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and the following passage on her college years—including
its wonderful second sentence: “With all this she read
voraciously, both in French and in English, and laid the
foundation of her wide acquaintance with both literatures.
Every vacation she went back to the sunflowers and the
Norwegians, where she says she found her real life and her
real education.”

Such sentences are probably the best clue to the
authorship of this unsigned “Literary Note,” for it is hard to
imagine anyone writing them other than Cather herself.
That she wrote the 1926 “Biographical Sketch” and the
biographical portions of the 1915 statement reproduced
below is firmly established, a fact that further argues for her
authorship of this early note as well, especially given its
affinities of style and substance to these two later
publications.

Written when Cather was teaching English in Pittsburgh,
with the McClure’s stint still well in the future, this brief
note gives a précis of Cather’s career at a time when she had
not yet decided to become a full-time, professional writer.
Perhaps the first thing one notices is that here, in 1903,
Cather is already dating her birth in 1876 instead of 1873,
thereby subtracting three years from her age. Her practice
of doing so is usually placed later in her career and credited
to a suggestion of S. S. McClure, but from this early note it
is clear that the revision comes earlier and is hence Cather’s
own—and of a piece with the way she consciously reshapes
other aspects of her own story.

Interesting also is the occasional awkwardness of the
“Literary Note,” noticeable especially in those passages
where Cather is making the most she can of her rather
modest previous literary and scholarly activities. Thus she
describes her early years at the university as devoted to “the
hardest kind of study,” mentions her editing of “a creditable
college magazine,” and speaks of her “remarkably
discriminating dramatic criticism for the Nebraska State
Journal” and her “clever dramatic and literary criticism” for
the Pittsburgh Leader.b Passages of this sort belong to
what Cather was to describe in 1915 as “the purple flurry of
my early writing...my florid, exaggerated, foamy-at-the-
mouth, adjective-spree period.”

For me the greatest delight of this early note, written long
before Cather’s “Nebraska” novels, lies in the vividiess and
vigor of her description of childhood on the Divide. Indeed,
among its charms are the very passages cut by the author of
the Poet-Lore article—passages which in later years Cather
herself might also have trimmed as excessive. That said, no
one but Cather could have composed the long second
sentence, which, despite its exuberant accumulation of
detail and its piling up of clauses, already displays the
balanced flow and varied rhythms that will characterize her
mature prose.

“The Development of an American Novelist” (1915)

The very form of the marketing brochure produced in
connection with The Song of the Lark reveals the impact of
the twelve years that have intervened since the publication
of April Twilights. To begin with, it is the product not of a
somewhat suspect vanity press but of a respected publishing

firm, Houghton Mifflin. And though the brochure’s
dimensions (5 15/16-by-3 7/16 inches) are even slighter
than those of the “Literary Note,” it is imaginatively
designed and handsomely produced. Its front cover carries,
in dark green on a slightly pink background, the stylized
silhouette. of the Jules Bréton painting, “The Song of the
Lark,” that appeared also on the new novel’s dust jacket.
Both the front and the back of the brochure provide space
for brief promotional statements about The Song of the Lark,
and there is room inside for reviews and notices on Cather’s
two previous novels, Alexander’s Bridge and O Pioneers!.
A detachable picture postcard, with instructions for ordering
the three novels, is cleverly folded into the back cover.
Most important, the brochure not only includes a full-page
portrait of Cather but also allows eleven pages for the
statement about her—space for over five times as many
words as in the 1903 note, and in fact for half again as many
as Cather would use for her “Biographical Sketch” in the
otherwise more substantial 1926 Knopf pamphlet.

WILLA SIBERT CATHER
The Development of an American Novelist
I. A Prairie Childhood

Wwilla Sibert Cather was born near Winchester,
Virginia, the daughter of Charles Fectigue Cather and
Virginia Sibert Boak. Though the Siberts were originally
Alsatians, and the Cathers came from county Tyrone,
Ireland, both_families had lived in Virginia for several
generations.'! When Miss Cather was nine years old her
father left Virginia and settled on a ranch in Nebraska, in
a thinly populated part of the state where the acreage of
cultivated land was negligible beside the tremendous
stretch of raw prairie. There were very few American
families in that district; all the near neighbors were
Scandinavians, and ten or twelve miles away there was an
entire township settled by Bohemians.

For a child, accustomed to the quiet and the
established order behind the Blue Ridge, this change was
very stimulating. There was no school near at hand, and
Miss Cather lived out of doors, winter and summer. She
had a pony and rode about the Norwegian and Bohemian
settlements, talking to the settlers and trying to
understand them. The first two years on the ranch were
probably more important to her as a writer than any that
came afterward. The change from mountain-sheltered
valleys to unprotected plains, the experiences of
pioneering, and the contact with people of strange
languages and customs impressed her deeply and inspired
in her the broad, human understanding so essential to a
writer of fiction. Foreign speaking people often talk more
freely to a child than to grown persons, and even though
they spoke very little English the settlers were social with
the lonely little girl and somehow managed to tell her a
great many stories about the old country. Miss Cather
says:—

y“I have never found any intellectual excitement more
intense than I used to feel when I spent a morning with
one of these pioneer women at her baking or butter-
making. I used to ride home in the most unreasonable
state of excitement; I always felt as if they told me so
much more than they said—as if I had actually got inside
another person’s skin. If one begins that early, it is the
story of the man-eating tiger over asain—no other

adventure ever carries one quite so far.”’
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IL Journalism and Editing

After some preparation in the high school at Red
Cloud, Nebraska, Miss Cather entered the State
University of Nebraska, graduated at nineteen, 3 and
immediately went to Pittsburgh and got a position on the
Pittsburgh Leader.  She was telegraph editor and
dramatic critic on this paper for several years and then
gave it up to take the place of the Head of the English
Department in the Allegheny High School. While she was
teaching she published her first book of verse, “April
Twilights,” and her first book of short stories, “The Troll
Garden.”

“The Troll Garden” attracted a good deal of attention,
and six months after it was published, in the winter of
1906, Miss Cather went to New York to accept a position
on the staff of McClure’s Magazine. Two years later she
became Managing Editor of McClure’s. The duties of
this position, the demands of life in New York, and the
claims of her new social and business connections
occupied her entire attention and for four years she did
no writing at all. Then in 1912 she gave up office work
and took a house in Cherry Valley, New York.

II1. Her First Novel

“Alexander’s Bridge,” a short novel, was published in
1912. Avoiding alike the Western backgrounds and the
newspaper and magazine world, with which she felt she
was still too closely connected to “see them from the
outside,” Miss Cather laid the scene of her story in
Boston and London.

Bartley Alexander was a builder of bridges. A man of
elemental, restless force, he realized that the success
which had made him famous had forced upon him exactly
the kind of life he had determined to escape. Confronted
by the possibility of a calm, secure middle age, he felt as
if he were being buried alive. At this critical period he
met again a girl whom he had known in his struggling
student days at the Beaux Arts. She was like his youth
calling to him. Yet he could respond only through

deception and he was not the sort of man who could live

two lives.

The situation is treated with subtlety, in a manner both
restrained and penetrating. Struggle and tragedy are
always near the surface, but there is no hint of sordidness,
and Miss Cather has told the story with great artistic
skill, brilliant and sympathetic in its reflections of
character and life.

IV. “O Pioneers!”

When Miss Cather first began writing, she tried to put
the Swedish and Bohemian settlers, who had so
profoundly influenced her childhood, into short stories.
The results never satisfied her. In explaining her feeling
Miss Cather says:—

“It is always hard to write about the things that are
near your heart, from a kind of instinct of self-protection
you distort them and disguise them. Those stories were so
poor that they discouraged me. I decided that I wouldn’t
write any more about the country and people for which I
had personal feeling.

“Then I had the good fortune to meet Sarah Orne
Jewett, who had read all of my early stories and had very
clear and definite opinions about them and about where
my work fell short. She said, ‘Write it as it is, don’t try to
make it like this or that. You can’t do it in anybody’s else
[sic] way—you will have to make a way of your own. If
the way happens to be new, don’t let that frighten you.

Don’t try to write the kind of short story that this or that
magazine wants—write the truth and let them take it or
leave it.’

