

















Cather is appropriately dressed as a professional
woman of the period. Cather’s pose sitting at her desk
writing suggests 2 momentary “performance” as a jour-
nalist for the camera: with her left shoulder turned out,
she allows viewers to see the hardworking journalist
“caught” at her desk, writing. Professional dress
emerged by the end of the Gilded Age as a way of
binding up one’s identity to one’s profession, and this
was reflected in clothes professionals wore. Thomas
Eakins shows this shift well in his paintings 7he Gross
Clinic (1875) and Agnew Clinic (1889). In the earlier
portrait, Dr. Gross performs surgery wearing a dark
suit and tie, generic clothing that suggests little about
his exact profession. By the time of Eakins’ later
painting, Agnew Clinic, Dr. Agnew, the other doctors,
and the nurse all wear uniforms establishing a work-
related hierarchy.?

Such uniforms reveal how professiondlism had
become a performance in itself, and for Cather, profes-
sional performance was a gateway into an adult world.
Now forgir;g her own role as a journalist, Cather left
behind the}boyish image of her favorite stage stars.

Other photographs taken during Cather’s senior
year reveal her keen sense to adapt to the situation at
hand. For professional photograph sittings, Cather
posed in her graduation gown, an opera cape, and an
elaborate ball gown. As Janis P. Stout writes of these
senior-year photos, they “convey a theatrical flair” that
suggests Cather’s ability “to move back and forth” in
her modes of self-presentation (41, 44). While these
formal studio photographs reveal much about the
“roles” Cather played for the public camera, informal
snapshots suggest the performances of her daily life.
For example; in a 1894 snapshot the undergraduate
Cather anticipates the pose she would assume for
Edward Steichen in 1926: Cather stands against the rock
with her arms crossed, looking corifident and happy.
Her clothing, especially her hat, lapels, and bow tie,
express the playfulness of “dressing up” in a costume.,

O: Private v. Public

One of the issues that Cather was working out con-
cerned how the celebrity plaées himself—or herself—
between private and public spheres. It involved a
negotiation that would be crucial in her own develop-
ment. William Curtin notes that when Cather wrote
about performers’ private lives, “her interest was mani-
festly not in gossip for its own sake, but a part of her
concern with the personal element in their success”
(32). Indeed, gossipy journalism on the stars spawned
a new genre of articles that became wildly popular in
1890s magazines—the celebrity portrait. Richard

Ohmann, who has written extensively on turn-of-the-
century magazines, explains that, “The celebrity article
collected memorable facts into an illusion of intimacy
with the great man or woman. The ‘visit’ admitted read-
ers to the home or country retreat of painter, writer, or
statesman and documented what would be now be
called his ‘lifestyle™ (230).

In 1894, 95, and '96 Cather explored the issue
of privacy by writing about Eleonora Duse, who was
rivaling Bernhardt in fame and critical acclaim. Duse,
however, did not exploit her personality to the press as
Bernhardt had, and Cather was intrigued by Duse’s
ability to keep her private life private, noting: “Of her
own personality, of her private life, the public has
never had a glimpse; we know as little of it as we know
of Shakespeare . . . Even the most imaginative newspa-
pers cannot say what wines she drinks, what books she
reads, or who are her friends. In this respect she is
greater than any other woman who has ever been before
the public” (KA4153). Cather found in Duse a romantic
woman artist—elusive, spiritual, and enigmatic. As
Cather suggests here, the line between private and
public was specifically important because Duse was a
female artist. Without a strong tradition of public
women to model from, Cather was searching out ways
in which women could create art without becoming
mere instruments of their art. Two decades later in her
1915 novel, The Song of the Lark, and in her short story
the following year, “The Diamond Mine,” Cather
returned to the topic of artists in a celebrity-driven
culture and to her concern over the price that celebrity
exacted in women’s private lives. Toward the end of
the novel, Thea. admits to Archie that her work has
overtaken her personal life. “It's like being woven into
a big web,” she tells him. “You can’t pull away, because
all your little tendrils are woven into the picture. It
takes you up, and uses you, and spins you out; and that
is your life” (456). In the “Diamond Mine,” Cressida
Garnet, a world renowned opera singer and subject of
the story, tells the narrator that while she has “a sort of
professional personality,” she doesn’t have “very much
that’s personal to give people” (79).

