


REGARDING WC’S “THE PROFILE”
(Continued)

at the center of the controversy, the woman upon
whom the protagonist of “The Profile” was based,
Evelyn Osborne. This information not only clarifies the
circumstances of the story’s publication and adds to
the biographical record on Cather’s first trip to Europe
in 1902, but also gives insight to the writer's state of
mind at a key moment in her career.

For contextual purposes, | will summarize what is
already known about Osborne and “The Profile.” On
June 14, 1902, Cather sailed for England with her
friend and Pittsburgh housemate, Isabelle McClung.
The two were joined by Fisher in London in mid-July
and proceeded to Paris at the end of the month. It
was there that Fisher, who was pursuing her doctorate
in French at Columbia University and studying at the
Sorbonne, introduced Cather and McClung to Osborne,
a fellow graduate student. In late 1904, Fisher learned
that “The Profile,” a tale of a woman with a grotesque
facial scar and penchant for. gaudy dress, was to be
the third story in The Troll Garden (1905), Cather’s first
volume of fiction scheduled for release the following
spring.” She immediately asked Cather for a copy of
the story, which she feared was based on Osborne,
who had a similar scar and taste in clothing. In letters
that followed, Cather argued that Virginia Gilbert, the
central character, would not be identified with Osborne
and that it was her right to publish the story. Fisher
opposed her, claiming that Osborne would not only
recognize herself in the unflattering depiction of Gilbert,
but might even commit suicide if she read it. Finally,
Fisher and other friends of Osborne brought the matter
before S. S. McClure, the publisher of The Troll
Garden, and prevailed in their attempt to stop publica-
tion. A long period of hard feelings between Cather
and Fisher ensued.

Although “The Profile” did not appear in Cather's
short story collection, it was published in McClure’s
Magazine, of which Cather had become a staff writer
and editor, in June 1807. In the opening of the story,
artist Aaron Dunlap is commissioned to paint Virginia
Gilbert's portrait in Paris. He completes the work, a
profile, as Virginia suggests, and in the process falls in
love with his subject. Yet even after marrying, they
cannot bear to speak of her disfigurement. Two years
later, Dunlap develops a fondness for his wife's cousin
Eleanor, who is their houseguest. Virginia leaves her
husband after he insults her, but not before fixing an
alcohol lamp to explode in Eleanor’s face, permanently
scarring her as well. In the conclusion, Dunlap is
divorced and marries Eleanor, while Virginia moves to
St. Petersburg, Russia,

The fictional conflict is thus resolved, but several
questions remain about the real-life drama behind
Cather’s story. For instance, what were the facts of
Osborne’s life beyond her status as a graduate stu-
dent? How closely did Cather model Virginia Gilbert
after her? How well did Cather and Osborne come to

know each other in Paris? How strong was the
friendship of Fisher and Osborne? And why did
McClure publish the story in 1907 after he had been
persuaded not to two years earlier?

These questions are answered in letters written by
Fisher to a French friend, Céline Sibut. Fisher and
Sibut met shortly before the turn-of-the-century when
Fisher was a student at the University of Paris. She
resided in the Sibut pension at 11 rue de Cluny on the
Left Bank and became friends with Céline, one of four
daughters whose father died young and whose mother
supported the family with income from the lodgings.
Sibut, who later taught in the Paris school system for
many years, became Fisher's best friend. Their
international relationship is documented in hundreds of
letters spanning the years 1900 to 1941; Fisher's share
of the correspondence was returned to her by Sibut’s
sisters following Céline’s death in 1944. These letters,
like the aforementioned Cather letters, are housed at
the University of Vermont, to which they were donated
after Fisher's death in 1958.

While it has been noted that Cather and McClung
stayed at the Sibut pension during their month in Paris,
what has not been brought out is the Fisher connec-
tion. It was she who arranged for Cather and McClung
to stay with the Sibuts, as she had done for their
mutual Nebraska friend Mariel Gere three years earlier.
Nor has it been acknowledged that there was among
the boarders at 11 rue de Ciuny in summer 1902 still
another of Fisher’s friends, a young woman who was
also conducting research at the Sorbonne, one who
had been badly burned and now bore a long scar on
her face, Evelyn Osborne. In eight letters written in
French between 1902-1906, Fisher provides significant
details about Osborne, Cather, and the events that led
to the removal of “The Profile” from The Troll Garden.

In the first of these letters, Fisher wrote to Sibut in
May 1902 to make living arrangements for Osborne,
Cather, and McClung. Osborne would be the first to
come to the pension in early June and would stay the
whole summer. Cather and McClung planned to arrive
during the last week of July and stay three weeks (they
stayed a week longer than expected). Fisher would do
the same. This is the first letter mentioning Fisher's
three American friends. It offers little information about
Cather and McClung, save for their request for a
private room with two beds, but does provide some
background on Osbome. She was, Fisher wrote, a

fellow student at Columbia who was working on her

-dissertation at the Sorbonne.

Institutional records
show that after transferring from Wellesley College,
she received the A.B. degree from Barnard College in
1900 and the A.M. from Columbia the following year
(Barnard Quarterly). The only child of wealthy New
York parents, she had traveled widely and had a very
pleasant personality, Fisher continued. Her appear-
ance, though, was not so pleasant, as she had a large
burn which covered one side of her face and disfigured
her nose and one of her eyes. In “The Profile,” Cather
is unsparing in her description of Virginia Gilbert’s scar,



“It had evidently been caused by a deep burn, as if
from a splash of molten metal. It drew the left eye and
the corner of the mouth; made of her smile a grinning
distortion, like the shameful conception of some
despairing medieval imagination. It was as if some
grotesque mask, worn for disport, were just slipping
sidewise from her face” (128).

Fisher's next letter concerning Cather was written
on August 12th in Glasgow, where she had joined her
parents who were touring Scotland, England, Norway,
and Sweden. Fisher remarked to Sibut that Cather
spoke English with a Scottish accent. She rolled her
“rs” and did not pronounce vowels clearly, so that
“‘well” sounded like “wull” and “very” like “vurry.” She
also wrote that she had a letter from Cather praising
the Sibuts. This was probably Cather's letter post-
marked August 8th, in which she mentioned not only
the Sibuts’ fine cooking, but also Evelyn Osborne.
(Due to the provisions of Cather's will, this letter, like
all those by the author, may not be quoted.) Earlier
that day, Cather wrote, she had tried to get film
developed, called at the American Express office,
visited the Luxembourg Museum, and purchased
extravagan undergarments, all with Osborne and
McClung. ?’he three women then took long baths and
dressed themselves in white duck.