“It is that kind of honesty, that earnest endeavor to tell
truly the thing that haunts the mind, that I love in Miss
Jewett’s own work. I dedicated ‘O Pioneers’ to her
because I had talked over some of the characters with her
and in this book I tried to tell the story of the people as
truthfully and simply as if I were telling it to her by word
of mouth.”

Perhaps it is the simplicity and truthfulness of it which
makes “O Pioneers!” stand out preiminently above the
sort of novel which we have come to designate as
“typically Western.” There is a certain sameness about
most Western stories. The characters and the country
seem stamped into a mechanical similarity with blurred
edges and automatic effects. Miss Cather has departed
from conventional lines. She took no pattern, but from
her own knowledge and love of her subject she wrote with
a virility and art that mark her book as a novel of
moment. Alexandra, the woman of the story, is forty
years old, has brought up her brothers after the death of
their parents, and wrested a subsistence from the land by
dint of sheer force of will. She is passionately attached to
the country. “We come and go, but the land is always
here. And the people who love and understand it are the
people who own it—for a little while.” That is the note
struck throughout and wrought with consummate art
into the framework of the story. Even the exquisite and
tragic episode of the love of Alexandra’s brother for the
little Bohemian, Marie Shabata, is handled with a
ruthlessness in keeping with the country and the stark
simplicity of its moral code. Although pure fiction, the
vividly sketched background of Nebraska prairies and
the faithful character drawing of a class of settlers who
are becoming more and more a power in the political and
economic life of the country give to “O Pioneers!” a
definite historical value.

V. Miss Cather’s Latest Novel

In whatever Miss Cather writes the reader may be sure
of excellent workmanship and interesting theme. Other
than that, one book in no way prepares him for what is
coming next.

“The Song of the Lark” is a story of a great American
singer, her childhood in the Colorado desert, her early
struggles in Chicago, her romantic adventures among the
Cliff Dweller ruins in Arizona, her splendid triumphs on
the operatic stage.

There is a diverting picture of musical Chicago in the
early years of Theodore Thomas’s leadership when the
young Swedish-American heroine, Thea Kronborg, not
yet appreciating the possibilities of her voice, is spending
all her money and almost more than all her strength for
the sake of her lessons and the drudgery of choir work.
There are wonderful chapters on the Cliff Dweller ruins,
which first awoke in her the historic imagination so
necessary to a great Wagnerian singer and where, away
from drudgery for the first time in her life, she grew all at
once into a powerful and willful young creature, got her
courage, and began to find herself. Thea Kronborg, the
Swedes and Mexicans of the little Colorado town where
she spent her childhood, the Polish musicians and art-
loving German and Jewish capitalists of Chicago and
New York—these are to-day as typically American as any
descendant of Pilgrim father or southern chevalier.

The author’s familiarity with the West has already
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been accounted for. She is equally intimate with New
York, and has gained her knowledge of the ways of the
operatic world through journalistic work and through
personal friendship with many well-known singers.

VL. Present Life and Future Work

Miss Cather’s present home is an apartment in that
picturesque and interesting old part of New York known
as Greenwich Village. In the summer she goes abroad or
returns to the West. This summer she refused a tempting
offer to write a series of articles on the war situation in
Europe, preferring instead to explore the twenty-odd
miles of Cliff-Dweller remains that are hidden away in
the southwest corner of Colorado, near Mancos and
Durango.

What may be Miss Cather’s plans for future work she
has not disclosed. One thing is certain—she will not
repeat herself. There will never be a stereotyped Cather
heroine or Cather here. She finds the appeal of the West
compelling, but “Alexander’s Bridge” shows how well she
knows and loves not only wild nature and the conquering
spirit of the new West but also the old, fine culture and
traditions of New England.

Few young authors have so broad a field to choose
from, and few are so thoroughly equipped for their work.
Three books establish her position in the front rank of
American writers. “The Song of the Lark,” especially,
places her definitely in the little group of American
novelists that count; the novelists that present American
life with full knowledge and convincing reality.

Like the 1903 note and the 1926 sketch, this statement is
unsigned. Crane reports that Ferris Greenslet, Cather’s
Houghton Mifflin editor, wrote her on July 21, 1915, about
plans for this marketing brochure and asked her “to provide
a 200—500-word story of her life. The literary history he
proposed to write himself.” In a letter dated July 26, he
indicated that he had received “the biography section of the
booklet” (Crane 314). This exchange raises at least the
possibility that Cather herself wrote sections I, II, and VI,
which focus on her biography, and that Greenslet had a hand
in writing sections III-V, which deal with the three novels.
On the other hand, the six sections of the sketch mesh so
perfectly, and ring throughout so true to Cather’s distinctive
voice, that one suspects the entire “Development of an
American Novelist” may be “the biography section” to
which Greenslet refers in his July 26 letter. There is also
the fact that Cather always reviewed—and frequently
revised—promotional materials for her writings (not least in
the case of The Song of the Lark: see Woodress 274). Even
if Greenslet did draft sections III-V, Cather will have
reshaped their substance and language in such a way as to
make the final product her own. )

One immediately notices a substantial change in tone
from the “Literary Note.” Whereas in 1903 Cather struggles
to enhance the importance of the writing she has done in
college and for a few newspapers, by 1915 she can refer not
only to a published collection of poetry but also to three
previously published prose works, The Troll Garden,
Alexander’s Bridge, and O Pioneers!. The enhanced self-
assurance that characterizes the whole statement is

especially evident in the concluding section, “Present Life
and Future Work,” where Cather boldly assigns herself to
“the front rank of American writers” and locates herself
“definitely .in the little group of American novelists that
count; the novelists that present American life with full
knowledge and convincing reality.” She also lends
additional authority to this piece, and strengthens its third-
person, anonymous authorial stance, by frequent citations of
her own previous public statements, drawing for all of these
on an interview that had appeared in the Philadelphia
Record in 1913.15

Given the highly successful publication of O Pioneers!
just two years earlier, it is not surprising that Cather again
emphasizes her Nebraska upbringing (though, in keeping
with the more restrained style she is now developing,
without some of the more piquant details of the 1903
statement—the little girls killing rattlesnakes with clods of
earth, for instance!). In addition, this time she specifically
ties this childhood period to her subsequent success as a
novelist. Not only does she identify “[t]he first two years on
the ranch” as “probably more important to her as a writer
than any that came afterward,” but she also quotes her own
telling comment on how visiting the pioneer women made
her feel “as if I had actually got inside another person’s
skin.” She has space here to include a few details about her
childhood years in Virginia, and to comment explicitly on
the move from Virginia to Nebraska: “For a child,
accustomed to the quiet and the established order behind the
Blue Ridge, this change was very stimulating.”1 Once
again she stresses the importance of her early and close
acquaintance with foreign languages and cultures, though
here with reference not to her university studies—as in the
“Literary Note”—but to her childhood: “...the contact with
people of strange languages and customs impressed her
deeply and inspired in her the broad, human understanding
so essential to a writer of fiction. Foreign speaking people
often talk more freely to a child than to grown persons, and
even though they spoke very little English the settlers were
social with the lonely little girl and somehow managed to
tell her a great many stories about the old country.”

The 1915 statement does no more than mention April
Twilights—not surprising, given that as early as 1908 Cather
was regretting its publication /—but it devotes a thoughtful
paragraph to The Troll Garden. Its major focus,
appropriately, is on the three novels being marketed by this
particular brochure, with each receiving an independent
section. The penetrating comments Cather makes on these
three works go far beyond anything that appears in her 1926
“Biographical Sketch,” and they gain interest from their
chronological proximity to the creation of these novels.

Given the negative assessment she was soon to voice
about Alexander’s Bridge,18 it is interesting that she speaks
of it here with considerable enthusiasm, not only according
it a separate heading but also adding a brief but favorable
comment in her summation. It is true, of course, that this
brochure was promotional in nature, that Alexander’s
Bridge was one of the novels it was marketing, and that
throughout her career Cather was—to a perhaps surprising
degree—both diligent and adept at promoting herself and
her writing. Nonetheless, she never praises herself
indiscriminately, and she frequently takes herself severely to
task (as, for instance, in her comments in this brochure on
her early Nebraska stories, or her remarks in subsequent
years on Alexander’s Bridge and The Song of the Lark
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itself).19 That at this point—in 1915—she still speaks of
the “great artistic skill” of Alexander’s Bridge and calls it
“prilliant and sympathetic in its reflections of character and
life,” 1is significant—especially in the context of an essay
she has chosen to call “The Development of an American
Novelist.”

