














CATHER AND LAWRENCE

(continued)

"Zenith," in which Babbitts, both male and female,
abound. His wife Lillian, a woman of "clear-cut ambi-
tions" (275), possesses a great admiration for modern
conveniences and the "right things." Her shopping trip
to Chicago is, in the professor’s words, "rather an orgy
of acquisition” (154). St. Peter's son-in-law, Louis
Marsellus, is a "go-getter," who much to the profes-
sor’s dismay, "cashes in" on Tom Outland’s invention.

Some years before, Outland, visiting the nation’s
capital, had been terribly depressed by the sight of
countless drudges who poured out of government
buildings each day, creatures who led a "miserable sort
of departmental life" (233). In The Professor’s House
the nation’s capital has clearly taken its place among
the "unreal cities" of Eliots The Waste Land.
Lawrence’s fiction is similarly filled with descriptions of
the negative manifestations of a modern industrial,
material civilization composed of men (especially)
whose "white consciousness" and "mechanical will"
have led to a destructive dissociation from themselves,
from others, and from the world around them. St. Mawr,
published in 1925, the same year as The Professor’s
House, is only one example; Lady Chatterley’s Lover
(1928) is a more famous example of the idea.

Lawrence’s lengthy description of what Connie
Chatterley sees on her drive through Tevershall is a
deeply felt lament for the old England that has given
way to a modern industrial civilization: "It was as if
dismalness had soaked through and through every-
thing. The utter negation of natural beauty, the utter
negation of gladness of life, the utter absence of the
instinct for shapely beauty which every bird and beast
has, the utter death of the human intuitive faculty was
appalling. . . . What could possibly become of such a
people, a people in whom the living intuitive faculty
was dead as nails, and only queer mechanical yells
and uncanny will-power remained?" (quoted in Hough
162-63).2 Lawrence’s colliers, "trailing from the pits,
grey-black, distorted, one shoulder higher than the
other, slurring their heavy ironshod boots . . . whites of
eyes rolling, necks cringing from the pit roof" (Hough
163-64), are pitiable industrial counterparts to
Cather’s bureaucratic drudges, who seem even more
depressing to Tom Outland "than workmen coming
out a factory" (The Professor’s House 263).

Both Cather and Lawrence, seeing evidence
everywhere of a modern wasteland, turned to the
American Southwest as a place that seemed to offer
something to put against a world gone wrong. For
both, the initial encounter with the Southwestern land-
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scape was a profound discovery and finally a mystical
experience. Certain aspects of the unorganized and
mysterious landscape clearly disturbed Cather, as they
do Father Latour in Death Comes for the Archbishop.
Upon her first visit to the Southwest, Cather in fact told
Elizabeth Sergeant that she feared she might be
swallowed up by the vast uncivilized West (Sergeant
79), a feeling perhaps not unlike Jim Burden’s sense of
being "erased, blotted out" by the "great midiand plain
of North America" (My Antonia 3, 8). Finally, however,
the incomparable beauty of the land transcended its
sublime character ("sublime" is used here in its
eighteenth-century sense, i.e., that which inspires awe
and perhaps fear). In her letters describing her first trip
to the Southwest in 1912, Cather repeatedly marvels
at the natural beauty of the area, calling the Southwest
a "splendid" part of the world, the most beautiful
country she had seen anywhere. As James Woodress
notes, "Her letters from this trip west revealed an
intoxicating sense of discovery. The Southwest
became one of the passions of her life" (4-6).

In a sense Lawrence’s American journey began in
the teens, in the midst of the war. it is clear from his
letters of this period that he was developing a theory
of history, stated in Movements in European History
(1921) as a repeated cycle of death and rebirth
continuing from one period to another. As James
C. Cowan remarks in his study of Lawrence’s
American odyssey, to Lawrence Europe had become
a "static wasteland" and America "the embodiment of
unrealized organic potential” (2). In a letter to Harriet
Monroe in October of 1915 Lawrence made his
position clear:

I must see America: here the autumn of all life has
set in, the fall: we are hardly more than the ghosts
in the haze, we who stand apart from the flux of
death. | must see America. | think one can feel
hope there. | think that there the life comes up from
the roots, crude but vital. Here the whole tree of life
is dying. It is like being dead: the underworld. |
must see America. | believe it is the beginning, not
ending. (Letters Il, 416-17)

Indeed, Lawrence’s letters from the teens are
dominated by thoughts of his coming to America.
When he finally arrived in the Southwest in late 1922,
the land initially met all his expectations. New Mexico,
he declared, "was the greatest experience from the
outside world that | have ever had. . . . But for the
greatness of beauty | have never experienced
anything like New Mexico" ("New Mexico" 142).

While both Cather and Lawrence were awed by



the Southwestern landscape, the encounter with the
people and their cultures was often another matter. In
many cases, both found these aspects of their
Southwestern experience better from a distance. For
Cather the great fascination of the Southwest was not
to be found in small western towns (she said she found
Winslow, Arizona, ugly) or even in contemporary pueb-
los (she stubbornly resisted Mabel Luhan’s repeated
attempts to enlist her support in efforts to save them).?

After the land itself, Cather’'s great interest in the
Southwest was in its past, in the stories of early settlers,
of nineteenth-century Catholic priests and missionaries,
and in the old mission churches they had built. The
most compelling loci, however, were the sites of the
ancient cliff dwellings, originally in Walnut Canyon,
Arizona, and then at Mesa Verde, Colorado. Walnut
Canyon, of course, would become the fictional "Panther
Canyon" in her 1915 novel The Song of the Lark;
Cather’s visit to Mesa Verde in 1915 would inspire the
Tom Outland section of The Professor’s House.

In the Southwest Cather’s fictional characters, in
fact, experience that very sense of spiritual regenera-
tion that Lawrence had envisioned for himself and that
we see occurring in so many of his characters. For the
singer Thea Kronborg, the heroine of The Song of the
Lark, the Southwestern landscape makes possible a
psychic rebirth. In Section IV of that novel, in a passage
that might well have been written by Lawrence, Cather
says, "The personality of which she was so tired
seemed to let go of her. The high sparkling air drank it
up like blotting paper. It was lost in the thrilling blue of
the new sky and the song of the thin wind in the pifions.
The old, fretted lines which marked one off, which
defined her . . . were all erased. . . . She was getting
back to the earliest sources of gladness she could
remember" (368-69). Thea reflects toward the end of
her stay in Panther Canyon that, when she had gone
there, her mind had been "like a ragbag into which she
had been frantically thrusting whatever she could grab.
And here she [had thrown] this lumber away. The
things that were really hers separated themselves from
the rest. Her ideas were simplified, became sharper
and clearer. She felt united and strong" (380).

Tom Outland of The Professor’s House, returning
to his mesa camp from that frustrating and depressing
trip to Washington, remarks of his return:

Once again | had that glorious feeling that I've never
had anywhere else, the feeling of being on the mesa,
in a world above the world. . . . It all came together in
my understanding, as a series of experiments do
when you begin to see where they are leading.
Something had happened in me that made it possi-
ble for me to co-ordinate and simplify, and that

process, going on in my mind, brought with it great
happiness. . . . Every morning, when the sun’s rays
first hit the mesa top, while the rest of the world was
in shadow, | wakened with the feeling that | had
found everything. (240, 250-51)

And through his friendship with Tom and his own
discovery of the Southwest, Godfrey St. Peter, who
had previously characterized himself as “tremen-
dously tired," rediscovers his “original, unmodified,"
primitive self, and finds a new strength (265).

Lawrence’s comments on the Southwestern land-
scape clearly echo those of Cather’s characters. In an
oft-quoted passage from his 1931 essay "New
Mexico," he remarked

It [New Mexico] certainly changed me for ever.
Curious as it may sound, it was New Mexico that lib-
erated me from the present era of civilization, the great
era of material and mechanical development. . . . The
moment | saw the brilliant, proud morning shine up
high over the deserts of Santa Fe, something stood
still in my soul, and | started to attend. . . . In the mag-
nificent fierce morning of New Mexico one sprang
awake, a new part of the soul woke up suddenly, and
the old world gave way to the new. (142)

However, if Cather’'s discovery of the Southwest
had been an almost unqualified positive experience,
Lawrence’s, after his initial fascination, was a different
matter. In letters written to Thomas Seltzer, E. M.
Forster, and Martin Secker shortly after his arrival,
Lawrence described himself as "strange here, not
orienté” and dubbed himself "a great stranger” in New
Mexico (Letters 1V, 298). Despite his distrust of
American materialism and "Uncle Samdom" (Letters
{1, 144), Lawrence had come to New Mexico with a
whole set of idealistic conceptions, conceptions that
almost immediately ran smack into the realities of the
area, forcing him to rethink his original views.