An August 28th letter from Cather to Mariel Gere
provides further evidence of Cather’s friendly relations
with Osborne. Though not referred to by name,
Osborne is identified as one of Fisher's fellow students
from New York who was staying with the Sibuts.
Cather wrote that she and McClung liked Osborne very
much and that it was a pleasure to have an American
nearby who believed in baths, controlied her emotions,

and did not have a disagreeable attitude. The letter .

also establishes that it was Osborne who accompanied
Cather and McClung on a joyful trip to the village of
Barbizon, which Cather described in the Nebraska
State Journal (“Barbizon” 929-933). While Osborne is
spoken of highly, Cather had little to say to Gere about
Fisher, except that she did not agree with her about
Céline Sibut. She offered no details, but it appears

that Cather far preferred Osborne’s company to

Sibut’s.

From Paris, Cather and McClung traveled south to |

Provence and the Mediterranean coast of France
before returning to England. They sailed from Liver-
pool on September 24th bound for New York. That
same day, Cather wrote to Fisher that she felt closer
to her than she had for several weeks. In Paris, Fisher
seemed to be one of the French and not one who
shared a common country, tastes, and standards with
her. On September 26th, Fisher, then in London
researching at the British Museum, informed Sibut that
Cather and McClung had stopped in the city to see her
before leaving for the United States. Fisher may have
had Cather’s letter in hand, for in her message to Sibut
she addressed the very issue Cather had raised. Her
American friends, Fisher wrote, seemed like strangers
to her in Paris. When she was with the Sibuts, she felt

completely French. Moreover, Fisher felt that her time
with Céline was too precious to spend on people she
could see elsewhere. “lIt is you that | come to visit in
Paris and not the Pittsburgh women!” she wrote.

By the time of Fisher's November 19, 1902 letter
to Sibut, all of the American pensionnaires had re-
turned home. Fisher was busy with her studies in New
York, while McClung was in Pittsburgh with Cather,
who was teaching high school English and writing the
stories that would compose The Troll Garden. Os-
borne, however, was greeted with bad news at Colum-
bia. Her dissertation director, Professor Adolphe Cohn
(who was also Fisher’s director), could remember very
little about what she had spent the summer research-
ing in Paris. In fact, he had forgotten her subject.
Osborne, who had been behaving strangely in her last
days with the Sibuts, was now in anguish.

On May 11, 1903, Fisher wrote to Sibut about Os-
borne’s bad taste in clothing, saying her fervour for
gowns and chiffons was truly pathetic and she was
already preparing her wardrobe for a summer vacation
at a hot springs resort. In “The Profile,” Cather writes
that Virginia Gilbert, too, has a “passion for dress. . . .
[a] mania for lavish display” (129, 132). Moreover, at
a crucial moment, it is the effect of a conspicuous new
gown and chiffon collar that moves Virginia’s husband
to make his first cruel comment about her scar (133).
In the same letter, Fisher told Sibut that Cather had
visited her and was ecstatic. The best publisher in
New York had accepted a book of her short stories
and would publish whatever else she wrote. If she
kept her health, her literary fortune was made, Fisher
wrote, and now everything was as Cather had hoped
for. It was the end of long waiting and periods of
discouragement. The auspicious meeting Fisher
referred to had occurred ten days earlier at the office
of S. S. McClure, who had agreed to publish The Troll
Garden. As biographer James Woodress has written,
“Life was never the same for her after that interview”

171). -

( Evelyn Osborne, meanwhile, was not faring nearly
so well, according to a letter from Fisher to Sibut in
summer 1904. Fisher had just received her doctorate,
but Osbome had abandoned her dissertation and quit
graduate school because of Professor Cohn, of whom
she was afraid. Fisher had battled him too, she wrote,
but was victorious against the “capricious little tyrant”
who did not approve of female students. By the end
of the year, Fisher was engaged in a battle of another
sort with her friend Cather, who was making final
revisions to her collection of short stories.

The Troll Garden was published on April 5, 1905.
With “The Profile” expurgated from the volume, Os-
borne, whose already fragile self-esteem had been
further damaged by her failure to complete the doctor-
ate, was spared whatever pain the story might have
caused. Within three months, though, the point would
be moot, for Osborne’s life was ended not by her own
hand as Fisher had feared, but rather by appendicitis

(Continued on page 4)









MAJOR GIFT (Continued)

Lucia Woods Lindley has requested that the audi-
torium of the Opera House be dedicated in memory of
her grandparents, Nelle Cochrane Woods and Frank
H. Woods, and her father, Frank H. Woods, Jr.

. In a letter announcing her gift, Woods Lindley
stated, “My decision . . . comes out of love for Willa
Cather’s writing, my family’s history with Cather and
the WCPM, in particular, my father’s relationship with
Mildred Bennett, my memories of Bernice Slote,
Virginia Faulkner, Jo Frisbie and JoAnna Lathrop,
respect for Helen and Harry Obitz, Miriam Mountford,
Bill Mountford, Helen Cather Southwick and others, out
of my work in the area as a photographer and a board
member, my sense of the value of a center and
meeting place that the WCPM could provide, many
experiences in the larger Cather community, and out
of conversations with Betty Kort, whose energy | so
admire.”

Woods Lindley added that she shares the Founda-
tion’s belief in the need for gifts of all sizes to raise the
still-needed funds for the Opera House and the equally
important endowment.

The challenge grants from the Kiewit Foundation
and the Nebraska Tourism Development Initiative have
fueled the fund drive over the last 18 months. In April
of 1999, individuals across the country began respond-
ing to a mailing campaign. Three fundraising events
in Nebraska and a New York City fundraiser followed.
The Foundation was still short of meeting the terms of
the challenge grants by approximately a quarter million
dollars in mid-December when the Woods Lindley gift
was presented. Her gift, according to Kort, salvages
the challenge grants and will now pave the way to
initiating the restoration project.

Steve Ryan, executive director of the WCPM,
noted “The Opera House will provide major benefits for
Red Cloud and Webster County. The first will be
cultural — the programming and arts it houses will
enrich the community. But there will be civic and
financial benefits as well. With the renovation we will
be able to sponsor programs that will bring people to
Red Cloud, and stimulate its business and entertain-
ment district.”

Consultation with architects will be renewed shortly
with construction to begin later this year, according to
Ryan.
Vermeer & Haecker of Omaha.

“There are some preliminary matters to resolve,”
Ryan explained, “including finding a new home for the
hardware store,” which has been housed in the Opera
House building for many years.

Kort and Ryan both emphasized that hard work
remains to assemble the funds necessary for the
operational endowment. “We've come a long way,”
Ryan said. “We've reached an important plateau. But
there is another cliff to be scaled before we're fin-
ished.”