Noteworthy also are Cather’s detailed comments on O
Pioneers! and The Song of the Lark, the former her first
significant success, the second her longest novel—and the
one foremost in her mind at the time she composed this
statement. Her sharp delineation of the ways in which O
Pioneers! differs from what she calls the “certain sameness
about most Western stories” is significant, as is her
concluding remark on the “definite historic value” of this
novel. Although much of what she says about O Pioneers!
comes directly from her 1913 Philadelphia Record
interview, some of the language she uses of the novel is new
and striking—her emphasis on the “virility” of the writing,
for instance, or her comment that the tragic episode of Emil
and Marie is handled “with a ruthlessness in keeping with
the country and the stark simplicity of its moral code.”

In her remarks on The Song of the Lark 1 find particularly
interesting the attention Cather pays to her range—even her
unpredictability—as a writer. This theme sounds at the start
of this section (“In whatever Miss Cather writes the reader
may be sure of excellent workmanship and interesting
theme. Other than that, one book in no way prepares him
for what is coming next.”), and it returns at the end when
Cather notes her familiarity not only with the West but also
with New York and the world of opera. She returns
emphatically to this same motif in the brochure’s
concluding section: “What may be Miss Cather’s plans for
future work she has not disclosed. One thing is certain—she
will not repeat herself. There will never be a stereotyped
Cather heroine or Cather hero”  That Cather should so
stress this point both suggests her concern at this stage of
her career not to be type-cast as a “western writer”<¥ and
also looks forward to the novels that are still to come. For
while some of these will return to themes and locations
familiar from O Pioneers! and The Song of the Lark, the
range of character, setting, and theme represented in
others—One of Ours, My Mortal Enemy, Death Comes for
the Archbishop, Shadows on the Rock, Sapphira and the
Slave Girl—is truly extraordinary.

Notes
*My thanks to Thomas Goldwasser and Jeffrey Marks for
enabling me to obtain the two Cather statements discussed
here; to Ann Romines for her help on several key points; and
above all to Merrill Skaggs for her wise and generous advice
throughout the preparation of this article.

lwilla Cather. A Biographical Sketch, An English
Opinion, and An Abridged Bibliography (New York 1926).
Knopf published expanded versions in 1933 and 1941. See
Crane 314-315.

Crane notes that the flyer and order form, with a picture
of Cather on the front cover, are illustrated in the U of
Nebraska P’s 1962 reissue of April Twilights (5). The book
was originally published by a vanity press run by Richard
Badger of Boston. ‘Badger’s reputation was decidedly
mixed, as James Woodress suggests: “Either Cather was too
naive to realize that the Badger imprint would be a signal to

reviewers of an unpublishable poetaster or she was
des;erately eager for an audience” (165).

“Glimpses of Present-Day Poets: Willa Sibert Cather,”
reprinted in Bohlke 3-4.

Cather does not mention her study of French in either
her 1915 or her 1926 statement. Does its presence here
reflect the six weeks Cather and Isabelle McClung had spent
in France during the summer of 1902? On the trip, see
Wog)dress 160-163.

The Poet-Lore article follows the “Literary Note” in
dating Cather’s birth to 1876: see Bohlke 3. For the usual
view on Cather’s revision of her age, see Leon Edel’s note
in Brown 17; O’Brien 293-294; Woodress 516. On Cather’s
reshaping of her name, see note 11 below.

To note the awkward feel of Cather’s “remarkably
discriminating dramatic criticism for the Nebraska State
Journal” is not to deny the validity of her words. Indeed, in
light of the reputation for critical toughness and candor that
Cather garnered during her university years, her description
is almost euphemistic! See Woodress 91-95.

TCather’s comments are cited by Ethel M. Hockett in
“The Vision of a Successful Fiction Writer,” a 1915 article
in the Lincoln Sunday Star (Bohlke 12). The self-restraint
that Cather learned over the years is apparent if one
compares her 1903 description of her Nebraska childhood
with that which appears in the 1915 brochure, cited below,
or with the following passage from the first page of her 1926
“Biographical Sketch”: “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 customs she found intensely interesting.” Even
in 1926, however, she can get carried away by this particular
subject (p. 2): “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.”

Cather’s lifelong interest in music is well known. That
her musical sensibilities helped shape her writing is readily
apparent, as Stephen Vincent and Rosemary Benét point out
in “Willa Cather: Civilized and Very American,” a 1940
interview in the New York Herald Tribune (Bohlke 136):
“‘The ear is as important as the eye,” she comments—the
comment of a writer whose style has euphony as well as
clarity, music as well as veracity. Conversation should be
set down in the mind, she says, ‘just as a violinist
remembers how another violinist played a piece of music
ten years ago.”

The postcard, done in the same colors as the brochure’s
cover, has on its front side a smaller reproduction of the
Bréton painting along with yet one more blurb for the book:
marketing would take place even as this order form made its
way through the mails! Merrill Skaggs has surmised that
Bréton’s picture of the girl with scythe “suggests to Cather
Jim Burden’s dream of Lena in her next novel, My Antonia,”
an instance of how “one can sometimes spot an idea
gestating in Cather’s brain.” In subsequent years Cather
became concerned that readers were identifying Thea
Kronborg with the “Lark” of Bréton’s title. In her 1932
edition of the novel she removed the painting from the
book’s jacket and described it in her Preface as “a rather
second-rate French painting in the Chicago Art Museum.”
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See Sherrill Harbison’s edition, 421, note 6, and 433.

OThe 1915 statement runs to slightly over 1800 words,
the 1926 to slightly over 1200. Despite the efforts
represented by this brochure, Cather was not satisfied with
Houghton Mifflin’s marketing of The Song of the Lark,
apparently the first step in the sequence of events that led
her eventually to change to Knopf: see Woodress 274-275.

Cather received no middle name at birth. At some
point prior to 1900 she herself added “Sibert,” a version of
“Seibert,” her grandmother Boak’s maiden name, and a
name common among other earlier family members as well.
(See, e.g., O’Brien 106-107; Woodress 18-19.) Cather
appears in this passage of the 1915 statement to be
extending her own spelling of this name to other members
of the family—and in so doing to be rewriting their history as
well as her own. But Ann Romines has pointed out to me
that several versions of the family name were current in the
nineteenth century, among them “Sybert” and “Sibert” as
well as “Seibert.”” She notes also that in the second half of
the 1800s some members of the family started simplifying
the spelling to “Sibert” and suggests that perhaps Willa
Cather simply followed their model.

1t is significant that Cather here chooses to include this
particular passage with its intriguing combination of getting
inside another person’s skin and being eaten by a tiger. The
latter reminds one strongly of Cather’s expressed wish to be
devoured by her art (see Sergeant 3) and may perhaps, as
Merrill Skaggs has suggested to me, carry resonances of
Dickinson (“leopard breathes at last!”’) and even of Blake’s
tyger (cf. Cather’s play on “Blake” in Rodney Blake of
Professor’s House and Rachel Blake of Sapphira). The
themes of getting inside another person and of being
consumed by one’s art are especially relevant to the novel
being promoted by this brochure, The Song of the Lark: see
Harbison, esp. 145-146.

Though Cather does not mention her date of birth in
this 1915 statement, her assertion that she graduated from
the university at age 19 sustains her earlier revision of her
age g‘she was in fact 21 1/2 in June 1895).

14Worth noting here is Cather’s exclusive focus on
minority groups—and her strong emphasis that “these are to-
day as typically American as any descendant of Pilgrim
father or southern chevalier.” The passage prepares for
Cather’s description of herself in the next paragraph as a
sophisticated New Yorker who has a “familiarity with the
West’—a familiarity that in fact goes back to a childhood
spent among just such minority groups, as she has stressed
in thg first section of the brochure.

15>willa Cather Talks of Work,” reprinted in Bohlke 7-
11. Cather has made modest editorial changes in the
passages cited from this article. The use of external sources
such as these is carried considerably further in the 1926
“Biographical Sketch” and its subsequent revisions. The
bulk of the 1926 pamphlet is devoted to Alexander
Porterfield’s “An English Opinion,” an extensive article
excerpted from The London Mercury. By 1941, the
expanded pamphlet includes not only this article and
Cather’s own slightly revised sketch and bibliography but
also several additional pieces, among them two previously
published letters by Cather herself and articles and reviews

from publications such as The New Republic, The Irish
Press, The Manchester Guardian, John O’London’s Weekly,
and the Times Literary Supplement.