Cather’s fascination with the public and private
continued throughout her drama reviews, perhaps most
strikingly in an 1896 review contrasting the private
Duse to the very public Bernhardt. For Cather, the polar
tensions of celebrity resided in these two women, ten-
sions between privacy and public exposure:

Her great contemporary [Bernhardt] has given her-
self body and soul to the public, but Duse has kept
her personality entirely free, her relations with her
public are of the most self-respecting and platonic
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character . . . . She is like some veiled sister of the
church whose good deeds are known to many, but
whose face no man sees. (KA154)

Cather’s analogy between women artists and nuns is
telling in that in becoming a “sister,” one must neces-
sarily break ties with the material world and live in iso-
lation. In an “age of microscopic scrutiny and X rays,”
as she called it, an artist’s job was to maintain the “true
dignity of art,” requiring artists to “drown and hide a
life” (K4154). While Cather certainly appreciated her
privacy, she also expressed conflicting attitudes about
fame. As L. Brent Bohlke noted, Cather “sought fame
but disliked attention” (xxi). Searching for some suit-
able compromise to either total exposure or utter seclu-
sion, Cather was trying, through her fascination with
Duse and Bernhardt, to understand how she could sus-
tain her artistic aspirations in a world that fed upon
public personalities.

Even while Cather admired Duse for her ability to
be a private woman in a public world, she was never-
theless fascinated with the private lives of some of her
favorite actors such as Julia Marlow and Sarah
Bernhardt. Certainly Bernhardt had a colorful life: she
often wore men’s clothing (looking, as a 1915 biogra-
pher says, “something like a thirteen year old boy),
she slept in a pear wood coffin, and she kept a variety
of exotic animals as pets, including a monkey, alligator,
and a lion (Izzard 31). And while Cather celebrated
Bernhardt’s genius, she also celebrated Bernhardt’s
melodramatic lifestyle. In an 1895 “The Passing Show”
column Cather relates:

Poor Bernhardt is in trouble again. A young woman
named Klein has been protesting for several years
that she is Bernhardt’s daughter, and recently she
has become so violent in her persecutions that she
makes life almost unbearable and Bernhardt has
sent her to an asylum. A certain Parisian newspaper
insinuated that she had used the peculiarly power-
ful influence she held in certain quarters to get the
girl out of the way. (Courier, September 21, 1895)

Cather writes about Bernhardt’s private life as if it
were a theatrical role from the star’s public career. On
the one hand, she sympathizes with “poor Bernhardt”
who (as if in melodrama) is suffering from the perse-
cutions of a would-be daughter and a gossip columnist;
on the other, she reveals no interest in the girl whom
Bernhardt sent to an asylum and no curiosity about the
sensational facts of the story. Cather leaves those details
to a “certain Parisian newspaper,” and she resists turn-

ing her columns into the popular gossipy journalism
that permeated the popular press. As this Bernhardt
example reveals, Cather was taken up by the public
personalities of her favorite actresses. Solomon-Godeau
calls this fascination with the public lives of actresses
the “spectacle within the spectacle,” the play within the
play (68). When Cather was watching Bernhardt on the
stage, for example, she was not merely watching the
actress play a character, but rather watching Bernhardt
act simultaneously as two characters—as the character
in the play and behind that role, Bernhardt the person-
ality. Cather, too, played many “roles” simultaneously:
as student she fit into the roles that were demanded of
her as journalist, student, and friend.

Throughout her university career, Cather was
working (consciously or not) on the foundations of her
fame and public identity. By 1905, with the publication
of The Troll Garden, Cather began shaping and con-
trolling her public image as the child who “ran wild
playing with the little herd girls and visiting the Danes
and Norwegians, who had settled there as farmers”
(Bohlke 3). This “romantic vision,” as Bohlke notes,
was “used again and again until it would seem that
even Cather herself began to believe it” (xxii).
By creating this mythic childhood, Cather was retelling
a Wordsworthian version of the “fair seed-time” of her
poetic soul, transplanting her public’s attention to the
wilds of her Nebraska youth. Cather’s myth, much like
Wordsworth’s Prelude, drew attention away from her
biography and toward (as scholar Russell Noyes says of
Wordsworth) an understanding of the “unusually rich
imaginative experiences” that became the “tracing steps
by which the mind absorbed and reshaped external
circumstances until true knowledge and imaginative
powers had been attained” (242). Calling up memories
of herself as a child roaming freely on the open plains
was, in fact, a brilliant act of double performance.
By recalling her childhood self to her readers, she
offered to them a sense of personal relationship, even
intimacy. Yet, even as her story of childhood forged a
relationship with her readers, it also directed their
attention away from her personal life. That is the
paradox of her achievement: by offering intimacy
through the “performance” of her own life, Cather
maintained the privacy she needed to protect her art,
and herself.

