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Reading Willa Cather’s novels chronologically and
examining the narrative formed by the entire body of
texts reveals an increasingly complex treatment of
bathers, a narrative-within-an-oeuvre that reflects
Cather’s developing sense of story. In proposing new
ways to read Cather, Richard Millington’s recent essay,
“Willa Cather and The Storyteller: Hostility to the Novel
in My Antonia,” suggests ways in which her work is
suffused with issues of storytelling, often beyond the
boundaries of constricting novelistic conventions. The
sequence of bathing scenes beginning with “Coming,
Aphrodite!”’s Don Hedger and Eden Bowers’ dispute
over Caesars use of the bathtub, and continuing
through “Before Breakfast,” with Henry Grenfell’s
observation of the nubile Miss Fairweather enjoying a
morning swim in frigid North Atlantic waters. The
shape of this narrative is both circular and linear,
circular as it begins and ends with concealed or
unobserved solitary men gazing at physically attractive
young women, linear as it follows Cather’s developing
notions of the importance of sensuality in the life of the
individual. An interrogation of the bathers narrative
demonstrates that the layers of storytelling in all the
Cather novels are enhanced and complicated by
issues of gaze.

Since the innovation of indoor plumbing, the bath
has been not only an instrument of hygiene but a place
of relaxation and erotic and aesthetic pleasure. In
positioning two of her best-known female protagonists,
Thea Kronborg and Alexandra Bergson, so memorably
in the bathtub, Willa Cather clearly had a momentous
vision, if not multiple visions, of the power of the bath.
Hygiene is an important cultural marker in Cather's
novels, but, more than that, the female form, white
(always), statuesque, magnificent, becomes in this set
of images the repository for Cather's vision of the
evolving America — its landscape, culture, and ideals.
Yet Cather’s interest in immersing her characters in
water is not limited to her female characters and she
resists a traditional possibility of confining the women
to. indoor scenes while the men are all outdoors.
Thea, for example, bathes outdoors in Panther Canyon
as well as in her hotel in New York, and both are
important moments of renewal and celebration of the
body; Alexandra’s bath is conducted in a shed off the
kitchen, at once within and separate from the domes-
tic interior of her house; Jim Burden finds himself the
object of the female gaze as he swims in the creek in
My Antonia; Claude Wheeler has an important moment
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of revelation under the night sky, immersed in the
horses’ water trough; Godfrey St. Peter swims regu-
larly; Henry Colbert finds temporary solace in the mill
pond in Sapphira and the Slave Girl, and Henry
Grenfell returns Cather’s narrative o a traditional form
as he observes Miss Fairweather at her morning swim
in “Before Breakfast.”

Section eleven of Walt Whitman’s “Song of My-
self,” the twenty-eight bathers passage, seems a
natural fink to Cather's interest in bathers and swim-
mers. Whitman and Cather shared an interest in the
evolving nature of Americanness, and their work, with
emphases on landscape, embodiment, and language
itself; shares many more similarities than critics have
addressed thus far. In section eleven of “Song of
Myself,” Whitman, as Cather would later in some of the
scenes mentioned above, reverses the usual male
spectator/female object scenario, while showing multi-
ple possibilities of the pleasures inherent in the act of
bathing. Tracing the evolution of the bathers from
familiar biblical stories to Whitman to Cather opens up
new ways to think about issues of storytelling in
Cather's work.

In the twenty-eight bathers section of “Song of
Myself” the watcher is a twenty-eight-year-old woman,
located (arguably, at least, until the final lines of the
section) at a safe remove from the bathers. The
bathers are young men, “all so friendly,”* presumably,
to one another, as they bathe by the shore in full view
of “the fine house by the rise of the bank” (202).°
Here, at least ostensibly, the gazer is female and the
objects of her gaze are male. Yet the reason given for
the woman’s almost hungry preoccupation with these
young men is an emptiness in her life, a void not met
by the spectacular house or its rich appointments or
any other trappings of material success: “Twenty-eight
years of womanly life and all so lonesome” (I. 201).
This emptiness, in contrast to the desire to possess
exhibited, in the biblical stories, by David and the
Elders, who observe Susanna, leads the watcher to
imaginatively join the bathers at play, to become one
with the water as “Little streams pass’d all over their
bodies / An unseen hand also pass’d over their bodies”
(I. 211-2). In Whitman'’s version, observation leads to
a desire to share the experience rather than to pos-
sess the object of one’s gaze.

David S. Reynolds suggests that the proliferation
of sexual imagery in Whitman'’s work was an effort to
recover sexuality from the prurient sensationalism of
the time and render it more natural, and this reading
provides a lens through which to regard Cather's
bathing narrative as well:

Cleansing rhetoric is so rife in Leaves of Grass that
one is tempted to read many erotic images in the









Cather's female characters express their sensual
selves in other ways than through their own water play.
As noted above, Alexandra and Thea's sensual selves
are revealed in solitude, but not so the hired girls’.
This is evident in one of the scenes in which Cather
consciously reverses the direction of the apprais-
ing/approving gaze, Jim Burden’s day in the country
with the hired girls before his departure for university:

After my swim, while | was playing about indolently
in the water, | heard the sound of hoofs and wheels
on the bridge. 1 struck downstream and shouted, as
the open spring wagon came into view on the
middle span. They stopped the horse, and the two
girls in the bottom of the cart stood up, steadying
themselves by the shoulders of the two in front, so
that they could see me better. They were charming
up there, huddled together in the cart and peering
down at me like curious deer when they come out
of the thicket to drink. | found bottom near the
bridge and stood up, waving to them. “How prétty
you look!” | called.

“So do you!”they shouted altogether, and broke
into peals of laughter. (MA 226)

While this scene is Jim's Edenic moment, it is also a
moment of open sensuality, and enjoyment for Antonia,
Anna, Tiny, and Lena. They find Jim attractive as he
stands below them, naked in the stream, and they do
not hesitate to share their appreciation. As in Whit-
man’s poem, then, the key to the scene is participation
rather than possession. This scene involves both a
reversal of the traditional gaze and an exchange of
seeing: while the girls are admiring him, Jim regards
the girls from an unaccustomed vantage point and
finds them “charming,” natural and innocent, although
he has been accustomed to view them as highly
sexual, somehow suspect beings within the context of
Black Hawk. This exchange ends with a moment that
links Jim briefly with Alexandra’s wild duck, taking
pleasure in a solitary natural paradise:

Anna Hansen shook the reins and they drove on,
white | zigzagged back to my inlet and clambered
up behind an overhanging eim. 1 dried myself in the
sun, and dressed slowly, reluctant to leave that
green enclosure where the sunlight flickered so
bright through the grapevine leaves and the wood-
pecker hammered away in the crooked elm that
trailed out over the water. (MA 226-7)

Jim's moment of sensual pleasure is not disturbed and
in fact may be enhanced by the arrival of the four
young women. This moment of watery pleasure is
different from the scenes involving female protagonists,
however. While Cather still celebrates a particular kind
of hygienic sensuality in this scene the narrative seems
specifically interested in the role of landscape as it
positions the -bather as an emblem of culture or
nationhood. Jim’s body is submerged in the stream of
narrative; unlike Thea's as she stands up in the
stream, her body exposed, while the water dries on
her. It is the hired girls’ unabashed rejoinder that
marks this scene and places them further outside
Black Hawk society. This scene could not have taken
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place with Jim bathing in a horse trough in the front
yard: its location on the prairie that already holds so
much meaning for Jim (as a place where he was able
to be free in his dreams, activities, and associations)
heightens the significance of his pleasure in the water
as well as the girls’ pleasure in seeing him disporting
himself in the stream below them. They are all outside
the hierarchical (deadening) social structure of the
town at this moment, able to experience, see, and
articulate pleasures that cannot exist within Black
Hawk’s boundaries.

Claude Wheeler finds as much pleasure in bathing
unobserved as Jim Burden does basking in the gaze
of Antonia and her friends. The long bathing scene in
One of Ours, when Claude takes advantage of Enid’s
absence to relax in the sun-warmed water of the horse
trough, begins with a carefully organized repetition of
flower imagery:

The moon swam up over the bare wheat fields, big

and magical, like a great flower. . . . He stretched

himself out in [the water], and resting his head on

the metal rim, lay on his back, looking up at the

moon. The sky was a midnight-blue, like warm,

deep, blue water, and the moon seemed to lie on it

like a water-lily floating forward with an invisible

current. One expected to see its great petals open.