It is interesting that even though she has less space
available in her 1926 “Biographical Sketch,” Cather devotes
considerably more attention to this early period of her life
and to its contrast with what she found in Nebraska (pp. 1-
2): “Had she been born in [Red Cloud], 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 11T had been going down from father to son ever
since, where life was ordered and settled, 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 something to think about.
Struggle appeals to a child more than comfort and .
picturesqueness, because it is dramatic.” In her comments
on Virginia she seems already to be looking ahead to themes
and characters that will appear in Sapphira and the Slave
Girl many years later (cf. Merrill Skaggs’ comment, above
note 9, on how the Bréton painting used in connection with
The Song of the Lark seems to foreshadow My Antonia).

See Sergeant 62, 182; Woodress 165-166.
185ee especially Cather’s Preface to the second edition
(Boston and New York 1922).
195ee her 1932 Preface to The Song of the Lark, 433-434
in Harbison’s edition.

A comment from Ethel M. Hockett’s 1915 article (see
above, note 7) exemplifies what Cather was resisting: “Miss
Cather’s books all have western settings, in Nebraska,
Colorado and Arizona, and she spends part of each year in
the west reviewing the early impressions and stories which
go to make up her books” (Bohlke 13-14).
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have “whatever was most costly...in every city” (CSF
45). In New York, that was a luxury hotel’s 32d floor. His
idolatrous worship of the “most costly” ultimately costs
him his life when, as the hotel is burning down, he vainly
tries to save himself by leaping from the 32d floor toward
the “cobwebby life nets” below (45). His hand (like that
of the Philistine idol) is later found, “snapped off at the
wrist” (45) on a lower floor’s window ledge where he had
tried to save himself by throwing out his hand while
falling. The Oxford English Dictionary includes
“threshold” as one definition of “grunsel” (the word used
by Milton), but it also includes “window sill” as an
alternate definition.

The number 32 may allude to the thirty-second
chapter of Exodus where the Israelites, having been
liberated from slavery and having arrived at the foot of
Mt. Sinai, become impatient with Moses’ delayed return
from the mountain. They force his brother Aaron to create
an idol for them to worship—a golden calf. Moses
returns, sees what they have done, and breaks the two
tablets of the covenant which include the prohibition
against idolatry.

In determining what idolatries have led to Myra and
Oswald Henshawe’s predicament in My Mortal Enemy,
we might examine Myra’s own worship of the most costly
objects and Oswald’s docile willingness to sacrifice his
own vocational goals to meet her extravagant demands.
Additionally, we might turn to the novel’s final paragraph
in which the narrator implies that Myra’s ultimate cry of
despair is a consequence of her having “exalted” a
“common feeling” (122). The narrator does not tell us
what that feeling is but, based on (among other things)
Myra’s own comments that “[IJove brings on a woman
nearly all the bad luck in the world” (38) and that there is
“[n}o playing with love” (41), a good case can be made
that the exaltation of “roinantic love” represents one of
the destructive idolatries.

Unlike the situation she developed in “Behind The
Singer Tower,” Cather in My Mortal Enemy—like Milton
in Paradise Lost—seems concerned not only with
describing her couple’s initial missteps but, perhaps more
importantly, with exploring what they learn from their
experience and how they react to any insights they have
thereby acquired. That, I believe, is why, in a sense, My
Mortal Enemy itself is a dyad. It is internally divided into
two books, the second exploring Myra’s and Oswald’s
recognition that they have failed themselves and each
other, as well as their response to this realization. At the
very beginning of that second book, I believe that Cather
has left us a hint that idolatry remains at the heart of the
novel by providing us with an exquisitely subtle allusion
to “Behind The Singer Tower.” Just as Graziani had spent
the last days of his life as a tenant of a hotel’s “thirty
second floor,” Myra and Oswald Henshawe spend the last
days of their lives together in an “apartment hotel” (ME
72) in which “[h]er room is thirty-two” (74). Myra’s room
number thus underscores Nellie’s comment about Myra’s
idolatry.

In the second half of My Mortal Enemy, we find that
Myra has acquired some insight into the failings that have
led to the couple’s current predicament. She recognizes
that she was always a “grasping” woman (104).” She also
knows that Oswald, by idolizing her and passively
sacrificing his personal goals at the altar of her idolatrous
demands, has allowed her to destroy him. He in turn has
imposed on her an unbearable burden of guilt which, in
that sense, has made him her mortal enemy (105).

But these insights do not seem to have elicited any
redemptive realizations. Recall that, in “Before
Breakfast,” Grenfell recognizes that his life has been like
a “shipwreck” (OB 156). In Book 1 of My Mortal Enemy,
Nellie Birdseye states that, when “kindness” has left
people, it is like a “shipwreck” (64). In Book 2, Myra
expressly admits that, in age, when the flowers are so few,
she is committing a “great unkindness” to destroy any
that are left in Oswald’s heart (104). But her response to
that recognition is simply to say: “I’m made so” (105). A
few pages earlier, she adopted the same fatalistic excuse
when she referred to her uncle’s savagery strengthening
in her. She feels compelled by her “strain of blood” (99)
which has become like her skeleton. '

By contrast, after their fall from grace in Paradise
Lost, Adam rejects Eve’s despairing proposal of suicide
with the words:

But rise, let us no more contend, nor blame

Each other, blamed enough elsewhere, but strive

In offices of love, how we may lighten

Each other’s burden in our share of woe. (10:957 ff.)

Milton here seems to be telling us that the initial fall
does not end the story. We must pick up the pieces of our
lives and move forward. But forsaking blame and
achieving reconciliation may require at least some
measure of mutual forgiveness for the past. Myra,
however, like her uncle, is unable to forgive or seek
forgiveness from the still living Oswald for the harm their
idolatries have done to one another. Having secreted away
“gold” (ME 101) in a trunk, she does not use it to enable
them to find better quarters and thereby relieve Oswald
from the guilt she instills for their shoddy
accommodations. Rather, she seeks to use the gold to buy
masses for the dead (Modjeska and, later, herself). This
wish is consistent with her belief in “holy words and holy
rites” (102). But a paralle]l might well be drawn to the
Israelites’ demand that Aaron use their gold to create an
idol to which they can bow down. Idolatrous use of gold
cannot save the Israclites, the tenor Graziani, or Myra
Henshawe; all vainly grasp for safety from the
consequences of their missteps.

So My Mortal Enemy ends with the couple seemingly
estranged. Myra, in a final extravagant gesture, overpays
a poor cab driver to take her to the bare headland that she
earlier described as like Gloucester’s cliff in King Lear.
There she will die alone, overlooking the sea—having left
instructions that her body be cremated and her ashes
buried “in some lonely and unfrequented place” (119). It
is an ending that, like the early morning North Atlantic
waters referred to in “Before Breakfast,” bears a “death-
chill” (OB 165).
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But Cather’s allusion to Lear, I believe, was meant to
tell us that this ending was not inevitable and to give us
- hints of how the death-chill could have been survived. In
Lear, the deceit of Gloucester’s bastard son Edmund has
led to a rupture between Gloucester and his legitimate
son Edgar. Rather than holding himself or Edgar
personally responsible for their estrangement and thereby
capable of ending it, Gloucester concludes that the
cracking of the “bond” twixt son and father is the
inevitable result of recent lunar and solar “eclipses”
(Lii.105 ff.). Gloucester’s remarks evoke this response
from Edmund:

This is the excellent foppery of the world, that,
when we are sick in fortune,—often the surfeit
of our own behaviours, —we make guilty of our
disasters the sun, the moon, and the stars; as if
we were villains by necessity, fools by heavenly
compulsion. (Lii.121 ff.)

Substitute Myra Henshawe’s “our strain of blood”
(our genes, if you will) for the phrase “the stars” in
Shakespeare, and it becomes apparent that neither
Shakespeare nor Cather would accept the excuses that
Myra (in “temporary eclipse” [ME 76]) gives for her
purported énability to alter her conduct and abandon her
idolatries.

