for Thea’s information about the
cliff dwellers of Panther Canyon are Ray Kennedy and Henry
Biltmore. Ray initiates Thea’s fascination, providing a script
about the Indians; many of his explanations and descriptions reap-
pear in her thinking about Panther Canyon. Confirming much of
what Ray told her, Biltmore supplies additional details such as
“Their pottery was their most direct appeal to water, the envelope
and sheath of the precious element itself” (254). Immediately
afterwards, Thea has her breakthrough that art is “an effort to
make a sheath” (254). The men’s knowledge and actions inform
her attitudes towards Indian culture.

O’Brien claims patriarchal sources for Cather’s knowledge of
Southwestern cultures. She explains that “Cather approached the
Southwest’s arid climate and desert landscape with contrasting
associations drawn from nineteenth-century French fiction, the
Bible, and church history: the desert was the locus both for prim-
itive passion and for celibate withdrawal, for sensual indulgence
and aesthetic revelation” (407). Cather learned about the cliff
dwellers and Mexican culture through childhood stories and his-
tories. O’Brien reveals the cumulative effect of these exposures:
“Cather had already traveled to the Southwest in her mind, and so
[. . .] the region was emotionally and psychologically mapped
before she ever arrived there” (405). These sources predetermined
Cather’s response to the Southwest, a response O’Brien finds
instrumental in her artistic development and hence unproblematic.

Scholars recognize this preconceived mindset as part of
imperial thinking. In an article about the tourist industry in the
Southwest, Theodore S. Jojola explains that, “In the face of the
exotic and primitive, the outsider draws on his or her own precon-
ceptions and experiences to selectively appropriate elements of
the ‘Indian’” (173). Ward Churchill observes that the absence of
reliable information about Native Americans licenses people “to
figuratively reconstruct native culture(s) in accordance with their
own biases, preconceptions or sense of expediency and conven-
ience” (175). O’Brien does not allow Cather’s preconceived
notions of the Southwest to disturb her otherwise meticulous read-
ing of the writer’s life, which suggests that views like Cather’s on
the Southwest and its indigenous cultures remain normative in late
twentieth-century mainstream U.S. culture.

Even though The Song of the Lark and Willa Cather: The
Emerging Voice mention other cultures, the narratives position the
middle-class, white American’s experience as normative.
Mexicans and Indians serve Thea’s and Cather’s needs as devel-
oping artists. By tracing the processes of discovery and erasure
that characterize the women’s growth as artists, I have demon-

strated that the texts’ representations of the Southwest are rooted
in “the rhetoric of empire.” It is important for scholars to continue
to analyze representations of indigenous cultures; to examine, in
particular, the discourses that figure the Southwest and its inhabi-
tants as a remedy for industrialized, white America; to question
further Cather’s self-representation as an artist who discovered her
calling in the Southwest; and to acknowledge the unintentional
use of imperialistic rhetoric by artists and their critics. O’Brien’s’
representation of Cather’s Southwest reveals the historically con-
tingent nature of scholarship. As diverse theories become avail-
able to literary scholars, we deepen our critical understanding of
how empire impacts U.S. cultural production.

Despite this acknowledgement, O’Brien still idealizes the indige-
nous women by representing them as the antithesis of western val-
ues: “Not only do Cather and her heroine take something that does
not belong to them, but both are using the art of a communal (and
eventually colonized) culture~which is anonymous, domestic, and
ritualistic—to empower an individualistic notion of the artist that is
anything but anonymous” (xv-xvi). Leah Dilworth has identified
the characteristics of anonymity, domesticity, and ritualism as
integral to early twentieth-century mainstream constructions of
southwestern Indians that she argues still have currency in
American society.

Works Cited

Blodgett, Peter. “Selling the Scenery: Advertising and the
National Parks, 1916-1933. Seeing and Being Seen:
Tourism in the American West. Eds. David M. Worbel
and Patrick T. Long. Lawrence: UP of Kansas, 2001.
271-98.

Cather, Willa. The Song of the Lark. 1915. New York: Penguin,
1999. ‘

Churchill, Ward. Fantasies of the Master Race: Literature,
Cinema and the Colonization of American Indians. San
Francisco: City Lights, 1998. '

Dilworth, Leah. Imagining Indians in the Southwest: Persistent
Visions of a Primitive Past. Washington, D.C.:
Smithsonian Institution P, 1996.

Jojola, Theodore S. “On Revision and Revisionism: American
Indian Representations in New Mexico.” Natives and
Academics: Researching and Writing about American .
Indians. Ed. Devon A. Mihesuah. Lincoln: U of
Nebraska P, 1998. 172-180.

O’Brien, Sharon. Introduction. The Song of the Lark. By Willa
Cather. New York: Penguin, 1991. v-xviii.

__Willa Cather: The Emerging Voice. New York: Oxford UP,
1987.

Spurr, David. The Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in
Journalism, Travel Writing, and Imperial
Administration. Durham: Duke UP, 1993.

~42~





