(000 169-70)

The moon lying on the sky mirrors Claude, emotionally
and spiritually unopened, in the water. Unlike Jim,
playing in the naturally flowing stream in the sunlight,
expecting and eagerly anticipating the company of
Antonia and her friends, this male bather is, like Thea
and Alexandra, able to experience this moment only as
a result of his solitude. As Claude is slowly able to
relax and give his body over to the unfamiliar experi-
ence of sensual pleasure, his mind opens to the
imaginative possibilities the moon suggests:
. . . the moon, somehow, came out of the historic
past, and made him think of Egypt and the
Pharaohs, Babylon and the hanging gardens. She
seemed particularly to have looked down upon the
follies and disappointments of men; into the slaves’
quarters of old times, into prison windows, and into
fortresses where captives languished. (OO0 170)

Reading the images of slavery and imprisonment is a
fairly straightforward process given Claude’s disastrous
marriage to Enid Royce, his unrequited/unspoken/
possibly unconscious feelings for Gladys Farmer, and
his evolving sympathy for his mother and her own
limited marriage. While Claude regards the sun in
purely practical terms, the moon is linked to history, to
a specifically biblical past, and to human limitation.
This imaginative liberation occurs at a moment when
Claude himself is least limited: when he is, temporarily,
free of the imprisoning illusions that caused him to
urge marriage on an unwilling Enid. The effects of her
eventual acquiescence and their marriage ripple
outward through Claude’s life, forcing him to give up
his friendship with his boyhood companion Ernest (and
his relationship with kindred spirit Gladys), as well
(Continued on next page)



READING WATER (Continued)

as condemning him to an enervating existence with
his wife. His temporary freedom from illusion allows
Claude a moment of unusual and, briefly, disturbing
empathy: “. . . inside of people who walked and
worked in the broad sun, there were captives dwell-
ing in darkness” (170). His insight recalls Thea
Kronborg’s revelatory moment in the Panther Canyon
stream, and Claude’s bath is undertaken with the same
desire for refreshment and rejuvenation as Thea’s New
York bath. The male bather, however, is so detached
from enjoyment of anything physical that this spirit-
ual moment takes on the resonance of a sexual
encounter. - Lacking Thea's ability to revel in the
sensual pleasure of her bath, Claude’s interaction with
his own insight produces a powerful, aimost frightening
reaction:

He dismissed [the thought] with a quick movement

of his hand through the water, which, disturbed,

caught the light and played black and gold, like

something alive, over his chest. . . . The peopie

whose hearts were set high needed such inter-

course — whose wish was so beautiful that there

were no experiences in this world to satisfy it. And

these children of the moon, with their unappeased

longings and futile dreams, were a finer race than

the children of the sun. This conception flooded the

boy’s heart like a second moonrise, flowed through

him indefinite and strong, while he lay deathly still

for fear of losing it. (OO0 170-171)

For Claude, then, this is not a moment of bodily
freedom. It is, rather, an unexpected set of spiritual
insights produced by an exchange between himself,
the moon, and the water, which becomes a physical
presence as it catches the light and plays on his body.
Like the “Little streams” in “Song of Myself,” the water
is an active participant in this scene, yet Claude’s
solitude is unthreatened by its animation. The narra-
tive presents this interchange as an experience of
almost shattering intimacy, threatened by Enid’s arrival
in that controversial car: -

At last the black cubical object . . . came rolling
along the highroad. Claude snatched up his clothes
and towels, and without waiting to make use of
either, he ran, a white man across a bare white yard

. he found his bathrobe, and fled to the upper
porch, where he lay down in the hammock. Pres-
ently he heard his name called, pronounced as if it
were spelled “Clod.” His wife came up the stairs
and looked out at him. He lay motionless, with his
eyes closed. She went away. When all was quiet
again he looked off at the still country, and the
moon in the dark indigo sky. His revelation still
possessed him, making his whole body sensitive,
like a tightly strung bow. (OO0 171)

As “a white man in a bare white yard” Claude is
unlikely to leave an impression, yet as a white man in
a tank of dark water he becomes a participant in an
intimate, revelatory, and physical exchange with the
moon and the water. The “white man” displaces the
dark water, allowing the light to become animate and
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playful. Finally, Claude’s spirit dares to imagine
contact with others, though contact with a flesh-and-
blood wife is to be avoided. Claude hides from Enid,
preserving the secret pleasure of thinking thoughts and
visualizing images so revealing and intimate she might
as well have caught him in a sexual encounter with
another person. The “black cubical box” of Enid’s car
stands in stark contrast to the fiuidity and flower
imagery of the water, sky, and moon and further
separates her from the moment of revelation.

In Sapphira and the Slave Girl, water provides a
different kind of escape for Henry Colbert, serving as
moral respite from issues of power and sexual vio-
lence:

The miiller got very little sieep that night. When the

first blush of the early summer dawn showed above

the mountain, he rose, put on his long white cotton

milling coat, and went to bathe in the shallow pool

that always lay under the big mill-wheel. This was

his custom, after the hot, close nights which often

made sleep unrefreshing in summer. The chill of

the water, and the rays of gold which soon touched

the distant hills before the sun appeared, restored

his feeling of physical vigor. He came back to his

room, leaving wet footprints on the fioury floor

behind him. {(SSG 192)

Colbert's “physical vigor” is restored by the water, but
his body is invisible in the narrative, concealed first by
the “long white cotton milling coat” and then by the
water. This invisibility has taken the male bather even
further from Thea and Alexandra. While Jim’s body
was invisible in the narrative, it was quite obviously
visible to Antonia and the other hired girls; Claude's
body mitrors the moon; Godfrey St. Peter's head
(although covered by a bathmg cap) and shoulders
remain visible as he swims; but Henry Colbert's
physical presence is as nearly absent as is possible in
a scene involving-a human in water. His feet leave
clear imprints on the “floury floor,” but Colbert's over-
whelming desire is to Ieave no physical imprint on this
scene (or Nancy):
He did not know why, but he felt strongly disinclined
to see Nancy this morning. . . . Now that he must
see her as a woman, enticing to men, he shrank
from seeing her at all. ‘Somnething was lost out of
that sweet companionship; for companionship it had
been, though it was but a smile and a glance, a
greeting in the fresh morming hours. (192-3)

And something else has been lost: Henry Colbert's
physical being. By making himself invisible to Nancy
that morning (and, more importantly, by absenting
himself from Rachel's plan to help Nancy escape),
Henry merely continues the process begun by his bath
in the mill pond. Cather writes Henry's disappearing
body as a process set off by the idea of a woman as
sexual being, an almost complete inversion of the
David and Bathsheba story. ,

The bathing scenes span nearly the breadth of
Cather's work, but water imagery takes other mem-
orable forms in her texts. There are no bathers in A
Lost Lady, for example, save Marian Forrester's









years to an epilogue couched in sudden and insistent
first-person perspective. The time frame of the novel's
main action has been established quite clearly at the
opening as 1856. The lapse of twenty-five years, then,
makes it 1881, the Cathers’ last full year in Virginia.
What she shows us in this interpolated memoir that is,
at the same time, a continuance of the novelistic plot
is the slave girl Nancy’s return from Canada, just as
she claims to have witnessed it. Not that the child who
is carried from her sickbed to the window of the
upstairs bedroom to watch as Nancy alights from the
coach, the childhood self of the narrating “I,” is ever
given a name. She is not labeled Willa or (as would
have been more accurate) Wilella or Willie. But the
tone of the book changes so drastically and its scene
is so palpably Willow Shade that we are left in no
doubt as to its altered character. Novel has become
memoir. Minrose Gwin calls it one of the most “dis-
concerting” endings in American literature (134).

If we were in any doubt that Cather was con-
sciously violating novelistic convention by compounding
its reality status with that of the memoir, she dispelied
it in her letters. When Langston Hughes wrote to
congratulate ‘her on the success of the novel, she
replied that she had personally known all the “colored
people” in the book and as a child had been very fond
of some of them.? In a letter to Henry Seidel Canby
she defended the shift from third-person to first-person
at the end, despite indicating that she shared his
discomfort with the device, by insisting that the events
described in the final section had really happened.
She could not leave them out, she said, because
Nancy's reunion with her mother had provided the
memory that enabled her to write the book at all.® It is
as if the switch from fictional narrative to nonfictional
first-person had been made in spite of herseif. We
might add that if so, it had swept her into a more
nearly confessional mode than is at all characteristic of
her.

As | have already indicated, one thing that this shift
from third-person to first-person, this intrusion of the
child self with which we are all familiar, means is that,
like any self-respecting post-modernist, Cather was
blurring distinctions of genre. As Ann Romines has
written, “the mix [in Sapphira) is more complex than in
any other Cather novel: autobiography, history, and
fiction are inextricably interwoven” (174).. Collapsing of
genre distinctions, with an associated collapsing of
distinctions among reality-claims — that is, between
fact and fantasy, between realism and maglc —is one
of the hallmarks of the postmodern.

Yet despite the abruptness of this shift at the end
of the book, when the child self steps forward, it is not
by any means the only time Cather violates the distinc-
tion between fiction and fact in this novel. Merrill
Skaggs identified this fact some years ago, writing in
After the World Broke in Two, “The author intrudes
directly into this novel as author, from the beginning”
and “refused to maintain the distinctions between fact
and fiction” (180). She in fact refused to make such
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distinctions in other works as well. But to confine
ourselves to Sapphira for the moment, in the opening
scene with Sapphira and Henry at the breakfast table
(the example given by Skaggs as a site of authorial
intrusion), she pointedly undermines the fictive illusion
by speaking of the fact that she is writing a story: “How
these two came to be living at the Mill Farm is a long
story — too long for a breakfast table story” (5). Com-
pounding her act of telling with the scene being told,
she implies that if she were to give us that “long story”
she would be doing it at the breakfast table herself or
at any rate within the time Sapphira and Henry spend
breakfasting — as if they really were doing so or as if
the act of narration occurred, not outside the story
being narrated, but within its framework of time and
space.

At other points in Sapphira as well Cather calls
attention to her own act of fiction-writing with explana-
tory asides, shifts of tense or tone, and direct ad-
dresses out of the fictive space to the reader in factual
space. “Even today, if you should be motoring through
Winchester on the sixth of June . . .” she admonishes
us. Pointing out that “motorists” find the beautiful
“Double S” section of steep road “now denuded and.
ugly,” in contrast to the way it was “in the old times”
(171), she completely breaks the reader’s illusion of
having been transported back to those old times.
These moments in the text are not signs of naive
writing, as readers who are unaccustomed to thinking
of Cather as a modern or an experimental writer may
suppose; they are metafictional devices that cast “a
shadow of hyper-self-awareness over the events
depicted” and “stave off readings of the novel as a
naive act of historical fiction” (Urgo 91). We might also
want to note the various pointers to actual historic
precedent that occur in the text; these blur the bound-
ary between fact and fiction precisely because Cather
does not maintain the fictive illusion, or verisimilitude,
usually sought after in historical fiction.