The problem that the real Southwestern
landscape presented is nowhere more evident than in
St. Mawr. In what is surely his most positive and
beautifully written fictional description of the area, a
long passage toward the end of the story, Lawrence
concludes, "Ah it was beauty, beauty absolute, at any
hour of the day: whether the perfect clarity of morning,
or the mountains beyond the simmering desert at
noon, or the purple lumping of northern mounds under
a red sun at night. . . . It was always beauty, always. It
was always great, and splendid" (154).

Great and splendid and beautiful, yes—at a
distance. What follows the glowing description of the
landscape is a detailed account of a New England
woman’s futile attempt to eke out a life amid that
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splendid beauty. Father Latour of Death Comes for
the Archbishop is at times appalled, even frightened,
by the stark and mysterious landscape that threatens
his yearning for civilized order; she, despite her efforts,
faces an "invisible attack [which] was being made
upon her" (155); "most mysterious but worst of all,
[there was] the animosity of the spirit of place: the
crude, half-created spirit of place, like some serpent-
bird forever attacking man, in a hatred of man’s
onward-struggle towards further creation" (159). While
Cather’s Bishop Latour and Father Vaillant finally
establish civilization and order in this rough land,
Lawrence’s New England woman is defeated. The
above passage no doubt suggests Lawrence’s own
ambivalent feeling about the America he found versus
the America he had conceived, and no doubt came in
part out of his own frustrated attempts to make a go of
it at his own New Mexico ranch. Lawrence found the
grand landscape of the Southwest splendidly beautiful
but too often sublimely overwhelming.

More disturbing was his difficulty in dealing with
the people, particularly the Native Americans, and
their customs. Neither Cather nor Lawrence particu-
larly liked "real, live Indians." Cather did find Tony
Luhan impressive and likeable, but as noted above,
her particular interest was in the ancient native peo-
ples and their cultures, i.e., the Anasazi, who had
flourished ¢. 1200. To her they represented that nobler
past that she, as "one of the backward," compared to
the less than noble present. Cather's view of these
ancient cultures was obviously influenced by her own
visits to ancient sites and, as Guy Reynolds points
out, by her reading of Thorsten Veblen’s The Theory
of the Leisure Class, which had been published in
1899. According to Reynolds, twentieth-century post-
Darwinist historians “did not sanction the triumph of
the white American over the indigenous American,”
but rather encouraged the study of primitivism "for its
own sake." Veblen’s critique of the consumer society
"opposed a stale and vacuously avaricious modernity
to the creative and spiritually wealthy organic commu-
nities of the ‘savage™ (134-35).

Cather’s appropriation of these ideas is evident.
In The Song of the Lark, for example, the section
describing Thea Kronborg’s stay in Panther Canyon,
titled "The Ancient People," is preceded by a section
titled "Stupid Faces." In The Professor’s House,
against modern Americans living "lives of quiet des-
peration," Cather juxtaposes the people of the ancient
dwellings: "a strong and aspiring people" (202-03), "a

fine people" (213), "a superior people" (219), "a prov-
ident and rather thoughtful people” (220).

Lawrence’s view of the contemporary Native
American was more problematical. On the one hand,
as he admitted, his original conception of the Native
American had been based on his reading of James
Fenimore Cooper. In theory the "Red Man" was the
noble savage, and the appreciation and shared expe-
rience of the noble savage’s "blood consciousness”
could be a key to the regeneration of both the individ-
ual self and a ruined civilization. For Lawrence, how-
ever, it was easier to love America—and the Native
American—when he looked "through the wrong end of
the telescope, across all the Atlantic, as Cooper did so
often, than when [he was] right there" (“Fenimore
Cooper’s Leatherstocking Novels" 51).*

Cather’s view of the Native American derives to a
great extent from a separation in time; Lawrence’s to
a great extent derives from a perceived difference in
identity, from what Edward Said has called the sense
of the "Other." While one part of Lawrence’s con-
sciousness wanted to believe in the symbolic noble
primitive man, the vital, natural man to juxtapose to
the pale and ineffective European, another part of him
found that Native American always "other," more the
primitive than the noble savage. Lawrence finally
insists that the European and Native American identi-
ties are essentially different: "The Indian way of con-
sciousness is different from and fatal to our way of
consciousness. Our way of consciousness is different
from and fatal to the Indian. The two ways, the two
streams are never to be united. They are not even to
be reconciled. There is no bridge, no canal of con-
nection" ("Indians and Entertainment” 257-58).

Adopting a rhetorical stance, as he did in pieces
like "America, Listen to -Your Own" (1920) and
“Indians and an Englishman" (1922), Lawrence could
urge Americans "to embrace the great dusky conti-
nent of the Red Man" (“America" 91) and could claim
that "every drop of me trembles still alive to the old
sound, every thread in my body quivers to the frenzy
of the old mystery" ("Indians and an Englishman" 99).
The reality, however, was that for Lawrence the Red
Men were "other." At this time in his life, at least, in the
early 1920s, Lawrence’s own conflicted individual and
European consciousness made it difficult for him to
see them otherwise. While he admitted that he initial-
ly found the native dances “"profoundly moving" and
acknowledged that the Native American had succeed-
ed in getting at "the root meaning of religion” ("New
Mexico" 145), Lawrence could not entirely deny his
own European mentality. The Apaches, he claims,
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"have a cult of water-hatred" ('Indians and an
Englishman” 95); Indian singing, despite "the sacred
heroic effort" it embodies, to the ordinary white ear, "is
a rather disagreeable howling of dogs to a tom-tom"
("Indians and Entertainment" 266). In a particularly
telling comment on the Hopi Snake Dance, Lawrence
remarks, "It is not in the least like St. Francis preach-
ing to the birds" ("The Hopi Snake Dance" 277).

For both Cather and Lawrence the American
Southwest, before anything else, was an incompara-
bly beautiful land. Their attitudes toward the people,
especially the Native Americans and their cultures,
however, took two distinctly different forms. In The
Song of the Lark and The Professor’s House, Cather
places ancient Native American culture against mod-
ern society in order to suggest the loss of a superior
cultural mentality. In St. Mawr, The Plumed Serpent,
Mornings in Mexico, and other writings from the early
twenties, Lawrence places Native American culture
against European civilization to suggest the loss of a
fundamental life force.

Tom Outland’s cliff city would remain forever, in
“silence and stiliness and repose—immortal repose"
(The Professor’s House 201). Lawrence, having
arrived in the Southwest with the idea that America
presented the possibiiity for individual and cultural
renewal, came to realize that his original notions, his
mythic conception of America, required significant
defining, redefining, or, as he finally put it, "debunking"
("Indians and Entertainment" 257). For in America
even the sacred Indian dances had become “circus
performances" watched by tourists "of all sorts" ("The
Hopi Snake Dance" 275-76). :

For Cather, the discovery of the Southwest was
transforming experience, both personally and artisti-
cally. In much of her fictional use of the Southwestern
material, she not only drew upon her own experience
of the landscape but also imbued the culture of the
ancient cliff dwellers with what she saw to be the supe-
rior values of a civilized people. While she always
returned to the "civilization" of the East, for her the
Southwest remained, as Judith Fryer has said, "a felic-
itous space," the cliff dwellings, like Keats’s urn, "a fos-
ter child of silence and slow time" (Brown and Edel
241). Unlike Cather's cliff dwellings, Lawrence’s
Southwest existed in time. While Cather chose not to
focus on the modern-day Southwest, Lawrence found
that he could not ignore it. After three years, disen-
chanted with "The Land of Enchantment,”" he decided
that it was time "to get out of American Loci for a
while." They had made him “a bit loco" (Letters V, 291).

*

During his stay in the Southwest, Lawrence never
visited Walnut Canyon, Mesa Verde, or other ancient
Anasazi sites. One can only speculate as to whether
he might have been as moved by the cliff dwellings as
Cather had been. After his stay in America, Lawrence
returned briefly to England before setting out again on
his quest for psychic regeneration and spiritual peace.
His next journey took him to ltaly, where he observed
the ruins of the Etruscan culture. His accounts of his
Etruscan venture were published serially in Travel
magazine in 1927 and 1928 and, after his death, in
book form under the title Etruscan Places in 1932.