The renovation plans were drawn by Bahr

Briefly Reviewed:
Acocella, Anders, and the
Purposes of Criticism

Joan Acocella, Willa Cather and the Politics of
Criticism (Lincoln: U of Nebraska P 2000)

John Anders, Willa Cather’s Sexual Aesthetics and the
Male Homosexual Literary Tradition (Lincoln: U of
Nebraska P 1999)

Joan Acocella’s 1995 New Yorker essay “Cather
and the Academy” was a brisk, well-informed socio-
history of Cather studies, by an admirer of her work.
Now expanded and republished as Willa Cather and
the Politics of Criticism, it maintains its original principal
intention, critiquing the trendily overt politicization of
much Cather scholarship since the mid-1980s. Aco-
cella’s targets range from the sometimes stupefying
language of psychoanalytic criticism, - through the
interpretive gymnastics necessary to make the histori- '
cal Willa Cather speak for lesbian feminism, to recent
condemnations of Cather and her characters as dupes
or agents of patriarchal imperialism. Her villains are
feminist or gender-oriented scholars (and to a lesser
extent “multiculturalists”) — Sharon O’Brien, Elizabeth
Ammons, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, and others — who

“she reads as distorting Cather's work in support of

their own political agendas. She calls for a scholarly
return to discussion of Cather's idealism and her
aesthetics; she asks that the works be heard for
themselves, without the unattractive, distracting appa-
ratus of politically tendentious theory.

Exposing the excesses and opacities of academic
criticism can make for fun reading, and most readers
who have attended a scholarly conference or read a
scholarly journal will find at least some point of agree-
ment with Acocella. But her argument is finally unsat-
isfying. Her ruling-out of “political” approaches, of
interpretive strategies that import ideas and ideologies
alien to Cather, gives her much to say about Cather’s
critics (admittedly an entertaining group), but leaves
her almost silenced about the author herself or her
works. She quotes extensive examples of Cather's
literary skill; she includes a brief lyrical chapter insisting
on Cather’s tragic Platonic idealism, her renunciation
of life for the kingdom of art. But as a Cather critic
Acocella is unwilling to go much beyond these mimin-
alist gestures.

While such critical reticence in an obvious way re-
spects an author's and work’s integrity, it’s not creative
of the kinds of literary conversations that keep Cather
and other writers vital for successive generations of
readers. Yes, much clumsy prose has been written
about Cather since the mid-1980s (and before), many
hobby-horses exercised to exhaustion. But as
Acocella rightly notes, exactly the work of those gender
critics whose tendentiousness she dislikes led to an
explosion of interest in Cather, and to Cather



studies’ current multifarious robustness. By framing
Cather’s voice in a great historical/political contest of
silencing authority and unspeakable wishes, writers like
O'Brien radically expanded and democratized the field.
The consequent bubbling-up of critical energies,
exuberantly rough-edged, reflects the generosity of
Cather’s fictions, which, like her serenely inscrutable
heroines, endlessly solicit impassioned stories from
their audiences.

In her last chapter, Acocella describes attending
the 1994 Cather Foundation Spring Conference, where
“a graduate student read a paper on the homoerotics
of One Of Ours” to a quietly tolerant audience —
apparently an instance of the extent to which politi-
cized gender theory had invaded even bucolic Red
Cloud. The “graduate student” (actually he had
received his Ph.D. in the preceding year) was John
Anders, who in his dissertation and a series of papers
and essays in the 1990s was developing a new
context for reading Cather. The result of his investiga-
tion was the recently published Willa Cather's Sexual
Aesthetics and the Male Homosexual Literary Tradi-
tion: a title and subject matter unlikely to win much
sympathy from Acocella.

Anders’s project is fundamentally a study of
influence, of Cather’s place in and relation to a demon-
strable tradition of Western literature (although one
rarely explored or even recognized by mainstream
literary history), that of great, passionate love between
man and man. He revisits Cather’s points of contact
with a 19th-century homoerotic literary tradition: her
well-known admiration for Pierre Loti and A. E. Hous-
man, her ambivalent responses to Verlaine and Whit-
man, her repudiation of Wilde. Behind these Anders
maps masculine love’s long literary history, passing
through Shakespeare to Virgil, Plato, and Homer. He
suggests that Cather mined this history and the
possibilities of love between men across her career,
but most fruitfully in imagining the creatively loving
friendships of One of Ours, The Professor's House,
and Death Comes for the Archbishop.

In Anders’s reading the male homosexual tradition
and the love that it describes become foundational
reference points in Cather’s work, like music, classical
poetry, or religious devotion. In fact, he suggests that
homoeroticism, as a structuring of feeling, shares with
these more familiar “themes” a kind of sanctity, as a
gateway to experience that transcends language and
the mundane. Like them, it moves emotion (in charac-
ters and readers) toward the miraculous and holy,
toward the “thing not named.”

In other words, Anders reads Cather as a tradi-
tional idealist — Acocella’s Platonist — whose uncom-
promising devotion to the realms of spirit and art found
support in a literary vision of redemptive love between
men. By positing male homoeroticism as a cultural,
historical, and literary phenomenon, he avoids the
awkward unanswerable questions of personal psychol-
ogy: was Cather a practicing lesbian? And what would
that mean? Although he clearly understands Cather

as having a profound emotional commitment to and
grasp of homosexuality, Anders has no particular
concern for her life’s sexual specifics.

Yet, for all its biographical diffidence and its
insistence on the most conservatively humanistic
concerns — values, aesthetics, transcendence —
Anders’s book is surely deeply political. He has an
agenda: to put homosexuality as a formal mode of
human relationship on the interpretive table, without
disguise or apology, and to insist on its capacity for
iluminating Cather's work. His argument involves
interpretation at every step, and thus is open to
challenge on questions of influence and intention. It
will and should be challenged. Its purpose is presum-
ably not to have the last word on Cather, but to have
aword, and a significant, fruitful one — a word that will
itself elicit more words, further conversation.

— John N. Swift

Reading Cather Read
America in
Death Comes for the Archbishop

Blythe Tellefsen
University of California at Riverside

As do many of Cather’s texts, Death Comes for the
Archbishop opens with a preface. An American bishop
named Father Ferrand pleads his case for a mission-
ary priest to be sent to New Mexico before three
European Cardinals in Rome. One Cardinal, in
response to Ferrand’s description of life in New Mexi-
co, remarks offhandedly, “I suppose it is no worse than
a life among the Hurons. My knowledge of your
country is chiefly drawn from the romances of Feni-
more Cooper, which | read in English with great
pleasure” (11). Moments later, when Father Ferrand
gently remarks, “Down there the Indians do not dwell
in wigwams, your Eminence,” the Cardinal responds
airily, “No matter, Father. | see your redskins through
Fenimore Cooper, and | like them so” (13).