Clearly, Cather is writing metafiction - fiction
about the fact of being fictional.

Another of the hallmarks of the postmodern is the
emptying of the concept of selfhood, or what is some-
times called the evacuation of the subject. Cather calls
subjecthood into question in Sapphira in multiple ways.
She assigns actual biographical models to different
fictional representations in the novel, for example, with
Sapphira being a recreation of both her great grand-
mother and her mother, Mary Virginia Cather, who is
also represented in the mother in the epilogue who
would be Sapphira’s granddaughter. She also gives
conflicting attributes to single characterizations, dis-
persing unitary identity. Sapphira is both sinister
plotter and courageous Christian, both an abusive and
a companionable mistress to her slaves; Jezebel is
both a loving and loyal companion and a “gorilla” (93)
who reverts to would-be cannibal (89) — or maybe she
only pretends to? Nancy, of course, is utterly trans-
formed, an embodiment of the instability of identity,

(Continued on next page)






Rather, she empties the text of its imaginative density
even as she vacates the subjects whose names she
calls attention to as names.

Such gestures of authorial intrusion, with all that
they mean for the reality-status of the text, are not
peculiar to Sapphira though in Cather’s earlier novels
they are rarely so blatant or startling as the shifts of
reality-status here. On at least two other occasions
she employed footnotes that act in much the same
way as the epilogue and appended note to Sapphira.
In My Antonia she provides instructions as to how to
pronounce the main character's name, as if we were
going to need to speak to her or about her and Cather
were serving as teacher or introducer rather than a
creative imagination subsumed in the narrative voice
and severed from us by the guif between fact and
fiction; or as if (and this is in fact true) she as author
realized that as we read we will want to hear the name
in our minds, and so she must step out from behind
the fabric of narration to provide that helpful informa-
tion. The assumption seems to be that Antonia is a
real person, with a real name that has a correct
pronunciation, rather than an imagined subject whose
name is arbitrary (though for verisimilitude, necessarily
according with the assertion of Bohemian ethnicity).

An even more pronounced instance of the
appended informational note shattering the fictive
illusion occurs in Death Comes for the Archbishop,
where Cather acknowledges having misrepresented a
historical fact. After reporting the rumor that the
Indians of Pecos Pueblo, home of Bishop Lamy’s
guide Jacinto, “sacrificed young babies to the great
snake, and thus diminished their numbers” (129), she
undercuts this notion by reporting that the archbishop
found it “much more likely that the contagious diseases
brought by white men were the real cause of the
shrinkage of the tribe” (130). Exploring this likelihood
and its effects, she asserts in the voice of the control-
ling narrator that the “population of the living streets” of
Jacinto’s pueblo was “less than one hundred adults,”
but at once invalidates that assertion in an explanatory
note keyed to the text by asterisk: “In actual fact, the
dying pueblo of Pecos was abandoned some years
before the American occupation of New Mexico” (130).”

It was useful to Cather to invoke Pecos Pueblo
since it had in fact died or been abandoned within
postcolonial times, and thus lent itself to use as
demonstration of the vanishing of the Native American,
a “fact” both desirable, if one were committed to the
imperial conception of the United States, and readily
lamentable. But even if she was determined to incor-
porate Pecos rather than, say, some fictional puebio
for which she could make up a name, there were other
ways to do so. Jacinto could be identified as a mem-
ber or a son of the group that left Pecos and took
refuge at Jemez. Or Lamy could pass near Pecos on
one of his journeys and be told about the abandon-
ment of the pueblo. One can imagine any number of
alternatives. Instead she chose to incorporate the
historical fact, keep the actual name, revise the fact to
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suit the time setting of her novel, and then tell her
reader that that's what she was doing. Pointedly
insisting on the fictive nature of the text, she decon-
structs historic as well as fictional reality. She does
much the same thing by including historic personages
with their actual names (Kit Carson, Padre Martinez)
as fictional characters to whom she gives invented
words and actions. This is a far cry from mere allusion
to actual people and events, which has always been
found in fiction.

An impulse of play with the reality-status of fiction
and fact was in various ways characteristic of Cather's
writerly mind throughout her long career, gathering
strength in her later work and culminating in Sapphira
and the Slave Girl. It is an impulse that appears, for
example, in her repeated pseudo-documentary expla-
nations of how “she,” or more precisely the narrator,
came to know whatever story it is that she is telling.
She takes up and uses as a structuring principle the
device of the explanatory frame story. “Willa Cather’
recalls a train ride on which she encountered Jim
Burden, who recalls, in terms that approximate
Cather’s real life, his own train ride across half a con-
tinent when he first saw Antonia. As he does so, this
fictional narrator shows how fiction, a book about
Jesse James, shaped his perception of “fact.” Or
again, the opening of “Two Friends” walks the reader
from such real-world events as ‘the invention of the
motor-car’ and “the War. . . that happened a hundred
years after Waterloo” (that is, World War 1) to a fic-
tional time “long ago, before” and two fictional charac-
ters who were men she actually knew in that long-ago
time of her youth (Obscure Destinies 161-2). My
Mortal Enemy begins with Nelly Birdseye’s seemingly
factual explanation of how she came to know what she
is about to tell us.. Death Comes for the Archbishop
begins with an imagined scene in which fictional
prelates discuss the appointment of the fictional Latour
(based on the actual Lamy) as Vicar Apostolic in
response to the very real circumstance of the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo, ending the Mexican War. Fact
enters fiction and becomes its occasion.

Play with the reality-status of fact and fiction also
characterizes several of Cather's essays, particularly
from the 1930s and after, such as “Escapism,” “On
‘Shadows on the Rock,’” and “Light on Adobe Walls,”
which bears the imprint of her preoccupation with
aging and ending. The status of the essays with
respect to her deconstruction of the boundary between
fiction and nonfiction is particularly interesting. If her
short stories and novels approach or even cross that
boundary from one side, her essays often do so from
the other. In the case of the essay “A Chance Meet-
ing” and the overtly fictional treatment of the same
material, the short story “The Old Beauty,” they
approach it in mirroring fashion. The short story could
almost be considered a revision of the essay, which
itself opens very much as a short story might. “It
happened at Aix-les-Bains, one of the pleasantest

(Continued on next page)
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to the WCPM. ..

I am the daughter of Frank Morhart who donated
the Opera House to the Foundation in 1991. My
mother and | started thoughts and plans for the res-
toration as far back as 1980. | am so pleased that the
restoration is finally beginning. The fundraising has
been phenomenal. | am enclosing a gift for the
ongoing financial base to maintain the building and to
help provide for the expansion of programs.

It is my intent to attend the dedication of the
restored Opera House in 2001. | am hoping you will
keep me informed of when this will happen. Growing
up in the Opera House was very special and | know
that my parents, grandparents and great-grandparents
would be so proud of this happening. Our family
owned the building for 106 years.

Sincerely,

Judy Hudson

Santa Rosa, California

*x k%

Dear Dr. Ryan:

| wanted to take a moment to thank you for taking
the time to meet me when | was visiting in Red Cloud
the middle of August, and also to express my appreci-
ation to your fine staff for all the kindness that was
shown to me.

| particularly want to give my thanks to Dorothy
Mattison, who made my visit to your archives particu-
larly enjoyable for my reading of Ms. Cather's letters,
in looking at scrapbooks and artifacts, and for Dorothy
sharing first-hand knowledge she has of people
involved with Willa Cather.

As well, Nancy Sherwood’s tour was truly out-
standing in letting me see and experience so much
that | doubt | could ever have found on my own.
Please give her my thanks as well.

In sum, | wasn’t quite ready for the powerful impact
that Red Cloud had upon me. Having been to virtually
every other place associated with Willa Cather, and
having made the rather ridiculous assumption that
because of Cather's writing | “knew” Red Cloud and
Nebraska well, it was a most remarkable experience to
confront the concrete reality that she transformed into
poetry.

But | also was rather astounded that sometimes it
was not quite as hard to do that as I thought — the
prairie and the breathtaking bow! of blue that is the
Nebraska sky — with clouds performing as if on a
stage — ARE poetry and gripped my spirit in a way
and with a power that perfectly explained why Cather
could never let go of Nebraska regardiess of where
she happened to live.

To this day, having returned to a far more circum-
scribed world, | need only think of standing at the
Cather Memorial Prairie or the original Cather home-
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stead and the most wonderful pictures reappear before
my eyes. Almost immediately | begin to feel the
prairie’s ever-constant breeze that seems to literally
embrace humans, thereby giving hard reality to its
invisibility.

The images that fell upon my eyes, the sounds of
the grass and birds, the feeling of being caressed by
the wind had the effect of pulling me into nature as
something so vast and of such significance that |
became literally indifferent to the things | think and
worry about everyday as “important.”

Equally important was seeing the spirit of the
people who live in Nebraska. There is a cleanness
and a wholesomeness — in the most complimentary
sense — that explains a great deal about the depth of
Cather’s feelings for Nebraskans. And — despite all
her fears of harm from the changes in the world — the
core being of the people appears to me to remain true
to Cather’s sense of a decent world.

The change in perspective | experienced was truly
dramatic and will make all the difference when | begin
the voyage another time across the world that Willa
Cather created.

That would not have been possible without the
very able — and very kind — help provided by the
wonderful staff of the Willa Cather Pioneer Memorial.
My deepest appreciation for the courtesy that was
shown to me by all.

| look forward to visiting with you again.

My best,

Jim Messenger

Marietta, Georgia
Mr. Messenger, an accomplished writer, Is a two-time Acad-
emy Award nominee and winner of an Emmy. — S8R

*x K* X

Dear Mr. Ryan,

| write 'in response to your letter seeking funds
toward the comprehensive historic structural analysis
of the Cather House . . . . | should like to make some
contribution.