Interestingly, his response to Etruscan sites was
strikingly similar to Cather’s reaction to Walnut
Canyon and Mesa Verde. Like Cather herself and Tom
Outland of The Professor’'s House, Lawrence was
immediately struck by the "queer stillness and curious
peaceful repose about the Etruscan places" and by
the "natural beauty of proportion" of the ruins
(Etruscan Places 23). Like Tom, who imagines the
ancient cliff dwellers of the Blue Mesa to have been a
superior culture, Lawrence constructs an imaginary
picture of a vanished way of life, "a whole confedera-
cy of city-states loosely linked together by a common
religion and a more-or-less common interest," which,
he believed, evidenced "a profound belief in life,
acceptance of life" (70-71). Like Father Duchene, who
asserts that the cliff dwellers had created "an orderly
and secure life" and had ""developed considerably the
arts of peace" (The Professor’s House 219),
Lawrence sees a people who had developed the art of
living to a high degree, who had obviously lived lives
of "delicate sensitiveness" (Etruscan Places 56). And
like Father Duchene, Lawrence sees an admirable
culture destroyed by others, in this case the Romans,
"civilized" in a different sense, but brutal in their adher-
ence to "the supreme law of conquest" (45). For both
Cather and Lawrence, then, the two ancient cul-
tures—Anasazi and Etruscan—evidenced a highly
developed sense of the art of living, an awareness, to
their ways of thinking, largely lost in the disappointing
world of the 1920s.

NOTES
' Lawrence and Cather first met in New York in March
1924. According to Dorothy Brett, she, the
Lawrences, Cather, and Edith Lewis attended a con-
cert one evening and then had tea at Cather’s Bank
Street apartment the next afternoon. Frieda
Lawrence was particularly taken with Cather.
Although Cather evidently became quite annoyed at
Lawrence’s sarcastic teasing and refusal to engage
in a serious discussion of writing, they agreed to
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meet again in New Mexico. A reunion took place six-
teen months later when Cather and Lewis, visiting
Mabel Dodge Luhan in Taos, drove up to the
Lawrence ranch at Kiowa. While Lawrence cailed
Cather "heavy-footed," a "steam-roller" type, he did
admire her "strength" (Letters V, 280, 283). Cather
subsequently sent Lawrence a copy of The Song of
the Lark, and Lawrence asked that copies of
Kangaroo and The Captain’s Doll be sent to Cather.
One wonders whether Lawrence ever read or heard
of Cather’s very negative comments about his work
in "The Novel Démeublé." Still, Cather seems to
have been impressed by Sea and Sardinia and The
Woman Who Rode Away (see Sergeant 200). In a
March 1928 letter to Earl Brewster, who had first

encouraged Lawrence 'to meet Cather four years '

before, Lawrence clearly delighted in suggesting
that Cather be sent a copy of the newly published
Lady Chatterley’s Lover (Letters V, 340). One can
imagine Cather and Lawrence regarding each other
with a wry amusement, each perhaps seeing in the
other something rather fascinating and at the same
time quite disturbing.

There are various editions of Lady Chatterley’s
Lover, including pirated editions published in 1928;
The First Lady Chatterley, published in 1944; an
expurgated edition; and several paperbound edi-
tions. | quote from Hough, whose text was the true
first edition, privately printed in Florence in 1928.
Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant describes Cather’s
reaction to Mabel Luhan’s urgings in some detail
(206-08). According to Sergeant, "the tribal side of
the Indian meant little to [Cather]." When Cather met
John Collier, the great advocate of Indian rights, in
Taos in 1926, "Neither made the least connection
with the other—so both told me drily." Cather con-
sidered Collier a fanatic. Lawrence considered
Luhan’s and Collier’s attempts to save the pueblos
doomed to failure and urged Luhan and Collier to
allow them to die a "natural death" ("Certain
Americans and an Englishman" 9).

Lawrence wrote to Robert Mountsier in July of 1922
that he would like, "if [he] could, to write a New
Mexico novel with Indians in it." By November,
however, he had decided that such a project
"would be too impossible" (Letters |V, 274, 344).
However, Lawrence, like Cather, was impressed
with Tony Luhan, making him the prototype for
Phoenix in St. Mawr.

WORKS CITED

Brown, E. K. Willa Cather: A Critical Biography. 1953.
New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967.

Cather, Willa, "Prefatory Note." Not Under Forty. New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1936.

---. My Antonia. 1918. Scholarly Edition. Lincoln: U of
Nebraska P, 1994.

---. The Professor’s House. New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1925.

---. The Song of the Lark. 1915. Sentry Edition.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1963.

Cowan, James C. D. H. Lawrence’s American
Journey: A Study in Literature and Mysth.
Cleveland: P of Case Western Reserve U, 1970.

Fryer, Judith. Felicitous Space: The Imaginative
Structures of Edith Wharton and Willa Cather.
Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1986.

Hough, Graham. The Dark Sun: A Study of D. H.
Lawrence. New York: Macmillan, 1957.

Lawrence, D. H. "America, Listen to Your Own."
Phoenix: The Posthumous Papers of D. H.
Lawrence. 1936. New York: Viking, 1968. 87-91.

---. "Certain Americans and an Englishman." New
York Times 24 Dec. 1922, sec. 4:3,9.

---. Etruscan Places. London: Martin Secker, 1932.

---. "Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking Novels."
Studies in Classic American Literature. 1923. New
York: Viking, 1961. 47-63.

—-. "The Hopi Snake Dance." The Later D. H.
Lawrence. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1952, 274-
93.

---. "Indians and an Englishman." Phoenix: The
Posthumous Papers of D. H. Lawrence. 1936.
New York: Viking, 1968. 92-99.

---. "Indians and Entertainment." The Later D. H.
Lawrence. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1952. 255-
66.

---. The Letters of D. H. Lawrence. 7 vols. Cambridge:
The Cambridge UP, 1979-1989.

. "New Mexico." Phoenix: The Posthumous Papers
of D. H. Lawrence. 1936. New York: Viking,
1968.141-47.

---. St. Mawr. The Later D. H. Lawrence. New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1952. 1-166.

“Reynolds, Guy. Willa Cather in Context: Progress,

Race, Empire. New York: St. Martin’s, 1996.

Sergeant, Elizabeth Shepley. Willa Cather: A Memoir.
1953. Lincoin: U of Nebraska P, 1963.

Sherman, Stuart. "Sherwood Anderson’s Tales of the
New Life." Critical Woodcuts. New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1927. 3-17.

Woodress, James. Willa Cather: A Literary Life.
Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 1987.

-10-



Ars Scientiae:
Willa Cather and

the Mission of Science

Mary R. Ryder
South Dakota State University

While recent anti-disciplinary trends in intellectual
history have come to consider literature and science as
embracing the same discourse and deriving from
"common cultural sources" (Levine 3-4), the accepted
view at the turn of the century was that the so-called
"hard" sciences would, through sheer power of their
rationality, displace the "softer" disciplines and reshape
the world by reducing moral and aesthetic issues to
objective fact (Limon 1). Willa Cather was caught up in
this revolution of thought as the power of Henry Adams’
dynamo became the governing force of daily life,
“wrenching’ the American mind out of old directions
into new ones of utmost inhumanity" (Mumford 143). As
science extended its influence beyond the laboratory to
create giart industrial complexes and even invaded the
home, fear of "scientism" developed, even among
writers like Cather who were sympathetic to the aims of
pure science. The "deeply uncomfortabie sense that
science [would fail] to keep touch with the full richness
and particularity of human experience” (Levine 11)
made science seem inimical to art. Literature, however,
could not escape the influence of science in its use of
images, language, and even the sense of "what it
means to be human" (Levine 9).

Cather, like other writers of her day, thus
embarked upon a love-hate relationship with science,
a relationship which manifested itself in writing and
attempted to bridge the disciplinary chasm which C.P.
Snow would have us believe was unbridgeable. In her
on-again, off-again love affair with science, Cather did
not condemn absolutely science and technology as
destroyers of a romantic worldview. Rather, throughout
her novels, and especially in Alexander’s Bridge
(1912), The Professor’s House (1925), and Shadows
on the Rock (1931), Cather revealed a continuing
interest in scientific endeavor as an art form, as
ars scientiae. For Cather, science was a boon to
humankind and failed only when its aesthetic and
spiritual dimensions were exchanged for profit making.