Notes
Uniforms in the medical profession were also
brought about by emerging science on the germ theo-
ry. Dr. Agnew, according to Diana E. Long, was “the
first fully committed” to the theory (189).
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published The Jews in America, which painted an un-
flattering portrait of Jews from Eastern Europe and
encouraged immigration laws calling for their exclusion.
(In 1924 such laws were enacted as part of the Johnson
Immigration Act.) Hendrick’s shift from anxious
admiration to anti-Semitic nativism between 1907 and
1923 perhaps best captures the change in attitudes
toward Jewish immigration and assimilation in the teens
and twenties.*

Understanding the cultural framework of shifting
attitudes toward New York Jews during the teens
helps Cather readers to situate the ethnic cityscape of
“Behind the Singer Tower.” Such contextualization
renders the story more legible as a textual register
of cultural anxiety about Jewishness, about New York,
and about who the rightful inheritors of America’s
promise could be.

IIL. “Behind the Singer Tower” and “Ethnic Horror”

“Behind the Singer Tower” has been read as a
muckraking exposé, a Flaubertian exercise, a veritable
American “heart of darkness.” Of Cather's recent
critics, only Loretta Wasserman details what she
calls Cather’s “semitism“ in “Behind the Singer Tower,”
and it is her lead that I wish to follow here. Wasser-
man’s important study chronicles Cather's Jewish
figurations in an attempt to reconcile them with her
reputation for celebrating other immigrants, particular-
ly Scandinavians and Bohemians. Like Wasserman, I
am not interested here in condemning Cather as an
anti-Semite, but rather in culturally situating her
“semitism.” Though, as Wasserman reminds us, “some
of [Cather’s] best friends were Jews” (3), one can hear
in Cather’s symbolic figurations of Jewish New York
echoes of the “ethnic horror” registered by Nativists
like Madison Grant.

If Cather's ambivalent attiutude towards Jews is
figured in the opposition of the Singer Tower and the
Statue of Liberty, the heart of her story centers around a
third symbol of New York’s ethnic architecture, the
fictional Mont Blanc Hotel. In the story’s frame tale,
Cather’s characters view the New York skyline on the
eve after the hotel has been ravaged by a terrible fire,
killing hundreds. This fire seems to symbolize a
rottenness at the core of what the story calls the
“New York Idea.” Indeed, the story seems to function
as a kind of cautionary tale about dangerous industrial
zeal and unchecked greed, hence its reputation
as Cather’s one attempt at social protest fiction. The
narrator observes:

[Wle realized that, after the buming of the Mont
Blanc, the New York idea would be called to account
by every state in the Union, by all the great capitals
of the world . . . . [it] would bring our particular type
of building into unpleasant prominence, as the
cholera used to make Naples and conditions of life
there too much a matter of discussion[] ...For once
we were actually afraid of being too much in the
public eye, of being overadvertised. (45-6)

Significantly, the rottenness contaminating the “New

" York Idea” is linked to a Jew—Stanley Merryweather,

the builder of the Mont Blanc. The story within Cather’s
story, narrated by Hallet, himself an engineer, recounts
his experience working under Merryweather on the
foundation of the Mont Blanc, and his affection for a
young Italian immigrant brutally sacrificed to Merry-
weather’s unethical and stingy eagerness to cut corners
despite risking his workers’ lives.