Having been deterred from the enjoyment of
literature in school by an inept teacher, | have only
come to enjoy literature in my mid-30s and arrived
somewhat accidentally at Willa Cather! However, | am
currently reading The Song of the Lark and, being the
musical son of unmusical parents, can sympathise with
Thea to some extent, at least (I am an organist). As
I hope one day to visit Nebraska and find the Cather
House in good shape, | should like to play a small part
in helping to make this so and wish you every success
in your endeavours.

Yours sincerely,

Nicholas J. Page

York, United Kingdom



“She had only to touch an idea to make it live

Willa Cather and Mary Baker Eddy

David H. Porter
Skidmore and Williams Colleges

O Pioneers! (1913), The Song of the Lark (1915),
and My Antonia (1918), the first novels in which Willa
Cather drew on her own Nebraska background, differ
dramatically from the novel that immediately preceded
them, Alexander’s Bridge (1912). Cather herself was
well aware of the breakthrough these novels repre-
sented and gave large credit for it to Sarah Orne
Jewett, whom she had met in Boston in 1908. [n her
preface to the 1922 reissue of Alexander’s Bridge, she
distanced herself from this novel and suggested the
impact of Jewett’s advice in helping her find her own
voice: “One of the few really helpful words | ever heard
from an older writer, | had from Sarah Ome Jewett
when she said to me: ‘Of course, one day you will
write about your own country’ (vii).”

That Cather was in Boston at this time, and hence
met Jewett, was the serendipitous result of a McClure’s
Magazine assignment. In January 1907 McClure’s
published the first instaliment of Georgine Milmine’s
The Life of Mary Baker G. Eddy, a series that was to
run through June 1908 and appear in book form in
1909 (references to the book version of the biography
hereafter MBE).? S. S. McClure assigned Cather to
this project after the first installments proved so flawed
as to cast serious doubt on those yet to come (that the
portrait of Eddy in the December announcement of the
series was in fact not of her, as many readers pointed
out, suggests how serious were the problems). Cather
consequently spent more than a year in Boston
meticulously checking Milmine’s research and substan-
tially revising her manuscript.’ )

A 1922 letter from Cather to Edwin H. Anderson,
director of the New York Public Library, suggests that
her role in the published versions of the Eddy biog-
raphy was indeed substantial.® Cather stressed to
Anderson, however, the confidential nature of her letter
and its contents, and in public statements throughout
her life she repeatedly minimized her contribution,
treating the project as an assignment she had com-
pleted conscientiously but had neither wanted nor
enjoyed. Not surprisingly, critics have, with a few
exceptions, followed her lead, portraying her involve-
ment with Eddy as a detour that left iittle mark on her
subsequent career — aside from the fact that it facili-
tated the meeting with Jewett.®* Such had always been
my assumption — so much so that, though | have long
owned the book, | had never read it closely. A new
biography of Eddy, Caroline Fraser's God’s Perfect
Child, sent me back to it, and as I've read it — along
with portions of the McClure’s series, which are not
always identical with the book® — I've become increas-
ingly convinced that Cather’s lengthy exposure to Eddy
contributed to her subsequent fiction in ways that have
not been fully appreciated. - - -

| have been particularly intrigued by the final
McClure’s instaliment (hereafter McC), much of which
did not find its way into the book, and which seems to
be largely Cather’s own (Crane 220). In tone as well
as substance, this June 1908 section goes well beyond
the book in both its criticism of Eddy and its recogni-
tion of her achievement. On the critical side, it attacks
her theology, science, history, and economics —
indeed, her whole approach — with a vigor and
specificity not duplicated in the paraliel passages of
Milmine’s final version — and has this to say about
Eddy's writing: “{Science and Health] was a book of
564 pages, badly printed and poorly bound; a mass of
inconsequential statements and ill-constructed, ambig-
uous sentences which wander about the page with
their arms full, so to speak, heedlessly dropping
unrelated clauses about as they go” (McC 180).
Cather is even more troubled by Eddy’s smallness of
spirit, her inhumanity toward others, her abnegation of

“the physical world — again to a degree far beyond
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what appears in the final Miimine book: “Her foolish
logic,” she writes, “her ignorance of the human body,
the liberties which she takes with the Bible, and her
burlesque exegesis, could easily be overlooked if there
were any nobility of feeling to be found in ‘Science and
Health’; any great-hearted pity for suffering, any humil-
ity or self-forgetfulness before the mysteries of life.
Mrs. Eddy professes to believe that she has found the
Truth, and that all the long centuries behind her have
gone out in darkness and wasted effort, yet not one
page of her book is tinged with compassion” (McC
185-186). And this on Eddy’s view of the physical
world: “It is ‘matter that is our great delusion and that
stands between us and a full understanding of God;
and matter exists, or seems to exist, only because we
have invented it and invented laws to govern it. . . .
The more we know about the physical universe, the
heavier do we make our chains; our progress in the
physical sciences does but increase the dose of the
drug which enslaves us” (McC 185). That such a
passage should appall Cather, given her attachment to
the land, her reverence for nature, her respect for
human inquiry, is scarcely surprising.

On the other hand, she concludes this same final
McClure’s essay by recognizing that Eddy, for all her
flaws, was one of those people who make things
happen, once more in a passage not included in the
book: “New movements are usually launched and old
ideas are revivified, not through the efforts of a group
of people, but through one person. These dynamic
personalities have not always conformed to our highest
ideals; their effectiveness has not always been asso-
ciated with a large intelligence, or with nobility of
character. Not infrequently it has been true of them —



as it seems to be true of Mrs. Eddy — that their power
was generated in the ferment of an inharmonious and
violent nature. But, for practical purposes, it is only fair
to measure them by their actual accomplishment and
by the machinery they have set in motion” (McC 189).
Moreover, the concluding section of this essay also
contains a fuller and more positive statement than
does the book on those aspects of Christian Science
that Cather found persuasive. While the focus is on
Eddy’s foolish — but characteristic — opposition to
other practitioners of the same approach, both in this

country and abroad, this section begins by recognizing

that “Mrs. Eddy and her followers have given a demon-
stration too great to be overlooked, of the fact that
many ills which the sufferer believes entirely physical
can be reached and eradicated by ‘ministering to a
mind diseased’.” It also acknowledges that Eddy’s
impact has been to oblige “the most hide-bound
medical practitioners to take account of this old but
newly applied force in therapeutics,” and elsewhere in
the same section Cather makes explicit what is implicit
in this last clause — her acceptance of the basic tenet
of Christian Science: “That the mind is able, in a large
degree, to prevent or to cause sickness and even
death, all thinking people admit” (McC 187-188,
183).

I mentioned earlier that there have been excep-
tions to the critical tendency to treat the Eddy biog-
raphy as an interlude which, aside from giving Cather
the experience of shaping a major book,” had but
minimal impact on her subsequent novels. Not surpris-
ingly, the most notable of these exceptions have been
two scholars involved with reissues of the Eddy biog-
raphy. Stewart Hudson, who wrote an extensive Intro-
duction to the 1971 edition, clearly shows that Cather’s
reaction to Christian Science and to Eddy shaped
many aspects of an early story, “The Profile,” which
Cather was writing at the very time when she was
becoming involved in the Eddy project (xx-xxv).® He
also persuasively suggests the impact of Eddy’s
personality — and of Cather’s negative reaction to it —
on Myra Henshawe in' My Mortal Enemy, Mrs. Cutter
in My Antonia, Mrs. Royce in One of Ours, and Mrs.
Archie in The Song of the Lark (xxv-xxviii).

David Stouck’s Introduction to his 1993 edition
stresses that working on Eddy encouraged Cather to
focus in depth on issues of human psychology and
suggests that her “thinking and writing about Mary
Baker Eddy probably left its strongest visible imprint on
My Mortal Enemy and the portrait of Myra Henshawe”
(xix). He also links Cather’s “puzzlement” over Eddy’s
world-view to “the romantic idealism of such sympa-
thetic but deluded figures as Claude Wheeler and Lucy
Gayheart” and draws intriguing connections between
Eddy’s compelling presence and Cather's portrait of
Marian Forrester in A Lost Lady (xviii-Xix, 3¢v-Xxvi).
Finally, he suggests that Eddy’s very absurdities
inspired Cather to hone a latent satirical bent and even
proposes an association between Eddy's" flawed
religious yearmings and the elevated, communal
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religious vision Cather projects in Death Comes for the
Archbishop (xxi, xxvi).?

While Stouck thus concentrates on traces the Eddy
project left on Cather's post-1920 novels, my own
musings have focused on the three great novels of the
mid-teens, and their central themes and characters.
The further | got into the Eddy biography, the more |
found certain questions springing to-mind: Can it be
mere accident that soon after the Eddy project Cather
moves from the male hero of Alexander's Bridge to
three “dynamic” and “effective” female leads (to use
Cather's own terms for Mary Baker Eddy) — Alexandra
in O Pioneers!, Thea in The Song of the Lark, Antonia
in MyAntoma Or, to bypass O Pioneers! for now, that
Thea and Antonia, different as they are, both recall
Eddy in the sort of spiritual energy they embody and
prolect'? “She was a battered woman now, not a lovely
girl,” says Jim Burden of Antonia; “but she still had that
something which fires the imagination, could still stop
one’s breath for a moment by a look or gesture that
somehow revealed the meaning in common things”
(My Antonia 398). And of Thea, Cather writes: “She
had only to touch an idea to make it live” (Song of the
Lark 478). The animating force of these women
seems of a piece with descriptions like the following of
the impact that Eddy, for all her flaws, could exert on
those around her: “To-day some of these who have
long been accounted as enemies by Mrs. Eddy, and
whom she has anathematised in print and discredited
on the witness-stand, still declare that what they got
from her was beyond equivalent in gold or silver. They
speak of a certain spiritual or emotional exaltation
which she was able to impart in her classroom; a
feeling so strong that it was like the birth of a new
understanding and seemed to open to them a new
heaven and a new earth” (MBE 155-156).