Unfortunately, the bulk of Cather criticism has
placed her squarely in the tradition of a "typical roman-
tic revulsion against science and the uses to which it
has been put" (Randall 184). Arguing that she saw no
hope for an heroic ideal in the age of the machine, John
H. Randall, for example, claims that Cather "never saw
science as a way of understanding human experience

in abstract terms; to her it is no more than a bundle of
gadgets" (372, 228). Biographer James Woodress, t0o,
dismisses science as Cather's béte noir (499), while
Cecelia Tichi, in her 1987 study Shifting Gears:
Technology, Literature, and Culture in Modernist
America, simply lumps Cather into a group of writers
"overtly hostile" to machine technology (31). Tichi
concedes that Cather does show an “inadvertent accept-
ance of machine technology" in the words and images
she chooses but insists that Cather’s failure to recognize
"the opportunities intrinsic to the gear-and-girder
technology" caused her to suffer artistically (31, 16).
But, as Eileen T. Bender has rightfully argued, “it is
all too easy to assume that Cather belongs to the

" American romantic anti-scientific tradition" (130). After

all, Cather, since childhood, showed an inordinate
interest in science and was indeed "infected with the
awakening of scientific optimism" of her time (Bender
133). Not only did she delve into scientific studies as
an adolescent—even setting up a laboratory in the
shed behind her house and dissecting dead cats, but
she also accompanied two local physicians on their
rounds and intended to study medicine at the
University of Nebraska. Her somewhat shocking
valedictory address at Red Cloud High School in June
1890, titled "Superstition vs. Investigation," hailed as
heroes the great experimenters in the tradition of
Bacon and Newton. Scientific investigation was, she
wrote, a "sacred right" and "the hope of our age . . . as
it must precede all progress." She championed
Harvey’s discovery of blood circulation as having "no
selfishness" in it and coming "from a higher motive
than the desire for personal gain . . ." (qtd. in
Woodress 62). Later, in her preparatory year at
Lincoin, Cather wrote to her high school principal that
she was “chiefly interested in astronomy, botany, and
chemistry" (Woodress 71). Coupled with science was
imagination, she argued, the power to leap beyond the
discernible to the unknowable. In 1894 she scrawled a
note to her brother Roscoe in a copy of McClure’s
magazine, directing him to read an article titled "The
Search for Absolute Zero" (Slote 9). As a young
woman, Cather obviously found reading about scientif-
ic investigation as exciting as "slicing toads" had been
when she was a youngster.

Cather’s keen interest in the vision of science was,
however, tempered by reservations about the
relationship of science to progress, ideas she had
encountered in reading Carlyle and Ruskin, two
thinkers whom she greatly admired. Cather virtually
canonized Carlyle in her 1891 essay, published
without her knowledge by her English instructor at the
University. She praised Carlyle as a man of vision
whose socio-political concerns and natural sympathies
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matched her own. Cather knew well his premise that
science fulfilled the allotted purpose of humankind,
namely to order untamed elements, but she must have
also known his claim that the "corrupted uses of
science" (West 7) led to the gigantic and uncontrol-
lable forces of industrialism. Yet, for Carlyle, industrial-
ism would be "essentially a phenomenon of force,
needing only to be freed from its bondage to Mammon
to fulfill its destiny" (West 6).

Cather, likewise, was acquainted with Ruskin’s
view of progress through science and in 1896
published a column in the Nebraska State Journal in
which she called Ruskin "a scientist, yet his creed was
not of science." "He is out of sympathy with ali our
much talked of inventions and directly opposed to what
we call the progress of civilization," she wrote
("Ruskin® 401, 403). Like Ruskin, Cather opposed
mere gadgetry as the end of scientific investigation
because no such discoveries enhanced the "sum of
beauty" or the "sum of human happiness" ("Ruskin”
402). While Carlyle complained of utilitarian science
and Ruskin decried science that reduced human
existence to the unlovely or unpoetic, in Henry Adams
Cather encountered a mind that acknowledged the
limits of science while respecting its authority. In his
Education, Adams asserted that industrialism was
"science perfected to the finest edge" (West 9),
supplying civilization with new energies by which its
intellect could be trained. What would haunt Adams
and Cather, though, was the philosophic dilemma of
new scientific energies multiplying at such a rate that
social development could not keep pace. Cather would
later ponder, "Men travel faster now, but | do not know
if they go to better things" (Death Comes for the
Archbishop 291).

Influenced by Carlyle, Ruskin, Adams, and others,
Cather thus embarked upon a stormy "love affair" with
science, but her earliest works do not condemn
science per se. Her focus instead is on applied science
(technology) and its blatant disregard for people, all in
the name of Progress. "Behind the Singer Tower," a
1912 short story, centers on an accidental fire in a
high-rise luxury hotel and the death of over three hun-
dred people, yet nowhere in the story does Cather
condemn the science that permitted building “a thirty-
five story hotel which made the Plaza look modest . . .
[and] out-scaled everything in the known world" (44).
Surrounded by other "incredible towers of stone and
steel" (44), the Mont Blanc Hotel was a tribute, though
admittedly an ostentatious one, to the harnessing of
natural forces, the very goal which Carlyle had cited as
science’s destiny. Yet, Cather personifies the city as

"enveloped in a tragic self-consciousness," protesting
"its irresponsibility for its physical conformation, for the
direction it had taken" (44).

Of most importance here is the narrative voice of
Fred Hallet, the engineer, who becomes Cather’s first
spokesperson for the relationship of science to art and
religion. He describes the Singer Tower as “"a great
heathen idol," the end result of idealism, and confirms
Cather’s comment that "Our whole scheme of life and
progress and profit was perpendicular" (46). What is
most bothersome to Hallet is that the Religion of
Progress, propelled by science, has left human beings
as mere "waste to clean [the] engines" (49). Hallet
recounts the story of "the most successful manipulator
of structural steel in New York" (47), Stanley
Merryweather, whose maxim was “that men are
cheaper than machinery" (51). Merryweather ignores
Hallet's concerns about weak cables until six men are
crushed when a clamshell’s cable snaps.

Hallet, however, is no Merryweather and becomes
Cather’s prototype for the scientist-engineer that she
creates in subsequent works. He is responsive to
human concerns, "a soft man for the iron age" (50),
who does not allow greed to undermine scientific
achievement. In a civilization built on "physics and
chemistry and higher mathematics" (49), Hallet sees a
ripe seedbed for "a new idea of some sort" (54), an
Idea that for some, like Merryweather, becomes a god.
Such scientists contribute to the unleashed frenzy of
Progress "in the service of this unborn Idea" (54), and

~ Hallet notes that "wherever there is the greatest output

of energy, wherever the blind human race is exerting
itself most furiously, there’s bound to be tumult and
disaster" (53). But, pure science and all scientists were
not responsible. Hallet is a composite of science and
humanitarianism; he exposes wrongdoing among the
devotees of the god Mammon, extends "a soothing
hand" to the downtrodden (49), and yet remains a man
of applied science.

Cather’s first novel Alexander’s Bridge, which
followed closely on the heels of "Behind the Singer
Tower," reinforces Cather’'s love of science in its
potentialities but her condemnation of science in its
wrongful execution. Just as the Mont Blanc Hotel and
Singer Tower were marvels of engineering skill, so is
Bartley Alexander’'s Moorlock Bridge a structural
wonder. While it is indisputable that the bridge
collapses, carrying the engineer and his workers to
their deaths, the novel is hardly Cather’s declaration of
war on modern technology, as Tichi asserts (174).
Rather, Cather’s principal concern is with the cracks in
Bartley’s character, in his failure to commit himself
wholly to any one thing—his wife, his lover, or his
bridge. When he abandons the simple, clear-
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sightedness of his western roots, he fails as a man and
as a bridge-builder, but the sin is in the scientist, not in
the science.