Hallet’s story offers us two versions of the
American immigrant. Italians, though constantly
referred to as “dagos” by Hallet, figure as desirable
immigrants in this narrative. As the story opens, the
men in the launch are passed by a boat filled with
immigrants called the Re di Napoli, and the regal title of
the ship is mirrored by the succeeding images of
Italians in the story, which stress the noble Western tra-
ditions of Italian culture. Even the humble worker who
captures Hallet's affection, Caesarino, is a diminutive
Caesar, recalling the glory of Rome. Although he hails
from a “goat track” and is portrayed as an idyllic,
romanticized peasant, his pastoral virtues also make
him the ideal immigrant: he’s hardworking, respects
Hallet, his boss, loves his mother, and, most signifi-
cantly, he is a temporary pilgrim who desires to return
to his native Italy once he has earned a sufficient sum
of money. Hallet's rather maudlin affection for
Caesarino seems dependent on Caesarino’s dog-like
humility and loyalty. The story’s other noble Italian, an
opera singer, is also a transient in New York, bringing
his European high culture to the United States, with the
promise that he will always return to his country estate
in Naples at the end of opera season. Both of these
Italians are killed by the Mont Blanc: Caesarino is
crushed beneath falling equipment when a faulty cable
about which Hallet warned Merryweather snaps, and
the tenor dies leaping dramatically from the flaming
building. The opera singer’s death is described in par-
ticularly grisly detail—his severed hand, left hanging off
a window ledge, seems an especially gruesome pound
of flesh exacted by the Jewish industrialist as sacrifice
to his American dream.

While the Mont Blanc consumes the noble Italians,
the story’s other immigrants, Jews, not only survive the
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horror, they lie at the heart of this “New York Idea”
gone wrong. The Mont Blanc is, after all, Stanley Merry-
weather’s hotel: the fire, the story tells us, is his fault.
Merryweather is a curious character who fortuitously
inherits his wealth and his legitimacy from a rich Scotch
Presbyterian uncle who funds the Mont Blanc project.
But even though Merryweather is only half-Jewish, his
“racial characteristics” are readily apparent to characters
like Hallet. As Madison Grant insisted, “the cross
between any of the three Furopean races and a Jew is
a Jew” (18). Confirming his racial identity, Merryweath-
er marries a “burgeoning Jewish beauty” named Fanny
Reizenstein whom he hangs with “the jewels of the East
“until she looked like the Song of Solomon done into
motion pictures” (48). Merryweather is depicted in what
Wasserman calls “venomous” terms: the story describes
him as. “glitteringly frank,” “insultingly cordial,” he
“blossom(s]” in clothes of “an unusual weave and
haunting color”—in short, he is the gaudy and stock
caricature of a Jew of the Perlmutter variety. Like
Perlmutter, Merryweather earns a kind of grudging
respect for ,;'his brash American initiative: “I'm not
underestimating the value of dash and intrepidity,”
Hallet remarks, “he made the wheels go around” (51).

Although he functions as a double for Merryweather
in the story, Zablowski is a different kind of Jew. While
Merryweather’s name registers assimilation and aspira-
tion, Zablowski seems a newer comer—he has not
taken an anglicized name—and is thus more contain-
able, because more recognizable. While he is an invited
member of the boating party, Zablowski is the butt of
Hallet’s teasing throughout the story, and the final jab
comes when Johnson claims that whatever happens to
New York, the city is nonetheless “ours"—meaning
American. Hallet jumps in to say, in the final lines of the
story: “don’t call anything ours, Johnson, while
Zablowski is around” (54). This closing reference to
Jewish acquisitiveness offers a climax to the story’s
homily about Jewish infiltration. Hallet's uneasy laugh-
ter provokes the reader to believe that the Jew might
indeed take what is proclaimed by the story as “ours.”
Zablowski, we note, is not one of “us.”

Finally, I'd like to turn back, as the story does, to
the Singer Tower, the “Jewy looking thing” that pollutes
Cather’'s New York skyline. After Hallet finishes his tale
of the unfortunate Caesarino, he wonders aloud, “there
must be something wonderful coming. When the
frenzy is over, when the furnace has cooled, what
marvel will be left on Manhattan island?” Zablowski,
dipping back into a kind of Eastern relativism, sighs a
“dreamy” response, “what has been left often enough
before . . . what was left in India, only not half so much”

(54). Zablowski implies that the Empire State is fated to
be like other empires: the monuments it builds, at
tremendous human sacrifice, will endure as vestigial
relics of the glory and costs of empire building. But the
text tells us that Hallet “disregards him,” offering this
vision instead:

What it will be is 2 new idea of some sort. That’s all
that ever comes, really. That's what we are all the
slaves of, though we don’t know it. It's the whip that
cracks over us till we drop. Even Merryweather—and
that's where the gods have the laugh on him—every
firm he crushes to the wall, every deal he puts
through, every cocktail he pours down his throat, he
does it in the service of this unborn Idea, that he will
never know anything about. Some day it will dawn,
serene and clear, and your Moloch on the Singer
Tower over there will get down and do it Asian obei-
sance. (54)