When we turn to O Pioneers!, we find yet stronger
connections.” To begin with, Alexandra, the central
female figure Cather first creates after her work on
Eddy, resembles the founder of Christian Science even
more clearly than do Thea and Antonia. Like Eddy,
Alexandra begins in relative poverty but rises to great
success. The Milmine/Cather biography constantly
mentions Eddy’s keen business instincts,” and
Alexandra shares the same trait: “Before Alexandra
was twelve years old she had begun to be a help to
[her father], and as she grew older he had come to
depend more and more upon her resourcefulness™ and
good judgment . . . It was Alexandra who read the
papers and followed the markets, and who learned by
the mistakes of their neighbors. It was Alexandra who
could always tell about what it had cost to fatten each
steer, and who could guess the weight of a hog before
it went on the scales closer than John Bergson him-
self” (O Pioneers! 22-23 — hereafter OP),

Alexandra resembles Eddy also in her strong will,
her ambition, and the pleasure she takes in the mate-
rial success she achieves. Like Eddy, she is shrewd
when it comes ‘to acquiring land (OP 57ff., 64ff.,

(Continued on next page)






woman,” she writes as she describes Alexandra head-
ing back to the Divide, certain now that her future —in
which she will make such a mark — lies there and not
in the river lands she has just visited with Emil (OP 65).

Interestingly, the “charismatic” side of Eddy, so
strongly felt in Thea and Antonia — and later in Marian
Forrester — appears in O Pjoneers! less in Alexandra
than in another unforgettable Cather figure, Marie
Shabata. The correspondences between Eddy and
Marie are very close — and are underscored by their
virtually identical first names. .Of Mary Baker Eddy we
read, “[L]ife in the society of this woman was more
intense and keen than it ever was afterward,” of Marie
(and women of her ilk), “People come to them as
people go to a warm fire in winter” (MBE 65, OP 304).
Cather constantly evokes Marie’s presence through
vivid colors, as in this first description of her: “She was
a dark child, with brown curly hair, like a brunette
doll's, a coaxing little red mouth, and round, yellow-
brown eyes. Every one noticed her eyes: the brown
iris had golden glints that made them look like goid-
stone, or, in softer lights, like that Colorado mineral
called tiger-eye” (OP 11)."” Here is Mary Baker Eddy:
“She was like a patch of colour in those gray communi-
ties. She was never dull, her old hosts say, and never
commonplace . . . There was something about her that
continually excited and stimulated, and she gave
people the feeling that a great deal was happening”
(MBE 122-123). The effect of Eddy’s words was “that
of the wind stirring the wheat-field”; Marie exerted a
similar natural force: “People couldn’t help loving her’
(MBE 314, OP 305).

These similarities between Mary Baker Eddy and .

the two central women of O Pioneers! seem especially
striking in light of the severe reservations Cather had
felt and expressed about Eddy just a few years earlier.
But these very reservations, in turn, dictate the positive
qualities with which she invests these two figures, thus
rendering them as diametrically opposed to Eddy in
some respects as they are similar to her in others.
The Cather/Milmine Eddy repeatedly deserts her
friends when it fits her personal agenda; Alexandra
stands by hers through thick and thin, be it lvar, so
attacked by members of Alexandra’s own family; Mrs.
Hiller, who so angers Frank Shabata;-or Frank himself
after he has committed the murders. From the novel's
very first scene Alexandra serves as surrogate mother
to Emil, a role she maintains throughout the book —
and a role that contrasts sharply with Eddy’s callous
abandonment of both her natural and her adopted
sons.” And while there may be similarities between
the women’s marriages to younger, initially weaker
men, there are also significant differences. Eddy’s
husband becomes ever more her pawn after their
marriage, and even his premature death provides her
with a readily-grasped lever by which to attack her
enemies.” In contrast, Carl grows into the role he
assumes at the end of the book, and we are sure his
marriage to Alexandra will only gain in strength and
reciprocity as the years pass: “[Alexandra] took Carl's
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arm and they walked toward the gate. ‘How many
times we have walked this path together, Carl. How
many times we will walk it again! . . . | think we shall
be very happy’ "' (OP 308).

The biography constantly shows Eddy living off
those around her, draining their energies and re-
sources, and often paying them inadequately or not at
all. In contrast, Alexandra pays her help well (too well,
her brothers feel), is unfailingly generous both to her
neighbors and to less well-off members of her own
family (as in the piano she gives to her niece), and
makes her home a center of good will that flows freely
to all around her. While Eddy constantly uses the law
to attack others or to protect her own selfish interests,
Alexandra turns to the law only when she is attacked
by her brothers — and at the end when she promises
to use every legal means possible to gain pardon for
Frank Shabata, the man who has killed her beloved
younger brother. There is a similar opposition in the
ways Eddy and Alexandra use their savvy about land.
On the shrewd maneuvers by which Eddy took over (at
very favorable cost) the land on which the Mother
Church was to be built, then gave it back — but only
so as to guarantee her own control — the book com-
ments, “The members of the Boston church were
dazzled by Mrs. Eddy’s lavish gift, and very few of
them had followed the legerdemain by which the
church had gone into Mrs. Eddy’s hand a free body
and had come out a close corporation” (MBE 404). In
contrast to Eddy’s grasping use of land to bolster her
own power, Cather, in the closing pages of O Pio-
neers!, evokes Alexandra’s generous recognition that
any human ownership of land is but temporary: “The
land belongs to the future, Carl . . .. We come and go,
but the land is always here. And the people who love
it and understand it are the people who own it — for a
little while” (OP 307-8). To Eddy, land is something to
hoard and manipulate for her own purposes; to
Alexandra, something to love, understand, and gladly
pass on to others.”

The sharp differences in their attitudes toward land
reappear in the homes these two women create — so
similar in appearance, so different in the roles they
play. Eddy’s house is a place to sequester herselff,
permitting guests the occasional audience, and con-
stantly dispatching emissaries to work her will, but
fliving in such a way as to create the “traditions of
mystery and seclusion” which the biography explicitly
contrasts with the “cheerful aspect” of the house itself
(MBE 412). Alexandra’s house, on the other hand,
reaches out to the world, providing a home where her
young Swedish girls come to begin new lives, where
old Ivar feels protected despite his strange habits,
where old Mrs. Lee can for a few days return to her
old ways, where Carl Linstrum can stay longer than
most neighbors think proper. And it is a place from
which Alexandra herself constantly goes out to see
and help others — to visit Marie Shabata, to comfort
the ailing Mrs. Hiller, to call on the imprisoned Frank

(Continued on next page)
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in Lincoln. The extensive grounds of Pleasant View
insulate Eddy and her house from the intruding world,
while Alexandra’s energy radiates from her house into
the surrounding fields: “You feel that, properly, Alexan-
dra’s house is the big out-of-doors, and that it is in the
soil that she expresses herself best” (OP 84).”' If the
homes they create reflect in microcosm the differences
between Eddy and Alexandra, the relationships of
these two women to the world of nature expand these
differences into the macrocosm. As Cather laments in
her final McClure’s instaliment, Eddy sees all of nature
as but a barrier to our freedom: “The earth, the sun,
the millions of stars, says Mrs. Eddy, exist only in
erring ‘mortal mind’ . . . . All phenomena of nature are
merely illusory expressions of this fundamental error”
(McC 181). In contrast, this same world of nature, and
the stars in particular, feed Alexandra’s very being:
“IShe] drew her shawl closer about her and stood
leaning against the frame of the mill, looking at the
stars which glittered so keenly through the frosty
autumn air. She always loved to watch them, to think
of their vastness and distance, and of their ordered
march. It fortified her to reflect upon the great opera-
tions of nature, and when she thought of the law that
lay behind them, she felt a sense of personal security”
(OP 70-71).

The counterpoint between Marie and Eddy, so
alike in their powerful impact on others, so different in
their personalities, is equally instructive. Throughout
the book Eddy displays a dearth of warmth, compas-
sion, or love, and we have seen how appalled Cather
was by her lack of human feeling. It is no surprise,
then, to find these very qualities richly embodied in
Marie, be it in her powerful capacity for love — first for
Frank, then for Emil; her continuing care for Frank, and
her efforts to comfort him, even when he behaves
horribly to her and to others; her anguish over the five
ducks that Emil has shot for her; or the fire-like glow
that draws everyone to her. Marie’s sheer animal
vitality, exemplified in the speed with which she moves
(Carl asks at one point, “But can’'t she walk? Does
she always run?” [OP 136]), contrasts with the sickli-
ness of Eddy throughout her life, her frequent need to
be carried from place to place. And while Cather
endows Marie with a powerful and earthy sexuality, the
Cather/Milmine. Eddy is deeply ambivalent about
marriage and procreation — a stand consonant, of
course, with Eddy’s distrust of the whole physical side
of nature (cf. her query, cited by Cather with obvious
concern: “Is marriage nearer right than celibacy?” [McC
187]).