Cather's prologue introduces the key themes and
arguments of her narrative, among them, questions
about nationality, ethnicity, culture, and history. The
introduction of Father Ferrand as “an American bishop”
who is “Irish by birth, French by ancestry” (5) suggests
immediately one of the significant questions explored
in this narrative: “Who or what is an American?” If
Ferrand is of French extraction and raised in Irish cul-
ture, then what makes him an “American” bishop?
Evidently, one assumes, he is American by virtue of
having chosen to live and work in America. In addi-
tion, Cather’s physical description of Ferrand suggests
a certain “Americanness” about him; “Bishop Ferrand
. . . looked much older than any of them, old and

(Continued on page 8)



READING CATHER (Continued)

rough — except for his clear, intensely blue eyes . . . .
The missionary was here for a purpose, and he
pressed his point” (6). Here we have a clear-eyed,
roughly-dressed, purposeful frontiersman, out of place
among the cultured and somewhat effete Europeans.
Cather’s description also suggests implicitly that one
becomes American by embodying or adopting certain
mythic American cultural traits. It reflects Dale
Knobel’'s argument that in nineteenth century America,
“Citizenship, not membership in what might be denomi-
nated a ‘Volk,’ was the basis for inclusion in the nation
... . Historians agree that this conception of nationality
rendered citizenship, as James Kettner puts it, ‘con-
tractual, volitional, and legal rather than natural and
immutable’ ” (39-40).

Bishop Ferrand's purpose is also reflective of
certain American values (industry, hygiene, innovation),
as evidenced by his description of New Mexico society
as an “Augean stable” which, if not “cleansed” will
“prejudice the interests of the Church” (7). His pro-
posed bishop, Father Jean Latour, will be just the man
to do this necessary job. Ferrand's description of New
Mexico and Latour’s task there echoes claims made in
support of Manifest Destiny — America, as a virtuous,
powerful, democratic nation, has a duty to conquer the
continent and impose her superior government, culture
and way of life on all of its inhabitants. America must
“cleanse” the continent for its own good. The narrative
opens in the year 1848, the year of American conquest
of New Mexico, and thus it appears obvious that Death
Comes for the Archbishop was written to support
retroactively that “duty.” indeed, Father Latour himself
writes to his.sister, “l mean to help the officers at their
tasks here. | can assist them more than they realize.
The Church can do more than the Fort to make these
poor Mexicans ‘good Americans.” And it is for the
people’s good; there is no other way in which they can
better their condition” (36).

One might then assume (as readers have done)
that Death Comes for the Archbishop is a manifesto for
American imperialism. In reading the text, one will
engage imaginatively with the great task of Ameri-
canizing a new land and people and identify with a
great American pioneer hero as he sets out to accom-
plish this goal. Indeed, there is much evidence for
such a reading, particularly in Cather’s highly contro-
versial and flattering depiction of Fathers Jean Latour
and Joseph Vaillant, and equally controversial and
unflattering portrait of Padre Martinez. A thorough
discussion of this controversy is outside the scope of
this essay, but the evidence seems clear that Cather's
characters bear little resemblance to the real-life
figures upon whom they are based. The fact that
Fathers Latour and Vaillaint — the newly arrived
French missionaries who will serve American interests
— are painted much more sympathetically, and that
Father Martinez — a native New Mexican priest — is

painted much more negatively than seems justified
historically, also lends credence to reading this text as
a justification of American imperialfism.

However (and there is always a “however’ when
reading Cather), one must bear in mind Deborah
Carlin’s salient reminder that “reading Willa Cather is
never as simple as it seems” (26). Carlin’s warning
seems especially significant to cultural critics, such as
myself, who are drawn to Cather precisely because
history, culture, ethnicity, nationality, gender, race, and
“‘the story of America” often form her main themes.
One must be exceedingly careful, however, when
venturing down the cultural criticism road with Cather.
Carlin claims that “Cather, one is forced to accept, will
always demand to have her texts read both ways, and
at once” (24), and Guy Reynolds echoes this argument
throughout his thoughtful study of Cather’s work, Willa
Cather in Context: Progress, Race, Empire. Infact, the
last line of his book is his assertion that Death Comes
for the Archbishop, while beginning as an “open text,”
eventually becomes “an evasive” one (173).

In considering the competing claims made about
Cather, | would like to return briefly to the novel's
prologue. If one is to claim that Death Comes for the
Archbishop is, at heart, another romanticized justifica-
tion of American conquest, then what is one to do with
the Cardinal's comment about preferring to “see”
America’s Indians through the lens of James Fenimore
Cooper’s novels? This seems to me to be quite clearly
a moment of textual self-reflexivity in which Cather
comments wryly on the Anglo-European tendency to
prefer fictional representations of the cultural Other
over facts. The Cardinal does not even bother to
argue Ferrand’s point — that, in truth, southwest
Indians do not live in wigwams. He simply dismisses
this fact as unimportant. He prefers to think of all
Indians as Cooper’s Indians and thus he will continue
do so. Period.

The Cardinal's remarks also indicate that Cather
was highly aware of the power of fiction to represent
and, in essence, “become” reality for readers. Given
this awareness, | think we must be careful when
reading Cather as she “represents” America. On the
one hand, her understanding of the relationship
between history and fiction makes her misrepresenta-.
tion of Padre Martinez, other Mexican priests, and
certain aspects of New Mexican history very troubling.
On the other hand, one must be careful not to misread
Cather'’s characters and narrator as the author herself.
A common problem for Cather critics is the ambiguous
characterization of her protagonists; from Jim Burden,
to Niel Herbert, to Godfrey St. Peter and Tom Outland,
to Father Jean Latour, the probiem remains the same:
do we readers assume they are protagonists who
speak “for” Cather? Or are they complex and flawed
characters who are subject to authorial criticism?

| think they are the latter, and thus the problem of
“Americans” and “America” becomes much more
complex. While Latour is clearly meant to be an
admirable man, his is only one voice among many in



this narrative. In fact, Death Comes for the Archbishop
is unusual in its “multi-voicedness” — many stories are
told by many people, often in opposition to one
another. Indeed, Father Latour's stated intention to
“Americanize” the Mexican Catholics who form the bulk
of his congregation is met head-on by Mexicans who
refuse steadfastly to comply. One young man says
pointedly, “They say at Albuquerque that now we are
all Americans, but that is not true, Padre. | will never
be an American. They are infidels . . . . We want our
own ways and our own religion” (27). In fact, Mexi-
cans are not a one-dimensional category in this text,

and that fact complicates the contest between cultures

for a nation. For instance, portraits of the rich rancher,
Antonio -Olivares, who is ‘“intelligent and prosper-
ous . . . aman of wide experience, a man of the world”
(175), and of his friend, Manuel Chavez, who “love[s]
the natural beauties of his country with a passion, and
. . . hated the Americans who were blind to them”
(183) counteract other depictions of Mexicans as
humble, obedient, uneducated peons. “The Mexican”
as such does not exist in Death Comes for the Arch-
bishop and this fact, | believe, undermines any argu-
ment for the narrative as solely or even primarily a
manifesto for America’s manifest destiny.