Hallet’s startling reference to the terrible biblical
Moloch completes the story’s vision of ethnic horror.
Whereas in the story’s first personification of the Singer
Tower, Johnson saw a praying Jewish patriarch, Hallet
now overlays that image with the figure of Moloch,
collapsing the two figures together and thus conflating
them. The Jewish patriarch, then, becomes Moloch—a
heathen idol who requires propitiatory sacrifice to fuel
his furnace. The story seems to suggest that the destruc-
tive, consuming materialism of New York is the false
god of Jews like Merryweather. The dawning of a new
age—the “unborn idea” that Hallet prophesies—will
cause this false idol to kneel in obedience to a higher
power. Of course, the Singer Tower was not long the
tallest building in New York, and increasing nativist
sentiment against Jews and other immigrant groups led
to severe immigration restrictions in the 1920s. Cather’s
story leaves us with two opposed readings of New
York’s ethnic architecture: Hallet's prophecy of a
transcendent and ethnically cleansed ideal emerging
from New York’s conflagration, and Zablowski’s quiet,
and ultimately silenced, dissenting voice that counters
Hallet’s ethnocentrism.

Critics of “Behind the Singer Tower” have cautioned
against aligning Cather with Hallet’s anti-Semitism, and
some have even suggested that, by making Hallet so
vicious, her story offers a critique of anti-Semitism.
Cather’s own retrospective reflections on her McClure’s
years seem to disown any such clearly political motive
in her fiction:

When I first lived in New York and was working on
the editorial staff of a magazine, I became disillu-
sioned about social workers and reformers. So many
of them, when they brought in an article on fire-trap
tenements or sweat-shop labour, apologetically
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explained that they were making these investigations
“to collect material for fiction.” I couldn’t believe that
any honest welfare worker, or any honest novelist
went to work in this way. The man who wants to
get reforms put through does his investigating in a
very different spirit, and the man who has a true
vocation for imaginative writing doesn’t have to go
hunting among the ash cans on Sullivan Street for his
material. (“Escapism” 24)

Between the literary ambiguities of Cather’s fiction

and her disavowals of politics, it becomes difficult, and
perhaps fruitless, to try to pin down her own ethnic
politics and prejudices. Despite Cather’s equivocations,
it is evident that anxieties over immigration—anxieties
with clearly political consequences—did seep into her
fiction. The cultural debate about Jewish acquisition and
infiltration dramatized in “Behind the Singer Tower”
helps position Cather’s fiction as part of the shifting
discourse about Jewishness and Americanness in the
teens and twenties. That Cather continued to engage
this cultural debate is perhaps most clearly evidenced
by her return, some years later, to the figure of a Jew
who infiltrates the ethnic architecture of American
society in The Professor’s House.

Notes

'This paper was first delivered at the conference "Willa
Cather’s New York" in June, 1998. I thank my audience,
and particularly fellow panelist Robert Miller, for invig-
orating conversation and helpful feedback. I also thank
Ann Romines and Loretta Wasserman for their provoca-
tive questions and careful attention to an earlier draft of
this piece. Finally, I thank PLU librarian Gail Egbers for
dropping everything to help me locate information
about Potash and Perlmutter.

*The term comes from Burton J. Hendrick. See my
discussion below. '

°For Cather's review, see "New Types of Character
Acting: The Character Actor Displaces the Star." Potash
and Perlmutter, a play adapted from short stories by
Montague Marsden Glass originally published in The
Saturday Evening Post, opened at the Cohan theatre
August 16, 1913. A New York Times article announcing
the play’s debut editorialized that the play "proves to be
an indescribably enjoyable entertainment." The play was
so popular for its mixture of ethnic comedy and senti-
ment that it ran for 441 performances and later opened
in London. In 1923 Hollywood brought it to the screen.

‘For a more thorough examination of anti-Semitism
during this period, see Higham, McWilliams and Sorin.