That Cather chose an engineer as protagonist for
her first novel is not surprising in light of the heroic
status the engineer enjoyed in American culture at the
time. As Elizabeth Ammons notes, the engineer had
become "a celebrated national hero" by 1910, an
embodiment of the "masculine ideology" of
"dominance and expansion" (746, 748). Essays like
Benjamin Brooks’s "The Web-Foot Engineer"
(McClure’s, 1909) referred to engineering as a rapidly
developing art (not a science), and the American
engineering profession had by then redefined
engineering as "the science of controliing the forces
and utilizing the materials of nature for the benefit of
man and the art of organizing and of directing human
activities in connection therewith" (Beyer 419). Time
after time, historians and philosophers tried to link engi-
neering science to art, and Cather, too, considered the
linkage possible. Although Tichi would characterize
Bartley Alexander as "a machine-age barbarian" and
the "antithesis of the artist' (177), the novel does not
bear this out. Like Hallet, Bartley Alexander remains
sensitive to beauty and responsive to human concerns.

Professor Lucius Wilson prejudices the reader’s
first impression of Bartley by commenting that the engi-
neer was "never introspective" and "simply the most
tremendous response to stimuli | have ever known"
(AB 7-8). Cather also describes Bartley in
scientific terms of force and energy with the
"machinery . .. always pounding away" in him (13). Yet,
coupled with the natural forces he embodies is empha-
sis on his "large, smooth hand,” Cather’s often-used
symbol for artistry and humanness. The first suspen-
sion bridge Bartley builds is evidence of that artistry, a
thing of "ethereal beauty," as Susan Rosowski notes
(36). It is "as delicate as a cobweb hanging in the sky"
(AB 17-18). By contrast, he is dissatisfied with his
newest project "the longest cantilever bridge in
existence" (37); he is vexed by a limited budget which
forces him to use inadequate materials.

Bartley is a man of conscience, both in his profes-
sional and private lives, and the bulk of the novel is,
interestingly, devoted to his Jamesian introspection,
contrary to what Professor Wilson would have us
believe. Moreover, Bartley, in the throes of a mid-life
crisis, finds "a seductive excitement in renewing old
experiences in imagination" (40). He is delighted by
the etchings, books, and flowers he finds in Hilda
Burgoyne’s rooms and responds to the sensory stimuli
of a golden sunset on a "sweet, lovely kind of summer
evening" (36). In acknowledging this other force within
him, Bartley realizes that he will necessarily "spoil" the

life he has made with his wife and his life of resolute
accomplishment as an engineer. With a reawakened
consciousness, Bartley comes to see the Moorlock
Bridge as lacking an essential ingredient that would
make science art, namely the passion and spirituality
of his youth. Having long suppressed these energies in
the drive to succeed—to build the biggest and the
best, Bartley finally describes his structurally flawed
bridge as merely "a great iron carcass” (127).

But rather than having lost his creative soul, as
Rosowski claims (36), Bartley recovers it. Latent
within the engineer was another self that was "not
he . . . but a part of him" (114). In his renewed
understanding of self, Bartley again links art to
science. He corrects his errors, albeit too late, but the
novel is not "a trenchant statement about the
antagonism Cather felt between the literary artist and
the engineer" (Tichi 177). Nowhere does the text
reveal that Cather took what Tichi calls "a certain
resentful satisfaction in the failure of his bridge" (179).
On the contrary, Bartiey emerges a sympathetic figure
who learns that he, like his bridge, is flawed; he has
misplaced both his energies and his affections. Bartley
Alexander is not the engineer as cultural hero but the
engineer as fallible human.

By 1925 and the publication of The Professor’s
House, Cather was still pondering the relationship of
science to art but was disillusioned by the direction
American life had taken in the Twenties. She at first
appears to vent her anger on science through Godfrey
St. Peter, a professor of history who suffers from the
same malaise that affected his creator. Both Cather
and her character were fifty-two years old and
suffering general discontent with a world that, as
Cather wrote, "broke in two in 1922 or thereabouts”
(Not Under Forty v). Embedded in the Professor’s
story, though, is the account of a young scientist, Tom
Outland, whose chivalric battle against the decline of
values and disregard for aesthetics makes him the
champion of scientific inquiry, religion, and art.

Most critics focus on the lecture the Professor
delivers against science as representing Cather’s
view, calling the speech an "outright identification of
science with technology" or one of Cather’s "most
stirring indictments of modern materialism" (Randall
228; Rosowski 135). Indeed, the Professor’s
denunciation of science as having given us "a lot of
ingenious toys" that "take our attention away from the
real problems" seems to equate science with mere
gadgetry, a concept that repelled Cather.' "Science
hasn’t given us any new amazements," the Professor
remarks, "except the supefficial kind we get from
witnessing dexterity and sleight-of-hand" (PH 68).
Interestingly, though, the Professor’s lecture takes a
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new twist as he explores the relations between science
and religion: "It's the laboratory, not the Lamb of God,
that taketh away the sins of the world. You'll agree
there is not much thrill about a physiological sin" (68).
In his cynicism about modern science, Professor St.
Peter provides the starting point from which Cather
explores what | believe is the central concept of the
novel, the ordering of life through art and, by inference,
through science, which had become a religion for
many of Cather's contemporaries. While St. Peter
believes that science has made us comfortable, he
asserts that art and religion "have given man the only
happiness he has ever had" and that art and religion
are "the same thing, in the end, of course" (69).

This statement, if excerpted from the novel, would
seem to serve as Cather’s final word on the science-
art-religion controversy of her age. But Professor St.
Peter, while the principal character of the novel, is not
its hero. The inset narrative, "Tom Outland’s Story,"
introduces a scientist-engineer who is the reconciler of
science to art. He, not St. Peter, is Cather’s alter ego,
albeit "a scientific alter ego whose life and work reflect
a Bergsonian credo" (Bender 136). Like Bartley
Alexander, Tom has western roots that provide him with
innate intelligence, a simple faith, aesthetic sensitivity,
and inquisitiveness into the workings of nature. When
Tom suddenly appears in Hamilton to attend college, he
is more artist than scientist. The Professor is fascinat-
ed not by the turquoises he displays but by the hand
that holds them, "the muscular, many-lined palm, the
long, strong fingers with soft ends. . ." (121). Here, the
Professor later concludes, was a hand that "had never
handled things that were not the symbols of ideas"
(260). Outland’s hand, like Hallet's and Bartley
Alexander’s, has the power to reshape the world,

sympathetically and scientifically.
In fact, Tom’s subsequent work in physics leads to

the discovery of a gas and the Outiand vacuum, which
he patents without regard to its eventual use or to the
profit it may reap. Unselfish motives propel him simply
to know the unknown, the goal of true science. Yet,
Cather still shows the abuse of science in two
instances in this novel. Louie Marsellus, the
Professor’s son-in-law and an electrical engineer,
exploits the Outland engine after Tom dies in World
War 1. Unlike the "impractical" Tom (61), Louie sees
the possibilities of revolutionizing aviation and uses
Tom’s discovery to benefit the Allied cause, to produce
a more sophisticated instrument of death.

Cather also attacks the abuse of science through
commercialization in the story of Tom’s discovery of
Indian ruins on the great Blue Mesa. Accidentally stum-

bling upon the remains of the highly developed and
pacifistic Cliff Dwellers’ world, Tom stands in awe of the
artistry that had defined their lives. He approaches the
Mesa with ‘“filial piety" (251), noting instinctively a
sanctity about the place. He carefully and methodically
catalogues his finds but does not disturb them. The few
items of pottery he takes away become religious relics
to him, items he would sooner break than give over to
unappreciative museums (119). He even names one of
the mummies "Mother Eve," acknowledging her impor-
tance to the human history of Cliff City and reverencing
her as a humanizing force in a harsh world. Tom, both
scientist and artist, is betrayed twice, however, first by
the government’s refusal to protect his finds and, sec-
ond, by his partner who, even though well-intentioned,
sells the Indian artifacts to the highest bidder.

For Tom Outland, science, art, and religion all
come together on the Blue Mesa, and, as Bender
rightfully concludes, "Pernicious distinctions between
artist and scientist dissolve into a religious awareness
of the whole" (138). What Tom sees in the great
astronomical tower of the Cliff Dwellers is an alliance
of physics and metaphysics, and his vision is
reinforced by the expansionist epic of human
progress—Virgil's Aeneid—that he reads before it.