Gloucester, having been blinded for trying to help
Lear escape from his daughter Regan, falls into despair
and, like Myra, offers to overpay a poor man to take him
to the top of a cliff from which we know that he intends
to leap to his death. Gloucester’s ultimate guide, however,
turns out to be his son Edgar. Edgar hears his father
forgive him (the very action Myra is unable to take).
Gloucester is saved from committing suicide, and the
father/son pair are fully reconciled before the father’s
natural death. Conversely, the end of My Mortal Enemy
includes no such reconciliation, for Myra never forgives
anybody. Cather’s allusion to the possibility of a different
outcome seems to have been missed by many readers.

Myra’s instruction that, upon her death, she should be
cremated and her ashes buried in some “lonely and
unfrequented place” (119) provides us with a connective
bridge to the beginning of “Before Breakfast.” At his desk
at “Grenfell & Saunders, Bonds” (OB 147), where he
works “like a steam shovel” (152), the “escape-avenue”
(147) Henry Grenfell keeps at the back of his mind is also
an unfrequented place—an island which isn’t even on the
map and whose description bears some similarities to the
lost garden of Eden.” On this trip, however, Grenfell
experiences the first sleepless night he has ever spent on
his island—a night of reevaluation in which his entire life
history passes before him.

Like Myra at the end of her life, Grenfell—who is
effectively estranged from his wife and sons—is trying to
understand what has gone wrong. In reviewing her own
personal history, Myra Henshawe concluded that what
she had really needed was money and that the changes in
her feelings for Oswald resulted because the poor and
childless couple remained unnaturally focused on each
other (ME 105). Significantly, in “Before Breakfast,”
Cather has given Grenfell the two things that Myra

lacked-——wealth and children. But neither gift has brought
him fulfillment.

Grenfell is at the point of despair. Rejecting the
eyedrops he has been taking for his failing eyes, he asks:
“Why patch up? What was the use...of anything?”’ (OB
148). In their respective autobiographical “audits,” Myra
and Grenfell each have sought to identify the “mortal
enemy” responsible for their shipwreck. In his audit,
Grenfell blames his shipwreck on his “bosom”—the
humiliation he has suffered as a result of his “hair-trigger
stomach” (156). By contrast, by having her narrator in
My Mortal Enemy associate shipwreck with unkindness,
Cather seems to be telling us that her characters’ key
anatomical concerns must be ones of the heart, not the
stomach. Like Oswald Henshawe, Grenfell has sacrificed
his true vocational goals on the altar of a potentially fatal
idolatry. Unlike Oswald, it was not the passion of
romantic love that led Grenfell to marry his wife
Margaret and exchange his professional goals for the
bondage of his father-in-law’s business. “It was his own
intoxicated vanity that sealed his fate. He had never been
‘made much over’ before” (151). But while Oswald and
Grenfell have thus falsely exalted different common
feelings, the result is the same. Rather than bringing
Grenfell fulfillment, his idolatrous sacrifice has left him
feeling “spineless, accidental, unrelated to anything”
(149).

This last phrase is particularly significant. The word
“Bonds” in the title of Grenfell’s firm may be seen as a
pun. In one sense, ié can symbolize the “bondage” of an
unsatisfying career.® But recall how Gloucester in Lear
uses the same word: “the bond crackt ‘twixt son and
father” (I.ii.111). These are the emotional “bonds™ that
Grenfell has failed to establish with those to whom he
should be closest—a failure that has left him “unrelated
to anything,” on a rock in the middle of nowhere, in a

cabin to which he admits no one and where he is more

profoundly alone than Adam before the creation of Eve.

But once again, Cather’s allusions seem to imply that,
no matter how late in the day it may be, despair is not the
inevitable outcome of prior spiritual failures. Not only
has Grenfell’s “dreadful” night been one of reevaluation;
it has-also been one of “revelation” (OB 149). The book
of Revelation would advise Grenfell: “Anoint thine eyes
with eye-salve, that thou mayest see” (3:18). Unlike
Grenfell’s “eye-drops” (148), the  “eye-salve” of
revelation is not designed to restore Grenfell’s physical
sight, but rather to enable him to acquire the inner vision
(what we mean by the term “insight”) that will prompt
him to repent and change.

Grenfell has also brought with him the second of the
two little red leather volumes that he was placing into his
traveling bag—presumably Henry IV, Part 1I. There he
will find that King Henry and his son Hal are reconciled
when Hal sheds tears of sorrow in response to his
mistaken belief that Henry has died and Henry then
comes to recognize the loving emotions embodied in
those tears—tears which Shakespeare describes as
“gentle eye drops” (IV. iv. 218). When he reads these
lines, Grenfell may realize that the “eye-drops” he has
been using are no substitute for melting the ice between
his family members as they forge meaningful bonds to

~B63~



LIVING THE DEATH CHILL

(Continued)

each other. :

Before taking a familiar trail on the morning after his
dreadful night, Grenfell leaves a message in capital letters
for the person who cares for his needs on the island—
“BREAKFAST WHEN I RETURN” (159).

I believe that the word “breakfast,” part of the very
title of our story, is intended to prod our looking at the
second book in the Milton dyad—~Paradise Regained.
There, Christ has gone into the wilderness where he will
withdraw into himself and fast until he comes to a full
understanding and acceptance of the self-sacrificial role
he has been assigned. During the night, he undergoes
several temptations from Satan, who acknowledges that
Christ is to be his “fatal enemy” (IV:526). Only after
successfully resisting those temptations and accepting his
task does Christ return home and “break fast.”

The redeeming value of noble self-sacrifice is a
message that Cather may have embedded in My Mortal
Enemy by repeatedly referring to Bellini’s opera Norma.
At the end of the second act of that opera, a changed
Norma is prepared to forgive past wrongs and to sacrifice
her own life to save those whom she loves—actions that
inspire her formerly unfaithful lover to reunite with her at
last. Myra Henshawe, however, never gets beyond

Norma’s “Casta Diva” prayer to the Druid moon goddess’

in Act 1. Myra never absorbs what is arguably the opera’s
most important message.

What happens to make the ending of “Before
Breakfast” different from My Mortal Enemy, 1 believe, is
that, when Grenfell reaches the top of his cliff, he starts a
rescue in which he must selflessly risk his life to save the
life of another in danger of drowning. So, unlike Myra,
Grenfell does not die at the top of the cliff. Instead, he
heads down to his cabin feeling that something has
sharpened his appetite—he is actually hungry. He’s not
sure what did it, but one distinct possibility is that, at the
top of the cliff, he roused himself by acting unselfishly on
behalf of another human being. The moment begins his
reawakening to the possibility that, for him, life may still
promise satisfying possibilities. By his clifftop response,
he symbolically as well as literally began to “cross the
sharp line from the deep shade to the sunny hillside” (OB
166). He finds the door to his kitchen open, echoing the
lines from Revelation (3:8): “I know thy works; behold, I
have set before thee an open door, and no man can shut it;
for thou hast a little strengbh and hast kept my word, and
hast not denied my name.”

The feeling this ending supplies is quite different from
the hopelessness that pervades the conclusion of My
Mortal Enemy. Several mirror images seem to signal that
this difference in emotional outcome may be part of the
author’s conscious, detailed design. Both Grenfell and
Myra end their upward climb on a “headland,” but Myra’s
is “bare” (ME 87) while Grenfell’s is “grassy” (OB 163).
Mpyra’s death comes while leaning back against a solitary
“old twisted tree” that she has sought out on Gloucester’s
Cliff (ME 87). Like that twisted tree, the trees in “Before
Breakfast” grow leaning away from the sea. Ultimately,

however, like great creeping vines, the trees in “Before
Breakfast” “burst into tender leafage” when they reach
the sunshine (OB 163). While Grenfell’s own “vague
objective” also includes a tree, it is identified as a “bushy
rowan” (163), a type of tree that has white flowers and red
berries—an image that provides us with an allusion to
Christ’s sacrificial passion. We now understand why
Cather had Grenfell refer to Christian’s leaving his
burden at the bottom of the hill. Christian describes it as
his “burden of guilt” and says that, when he saw
“one...hang bleeding upon a tree, the very sight of him
made my burden fall off my back” (PP 115).