*See Hall for the Conrad allusion, and Haller for a dis-
cussion of Flaubert’s influence. Haller’s piece, beautiful-
ly illustrated with images of the Singer Tower, offers a
particularly insightful history to the Singer building, and
to Cather’s McClure’s years.
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erally would be compelled to articulate the transcendent
experience of Cather” (45). Taken to an extreme, this
pattern would result in the “amnesiac condition” Terry
Eagleton describes in the passage I have used as an epi-
graph, as Cather studies would seem to erase the hard
work of trying to elucidate the author’s vexed relation-
ship to the world in which she lived and wrote. Murphy,
though generally defending the importance of historical
and textual scholarship as a means of enriching readers’
experiences of texts, bemoans the loss of “interest in
aesthetics” and “expanding vision” (50) and describes
himself as “intolerant . . . of some things going on in the
profession, like convoluting rather than illuminating
texts, serving personal proclivities in the name of
literary scholarship, dedicating oneself to demolishing
hated texts, skimming or intentionally distorting texts to
serve some political agenda” (49-50). Urgo takes up
Cather’s defense of art as escapism and says his quarrel
is with our laxity as educators in instructing students
how to read the language of escape in order to refresh
and recharge the spirit. Instead of exploring the value of
literary explerience, we seem to want to become
sociologists, or psychologists, or historians” (47).
Murphy agrees, noting that “we’ve educated lots of
‘experts’ who lack or are incapable of the imaginative,
creative experience and can’t help their own students to
have it” (48). '

The teachers and critics conjured in these remarks
remind me of the “hypothetical young man” Cather her-
self conjured up in the sardonic revision of her essay
on Sarah Orne Jewett published in Not Under Forty—so
much so, in fact, that I kept waiting for Murphy or Urgo
to describe their miseducated “experts® as “violently
inoculated with Freud” (93) as well, no doubt, as with
Foucault, Butler, and Sedgwick. They name no names,
however, opting instead for a series of vague yet highly
charged insinuations about “personal proclivities,”
“political agendals],” and bad reading strategies.
Good grief, the reader of their exchange is invited to
exclaim, on top of everything else, they—whoever “they”
are—SKIM/ ;

There are many things that disturb me about this
caricature of my profession, but one of the most trou-
bling is that it comes from two fellow literary critics and
not, as such caricatures usually do, from journalists who
for one reason or another have been assigned to cover
an academic conference. Indeed, their caricature resem-
bles in many respects the one drawn by journalist Joan
Acocella in her slender, provocative Willa Catber and
the Politics of Criticism, which seems to have set off
something of a backlash against feminist, lesbian/
gay/queer, and various other, roughly oppositional
engagements with Cather’s work ! Like Acocella, Murphy
and Urgo attack such criticism by invoking a dubious, if

not wholly specious, opposition between aesthetics and
politics which assumes that in an ideal world the one
would have nothing to do with the other. By the terms
of this opposition, aesthetics are somehow apolitical and
therefore uniquely capable of revealing the truth of the
literary text, while politics are inevitably distortional,
perverting the text in the interest of serving some “agen-
da.” Can it really be possible at this point in the history
of the discipline to imply that there is such a thing as a
criticism without a politics, an interpretation without an
agenda? And why is it that lesbianism—a thing not
named but clearly implied in Murphy’s commentary—is
considered a “personal proclivitly]” likely to result in ten-
dentious readings while the longing for transcendence is
presumed to “bestow vision and insight”? (Murphy and
Urgo 49).

Greater minds than mine have labored in recent
years to demonstrate that the opposition between aes-
thetics and politics is itself deeply political,-a mechanism
by which power disguises its operations, setting up “art”
and “literature” as autonomous realms “sequestered,” as
Terry Eagleton puts it, “from all other social practices”
(9). Willa Cather seems to have bought into such an
opposition, though it has always seemed to me that her
paeans to the “Kingdom of Art” and her musings on art
as escapism were undercut substantially by the shrewd-
ness with which she and her artist-heroines managed the
less exalted material and economic realities of their
careers. The Song of the Lark, for example, casts no judg-
ment upon Thea Kronborg for “holding out for a big
contract” (555) when she realizes she is in a position to
do so. Cather herself was equally shrewd in deciding to
leave Houghton Mifflin and trust her future to the brash
young publisher from New York, Alfred A. Knopf, in
part because he promised to make her more money than
the staid Boston house ever had. Apparently, the
“Kingdom of Art” is an earthly kingdom after all.