If Cather had intended to endorse the Professor’s
view that science was inimical to progress, ar, and
consequently religion, she would not likely have
included Tom Qutland’s story as the centerpiece of her
book. For Tom Outland well illustrates the élan vital, as
Bender calls it, that inspired scientific investigation and
"was available still, despite the modern corruption of
pure discovery which turned pioneer into gadgeteer"
(139). Set opposite Tom Outland is Louie Marsellus,
scientist turned gadgeteer, and Professor Crane, a
scientist devoted only to the theoretical. "He doesn’t
care about anything but the extent of space," the
Professor remarks (87). Neither of these roles satisfies
Cather, and her love of science, even in the most
pessimistic period of her career, would not allow her to
condemn science unequivocally. The artist-scientist
could exist; granted, Tom Outlands were rare, but in
such as he lay the hope of civilization, the fusion of
faith and science. Paul Feyerabend as recently as
1981 has ventured to suggest that perhaps science
and art are essentially the same (Limon 7). Cather was
convinced that they were. What Cather decries in The
Professor’s House is not science itself but the materi-
alism and commercialism that too often result from it.

Cather continued to admire and to fear the impact
of science, and in her late novel Shadows on the Rock
(1931) she has her final word on the place of science
in society. Her protagonist Euclide Auclair (the clear-
sighted measurer of things) is a French-born apothe-
cary who finds himself the sole medical practitioner in
seventeenth-century Quebec City. The manner in
which he conducts his life and profession reinforces
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Thomas Kuhn’s belief that science is the means, and
art the end (Limon 7). Fully knowledgeable of the ele-
mental chemistry of his drugs and herbs, Auclair
employs his science only to benefit others. He remains
aloof from scientific fads, "being strongly opposed to
indiscriminate blood-letting," but he is "not afraid of
new ideas" (SOR 29). He prizes expansion of knowl-
edge for its application to the human condition, not for
profit: "All day he was compounding remedies, or visit-
ing the sick, or making notes for a work on the medic-
inal properties of Canadian plants. . ." (17). Although

his trade is good, his pay is meager and "very little of

it was in money" (22).

While he is also a keen experimenter, trying
successfully a new remedy for snow blindness and
burning eucalyptus balls to ward off mosquitoes,
Auclair admits that "Medicine is a dark science" (212)
and can harm as well as heal. Like Cather, he admires
science in the abstract but is skeptical of some so-
called scientific methods, especially when they pre-
tend to accomplish miracles. When his daughter
Cécile recounts in awe-struck tones the Christian con-
version of an ill sailor by feeding him a mixture of gruel
and the pulverized bones of a sainted priest’s skull,
Auclair chuckles and insists that sacred relics do not
work miracles through the digestive tract (126). The
pharmacist clearly distinguishes between God’s work
and his own:

The relics of the saints may work cures at the touch,
they may be a protection worn about the neck;
those things are outside of my knowledge. But | am
the guardian of the stomach, and | would not permit
a patient to swallow a morsel of any human
remains, not those of Saint Peter himself. (127)

The care with which Auclair systematically
arranges his herbarium of medicinal plants is reminis-
cent of Tom Outland’s careful cataloging of the Mesa’s
ruins, and, like Outland, Auclair translates his science
into art. From making "little packets of saffron flowers
to flavour fish soups" (169) to displaying a cabinet full
of West Indian shells and corals, Auclair couples the
facts of science with the delights of art. He promotes
the progress of civilization not as crass materialism but
as quiet appreciation of a sense of order. Cécile had
learned early from her dying mother that her father’s
"whole happiness depends on order and regularity,"
without which "our lives would be disgusting, like those
of poor savages" (24). And, the scientist could bring
such order to the world, as long as the human condi-
tion remained the primary concern. Auclair thus attains
an authority that springs from a genuine interest in the
physical, social, and spiritual well being of his patrons.
His portrait as ideal scientist is, undoubtedly, tied to
Cather’s childhood admiration for small-town doctors,
the nearest thing to scientists in Red Cloud, men who

"possessed the almost magical power over the envi-
ronment" (O'Brien 91). Whereas George Levine would
argue that science today achieves its authority largely
“from the way it persuades us that its practitioners are
disinterested [in the human condition]" (12), Cather
would reply that the authority of science derives solely
from interestedness on the part of its practitioners.

Auclair is not a Louie Marsellus or Stanley
Merryweather who envisions progress as change, pro-
pelled by science and manifest in bigger, better, and
faster. He cannot, like them, "shut his eyes to the
wrongs that [go] on about him," and he readily con-
fesses that "Change is not always progress. . ." (119).
Amidst the tranquil mood of Shadows on the Rock,
then, Cather explores the true mission of science—to
improve the human lot by slow degrees, to bring
together the means (science) and the end (art) in
appreciation of tranquillity. "That is the important
thing," Auclair decides, "—tranquillity" (157). That was
what Tom Outland had found on the Mesa and what
Bartley Alexander found too late in the waters beneath
Moorlock Bridge. '

If Cather was correct that science is art and if
Professor St. Peter was right that art is religion, then
science is also religion, a way of knowing that neces-
sarily involves both moral and aesthetic issues. Henry
Adams’ claim that "religion . . . is the projection of the
mind into nature in one direction, as science is the pro-
jection of the mind into nature in another" (qgtd. in
Mumford 147) could not satisfy Cather, nor can it sat-
isfy those of us who would deny a segregation of the
sciences and humanities into what C.P. Snow labeled
"warring camps"(Limon 1). For Cather, science was
not the enemy but scientists were, if they failed to con-
sider their responsibilities to humanity. Achievements
in science perhaps made the inventor, experimenter,
and engineer susceptible to greed and pride, but these
were not the inevitable result of scientific inquiry.
Science remained for Cather "the hope of our age,"
and if its potentialities went unfulfilled, the fault lay in
the scientists’ "failure to live up to science, not [in] a
failure of science itself" (Levine 23). Bartley Alexander
failed as both a man and an engineer, and Tom
Outland could not live on in a world unresponsive to
ars scientiae. But, in Euclide Auclair, Cather saw that
the heroic ideal was possible for a man of science.
Auclair's gentleness and compassion, his keen sense
of inquiry, his deep spirituality, and his resistance to
unnecessary change serve to define the force that
would move civilization forward. He uncovers in his
seventeenth-century place what Frank Lloyd Wright
would later call the "machine-age ethos of ‘SIMPLICI-
TY’ of materials ‘wrought without waste’ but in harmo-
ny with ‘man’s spiritual and material needs™ (Tichi
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173).

While Willa Cather was certainly concerned about
the directions in which science and its offspring tech-
nology were taking America, her early love of science
could not and did not turn to mistrust or outright rejec-
tion of science as the destroyer of artistic and spiritual
sensibilities. On the contrary, she would likely concur
with Jacob Bronowski's comment in his Ascent of Man
that "It is not the business of science to inherit the
earth, but to inherit the moral imagination; because
without that man and beliefs and science will perish
together” (432).

NOTES

' Cather’s rejection of gadgetry surfaced earlier in her
Pulitzer Prize-winning novel One of QOurs (1922) in
her depiction of Ralph Wheeler, a young man who is
fascinated with "inventions" and boasts a cellar full of
modern "wonders." Ralph’s brother Claude is
Cather’s protagonist and commentator on the intru-
sion of applied science into everyday life. A youth
sensitive to beauty and resistant to "the importance
of making money or spending it" (33), Claude sur-
veys the "wreckage" his brother has stored away:

Mysterious objects stood about him in the grey twi-
light; electric batteries, old bicycles and typewriters,
a machine for making cement fence-posts, a vui-
canizer, a stereopticon with a broken lens. The
mechanical toys Ralph could not operate success-
fully, as well as those he had got tired of, were
stored away here. . . . Nearly every time Claude
went into the cellar, he made a desperate resolve to
clear the place out some day, reflecting bitterly that
the money this wreckage cost would have put a boy
through college decently. (19) '

Like Tom Outland, Claude was "born with a sense of
order" (29), and the chaos of modern gadgets threat-
ened that sense. The Erlich home to which he is
introduced when attending the university in Lincoln
offers Claude a haven against encroaching technoio-
gy, and he admires the Erlich boys for knowing how
to live, spending money on themselves "instead of on
machines to do the work and machines to entertain
people." "Machines," Cather writes, "could not make
pleasure, whatever else they could do" (38). Tellingly,
Cather’s commentary on mechanized society in this
novel ends with Claude’s death in World War |, the
first mechanized war.
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(continued)

the conversation of the Hindu Gods" in Kipling’'s story
have "nothing whatever to do with the fate of
Findlayson’s bridge" (Curtin 561). Her criticism of
Kipling's story offers a window on her own location in
colonial discourse. :