Since Gloucester’s cliff presumably faces the Pacific
Ocean outside San Francisco, Myra (who is Irish) dies
facing the west—in Irish lore, the direction associated
with death. While Myra may have seen the sky lighten at
dawn, she most certainly did not see the rising of the sun
itself. Grenfell’s headland faces east, the direction of the
rising sun and the direction in which Milton’s reconciled
Adam and Eve leave Edfg to begin their journey together
after the fall (XII: 638).

Hope, of course, does not necessarily mean optimism.
Grenfell’s story is not over. That he has a long way to go
is shown by Cather’s observation that, “as he passed the

grandfather tree he waved his hand, but didn’t stop.

Plucky youth is more bracing than enduring age” (OB
166). .

The “plucky youth” is presumably the girl on the
beach who had been in danger of drowning. Some have
interpreted Cather’s imagery of the girl as coming out of
a seashell (164) as an allusion t(f well-known paintings of
Venus arising from a shell. !l Here is an alternative
interpretation that I find more meaningful in the context
of the story: Unlike the Venus of the paintings, the girl
coming out of the seashell in “Before Breakfast” is
wearing a pink bathing-suit. The most familiar pink
object that comes out of a shell is a pearl. The name
“Margaret” is derived from the Latin and Greek words for
“pearl.” Cather’s description of the geologist’s daughter
(145) and her description of Grenfell’s wife Margaret
(152, 155-6) are remarkably similar. At the end of My
Mortal Enemy, Oswald Henshawe says: “These last
years it’s seemed to me that I was nursing the mother of
the girl who ran away with me. Nothing ever took that girl
from me. Nellie, I wish you could have seen her then”
(121). Oswald’s inability to see Myra realistically by
opening his eyes to the connection between the girl then
and the woman now crippled his ability to reconnect with
Myra in a way that precluded despair. If Grenfell’s
spiritual pilgrimage is to make progress, he must acquire
the insight that will enable him to avoid the same mistake.

Yet Cather may also be saying something else just as
important: “Plucky youth is more bracing than enduring
age.” In going into the water at a time when it is covered
with a “death-chill,” the plucky youth, the geologist’s
daughter, displays the “flaming courage of youth”
referred to on the last page of My Mortal Enemy. And the
word “courage” in that phrase takes us back to where
Oswald tells Nellie that Myra ‘“has enough desperate
courage for a regiment” but she “can’t endure” (92).
While plucky youth may be more bracing, it is enduring
age that demonstrates the character needed to resist
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despair and overcome the consequences of our human
fallibilities. As the chorus of angels declares at the end of
Mendelssohn’s Elijah Oratorio to which Cather
repeatedly directs our attention in Lucy GaEheart: “He
that shall endure to the end shall be saved.”!

Having noted that idolatry seems to be a key Cather
concern in both My Mortal Enemy and “Before
Breakfast,” we note also that Mendelssohn’s Elijah is
singularly focused on the prophet’s lifelong battle against
idolatry. The Elijah libretto is based almost entirely on
paraphrases or direct quotations from the Bible.
Biblically, the return of Elijah will herald the onset of the
messianic age. Most readers are familiar with Isaiah’s
prediction that, in the messianic age, men will beat their
swords into plowshares and learn war no more (Isaiah
2:4). So one would expect that when Elijah returns, he
will perform the political tasks needed to achieve world
peace. Instead, the words of the Elijah (quoted almost
verbatim from Chapter 4 of Malachi, the last of the
biblical prophets) are revealingly different:

Behold, God hath sent Elijah the prophet, before
the coming of the great and dreadful day of the
Lord. And he shall turn the heart of the fathers
to the children, and the heart of the children
unto their fathers, lest the Lord shall come and
smite the earth with a curse.

. This message is clearly reflected in the need to bring
reconciliation between Henry Grenfell and his son
Harrison in  “Before = Breakfast” (paralleling
Shakespeare’s key reconciliation of King Henry IV and
his son Hal). That Cather was conscious of the
overarching importance of that task is evidenced by the
fact that, in My Mortal Enemy, she seems to have made
the absence of reconciliation between Myra and her uncle
a critical basis for that novel’s unhappy outcome.

Cather once said that, in The Professor’s House, she
had tried to create an effect similar to what she had seen

in Dutch pictures of an interior room containing a square

open window through which one can see ships “that ply
quietly on all the waters to the globe” (OW 31). Through
the window of that individual room, we see the entire
world. In “Before Breakfast,” Cather can be seen to have
done just that with time as well as space. Through the
story of a single day in the life of a single man on a small
island too insignificant to be included on any map, she
has taken us all the way back to the “first amphibious
frog-toad” (OB 166) beginning his pilgrimage to find a
new water hole and all the way forward into the future
through the open door of a room in which the messiah
may be waiting. If “Before Breakfast” indeed represents
a continuation of an interior literary dialogue between
Cather and William Faulkner,!> she might well have
been echoing the words of the servant Dilsey in The
Sound and the Fury :

“I've seed de first en de last... I seed de
beginnin, en now I sees de endin” (FR 220).

From the messianic perspective, however, there is a
sense in which all that universal time collapses back into
the single decision that every individual makes in every
present moment. That is, each step that each individual

takes on the pilgrimage road embraces the entire future of
the entire world. To the extent that Cather herself
embraced that concept, it may explain why it was
unnecessary for her at the late “Before Breakfast” stage
of her life to write a story dealing with any of the external
horrors of the great world war in which mankind then
seemed to be destroying itself—not because she didn’t
care but, rather, because she had concluded that what
happened on the macrocosmic world scale was ultimately
dependent on what happened on the scale of the
individual human being. It is a position consistent with
that of Milton in Paradise Regained, where Christ rejects
Satan’s argument that he can do more good for the world
by abandoning his self-sacrificial path and, instead,
becoming ruler of Rome (the political power which, in
Norma, is the mortal enemy of the singer of the “Casta
Diva” aria with which Myra Henshawe is associated) or
of Rome’s sworn enemy Parthia (which is the name of
Myra’s home town).

In concluding, I would like to return to Harrison
Grenfell’s speculation as to whether Koussevitsky would
take the slow movement in the Brahms’ second
symphony the same way as the last time he conducted it.
His mother responds by saying that she preferred another
conductor’s reading. Think of the symphony as a
universally applicable theme representing a particular
aspect of the human condition, and the conductor as an
author who interprets that theme by incorporating it into
a story. My thesis has been that My Mortal Enemy and
“Before Breakfast” represent two Cather interpretations
of the same theme, and I have tried to show some of the
similarities and differences between those two
interpretations. By embedding her interpretations in a
highly complex allusive structure reaching back as far as
the Bible, Cather recognizes that her theme has been of
interest to great writers in every age and acknowledges
that her exploration of this theme has been enriched by
what can be seen as an evolving collaborative effort. In
summarizing the result of that effort as represented by
Cather’s own work, we might appropriately apply Bishop
Latour’s description of Father Vaillant’s onion soup in
Death comes for the Archbishop: “[W ]hen one thinks of
it, a soup like this is not the work of one man. It is the
result of a constantly refined tradition” (38). But while
knowledge of a soup’s history adds nothing to its taste,
our appreciation of Cather’s work is significantly
enhanced by our increasing awareness of its multi-
layered character.

Notes
I There is also a reference (OB 155) to one minor
musical piece, Kathleen Mavourneen (words by Julia
Crawford and music by Frederick N. Crouch).
Interestingly, even this song may be consistent with the
aboye-noted pattern because it has two verses.

For example, Merrill Skaggs has drawn my
attention to “The Garden Lodge,” in which Caroline
Noble’s mother eloped (like Myra Henshawe) with a man
whom she “idolized” (TG 47), and Caroline herself most
fears “the part of one that sets up an idol and the part of
one that bows down to it” (49). Later, illuminated by
“moonlight” while thinking of the man to whom she
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seems to have become romantically attracted, Caroline
ultimately realizes that she has been “losing her way” and
has been “developing with alarming celerity that part of
one which sets up an idol and that part of one which bows
down and worships it” (51). Compare this with the
passage in which Myra Henshawe tells Nellie Birdseye:
“See the moon coming out, Nellie—behind the tower. It
awakens the guilt in me. No playing with love..” (ME
41).

See also my discussion (later in this paper) regarding
the references to Mendelssohn’s Elijah oratorio in Lucy
Ga}éheart.