As a counter to my friend Joe Urgo’s fantasy of a
“Cather and No Place” conference, I would offer up the
fantasy of a conference called “Willa Cather: Without
Reverence,” where no one would be allowed to dismiss
a paper simply because it was “theory-driven” or
because Cather herself would not have liked it. I have
never believed that Cather (or, in truth, any writer)
required the reverence of her readers, no matter how
much we might admire her talents or believe she has
enriched our lives. Believe it or not, 1 plead guilty to
both of those charges and in fact spend a lot of time in
my classes engaged in good old-fashioned close
reading, leading my students line-by-line through a
passage, pausing occasionally to linger over an excep-
tionally beautiful phrase or image—and even daring to
label it as such. My Willa Cather does not require
special handling, for she is entirely able to withstand
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DISAGREEING TO AGREE

(continued)

whatever I or any other critic might “do” to her, which
is why the image of Cather as the victim of so-called
political criticism has always baffled me. Reverence and
appreciation have not been the primary functions of lit-
erary criticism for more than thirty years, but a skepti-
cal, tough-minded, socially engaged critical practice
does not necessarily result in the destruction of
aesthetic pleasure. If it did, I would have to find anoth-
er way to earn a living. If, on the other hand, John and
Joe, your dreams were to come true and Cather
studies were to re-ground itself in aesthetics and
neo-Arnoldian tributes to the soul-refreshing powers of
Literature, then, I predict, the nightmare imagined in
“Miss Jewett” would likely become “Miss Cather’s”
reality: she would seem hopelessly remote from the
world of modern readers, who would understandably
“find very little on her pages” (92).

The fact of the matter is that the very work you
seem to deplore has performed the dirty yet necessary
task of making Cather relevant to a postmodern gener-
ation of readers who are, yes, “violently inoculated”
with Freud and Foucault and MTV and a seemingly end-
less supply of inane TV game shows. Lest you think my
reference to “relevance” is but further proof of my
unholy alliance with vulgarians of every sort, bear
in mind that financially strapped university presses
would not be willing to invest precious resources in
scholarly editions and critical monographs if they did
not believe that Willa Cather were still a (relatively) hot
commodity in today’s highly competitive literary
universe. Their eyes are as clearly on the bottom line as
Cather's were when she wrote to Ferris Greenslet in
1915 urging him to push 7The Song of the Lark even
harder than he had O Pioneers! because she felt the
book had a lot of momentum in it and she wanted to
sell a good many copies.?

In any case, I find it thrilling that the writer whose
achingly beautiful prose captivated me twenty years ago
nowadays turns up regularly on Masterpiece Theater
and NPR as well as in the pages of American Literature,
and that Duke and Routledge seem almost as interested
in her as the University of Nebraska Press has tradition-
ally been. I would rather see Cather as the subject of
lively and contentious debate than as the object of mere
admiration, set up on some pedestal “beyond sex,
beyond time” (Murphy and Urgo 47). To wish for that
is, in my judgment, to risk turning her into the Lost Lady
of American literature, which would be a far greater
tragedy than the possibility that some theory-loving
graduate student might misread My Antonia. Misreading
is better, I hope we can agree, than not reading at all.

Editor’s Note: If you would like to join this conversa-
tion and respond to John Murphy, Joe Urgo, and Marilee
Lindemann, send ane-mail message response to our
Managing Editor, Steven P. Ryan, at sryan@gpcom.net.
Your ideas are welcome! — AR

Notes

Space limitations prevent me from a full unpacking
of the caricature of "political" criticism deployed in
Acocella’s book. 1 will, however, direct the reader’s
attention to her two chapters on "Cather and the
Feminists" where she depicts feminist criticism as a
conspiratorial effort to recruit Cather to the feminist
"team" (41) or to 'rehabilitate" her (49) when her
commitment to feminism seemed undercut by male
narrators and other signs of an unsisterly male identifi-
cation (38-9). Lesbianism, in Acocella’s view, was the
“ingenious” “solution” to the “problem” of “Cather’s
insufficient feminism,” a way of “takling] [Cather] in
hand and firmly [leading] her back to the subject of
gender” (51). Throughout, Acocella uses the narrative
technique of indirect discourse to create the illusion of
access to the minds and motives of “the feminists,”
which heightens the aura of political conspiracy, of
literary criticism as a kind of hostage-taking. A similar
caricature emerges in Murphy and Urgo’s exchange,
particularly in Murphy’s remark, quoted in full in the
previous paragraph, about critics “serving personal
proclivities in the name of literary scholarship (49).

2Willa Cather, letter to Ferris Greenslet, 28 April 1915,
Willa Cather Letters, Houghton Library, Harvard
University.
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