The subject of much scholarly interest because it is
considered "characteristic" of the stories "he [Kipling]
wrote about men of his own kind, the white profession-
al middle classes, at work" (Laski 30), "The Bridge-
Builders" centers on the English engineer Findlayson
who is building a "lattice-girder bridge" over the Ganges.
The engineer makes a strenuous effort to identify the
bridge as the work of two men — Findlayson and his
assistant, Hitchcock. A coupie of months before the
Viceroy is scheduled to open the bridge, Findlayson
recounts the manner in which he and his assistant have
supervised the construction of the bridge despite
“storm, sudden freshets, death in every manner and
shape, violent and awful rage against red tape [. . .];
drought, sanitation, finance; birth, wedding, burial, and
riot in the village of twenty warring castes" (Kipling 5).
Yet the bridge can be dubbed "two men’s work," only
when the overseer Peroo is not taken into account.
While the two white professionals take pride in the tech-
nological marvel that they have conceived to "hold the
river in place,” it is Peroo who has been called upon to
protect the imperial work by risking his life. The ex-
serang of the British India boats is also credited with a
"knowledge of tackle and the handling of heavy
weights" that make him "worth almost any price that he
might have chosen to put upon his services" (6). Peroo,
it seems, wants to take as much pride in the bridge as
the two Englishmen, but is not sure that his enthusiasm
for the work will receive divine approval. He asks
Findlayson: "What think you Mother Gunga will say
when the rail runs over?" (9) and remarks nervously:
"She is not like the sea, that can beat against a soft
beach. She is Mother Gunga — in irons" (10).

Soon afterwards, Findlayson receives a telegram
warning him of an impending flood and he orders his
workmen to "begin a night's work" of trying to ward off
the destruction of the project that has occupied them for
s0 many years. As critics like Zohreh T. Sullivan have
argued, Kipling’s text sets up an opposition between the
day’s work of "modernizing” India and the "chaos" of the
old order represented by the flood that threatens to
destroy the bridge at night. Faced with the flood, Find-
. layson refuses to leave and enters a dreamworld when

he takes a toddy and opium offered to him by Peroo. He
imagines that he is watching Hindu Gods debating the

fate of the bridge. This insertion of the British imperial
project (as represented by the bridge) into the
"playground of the Indian gods" could be said to allow a
"carnivalesque subversion of imperial hierarchy"
(Sullivan 120), until Findlayson wakes up and finds that
the flood has abated and that the bridge still stands in
confirmation of the power of the "new" imperial order.

The debate of the Gods points to the anxieties
shaping the British imperial project in the wake of the
rising tide of the nationalist movement in India in the
late nineteenth century. Nearly a decade after leaving
India, and living in the U.S. at a time when U.S. imperi-
al discourse was preoccupied with the problem of locat-
ing the nation with respect to other imperial powers,
Kipling is concerned, in "The Bridge-Builders," not only
with the question of the legitimacy of expanding
Western European "modernity” into the world’s "waste
spaces," but also with the position of the colonized in
the new order. If the bridge embodies the "modernity”
into which "natives" like Peroo have to assimilate, it also
reinscribes Peroo’s separation from "modernity."

The decades after the War of 1857 were marked by
a nationalist struggie led by the British-educated Indian
elite. When Kipling returned to India as an adult in
1882, the British viceroy, Lord Ripon, had introduced
some measures aimed at letting educated Indians—the
“intelligent class of public spirited men who it is not only
bad policy, but sheer waste of power to fail to utilize"—
participate in municipal government so as to quell
anti-British sentiments on their part (Tinker 44). Ripon
also supported Sir Courtney libert’s bill that was intend-
ed to remove restrictions which prevented Indians in
the British Judicial Services from trying cases involving
Europeans. The llbert Bill raised the prospect of a
‘white mutiny’ on the part of the European community in
India (Keay 456). The Bill was amended to address the
concerns of Europeans and this served to strengthen
the nationalists’ cause. By the time Kipling left India in
1889, the Indian National Congress had been estab-
lished by the members of the Indian elite. who wanted
"opportunities to serve in various government councils”
(Wolpert 259). As the Congress grew in strength in the
next decade, the British administration was faced with
increased demands for elective representation of
Indians in the government. "The Bridge-Builders" nego-
tiates these tensions apparent in the British imperial
project at the turn of the twentieth century. For instance,
Findlayson’s desire to see the bridge as the handiwork
of the English is contested by Peroo’s claim to it. While
Peroo could ostensibly be seen as the "native" who
proves the righteousness of the imperial project by
assimilating with it, he is also therefore a threat to white
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authority. As Homi Bhabha has argued, the assimilated
native, or the "mimic man," is “the effect of a flawed
colonial mimesis, in which to be Anglicized is emphati-
cally not to be English" (87).

The opium dream in which Findlayson finds the fate
of the bridge being debated by the Hindu Gods serves
simultaneously as a racist parody of the llbert Bill
controversy as well as an argument for assimilation into
(Western) industrialized "modernity." The Gods pro-
nounce that they cannot destroy the work of the bridge-
builders because "the nature of the dream changes, but
still Brahm [the Hindu God of creation] dreams" (Kipling
42). Western "modernity" thus becomes the latest stage
in a universalized version of history. But this colonial
attempt to justify the imperial project is wracked by
ambiguity; Peroo uses the dream to validate his faith in
his Gods by saying, "When Brahm ceases to dream, the
Gods go* (46). Colonization, the imperialist may argue,
is the "natural" culmination of the colonized peoples’
histories, but colonial history "after” colonization is itself
unable to achieve coherence because the colonized
inevitably displace the dominant colonial narrative.

What could Willa Cather have found objectionable
in a text which shows that "the question of the
representation of difference” is "also a probiem of
authority” (Bhabha 89)? Her fictions may deal with the
representation of difference in a different context—that
of the Americanization of immigrants and newly con-
quered peoples in My Antonia (1918) and Death
Comes for the Archbishop (1927), for instance—but
they also traverse a terrain that bears some similarities
to that of Kipling’s "The Bridge-Builders." The question
of assimilation to a "modern" American civilization is as
crucial to her fictional characters as the question of
entering a colonial "modernity" is to Kipling's fiction.

Guy Reynolds has suggested that in My Antonia,
Willa Cather argues in favor of “a liberal form of
Americanization [that] could encompass a kaleidoscop-
ic cultural variety" (73). He cites some speeches and
interviews of hers in which she condemned "overzeal-
ous patriots” who were intent on "Americanizing every-
thing and everybody" (79). How can this be read in the
context of her enthusiasm for the "expansion of the
white races" and the "passing of old orders" that she
celebrated in Kipling? The novel’s protagonist, Antonia
Shimerda, belongs to an immigrant Bohemian family
who cannot, at first, "speak enough English to ask for
advice, or even to make their most pressing wants
known" (My Antonia 20). Given that the English lan-
guage was considered the "logical and all-powerful key
to the situation of converting the foreigner from an alien
to an American" (Dixon 31) by many participants in the

Americanization debates of the early twentieth century,
Antonia’s attempts to learn the English language also
represent the process by which she is constituted as an
American citizen. Like Kipling’s Peroo, Antonia learns
the skills that enable her to assimilate, but Cather’s text
also insists that the Bohemians should not forget their
"native" culture. The Shimerdas hold on to their "native"
language even after they acquire the linguistic key to
Americanization. It would seem that Cather shows a
process of Americanization that allows assimilation
without destroying the hope of building a pluralist
community. When Jim Burden sees Antonia after
twenty years, he finds that she and her husband Cuzak
have ensured that their children speak Bohemian at
home. However, Americanization has also permanently
"domesticated" the Shimerdas’ "native” cultural prac-
tices, relegating them to the home and thus rendering
them invisible in public life.

Anne McClintock has argued that domesticity
"denotes both a space (a geographic and architectural
alignment) and a social relation to power." As a part of
the imperial schema, "animals, women and colonized
peoples were wrested from their putatively ‘natural’ yet,
ironically, ‘unreasonable’ state of ‘savagery’ and induct-
ed through the domestic progress narrative into a hier-
archical relation to white men" (35). Thus the racial and
gendered separation of the public and the private
spheres, which took shape around the idea of the home,
was essential to imperial "modernity." In My Antonia,
the central characters are promised an access to U.S.
"modernity" that pivots on the supposed distinction that
the "foreign native" can maintain between the public
and the private spheres. The "separation” of the public
and private spheres along the axes of race, national
"origin," and gender, can be seen at the end of the novel
in the construction of Antonia as the "domesticated" and
"separated" Other, and her husband Cuzak as the
"assimilated" and "public" Other. For instance, Cuzak
enjoys "city life" as an apparent "American"—albeit the
text does make it clear that he has not realized the
American dream—while Antonia enacts the role of the
domesticated female crucial to imperial "modernity."