In fact, what becomes clear to me in reading this
text is the lack of the “traditional” depiction of the
American as the all-conquering, white, Protestant,
male. Even Kit Carson, certainly an American icon, is
Catholic and married to a Mexican woman. Moreover,
and more interestingly, Cather radically complicates
the reception of Native Americans in Death Comes for
the Archbishop, and their implications for her larger
vision of America. Gerald Vizenor argues that Ameri-
can Indians suffer enormously from the ways in which
the dominant culture misrepresents them. Vizenor
calls such representations “manifest manners . . . . the
simulations of dominance; the notions and misnomers
that are read as the authentic and sustained as
representations of native American Indians” (5-6). We
are, like Cather's Cardinal; familiar with the “noble
savage,” for instance, of Cooper's novels, as well as
the “bloodthirsty redskins” of John Wayne movies.
Vizenor argues that such representations are reality for
other Americans; we do not see Native Americans, we
see only simulations of them as represented to us by
fiction or the media.

The Cardinal’s remarks in the preface indicate that
Cather was certainly aware of these simulations; the
question a cultural critic may ask is, “Does Cather
herself engage in such representations?” The answer
to this question is rather complicated. Father Latour's
relationship with his indian guide, Jacinto, is one
example of the complexity with which Cather repre-
sents Native Americans. When Latour asks Jacinto
the name of a mountain, he says, “The Laguna Indians
call Snow-Bird mountain,” and when Latour replies,
“That is very nice . . . that is a pretty name,” Jacinto
comments, “Oh, Indians have nice names too! . . .
quickly, with a curl of the lip” (90-91). Jacinto’s refer-

ence to European prejudices is quickly passed over,

but it prefaces one of the Bishop’s many meditations

on “Indian culture:”
The Bishop seldom questioned Jacinto about his
thoughts or beliefs. He didn’t think it polite, and he
believed it to be useless. There was no way in
which he could transfer his own memories of Euro-
pean civilization into the Indian mind, and he was
quite willing to believe that behind Jacinto there was
a long tradition, a story of experience, which no lan-
guage could translate to him. (92)

Is this an example of manifest manners? After all, the
“Indian mind” as some sort of separate entity is postu-
lated, as is, in fact, the “European one.” The Bishop
perceives a great divide between Jacinto and himseif,
based upon their different ethnicities and cultural
experiences. There is “no language” which can
communicate the “Indian experience” to Latour nor the
“European one” to Jacinto. Here is an unbridgeable
gulf, “difference,” “Othermess” — all the catch phrases
for domestic Orientalism at work. On the other hand,
there does not seem to be any implication of “Europe-
an superiority” here. In fact, Latour recognizes “Indian
culture” as having as long and presumably as illustri-
ous a history as that of Europe. And, indeed, could
not one read Latour’s refusal to “convert” Jacinto, and
to explain and impose his own ideas on him, as
admirable? Such a refusal could be interpreted as an
unusual recognition of difference not as a racially-
based, but as the result of “experience” and “tradition,”
each one deserving of respect.

As this particular night progresses, Latour and
Jacinto do, in fact, discuss their beliefs about the stars.
Latour says that “The wise men tell us they are worlds,
like ours,” which Jacinto considers thoughtfully, and
replies, “l think not . . . | think they are leaders — great
spirits.” Latour replies, “Perhaps they are . . . . What-
ever they are, they are great” (93). Here two beliefs,
two traditions, are, in fact, shared across the cultural
divide — and neither is given precedence over the
other as the truth. ’

After this discussion, the Bishop “went to sleep
thinking with satisfaction that he was beginning to have
some sort of human companionship with his Indian
boy” (93). Instantly, the wary reader is alerted to the
patronizing term, “boy,” and the Bishop’s self-satisfac-
tion at having actually attained “human” interaction with
him/it. But Latour catches himself, musing that,

One called the young Indians ‘boys,” perhaps

because there was something youthful and elastic

in their bodies. Certainly about their behavior there

was nothing boyish in the American sense, nor even

in the European sense. Jacinto was never, by any

chance, naif; he was never taken by surprise. One

felt that his training, whatever it had been, had

prepared him to meet any situation which might

confront him. (93)

Immediately, we are admonished that Indians are not

boys, and we are also returned to implicit suggestions

about -the “European mind” — that it applies adjec-
(Continued on page 10)






“Willa Cather on Mesa Verde”:
A Report on the
Fall Cather Symposium

Amy Kort
University of Wisconsin-Madison

From October 20 to 23, 1999, “Willa Cather on
Mesa Verde: A Symposium” brought scholars and
readers from across the nation to the Far View Lodge
in the Mesa Verde National Park to experience first-
hand Cather’'s Mesa Verde. The Symposium, orga-
nized by John Swift and sponsored by Occidental
College and the Willa Cather Pioneer Memorial and
Educational Foundation, was attended by 106 partici-
pants who came to present and discuss papers on
topics representing the most current work in Cather
studies and to learn more about the Anasazi culture,
one of the most ancient in North America.

Everyone arrived knowing at least one version of
Cather’s story. In August of 1915, Willa Cather and
Edith Lewis spent a week on Mesa Verde exploring the
Anasazi ruins which came to figure so prominently in
The ProfesSor's House. Although the story is disputed,
according fo an August 26, 1915, New York Times
article, Cather and Lewis were left injured and ex-
hausted by their experience at the hands of poor
guides. We, on the other hand, endured few hardships
and without exception left the mesa with a deepened
understanding of Cather’s life and work.

Being on the mesa lends itself to reflection and a
renewed sense of perspective. From the white morn-
ing light that streamed through the windows of the Far
View Lodge at breakfast to the evening shadows which
colored breathtaking vistas at the canyon rim, the
experience of Mesa Verde challenged us to reconsider
both past and future and our place in between.
Fittingly, then, many of the papers and discussions
arising from our meetings focused on our changing
understanding of history and our projections for the
future of Cather studies. The symposium opened with
a presentation by David Harrell, “From The Professor’s
House to the Roundhouse,” in which he recounted his
own journey from his work on the mesa in From Mesa
Verde to The Professor’s House to his return to
Cather studies as a symposium speaker. Harrell's
discussion of the place of literature and the opportu-
nities for scholars outside of the academy prompted a
particularly topical discussion of the evolving place of
literary studies in American culture. In many respects,
Harreil's ability to make the literature and history of this
area immediate to our everyday lives and concerns set
the standard for many of our further discussions
throughout the conference. =~

Thursday began with paper sessions focusing on
such issues as “Meaning and the Mesa,” “Time,
History, and Community,” and “Excavations,” preparing
us for what was perhaps one of the most startiing and
beautiful moments of the conference, an afternoon

plenary session in the Amphitheater at the canyon rim.
Merrill Skaggs and Joe Urgo spoke from the platform
of the Amphitheater and challenged us to reconsider
our assumptions about Cather’s place in literature and
history. Standing against the enormous backdrop of
the canyon and the pale blue expanse of afternoon
sky, Skaggs presented “Cather and the Father of
History: Mark Twain,” in which she shared details from
Cather's and Twain's work suggesting a -dialogue
between the two in which it was Twain who found
influence and inspiration from a young Willa Cather.
Joe Urgo’s discussion of “Multiculturalism as Nostalgia
in Cather, Faulkner, and the United States Culture”

_prompted us to ask how much Americans’ current
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interest in cultural diversity might signal the end of a
genuinely . multicultural United States and sparked a
lively debate about the future and focus of multicul-
turalism and multicultural studies. We were hesitant to
leave our discussions and this unexpected venue, but
refreshments and a reception at the Spruce Tree
terrace lured us away.