In “Behind the Singer Tower,” Cather has one
character describe the Singer Tower as “looking exactly
like the Jewish high priest...” (CSF 46). Aaron, it should
be noted, was the first of those high priests. In addition,
the story explicitly refers to “your Moloch on the Singer
Tower” (64). Moloch is another in Milton’s list of grim
idols—“besmeared with blood [o]f human sacrifice”
(1:3492-3). ,

I delivered a paper at the Willa Cather on Mesa Verde
Symposium in October 1999, entitled “Borrowed Plots.”
The paper maintains that My Mortal Enemy contains
significant allusions (including the novel’s very title) to
Chaucer’s “Knight’s Tale”—a story in which the
exaltation of “love at first sight” leads two of the
prirgcipal characters into becoming mortal antagonists.

I am indebted to Robert K. Miller for noting (in an
informal conversation at the Seventh International Willa
Cather Seminar in Winchester, Virginia) a possible
connection between Myra’s nonredemptive “grasping” in
My Mortal Enemy and the tenor Graziani’s vain grasp to
save himself while falling to his death in “Behind the
Sin%er Tower.”

Among other possible linguistic and thematic
connections between King Lear and My Mortal Enemy is
this subtle but nevertheless intriguing one:

Upon learning of a clause in her uncle’s will (stating
that, if she comes to the shelter he has endowed, she is to
be received and paid an allowance until the time of her
death), Myra states: “How like the old Satan that was! Be
sure when he dictated that provision to his lawyer, he
thought to himself: ‘She’d roll herself into the river first,
the brach’” (ME 98). This is the same uncle who, when
threatening to disinherit Myra, advised her: “It’s better to
be a stray dog in this world than a man without
money...A poor man stinks, and God hates him” (22).

Compare the above-quoted words with those of the
King’s fool in Lear who, when the King threatens to whip
him for having criticized the King’s decisions regarding
his daughters, responds: “Truth’s a dog must to kennel:
he must be whipt out, when the Lady the brach may stand
by the fire and stink” (I.iv.114-16).

In his elaboration of the Genesis description of Eden,
Milton in Paradise Lost refers to a “mountain...high
raised upon the rapid current” of a stream that is
ultimately divided into four, with “murmuring waters
falling' down the slope hills” (4:222 ff.). In “Before

Breakfast,” Cather describes a spot on Grenfell’s island
where “water was rushing down the deep-cut channel
with sound and fury,” ultimately ending in “four
waterfalls, white as silver, pouring down the
pergendicular cliff walls” (OB 162).

At the International Cather Seminar 2000, 1
delivered a paper (entitled “The Samson & Delilah Story:
One of Cather’s Lifelong Paradigms™) contending that
the use of the word “bonds” in “Before Breakfast” was
one of several signals that Cather also intended to draw
parallels between that story and Milton’s Samson
Ago&istes.

Compare the quoted lines, and Grenfell’s island as
his “escape-avenue,” with ones in The Professor’s House,
where Cather describes the “great fact in [St. Peter’s]
life”—the lake that was “his always possible escape from
dullness... [I]t was like open door that nobody could
shut” (PH 30).

10The above listing of connective strands between
“Before Breakfast” and My Mortal Enemy is hardly
exhaustive. Here is another intriguing example:

The only way Grenfell has been able to “feel like a
whole man” has been to “go shooting” and killing things.
His “greatest triumph” was killing a “white bear in
Labrador” (OB 157). Yet it is immediately after his
review of his hunting experiences that Grenfell
recognizes that he has been on the “wrong road” (158).
Where will he find the right road—the one that will -
actually make him “whole”?

In seeking Cather’s intent in this regard, the “white
bear” takes us back to that portion of My Mortal Enemy
where, shortly after Nellie’s arrival in New York City,
Myra leaves her in Madison Square which she
characterizes as “the real heart of the city” and “why I
love living here” (33). It is Christmas eve and Nellie goes
into a long description of such things as “friendly” old
sweepers who are “very ready to talk to a girl from the
country, and to brush off a bench so that she could sit
down.” There were trees and shrubs that “seemed well-
groomed and sociable, like pleasant people.” An old
flower seller had wrapped a bunch of his violets in oiled
paper “to protect them from the snow.” Nellie concludes:
“Here, I felt, winter brought no desolation; it was tamed,
like a polar bear led on a leash by a beautiful lady” (34-
5). ‘

Cather may here be saying that, when people are
friendly and pleasant, extend themselves to aid and
welcome others, and protect the flowers against the snow
(recall Myra’s later recognition that she is destroying the
few flowers that are left in her aging husband’s heart,
(104-5), it may be possible to tame “the winter of our
discolntent” (to paraphrase Shakespeare’s Richard I1I).

1 See, e.g., Bernice Slote’s “Venus-on-the-halfshell”
comment at p. 92 of her introduction to The Kingdom of
Art.

12Nt only does Clement Sebastian have Lucy
accompany him on two selections from the oratorio, he
points “with his finger” to the exact place he wants her to
begin (LG 41) and later asks her whether she has “ever
hea{% the Elijah well given” (42).

For a detailed analysis of this subject, see Merrill
Skaggs’ “Thefts and Conversation” paper in Volume 3 of
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NATURES TERROR & GLORY

(Continued)

physically creates an “outside,” an “enclosing wall,”
and a “circumference” to nature and to man. Moreover,
the cave is also a place where the sound of a “great
underground river,” itself “one of the oldest voices of
the earth,” is “plastered up with clay” (DCA 356).
Importantly, this image greatly contrasts to the “life-
giving stream” that flows freely through “Agua
Secreta,” the place of Latour’s initial salvation.

As the cave is a part of “a peculiar rock formation,”
it can be associated with the rock of Acoma, the most
incomprehensible landscape Latour has experienced.
Like the rock of Acoma, this mysterious cave in the
desert symbolizes stability in nature. Thus, it
eliminates hope because it never changes. The cave can
be seen as part of the “ruins of an old planet” that
Emerson argues “new continents are built out of . . .”
(“Circles” 169). In the cave, there can be no progress.
In the storm, where nature is “fluid and volatile,” man
finds pleasure (168).

Having ventured throughout the dangerously wild
Southwestern  landscapes, Archbishop Latour
ultimately finds in nature a final resting place. He
chooses for his home the “few acres in the red sand
hills” that once tortured him (DCA 437). Taking shelter
in his later years, Latour seems to carry out Emerson’s
idea of a unification between man and the natural
world. As Emerson declares himself to be
simultaneously “God in nature” and “a weed by the
wall” (“Circles” 171), so is Latour. Latour, as a Bishop,
is Vicar of Christ. By making his “recreation . . . his
garden,” Latour also blends into his acres as naturally as
“a weed by the wall.” Latour’s cathedral is a religious
structure that represents a purpose as strong as action
and also physically seems a part of the natural
environment that surrounds it. For Latour, this union
with both spirit or purpose and also place or nature,
becomes very appealing. Yet, nature also terrifies, for
api union with the natural world creates and requires
risks.

Latour’s cathedral symbolizes his desired union
with nature. His architect says, “Either a building is part
of a place, or it is not” (DCA 441). That cathedral also
appears to be a part of nature; yet the key to Cather’s
description is that the cathedral only seems to be a part
of the hills. The body of the church lies against the

mountain, not within it. Thus, the cathedral does not -

represent a complete and flawless unity with nature, but
“seemed to start directly out of those rose-coloured
hills—with a purpose so strong that it was like action.
Seen from ... [a]distance, the Cathedral lay against the
pine-splashed slopes as against a curtain’ (444). Thrust
forward before its backdrop, the cathedral actually
opposes it. And this opposition is part of Latour’s
theology. His cathedral is designed by a French
architect; it is “Midi Romanesque” in design, and of the
“South” in character. Simply, it is a structure that does
not belong in this Southwestern landscape. Further,

Latour has attempted to build something permanent in
an ever changing nature. This is Latour’s theological
flaw. “Permanence is but a word of degrees,” and
nature cannot be altered (or altared) by man. Although
nature may appeal to Latour’s wish to “settle” in his
later years, and although it may provide a conclusion to
“a life of action,” this desire is one we must judge sadly
(437). Clearly, Latour did not apply to himself the
lessons he learned from the Acoma: that it can be
terrifying to satisfy one’s desire to “settle.”