The Shimerdas succeed at Americanization because
they learn how to pass as normative (Anglo-) American
citizens. But what of those who ostensibly bear "visible®
markers of "difference" from the dominant American
norm? The question of Blind d’Arnault complicates the
Americanization debate in My Antonia—the blind, black
musician’s body becomes the site of the construction of
the ideal body of the American citizen. He is described
as a "heavy, bulky mulatto, on short legs" whose "yellow
face" would have been "repulsive" if it had not been "so
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(continued)

kindly and happy," and who plays like an African "god of
pleasure, full of strong, savage blood" (90-93). Toni
Morrison has argued that a "writer’'s response to
American Africanism often provides a subtext that either
sabotages the surface text’s expressed intentions or
escapes them through a language that mystifies what it
cannot bring itself to articulate but still attempts to reg-
ister" (66). Blind d’Arnault’s "visible" racialized and
embodied marks of "difference" from the norm make it
impossible, by the normative standards of Americani-
zation, to assimilate him into a white, able-bodied
"modernity" which declares that he "could never learn
like other [i.e. ‘normal’] people" and thus could never
acquire "any finish" (92). Blythe Tellefsen has also point-
ed out the manner in which My Antonia cannot erase the
violence of Indian removal which "supports the myth of
Americans as the rightful owners of the land of plenty"
(239). The stereotype of the savage "Red Indian" func-
tions like that of the savage "African” to define the rules
that govern admission to an imperial American
"modernity." Thus, Cather is able to focus attention on
the problem of the "representation of difference"” in impe-
rial "national” narratives without resorting, in the manner
of Kipling, to the carnivalesque space of a dreamworld.

Willa Cather addresses the question of assimilating
newly conquered "natives" in Death Comes for the Arch-
bishop in a manner that has prompted some critics to
categorize the book as her "own idiosyncratic reading of
the progress of civilization" (Reynolds 164). The narra-
tive action is situated in the period foliowing the Mexican
War that enabled the U.S. to bring California and New
Mexico into its territorial fold, and is concerned with the
efforts of Father Latour to bring "modern" Catholicism to
an area that has drifted away from the Papal authority
of Rome. Latour also works as an ally of the U.S. gov-
ernment in the Americanization process of the "natives"
(Bishop Lamy, the historical figure on whom Latour’s
character is based, was also associated with the Ameri-
canization of the Southwest). He says, "The [Catholic]
Church can do more than the Fort [housing American
soldiers] to make these poor Mexicans ‘good Ameri-
cans.’ And it is for the people’s good; there is no other
way in which they can better their condition" (Death
Comes for the Archbishop 37).

Thus the Catholic Church becomes a means for the
dissemination of U.S. ideology in a move that locates the
U.S. spatially and temporally within and at the ‘end’ of a
European imperial history. Joseph Urgo has phrased
Cather’s imperial argument in the following words: "Any
idea that will carry people far from home, [. . .] and then

to share the idea with others (or impose it on them),
possesses the quality of imperial force. Once the idea
was Christianity. Now the idea is America" (133). The
Catholic Church becomes at once a prototype of the
“new" order, which the expanding U.S. has brought to
New Mexico, as well as the exemplification of the
nature of this order. The Church is represented as an
institution that has successfully incorporated "differ-
ences"—Father Latour specifies that the "first bells" to
be rung in the Church came from Asia and that the
Angelus has its origins in "a Moslem custom” (48). By
functioning in alliance with a predominantly Protestant
state in the newly annexed territories, the Church may
also be said to outline the supposed cultural pluralism
of the new order of the U.S.

Father Latour is intent on recuperating the
influence of Papal authority on the "natives" of New
Mexico. During this process, he encounters the
"strange" reproduction of Catholic practices. When he
enters the church in Los Ranchos de Taos, for instance,
Indian and Mexican worshippers throw their shawls for
him to walk upon and try to snatch his hand so as to kiss
the Episcopal ring. Latour tells himself that "in his own
country all this would have been highly distasteful" but in
New Mexico, "these demonstrations seemed a part of
the high color that was in landscape and gardens, . . . in
the agonized Christs and dolorous Virgins and the very
human figures of the saints." Latour reasons to himself
that this is just another illustration of the fact that "with
this people religion was necessarily theatrical" (148-49).
That such reassurance is necessary shows what Bhabha
has described as the process of colonial "mimicry," where
"the reforming, civilizing mission is threatened by the dis-
placing gaze of its disciplinary double" (86).

Such moments of "dispiacement” complicate the
simple narrative of progress that imperial "modernity"
seeks. In the "Stone Lips" section of Death Comes for
the Archbishop, Latour, like Kipling’s Findlayson,
seems to slip into a dream of the colonized. But unlike
Kipling’s narrative, this section resists being read as a
carnivalesque space. Although Latour never mentions
the Indian cave to anyone, he cannot "cease from won-
dering about it. It flashed into his mind from time to time
.. [the cave] had been a hospitable shelter-to him in
his extremity. . . . But the cave, which had probably
saved his life, he remembered with horror. No tales of
wonder, he told himself, would ever tempt him into a
cavern hereafter* (141). Thus, unlike Findlayson’s
opium dream (which he promptly erases, although
Peroo reminds him), Latour’s dream is an unforgettable
part of his colonial subjectivity.

Although Latour leaves behind the impressive mon-
ument of the cathedral—in the manner of the bridge
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built by Findlayson—he says at the end of his life that
he does not believe “that the Indian will perish. . . . God
will preserve him" (313). It is here that Cather’s criti-
cism of Kipling’s "The Bridge-Builders" explains itself.
The eolonial subject and the colonial text, she argues,
are self-consciously aware of the ambiguity at the heart
of the "representation of difference," and of the impos-
sible fantasy of a universal narrative. In this argument,
a "separate" carnivalesque space, where the imperial
hierarchy may be subverted, is rendered unnecessary.
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“Dissolved into
Something Complete
and Great”: The Cathers
and the Beginnings
of Webster County

Ann Tschetter
University of Nebraska-Lincoln

(Ms. Tschetter is a Ph.D. candidate in American
history, currently writing her dissertation on the
early history of Webster County and Red Cloud;
the following is excerpted from her remarks at the
"Celebration of Cather" in Red Cloud on July 1,
2001. Her recent research has taken her into the
George Cather Ray Collection in the Archives and
Special Collections of the University of Nebraska-

-Lincoln Libraries, the source of the letters to
George Cather quoted below.)

Thinking about his first encounter with the prairie in
My Antonia, Jim Burden decides that "that is happi-
ness; to be dissolved into something complete and
great." Willa Cather later chose these words for her
own epitaph. For Cather, perhaps nothing ever
equaled the greatness of being part of the Nebraska
landscape. Though she spent her first nine years in
Virginia, her writing career most reflected the time
she spent on the plains, The history of the state is
integrally linked with Willa Cather, though it is not
just Willa who should be discussed, but the whole
Cather family. Today, I'd like to talk a little about the
history of the state, why the Cathers came to
Nebraska, what they gave to Webster County and
what Webster County gave to them.

Why did the Cathers choose to leave the relative
comfort of Virginia and move to the uncharted West?
The many letters written to Willa’s uncle George
Cather during the early 1870s suggest that they did it
simply for the opportunity of settling a new part of the
country. Twenty-six year old George and his new bride
Franc were the first Cathers to move West_, and it is
obvious from their courtship letters (written in May of
1873) that the two planned to go West as quickly as
they could. They married in June of that year and, after
spending a few months in New England with Franc’s
family, the couplé headed West.

George had written to his uncle, Joseph Smith, his
mother’s brother, who was living in Granville, lowa,
asking what business was like, whether sheep could
be raised, and just what it took to be successful. His
uncle wrote back that "A great deal depends on the
way business is carried out whether it is a success or
a failure” (Joseph Smith to George Cather, 7 August
1873). This letter was enough to make newlyweds
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