Our day concluded back at Far View Lodge with a
plenary session devoted to investigating Cather's
development over the course of her career. Sue
Rosowski- presented “The Greening of Language in
The Professor's House,” in which she considered the
development of meta-narrative and metonymy in The
Professor’s House, finding that in this novel fiction is
renewed through language. John Murphy’s presenta-
tion, “Willa Cather's Embracing and Replacing of the
Cliff Dweller's Culture,” juxtaposed The Professor’s
House and The Song of the Lark. Murphy analyzed
the way cliff dweller culture figures in these two novels,
suggesting that in The Professors House Cather
changes her perspective and concludes with the
romantic view of art as being religious.

Friday’s tour of the Cliff Palace was, for many, the
central event of the symposium. Throughout all of
these presentations, the Cliff Palace was ever present
as one of Cather's great fascinations. By Friday
afternoon, we had already heard much about the effect
of the mesa and its history on Cather. We had read
Cather’s depiction of the Cliff Palace’s transformative
effect on Tom Outland and had seen tantalizing
glimpses of the ruins from our travels atop the mesa.
Many of us had heard excerpts from Laura Winters’
introspective narrative of Cather's experience on Mesa
Verde (published in the last Newsletter and Review).
We were more than eager to experience the CIiff
Palace for ourselves, and our guided tour allowed us
to see and touch these ruins and also to hear about
some of the most recent archeological findings from
the site,

The cliff dwellings could easily be viewed at a
distance from the buses and from the canyon rim.
Wayside exhibits depicted the development of the
ancestral Pueblo culture, and maps directed us to
some of the otherwise indiscernibie edifices built into
the cliff side. For those getting their first view of

(Continued on page 12)



FALL SYMPOSIUM
(Continued)

these remarkable structures, the words of Willa Cather

seemed incredibly immediate and evocative:
set in a great cavern in the face of the cliff, | saw a
little city of stone, asleep. It was as still as sculp-
ture — and something like that. It all hung together,
seemed to have a kind of composition: pale little
houses of stone nestling close to one another,
perched on top of each other, with flat roofs, narrow
windows, straight walls. (The Professor's House,
179-180)

Cather’s description in The Professor's House sug-
gests a sense of wonder the likes of which every
member of our tour seemed to express. A National
Park tour guide was ready to supply an explanation to
many of our questions, taking time to describe to
participants the methods of construction of the pit-
houses and even how we could witness the Anasazi’s
developing architecture through a comparison among
the excavated sites.

For the brave (and most participants were very
brave) the tour guide led the groups down from the
mesa and into the Cliff Palace, the largest of the cliff
dwellings. Cather was especially intrigued by the
people who had built these cliff dwellings. Our guide
provided us with a history of their fate as we looked
through the windows and climbed around the struc-
tures they had left behind. The Anasazi, being highly
skilled craftsmen, constructed the buildings within the
cliff dwellings by carefully shaping sandstone into
rectangular blocks about the size of loaves of bread.
Mortar consisted of mud and water. The walls were
built tall and straight with stones precisely shaped and
mortared. However, the guide asked the seminar
participants to note the more recent structures and the
additions on the tops of towers. Here construction
seems to be more haphazard. The stones are not so
well shaped, the mortar is sloppy, and the lines of the
structure become less regular, often sagging. All of
this, in the thinking of the experts, seems to represent
a pressured, declining society, and by about 1300
Mesa Verde was deserted.

Coming into the Cliff Palace proved much easier
than leaving. Not only were we hesitant to end our
tour, but we also found that the Cliff Palace retained its
original exit: a difficult route up hand-hewn ladders and
through remarkably narrow rocky passages where we
observed the hand- and toe- holds once used by the
Anasazi. As our group climbed up a ladder that iooked
much steeper from below than it had from above, we
steadied ourselves at the shallow niches the Anasazi
had carved into the sandstone. | realized then just
how courageous and dedicated were the members of
our symposium. We ended this day of exploration with
a banquet accompanied by the flute music of David
Nighteagle. Using an instrument native to the region,
Nighteagle’s haunting music reflected the mystery that
had permeated our day’s experience on the mesa.
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The symposium officially concluded with a fourth
plenary session at noon on Saturday, involving an
open discussion of the breadth and the future of
Cather studies with David Harrell, John Murphy, Sue
Rosowski, Merrill Skaggs, and Joe Urgo, moderated by
John Swift. WCPM President Betty Kort later made a
special plea to the participants for support of the
Cather Foundation Opera House Restoration project
and also talked about the transition within the WCPM
to a new Executive Director, Steve Ryan. Ryan then
spent a few minutes discussing the various services
the Cather Foundation provides for ongoing Cather
studies.

As the plenary session ended, congratulations and
high praise were prolific for John Swift, director of the
symposium. Swift had approached the WCPM board
over two years earlier, excited about the possibility of
a symposium on Mesa Verde after he and his family
had explored the site. He had described Mesa Verde,
extolled the virtues of Far View Lodge, claimed the fall
weather to be unbeatable, and eagerly suggested that
the WCPM Board of Governors not only co-sponsor
the symposium but also hold the fall board meeting
there. The success of “Willa Cather on Mesa Verde:
A Symposium” proved that Swift had not exaggerated.

Following the noon plenary session, the Cather
Foundation Board of Governors members who had
come for the conference went on to hoid an official
board meeting as planned. The WCPM was well
represented at the Board of Governors meeting.
Present were Betty Kort, president, Dave Garwood,
past president, Bruce Baker, Ann Billesbach, John
Murphy, Ann Romines, Sue Rosowski, Merrill Skaggs,
John Swift, Jay Yost, and newly appointed WCPM
Executive Director Steve Ryan.

While the WCPM board met, symposium partici-
pants were let loose upon the mesa and free to
explore on our own. Armed with cameras, box
lunches, and sturdy shoes, many of us braved some of
the mesa’s many hiking trails such as the 2.8 mile
Petroglyph Point Trail. My journey on this trail led me
through a three-hour climb winding up the side of
Mesa Verde canyon and to a panel of Anasazi petro-
glyphs, ancient art carved into the stone. The trail
turned out to be as ruggedly beautiful up close as it
had appeared from the many vantage points along the
mesa rim. Once up to the top of the rim again, a
hiking trail took us back to Spruce Tree Terrace, and
then we were soon back at Far View Lodge where
many of us enjoyed our last dinner together.