_ TIronically, Latour becomes highly similar to the
Acoma “rock-turtles” in his final years. Like the
Acoma’s “warlike church” that is “like a part of a cliff
itself,” Latour’s “tawny church” seems to “start directly
out of those . . . hills . . .’(337, 441). The Acoma live
on “their rock,” and Latour builds his cathedral with
“that rock” that “will do very well” (424). The Acoma
“lived upon their Rock; were born upon it and died
upon it” (336). Likewise, Latour’s cathedral is “the
rock” that “would also be his tomb” (424, 442).
Perhaps the fact explains Joseph’s ambivalence when
he is shown these materials (424). Latour echoes
Emerson as he “builds for the future” with “no Past at
his back” (DCA 424, “Circles” 176). However, Latour
does have “a Past at his back,” as he himself has pointed
out when pondering his onion soup (299). Often, he
yearns for his native France, and as he approaches
death, begins to speak only French. Ultimately, like the
Acoma, the bishop “wishes to be settled.” Yet, again,
Latour should have learned that it can be self-
destructive to satisfy this desire.

Specifically, the cathedral is often surrounded by
terrible storms. As Cather describes them, “the sky
above the mountain grew black, and the carnelian rocks
became an intense lavender, all their pine trees strokes
of dark purple, the hills drew nearer, the whole
background approached like a dark threat” (441). Such
dark power looms over Latour and his cathedral.
Clearly, nature cannot be contained and will forever be
“fluid and volatile,” regardless of the stone cathedrals
that perch on its surface (“Circles” 168). It thus
terrifies man who searches for some adequate
foundation to build on and greatly fears a nature that is
“not fixed but sliding” (174).

Latour’s garden is another symbol of the
coexistence of terror and appeal in nature. Specifically,
Cather uses Pascal’s phrase to emphasize this point:
“Man was lost and saved in a garden” (DCA 438).
Foremost, Latour’s first experience of salvation is at
“Agua Secreta,” an environment filled with beautiful
flowers and trees. It is a natural garden, created by a
“life- giving stream” that flows from the desert (294).
In the final chapter, the site of the garden Latour plants
is very similar to the paradisaical “Agua Secreta.”
Latour’s garden is also found by a stream and Latour
follows “‘a stream and comes upon this spot. . . a garden.
. ” (437). This garden becomes Latour’s “recreation”
and enables him to reflect. It is thus very appealing
since “reflection” is the “happiest conclusion” to
Latour’s “life of action” (437).

Yet, Latour’s garden is also a place of terror. In his
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garden, Latour “domesticated and developed the native
wild flowers.” He grows fruit that is foreign to the area
and that was “hardly to be found even in the old
orchards of California . . .7 (438). Latour has urged
“the new priests to plant fruit trees wherever they went”
and has encouraged the Mexicans to “add fruit to their
starchy diet.” “Wherever there was a French priest,
there should be a garden . . .” (438). In these actions,
Latour attempts to overpower and dominate nature. He
introduces foreign species into the landscape and even
encourages future generations to do the same.
Although Latour’s actions are similar to Emerson’s
commands to “build therefore your own world,” or
“draw a new- circle,” they are dangerously near an
attempt to control a natural world that is infinite
(“Nature” 56, “Circles” 178).

Unfortunately, in this way Latour’s garden parallels
the decayed garden of Baltazar, the “forgotten friar”
murdered by the Acoma. Like Latour, Baltazar “was
able to grow a wonderful garden . . . constantly
improving his church . . . growing new vegetables . . .”
(DCA 340-341). Baltazar uses only the “choicest
seeds” as Latour plants “the most delicate varieties”
(340, 438). Latour’s “little adobe house” rests “high up
on the hill side overlooking the orchards” and Baltazar
similarly “watched over his garden like a little
kingdom” (438, 341).

In the end, Baltazar is killed for having accidentally
murdered a native, a right inhabitant of that
environment. He is thrown off the “most precipitous
cliff” with broken pots and even such “refuse as the
turkeys would noteat . . .” (346). In his death, Baltazar
is not given any human respect. His goods are simply
divided and the women take “pleasure in watching the
garden pine and waste away from thirst” and laugh at
“the whitening foliage of the peach trees, and the green
grapes shriveling on the vines” (346). These women,
as they carry the pots of water and nourish the garden,
can be likened to nature herself. Thus, it is not only the
Acoma women; but nature that takes pleasure in
watching Baltazar’s garden waste away. Moreover, the
next priest, who is a native Mexican, “finds no ill will
awaiting him” as he is satisfied with the native diet and
lets the turkey flock “scratch in the hot dust that had
once been Baltazar’s garden” (346-347). This turkey
flock, as it scratches out Baltazar’s foreign garden,
symbolizes repudiating, revolutionary nature.

In ancient Acoma, for many years Baltazar’s “old
peach stumps kept sending pale sprouts . . . (347).
However centuries later, when Latour visits Acoma

“two thin half-dead peach trees” still struggle to
survive. There is no “new genesis” in Acoma; man’s
attempt to enclose the infinitude of nature has merely
become pathetic here. And although Baltazar is killed,
the native boy is killed first. That is, the first attack is
one against a native—one who is “naturally” a part of the
place. Then the Acoma get their revenge by killing
Baltazar, but the seeds he has planted are never fully
scratched out. The Acoma “rid their rock of their
tyrant,” but “on the whole,” they had liked “their tyrant”
very well (346). As a result, the Acoma themselves still

recapitulate some of Baltazar’s characteristics.
Baltazar and the future Acoma generations have all
been “rock-turtles on their rock.” Their never-changing
world terrifies outsiders, especially Bishop Latour, who
has ironically become more like them in his later years.

The connection between Latour and Baltazar we
must not overlook is their link with martyrdom.
Foremost, Baltazar is a Spanish priest who fills the
place of a martyr after the great Indian uprising in the
early seventeen hundreds. It cannot be a mere
coincidence that Latour’s cathedral is surrounded by
hills stained the color of the blood of martyrs. Cather
stresses this link: “. . . but no matter how scarlet the
sunset, those red hills never became vermillion, but a
more and more intense rose- carnelian; not the colour
of living blood . . . but the colour of the dried blood of
saints and martyrs . . .’ (442). In the early chapters, the
cardinal even says, “Our Spanish fathers made good
martyrs . . .” (280). Thus Baltazar, the Spanish father,
is linked to martyrdom. It becomes his blood that taints
the hills that surround Latour’s cathedral. As the
cathedral seems to be a part of the hills, Latour is linked
to Baltazar, the “father” in Acoma. As Latour retreats
to the very “red sand hills” that tortured him, he
becomes a part of the civilization and nature that once
terrified him. As Emerson says, . . . there is always
another' dawn risen...and under every deep a lower deep
opens ...” (“Circles” 168). Both Cather and Emerson
stress that there is no limit to nature’s appeal or to its
darkness. ‘

Emerson writes, “The eye is the first circle; the
horizon which it forms is the second; and throughout
nature this primary figure is repeated without end”
(“Circles” 168). In Death Comes for the Archbishop
this primary figure is also repeated, for the pattern of
this Cather novel is that of a circle. The novel begins
and ends with Bishop Latour in the “red sand hills.”
The natural cross Latour finds in the desert presages the
magnificent cathedral he builds. The paradisaical
“Agua Secreta” is revisited in Latour’s own garden that
lies along a stream. In his first encounter with nature,
Latour is tortured greatly, yet finds salvation.
Similarly, before his death, Latour again contemplates
extinction as Eusabio tells him the fate of the Navajos.

This Navajo journey parallels Latour’s first journey
into the desert. Like Latour, the Navajo “thirsted in its
deserts, starved among its rocks, climbed up and down
its terrible canyons . . .” (DCA 445). Also, the Navajo’s
country “was a part of their religion; the two were
inseparable,” just as Latour’s cathedral is a part of the
cliff side as well as an expression of his religion (456).
The canyon that nourishes and protects them is their
mother. But, most importantly, the Navajo Gods are in
their canyon, “just as the Padre’s God was in his
church” (456). In this last phrase, Cather draws
parallels between Latour and the Navajo people. After
all, the only remaining “‘one of the strong people of the
old deep days of life,” is Eusabio the Navajo. It is the
Navajo’s voice that spreads word of the archbishop’s
death. It is the Navajo, the nomad people who have “a
superior strength in them,” that will live on (455).
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