Eddy deploys her charismatic powers in such a
way as to line her own pockets, enhance her own
power, and — frequently — destroy or weaken those
around. her.
inevitable, tragic outgrowth of her vitality, warmth, and
love of life, a mysterious power that dooms both

Marie’s irresistible magnetism is an
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herself and others despite her best efforts: “it happens -
like that in the world sometimes,” Carl tells Alexandra.
“'ve seen it before. There are women who spread ruin
around them through no fault of theirs, just by being
too beautiful, too full of life and love. They can’t help
it" (OP 304). Eddy too spread ruin in her wake, as the
biography clearly shows, but scarcely “by being too
beautiful, too full of life and love.” Despite the compar-
ison of her oratory to “the wind stirring the wheatfield”
(MBE 314), Eddy’s impact in the Cather/Milmine
biography usually comes across as sinister, warped, at
war with nature. In contrast, the tragic fate toward
which Marie draws both Emil and herself partakes of
the grandeur — and beauty — of nature at its most
appealing, and most terrifying: “[I]t was something one
felt in the air, as you feel the spring coming, or a storm
in summer. . . . [Wlhen | was with those two young
things, | felt my blood go quicker, I felt — how shall |
say it? — an acceleration of life” (OP 305).

The association of Marie with Eve — so inescap-
able, given the chapter where she and Emil meet in
the orchard and together eat of the fruit (and where
she specifically mentions the threat of snakes [OP
151]) — seems also to echo Cather’s work on Mary
Baker Eddy.? Cather was deeply troubled by Eddy’s
theory of evil, her idea that sickness and death do not
actually exist but are just forms of “error,” the result of
faulty thinking of “mortal mind.” The following is just
one of many passages that question this basic tenet of
Christian Science as Eddy presented it: “No philosophy
which endeavors to reduce the universe to one ele-
ment, and to find the world a unit, can admit the
existence of evil unless it admits it as a legitimate and
necessary part of the whole. But the very keystone of
Mrs. Eddy’s Science is that evil is not only unneces-
sary but unreal” (MBE 227-228).* Emil, as he moves
toward his disastrous final meeting with Marie/Eve —
again in the orchard — entertains similiar imaginings:
“He felt as if a clear light broke upon his mind, and
with it a conviction that good was, after all, stronger
than evil, and that good was possible to men. He
seemed to discover that there was a kind of rapture in
which he could love forever without faltering and
without sin” (OP 255). This Edenic vision shatters as
lvar tells Alexandra of the deaths of Marie and Emil:
“‘Mistress, mistress,’ he sobbed, ‘it has fallen! Sin and
death for the young ones! God have mercy upon
us!l’” (OP 271)* Could there be a stronger response
to Eddy’s faulty theology, to her belief that evil and sin
can just be wished away, than the way Cather tells this
story of her doomed Adam and Eve in their garden of
delights?

Cather's contact with Sarah Orne Jewett, though
clearly of critical importance, was occasional at best
and largely through their frequent correspondence,
while Mary Baker Eddy was for more than a year the
constant focus of Cather's research and writing. s it
not likely that a strong and apparently growing distaste
for Eddy on the one hand, a recognition of her aston-
ishing. success on the other, encouraged Cather to









the area and period.” Her favorite Cather novel is One
of Ours, the tale of a restless farm youth transported
to the trenches of The Great War.

Ann credits one of her University of Nebraska-
Omaha professors, Bruce Baker, member of the
WCPM board of governors, with seminal influence on
her current study. “At one point during my college
years, he suggested that | do a paper on Red Cloud,”
she recalls. “Once | came to Red Cloud, | kept coming
back!”

The historian/scholar already holds master of arts
degrees in English and history. The doctoral candidate
teaches at UNO.

Edited and reprinted with permission
from The Red Cloud Chief

John Murphy and Joe Urgo:
A Conversation in Letters

[Editor’s note: Those who attended the final session of
the 1999 Cather Colloquium at Mesa Verde will
remember an intense exchange between two noted
Cather scholars, John J. Murphy (of Brigham Young
University) and Joseph Urgo (then of Bryant College,
now of the University of Mississippi). They disagreed
emphatically about — among other things — the uses
of textual scholarship, and their exchange sparked
lively follow-up discussion. For our ongoing series of
reflections on the state of Cather studies, | asked Urgo
and Murphy to expand their views in an exchange of
letters in spring 2000. Their freewheeling, explora-
tory correspondence follows. My only difficulty, as
editor, was persuading them to stop! Thanks, John
and Joe.

If you'd like to add your voice to this stimulating
conversation, please let us hear from you. — AR]

Dear John,

| have attended a number of Cather conferences
at specific locations chosen for their importance to
Cather’s life and work: Nebraska, Quebec, Shenan-
doah Valley/Washington D.C., New York, Mesa Verde.
At each of these events, our attention is directed to
source studies: exactly when was Cather on Mesa
Verde, whom did she talk to, what did she know about
the Anasazi, how long was she stranded in the cave,
and so on. Each conference has been invaluable to
me personally and professionally, as they have been
to others, | know. Immersing oneself in the historical
and geographical contexts out of which Cather’s art
emerged is invigorating, stimulating, and instructive. At
the same time, the University of Nebraska Press has
been issuing the Scholarly Editions of Cather's works,
each with an Historical Essay and Explanatory Notes
guiding the reader again and again, back to original
context, original meaning, and historical significance.
Lest your mind wander too far from the original signifi-
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cance, those footnotes tell you what Cather probably
had in mind when she wrote.

Every now and then | experience a tiny voice in my
head rebelling against all this. The voice is made
larger by Emerson’s preference for books as sources
of inspiration, not information. The voice booms as |
recognize a desire to be taken up by Cather’s aesthe-
tics, away from the material, historical and geograph-
ical world. Like Jim Burden, | want to drift, { want to
ride, to project myself out over the edge of the world.
Or like Alexandra Bergson, | want to be carried by
something stronger than my consciousness. And for
that | don’t want to be tethered to facts like the date of
Cather’s trip to Quebec or when exactly it was that
Isabelle married Jan. | want to go out over the edge
of these facts, past Nebraska and Virginia and Mesa
Verde to what it was that the fact of physical, landed
existence did to Cather, how it drove her to imagine
alternative dimensions and convinced her finally that
art, not journalism, was her calling.

For this I'd envision a “Cather and No Place”
conference, held on a ship maybe, a floating opera or
a ship of fools, where no one would be allowed to
mention a biographical, historical, social (race, sex,
gender, any), geographical, or political matter, but
where scholars and readers generally would be
compelled to articulate the transcendent experience of
Cather. If everything is political, well then — we’d
center on nothing.

| am thinking of a passage from Emerson’s essay,
“The Poet™

An imaginative book renders us so much more

service at first, by stimulating us through its tropes,

than afterward, when we arrive at the precise sense

of the author. | think nothing is of any value in

books, excepting the transcendental and extraor-

dinary. If a man is inflamed and carried away by

his thought, to that degree that he forgets the

authors and the public, and heeds only this one

dream, which holds him like an insanity, let me read

his paper, and you may have all the arguments and

histories and criticism.

Of course | value historical scholarship — I've done a
fair amount myself. | wonder, though, if we critics
mislead the public by failing to attend to what moves
us in the writing to which we have devoted our lives
and our careers. That movement is away from fact
and place and physical bounds, for me.

Yours, Joe Urgo

Dear Joe,

About conferences, | too would welcome a topic-
less one on Cather, maybe not “Cather and No Place,”
but an opportunity to examine the art without a pre-
scribed handle, an invitation to participants to use
whatever handles they like. As far as information
goes, there are worthless kinds not relevant to a
writer's art (and much of this kind clutters confer-

{Continued on next page)






priestly power of Transubstantiation that went with it).
Note the many affirmations of the Real Presence in the
novel, such as Jeanne LeBer's desire to live as a
sanctuary lamp and to sleep with her head a few
inches from the Sacrament. Now connect these to the
novel's early comparison of Quebec to a Nativity scene
(a setting for the Incarnation) and, later, to Cécile’s
setting up the creche. Now reread the description of
Quebec that opens Book Four. An analysis of the text
(helped by Cather’s earlier version) reveals Quebec as
a new Jerusalem more than a new Bethlehem (al-
though they are related), “gleaming above the river like
an altar with many candles, or like a holy city in an old
legend, shriven, sinless, washed in gold” (137). The
comparison to an altar combines the Second Coming
and the doctrine of Transubstantiation, the changing of
Eucharistic bread and wine into the physical presence
of Jesus on the altar; the description also compresses
several biblical passages and makes rock-set Quebec
the transfigured church. In the earlier typescript
Cather borrowed from Psalm 195 to describe the sun
as ‘“the bridegroom issuing from his chamber’ and
used Matthew 13.43 (depicting the children of heaven
shining at judgment like the sun) to compare the
colonial community to “the righteous in their Heavenly
father's house.” The entire passage owes to the
description of the transfigured city in Revelation 21,
that of the bride as the tabernacle of the Lord generat-
ing its own light and descending to the righteous as
their dwelling. Now the fusion of all this makes me
breathiess, but only after | had enough information to
figure out what was happening.

Information for its own sake is worthless to me, but
when it reveals the way a text is executed (which
Henry James claimed is what criticism is all about), it
is stimulating. In My Antonia: The Road Home (1989),
I concluded a summary of all the sexual stuff that had
cluttered Cather criticism for several years with the
idea that even if Jim’'s journey and “all such journeys
[probably] arise from psychic pressures and maladjust-
ment, somehow they also explode beyond sex, beyond
time, beyond the claustrophobic lives of authors.” And
it';s because of this explosion that we keep reading
them.