Sunday morning found a smaller, but tenacious,
group at breakfast in the Metate Room of the Far View
Lodge. There, as the white light again streamed into
the dining room, the group took one final look west-
ward over the mesa. Farewells said, the last of the
participants began the breathtaking, winding descent
from Cather's Mesa.

David Harrell, in From Mesa Verde to The Profess-
or's House, describes Cather’'s unique engagement
with the mesa: “it was a rich week that Cather spent



on the Mesa Verde. Whether she realized it or not,

she was surrounded by the raw materials of one of her

future stories” (68). For those of us on the journey, the
experience proved rich and provocative, perhaps
providing us with future stories as well.
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Cather’s “Disruptive Excess”:
A Feminist Reading
of “A Wagner Matinee”

Daniel D. Fineman
Occidental College

Willa Cather's “A Wagner Matinee” presents the
reader with a central intelligence, Aunt Georgiana,
around whom the narrative runs, but from whom we
hear, directly, nearly nothing. Georgiana is spoken for
by her husband, Uncle Howard, and the first person
male narrator, her nephew, Clark. This arrangement,
which Cather uses to advantage elsewhere, suggests
the subtlety of the author’s fictional technique and may
presage something about her paradoxical convictions
concerning the possibility or advisability of women’s
speaking for themselves.

This narrative stance, this distancing of the men-
tality at issue from the reader’s direct grasp, is not that
peculiar as a standard method for the preservation of
suspense, or, to say the same thing, to prevent the
premature ending of the narration. in Doyle, this
keeps Sherlock’s insights under wraps while the reader
is impeded by Watson’s conceptual bumblings. In
James, the ficelle or companion keeps us not from the
presence of insight, but from the precocious discovery
of its absence. In Cather, this silence of the central
woman is never in itself undone. Its persistence,
however, seems not to be simply a resignation to or
acceptance of male censorship, but-rather a victory for
an expression between speeches, a victory that only
Is_,eems pyrrhic to those who. cannot hear between the
ines. :

The dilemma of patriarchal ubiquity — a double
bind in which to speak against patriarchy is to deploy
its discourse and thus confirm its immanence —
haunts certain feminists. Judith Butler, for example,
gives one succinct version of the problematic in
Gender Trouble: “the repression of the feminine does
not require that the agency of repression and the
object of repression be ontologically distinct. Indeed,
repression may be understood to produce the object
that it comes to deny” (93). Wherever one goes,
gendering must already be, since the availability of any
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discursive position demonstrates infallibly that the
position, however nominally liberationist, is within the
structure of patriarchy. To speak is to iterate, to be
silent is to acquiesce. What expression is conceivable
that does not bear with it the implict axiom of its own
constitution?

Luce Irigaray implies, not a solution, but a kind of
mechanism that may be at work in Cather’s story.
Since for Irigaray all language is phallocentric, every
discourse “of or about woman [must bej . . . a recu-
peration of the feminine within a logic that maintains it
in repression, censorship, nonrecognition” (Not One
78). The outside of patriarchy must be in its midst,
since no “elsewhere” is available. This “interior mar-
gin” must be the very center of intelligibility, its
taxonomy, its structure of sense. lIrigaray suggests
that this center can be assaulted, not by postulating an
essential feminine outside, but by the implicit recogni-
tion of the inessential, unstable character of contra-
puntal cognitive structures themselves. What “A
Wagner Matinee” implies through narrative disruptions
and uncertainties is that the system of oppositional
sense, of which gender is a part, is maintained through
a logical tyranny whose rudiments keep everything —
and especially women — in place. This feminine
“place,” as the devalued term in the dyad of gender, is
maintained by both the valorized and devalorized
terms. Each substantiates the other. Only an immer-
sion into their contradictory mutuality brings them out
of a world of contrapuntal exclusion and manifests their
mutual definition. This immersion appears formally as
a melting along the midline, the permeability of the
virgule that normally only mirrors the oppositional
terms which constitute the binary. Such a melting or
deliquescence does not constitute a Hegelian
Aufhebung, for it precedes no “larger synthesis.” Such
a reconstitution of taxonomy would proclaim it as fixity
of position reasserted at ‘a higher level.” Instead, what
occurs is liquefaction without a reinitialization into a
phallic logos.

" The “woman’s narrative” of “A Wagner Matinee” is
told through men, but men whose apparent discomfort
with their own expressive medium portends their
inability to capture or hold their feminine object within
the bounds of male language. Clark’s language when
he sees his aunt disturbingly underscores his and its
inadequacy: “Her own figure, at once pathetic and
grotesque . . . opened before my feet a gulf of recol-
lection” (97). Here the story’s sustained brutish
Freudian symbolism begins a frolic between phallic
and vaginal objects. Clark’s reaction to the female
body as a huge gulf suggests not the absence of the
phallus but the power of that which only appears as a
lack. He feels “in short, the gangling farmer-boy” (97).
Not just space but time opens; the reader is presented
with an interstice in male discourse that appears not as
purely missing element but as an expansion. Here we
find hinted a world between, one reminiscent of youth
in which matriarchal power ruled a world, where

(Continued on page 14)



CATHER'’S “DISRUPTIVE EXCESS”
(Continued)

standard verbal expression found its limit in the body
of the female. Into this fluid, socially dangerous space
the narrative goes.

James Woodress notes in his preface to his edition
of The Troll Garden that only in the case of “A Wagner
Matinee” did the evolution of the tale in its revisions
not suggest motives of aesthetic improvement. Rather,
Cather seems to capitulate to social pressures to
ameliorate the tale’s harsh visions (Cather xxvi-viii). It
is exactly those visions, however, which mark the
story’s aspirations to disturb the system that rejects
them. The following instructive image was, for in-
stance, edited out of later editions: “She looked not
unlike one of those charred, smoked bodies that
firemen lift from the debris of a burned building” (xxvii-
viii). This image, of the desiccated female body, is
central to the story’s competing metaphors of rigidity —
taxonomic, social, perceptual — and liquefaction of
those categories at the border of their demarcation. lts
abandonment is not an improvement but rather a
surrender to those forces that it exposes.

Especially in its early versions, “A Wagner Ma-
tinee” is notable for symbolic patterns that facilitate
what Irigaray calls a “disruptive excess” (Not One 78),
a liberation within the masculine binary that consistent-
ly undoes figures of petrifaction grounded in opposi-
tion. The narrative consistently establishes and then
conflates opposites. The recurring metaphor that facili-
tates this confluence is the liquefaction of rigidities.
For example, as Clark introduces Aunt Georgiana to
his landiady he notes that not just excess heat (as in
the expunged metaphor of the seared corpse), but also
excess cold plague the female body. “l saw my aunt’s
misshapen figure with that feeling of awe and upset
with which we behold explorers who have left their
ears and fingers north of Franz Josef Land, or their
health somewhere on the Upper Congo” (95). These
defamiliarized opposites of temperature also imply the
antagonism of exposure and shade: the white expanse
of snow and the heart of darkness. No golden mean
is proposed for the female. She is, like the missing
phallic appendages here, always already castrated,
doomed by the very logic of sense at either extreme.