Yours, John

Dear John,

| want to begin where you end with that explosion
“beyond sex, beyond time, beyond the claustrophobic
lives of authors.” Two contexts are important to me
when | read literature. One is the context within which
the author worked. For that, scholarship such as yours
on Shadows on the Rock is indispensable. The reader
misses much in literature if he knows little about the
past, about the sources the author had in mind when
she wrote, or about the more general references that
the author assumed her audience would know —
assumptions that do not hold up over time, as we in
education know very well.
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My concern lately, however, is for another context,
the one created by the text and the capacity of books
as powerful as Cather’'s to shape our lives even if we
don’t know a sod house from a smokehouse. | teach
Cather in Rhode Island, where most of my students
have not seen a sky bigger than one that fits in the
windshield and for whom the term “flat land” is an
oxymoron. | don’t want to tell them they can’'t be
moved and shaped by Cather’s art because of geogra-
phy any more than | want them to be concerned, when
they read Shadows on the Rock, that they can’t read
the French. My hope, of course, is that those who
come to love Cather and reach that point where they
must read her on occasion in order to stay sane, will
be the kind of people who want to know enough
French to know the passage or at least know how to
find out, and who will have Nebraska on their list of
vacation destinations, leaving the cruise ships and the
casinos for another life.

My favorite Cather essay is not “The Novel
Démeublé” (which | think is overrated and in which |
think Cather was kidding around a bit. For example,
it seems to me that you have found a lot of furniture in
the novels you've annotated.) but “Escapism,” pub-
lished in The Commonweal in 1936. It is Cather's
response to charges that literature must be relevant to
the real world of politics and commerce. “What has art
ever been but escape?”, she asks. The artist, she
says, is “‘useful,’ if you like that word, only as true
poets are, because they refresh and recharge the spirit
of those who can read their language.” My argument
is not with you, John, nor with the work of textual
scholarship. My 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 experience,
we seem to want to become sociologists, or psycholo-
gists, or historians. Or worse, we want to protect
sensibilities from being offended and so we look to
fiction for self-validation. Great and powerful writers,
Cather says in “Escapism,” are “valuable, like powerful
stimulants, only when they are left out of the social and
industrial routine which goes on every day all over the
world. Industrial life has to work out its own problems.”

| am drawn to the ambiguity and uncertainty of
Cather as an escape from the overload of social and
industrial confidence that surrounds me. Life today
seems to buzz with certainty — this will make me
healthy, that will kill me, | should buy this, should not
say that. Was Cather a southerner or a westerner or
a New Yorker? Was she a lesbian? Who is that on
the train with Burden? Is Sapphira a good guy or a
bad guy? All arguments can be ordered to prove any
of these alternatives and, as we know, have been.
But, to invoke Henry Adams, “Chaos was the law of
nature; Order was the dream of man.” Adams got to
this aphorism in thinking about the kinetic theory of
gas, like Tom Outland. But, unlike Tom, he knew
better than to fight the idea.

(Continued on next page)
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favorite author, Cather seemed to reprove us in a letter
written to biographer E. K. Brown (again paraphrased):
1 read an author to visit his state of mind, not the state
where he lived.

The afternoon concurrent paper sessions covered
a range of topics. Joseph Meeker chaired the session
on “Place as Agency” during which papers were pre-
sented by Stephen Longmire on “Cather’s Fictional
Landscape,” Jacqueline Zeff on “Nature as Artist in the
Work of Willa Cather,” Beth Jensen on “A Lost Lady:
The Role of Nature and its Reflection of Character,”
and Gul Ozyazicioglu on “The Functions of Place in
Self-actualization in Some of Cather's Novels.” Guy
Reynolds facilitated the concurrent session on The
Song of the Lark. Ann Moseley opened this session -
with “From the Ancient Sinagua to Thea Kronborg: The
Creative Ecology- of Walnut Canyon.” Rafeeq O.
McGivern’s paper was “To Train [the] Vision upon
Distant Objects: The Gaze across Vistas in Cather's
The Song of the Lark,” and “‘. . . three light footprints,
running away’: Memory and Nature in The Song of the
Lark and Lucy Gayheart” was read by Frances
Zauhar. The third session, “Cather and Ecological
Narratives,” lead by Cheryll Glotfelty, included Doug
Colglazier's “Cather and the Ecologists’ Field Guides,”
Deborah Osteen’s “Rosicky in the 1920s: The Impor-
tance of History in Willa Cather’s ‘Neighbour Rosicky’,”
Christine Edward Alired’s “Constructing Environments,
Constructing Cultures: Lewis Mumford, the Civilization
Group, and Willa Cather's The Professor’s House,” and
Suzanne Shepard’s “Caring for What the Land Calls
Forth: Cather as Heir of Literary Regionalism’s Writers
of the Garden.”

After the paper sessions Ann Billesbach introduced
David Murphy, senior research architect with the
Nebraska State Historical Society, who spoke on “The
Construction of Culture in Place: My Antonia and the
Pavelka Homestead.” Using slides of the Pavelka
farm, Murphy taught seminarians the distinguishing
features of Czech homesteads on the Plains: houses
built with a living room and storage room on the first
floor and a single door facing the farmyard instead of
the road. The Pavelka orchard, with “layers upon
layers” of plantings, we learned, was also classic
Czech design.

Before dinner, Washington Post classical music
critic Philip Kinnecott enthralled us with a comic yet
scholarly treatise on how Cather may have understood
Wagner. Although Cather honored Gertrude Hall's
“layman’s guide to Wagner” by writing its introduction,
he argued, Cather’s real primer to the Ring Cycle was
George Bernard Shaw’s Perfect Wagnerite. When
Kinnecott had finished, the audience demanded an en-
core; he complied the next day by featuring the semi-
nar in the Post’s “In Style” section. Kinnecott's posi-
tive review was faxed to us by Constance Kibler of the
English Department at George Washington University.
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That evening we piled onto coach buses for the
trip to Brownville. There Mr. and Mrs. James Keene
opened their home, the Muir House, considered one of
Nebraska’s most elegant homes. Formerly owned by
Robert Valentine Muir, an early Brownville resident, it
was build by Muir shortly after the Civil War. While the
tour was taking place, Mrs. Harris’ coconut cake
(baked by Polly Duryea) and lemonade were served in
the Brownville Concert Hall. At 8 p.m. the feature
program, “Willa Cather -— Her World of Music,” began.
Jane K. Dressler, soprano, and Linda Jones, pianist,
performed selections from Balfe, Liszt, Grieg, and
Schubert. After intermission came the premiere of
composer Libby Larsen’s original work, My Antonia.
After great applause, Dressler and Jones graciously
entertained listeners’ questions.

Tuesday morning greeted us with a discussion of
the “Willa Cather Scholarly Edition” led by Susan
Rosowski, who asked the panel of editors — Richard
Harris, Mark Madigan, Charles Mignon, Ann Moseley,
John J. Murphy, Tom Quirk, Ann Romines, and Kari
Ronning — to describe an epiphany they had experi-
enced while working on their volumes. Richard Harris,
volume editor for One of Ours, for example, was struck
by Cather’s allusions to both popular culture and song,
and Mark Madigan, volume editor for Youth and the
Bright Medusa, mentioned numerous similarities
between Cather’s fiction and her journalism, noting
that Cather knew much about recyciing her own
material.

John J. Murphy moderated Tuesday moming’s pre-
senter session featuring Michael Peterman and Ann
Romines. Peterman’s paper, “From Parthia to Parna-
sis?: Placing My Mortal Enemy,” amplified Merrill
Skagg’s analysis of “Parthian shots” in the novelia.
(The ancient Parthians feigned retreat in battle so they
could fire back at their enemies, who had left their
defensive positions.) Peterman observed that the OED
also defines “a Parthian flight” as “having the last
word” in an argument, a strategy that is made “a
Driscoll trait” in My Mortal Enemy. Peterman exam-
ined the three settings in the novel — southern lllinois;
New York City, and a San Francisco-like place —
noting the symmetrical nature of the novel; he said that
the first part is about material investiture, and the
second half is about “disinvestiture.” Ann Romines fol-
lowed with “Admiring and Remembering: The Problem
of Virginia in Willa Cather's Fiction.” “Life began for
Willa Cather when she ceased to admire and began to
remember,” said Romines, who explained the dangers
of admiration and of becoming a passive object of
admiration. At the end of “The Sentimentality of
William Tavener,” Romines asserts, when Hester
removes the mosquito netting from the basket of
waxed fruit her sister made in Virginia and places it
over-William's head, she chooses remembering over
admiring. Romines continued by questioning Edith









discovery, if we allow ourselves the sacredness of the
empathic, to free consciousness to what it sees and to
see with love. We leaned forward as Professor Lyon
spoke to us, taking in the significance of his insights
and acknowiedging the beauty of his words; many of
us were moved to tears, and the applause after he
completed his reading was sustained, for we wanted
him to know that we understood what he was saying.
A talk such as this is a rare experience, and it became
our touchstone for the rest of the seminar.

Thursday morning’s presenters’ session began with
John Anders’ “Landmarks in Fiction: Willa Cather and
Ingliss Fletcher.” Anders explained that both writers
endorsed historical fiction as a form of environmental
preservation. For Fletcher, the milieu is colonial
Edenton, North Carolina; for Cather, the origin of her
historical sense is colonial Virginia as is apparent in
her early story, “The Night at Greenway Court.”
Cather’s full fruition as an historic preservationist is
seen in her various descriptions of Nebraska and
Nebraskans. - Merrill Maguire Skaggs concluded the
session with “Cather's Mixed Quartet: The Uses of
Environment.” Using allusions to the transcendental
writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Skaggs explored
Cather's environmental evolution in four later novels
and explained how each contributed to her tour de
force: “Old Mrs. Harris.” In Godfrey St. Peter, Cather
explores the patriarchal views of the environment as
depicted by Emerson in “The American Scholar.” In
Myra Henshawe, Cather catapults from abstract
thought to narcissism. In Father Latour, Skaggs sees
Emerson’s “The Poet,” a hero in the midst of a femi-
nine landscape. By the time Cather published her next
novel, Emerson’s “All things are shadows in Him”
contributes to her title, Shadows on the Rock. The
novel has a matrifocus with each successful character
as a mother or would-be mother, yet it is not until “Oid
Mrs. Harris,” published the following year, that she
completely embraces and celebrates the feminine
landscape.

We returned for a set of three concurrent sessions
after lunch. Diane Quantic facilitated the “Great
Plains” session, which included papers from Lonnie
Pierson Dunbier on “Lyra and Silas Garber: The Place
That Held Them to Willa Cather,” Angela Nepodal on
“Captivation and Captivity on the American Frontier: A
Study of the Abject Conditions of Immigrant Settlers in
the Great Plains Fiction of Willa Cather and O. E.
Rolvaag,” Patrick Dooley on “Biocentric, Homocentric
and Theocentric Environmentalism in Willa Cather,”
and Ann Kaufman on “Reflecting on the Prairie:
Contested Waters in Willa Cather and Margaret
Laurence.” A Lost Lady was the topic for the second
concurrent section of the one o'clock papers; Charles
Mignon presided. Matt Hokom read “A Lost Lady,
Emerson and Montaigne.” Mark Robison presented
“Finding an Erotics of Place in A Lost Lady,” James
Gremmels discussed “Misconceptions of A Lost Lady,”
and Joanna Tardoni discussed “The Colors of Nature
in Cather's A Lost Lady.” The third section, “Legacy of

. crisp.
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Place,” was chaired by Tom Lyon, and it included the
following papers: Richard Chilton’s “The Divide as
Allegory: The Kiraruta as Place in Cather's Fiction,”
John Jacobs’ “From the World to the Wilderness:
Renewal in Thoreau and Cather,” Kathleen Butterly
Nigro’s “Willa to William: The Aesthetic Alliance Be-
tween Cather and Wordsworth,” and William Barillas’
“Jim Harrison, Willa Cather, and the Revision of
Midwestern Pastoral.”

After a brief break, we reconvened for a virtual tour
of the “Cather Archives in Nebraska.” First, Ann
Billesbach of the Nebraska State Historical Society
described the variety of materials the NSHS offers
scholars, including state newspapers on microfilm,
public records, census data, maps, letters and photo-
graphs. Next, Steve Ryan discussed the excitement
surrounding the Opera House renovation. The project,
expected to be completed in 2001, will offer a climate-
controlled archives and research center for scholars.
The session concluded with Katherine Walter, head
librarian of Special Collections at the University of
Nebraska’s Love Library, who encouraged all to use
the comprehensive Cather holdings at Love Library.

In the evening we met at the Steinhart Lodge for
a barbecue of burgers and grilled portabellas, complete
with salad, corn on the cob, baked beans and apple
“On Defining a Plains Fiddle Style” was the
entertainment provided by Dave Fowler and Peter
Blakeslee, made possible in part by the support of the
Nebraska Humanities Council. The program included
musical examples from many of the ethnic groups who
settled in Nebraska as well as music of Cajun, ragtime,
and bluegrass origins.

— Vil —

Friday, our last full day together, began with the
last keynote speaker, Glen Love, a University of
Oregon professor whose publications include New
Americans: The Westemer and the Modem in the
American Novel and Ecological Crisis: Readings for
Survival. Professor Love stressed the importance of
interdisciplinarity to bridge the cultural divide between
“fuzzy” arts and “hard” sciences. This may be
achieved through a common focus on place — em-
bracing geography — or through new approaches like
ecocriticism, “which hold together what other disci-
plines take apart.” While part of the problem is our
“fear of biology” and its racist and determinist potential,
we must recognize that human universals — arche-
types — do exist. Cather was in touch with these
archetypes, especially in The Professor’'s House and
My Antonia. The quickest way to achieve interdisci-
plinarity, Love joked, was to marry a scientist, the route
he took; but if barred from that, we could at least take
one to lunch.

Following Professor Love’s session was a pre-
senter session facilitated by Michael Peterman and
featuring John J. Murphy and Susan J. Rosowski.

(Continued on next page)
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Murphy’s address, “’And | Saw a New Heaven and a
New Earth’: Avignon, Quebec, and Santa Fe” focused
on Cather's annotations of the book she consulted
while writing her unfinished Avignon piece, the 1926
edition of Thomas Okey’s Story of Avignon. Murphy
argued that one does not see the significance of what
Cather selected from Okey unless one sees her
notations in sum, a textual study made more intriguing
by the fact that the story exists only as an incompiete
manuscript. Murphy illustrated his talk with slides of
architectural details of the papal palace at Avignon.
Following Murphy, Susan Rosowski asserted in her
presentation, “Cather's Comedies and Ecology,” that
“ecology and comedy belong together” in Cather's
fiction. Cather resembled a biologist in her study of
nature, reading “drama in the vegetation around her,”
and comedy, Rosowski explained, is a more open form
than tragedy, for it celebrates an on-going sense of
life. For Rosowski, then, the links between these
topics felt inherent. She told us that Cather derived
her knowledge of nature from a variety of sources,
including her Aunt Franc, the Clements’ Botany,
Professor Charles Bessey, and her own close study.
Cather's command of nature’s operations is born out
in her early stories: “On the Divide” dramatizes the
destruction of vegetation by “yellow scorch” while “the
real story” of “The Treasure of Far Island” is “the
ongoing life of an oval sandbar.” However, Rosowski
warned us to resist isolating a single work from the
entire body of work; consequently, she briefly took us
through Cather's oeuvre to exam the intersection
between ecology and comedy, noting that The Profes-
sor's House, My Mortal Enemy, and Death Comes for
the Archbishop belong together, for they are, in effect,
Cather’s divine comedy.

The final concurrent paper session was held on
Friday aftermoon. Ann Moseley hosted “Desert
Places,” with contributions from Richard Harris on
“Willa Cather, D. H. Lawrence, and the American
Southwest,” Elaine Limbaugh on “Spirit and Self in
Western Landscapes: Willa Cather and Leslie Marmon
Silko,” and Marybeth McMahon on “‘Matters of Art’ and
Spirit in Death Comes for the Archbishop.” The
second section was facilitated by Janis Stout and
included the following papers: Jim Hartman’s “The
Hierarchy of Place,” Robert Miller's “Present or Poison:
Princely Gifts in The Professor's House,” Elizabeth
Turner's “The Chivalric Code of Silence in The Profes-
sor's House,” and Rosanna Walker's “Torn Outland in
Neverland.” Kari Ronning chaired “The Voices of
Place,” the third section. Tim Bintrim presented “‘The
Place was Vocal to Him: ‘Uncle Vaientine’ and the
Lost Communities of the Sewickiey Valley,” and Sherrill
Harbison read “Still Warm, Through Savory Adjectives
and Camal Figures of Speech: Sigrid Undset, Willa
Cather and Nature Writing.” The last two papers in
this section were Linda Ross’ “Places and Spaces:
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Cather, Students, and Me,” and Sharon Hoover's
“Buffalo Peas as Sign: Willa Cather and Community.”

Sue Rosowski facilitated the wrap-up panel of
seminar staff members, who were asked to describe
one of the more meaningful insights/experiences of the
week. Ann Romines, for example, noted with pleasure
that Virginia is being brought more fully “into the
vocabulary of Cather Studies.” Bob Thacker said that
he appreciated the performance of “Connais-tu le
pays” from Mignon, and he thanked Tom Lyon for the
extraordinary nature of his presentation. Speaking with
what she acknowledged was nostaigia, Marilyn Arnold
talked about her first meeting with Mildred Bennett
while wondering, “What would Mildred think of Cather
studies now?” Sue Rosowski aptly noted that the
seminar adds to the maturation, the breadth, of Cather
scholarship. After the session Joel Geyer, of Nebraska
Educational Television, said that ecology is a part of
the reason why Cather was seen as a whole during
this seminar instead of in parts; “she survived intact,”
he laughed. He was impressed that we are willing to
see Cather in her complexities, contradictions, con-
flicts, for it is in these complexities that we see her
humanness.

During the afternoon recess a terrific thunderstorm
blew into the area, sending off tornado wamings that
forced seminarians to retreat to the basement of the
Lied Center. The rain did not, however, delay the fare-
well banquet helid in the Steinhart Lodge. Tyler White,
director of orchestral activities at the University of
Nebraska School of Music, showed us video excerpts
from his original opera based on O Pioneers! after
which we enjoyed live performances of some of the
opera’s highlights. Around 10 p.m. the evening tumed
playful as Bob Thacker hosted “Bound for Cather
Glory,” an original Cather game show co-produced by
Linda Ross and Thacker. The show was complete
with a singing emcee (Marvin Friedman), judges (John
Murphy and Merrill Skaggs), scorekeepers (Bruce
Baker and Elizabeth Turner), technician (Tim Bintrim),
and Power Point wizard (Michael Cadwallader).
Contestants were drawn at random from a pool of
volunteers. The game consisted of three rounds with
ten questions in each round; the questions presented
the name of one Cather character with three possible
song titles, and competitors had to buzz in and identify
the song title that most accurately refiected that
particular character. For example, for Lucy Gayheart
the choices were “Chicago,” “Satisfaction,” and “I'm
Just Wild About Harry,” and for Mrs. Archie contestants
could choose from “| Only Have Eyes for You,” “Bum-
ing Down the House,” and “Light My Fire.” The
winners of the three rounds were Susan Parry, Janis
Stout, and Mark Facknitz, and the winner of the final
round and the entire game would then possess Cather
Glory. When the final points were tallied, Willa Cather,
looking a bit like Linda Ross, arrived to upbraid and
congratulate the winner, Janis Stout.

The next morning seminarians gathered in the
dining room to enjoy one last breakfast together and
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