The sense of split identity externalized by these
colonial references is carried forward as the narrator
continues to explore her alienated monstrosity. Clark’s
xenophobia reacts to the contradictions engendered in
the female body, whose foreign character is the
paradoxical result of her domestic labor: “her shoulders
were now almost bent together over her sunken chest
. .. her skin was as yellow as a Mongolian’s from the
constant exposure to the pitiless wind and alkaline
water” (96). Like Shelley’s monster, whose yellow skin
inspires Frankenstein’s abhorrence of his creation and
smacks of a possible racism, the aunt appears to Clark
in the guise of the other. And like the overheard
orangutan in Poe’s “Murders of the Rue Morgue,” Clark

sees the female’s distance from the sense of man as
a series of false and logically mutually exclusive
identifications.

These images of contending opposites engender-
ing a being outside the taxonomies of the relatively
naive, if self-satisfied, perception of the story’s narrator
reflect Clark’s vision and his memories of her chimer-
ical character. She was, he recalls, a woman of
sophistication and learning who was capable of sensi-
tivity but bound to the endless trivial cycles of a frontier
home. Like most frontier women of her era, she could
only cling to her intellectual attributes as if they were
an odd and demanding appendage sewn onto the
body of her grinding duties. She taught Latin, Shakes-
peare, and music while engaged in the drudgery of
raising six children, supplying the needs of a home-
stead, and attending to an insensitive husband. Clark
recognizes in these doubled virtues not a reward but
“her martyrdom” (96). She is like an incarnate oxy-
moron, someone who embodied aesthetic capacity but
was fated to repetitive manual labor.

Aunt Georgiana's very consciousness seems to
lurk between two opposing states, sleeping and
waking. She is a Janus figure of mind. Her mental
liminality is much like that of Poe’s Valdemar, tapped
between two worlds and two men, mesmerized and/or
dead: “She was,” he sees, “still in a semi-somnambu-
lant state” (96). Her trip, the space/time between West
and East, appears as a dream. “She had no recollec-
tion of anything but her discomfort, and, to all intents
and purposes, there were but a few hours of nightmare
between the farm in Red Willow County and my study
on Newbury Street” (96). Clark’s reaction to this mind
in the middie is to desire the continuation of her
zombie existence, rather than to hope for the life of
spirit: “I could only wish her tastes for music quite
dead” (97). Clark, like Aylmer in the Hawthorne tale
for which Georgiana may be named, “The Birthmark,”
is interested in the body of the woman at whatever
cost to her character and aesthetic capacity. “l began
to think it would have been better to get her back to
Red Willow County without waking her” (97). Mascu-
line narrative likes the paradoxical state of the undead.
It prefers that those who do man’s bidding have little
consciousness of the services they render or the
opportunities they forgo.

As his aunt begins to wake, Clark begins to
concede that his vision reflects his own ossified

_conception as much as her atrophy. To negotiate this
-transition, Cather moves from images from distant,
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intemperate lands to symbols vested with time and
history. These classical allusions suit her technique of
conflated opposites. The monuments to which Clark
compares her are at once ancient and familiar. “How
superficially | had judged her. She sat looking about
her with eyes as impersonal, almost as stony, as those
of the granite Rameses in a museum watches the froth
and fret that ebbs and flows about his pedestal —
separated from it by one lonely stretch of centuries”
(97). This reference is psychological, symbolic, and



Biblical, and it suggests the blurring of these cate-
gories. The monuments suggest those of Abu Simbel,
the temple built by Rameses Il (1292-1225 BC), gener-
ally conceded to be the pharaoh of Exodus. His
temple figures, now moved, were built with their feet
toward the Nile and their backs to the desert. They
mark the interface between water and sand, life and
death. The Old Testament allusion hints at a typology
between Nebraska’s bleak landscape and the wilder-
ness of the Biblical Jews. This symbolism suggests a
parallel to Georgiana’s barren physical and intellectual
life, but also to the growing hope brought about by her
exodus from the dull iterations of farm life.

To keep even this complex conceit from stabilizing
into a category of fixed interpretation, Cather almost
immediately balances the image of ancient desert heat
with one of contemporary cold. Suddenly, Georgiana
appears as an old miner just come “from a frozen . . .
Yukon” (98). Like the Rameses, this Jack Lon-
donesque character is remote, separated by a “gulf no
haberdasher could bridge” (98). This idea of bridging
(or the impossibility of bridging) water, a central one to
Cather since her first novel, is here cast sartorially to
prepare for;the coming thaw in the frozen coding of
dress. Until now in the story, clothes have emphasized
Georgiana’s entrapment by a fixed assignment of
gender position because “she had surrendered herself
unquestioningly into the hands of a country dress-
maker” (95). Both the male narrator and his female
focus begin to escape from rigid categories, unleashed
by the matinee’s middie state, its lyric freedom be-
tween their contending worlds.

Clark begins to see in her, and for himself, a
metaphor no longer colorless and static but bright and
expressive. The images move from stone and ice to
oil paint, a medium at once fluid and stable. Here the
clothes of those women who populate the matinee
begin to become not the registers of social confine-
ment but the place of public expression, an apprecia-
tion of the aesthetic. “My Aunt Georgiana regarded
them as though they had been so many daubs of tube-
paint on a palette” (98). A shift in subjectivity has
occurred. Clark no longer looks at his aunt, objectifies
her as a desiccated horror, but now looks through her
eyes at a world mobilized, unstable: a world at once
mimetic and real, mobile and yet comprehensible.

This deliquescence of the images of ancient stone
is facilitated by a discourse that moves from the
sculptural to the painterly, from stiff finality to kinetic
moisture. In the galleries of the musical theatre, the
waking odd couple sees the oxymoronic image of
nature as art. The vibrant sea of brightly colored
women appears as a ‘“veritable hanging garden,
brilliant as tulip beds . . . the color of bodices past
counting, the shimmer of fabrics soft and firm, silky and
sheer; red, mauve, pink, blue, purple, ecru, rose,
yellow, cream, and white, all the colors an impres-
sionist finds in a sunlit landscape” (98). The natural
world is metaphorized here. No longer a threat of rigid
extremes, the world, like music, becomes pliable with
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sensual delight under the agency of art and through
the allusion to enduring love. The Hanging Gardens of
Babylon are the only one of the ancient wonders to
blend the architectonic and the vegetative. They are
also the only one of the seven wonders created as an
expression of love’s triumph over a bleak plain. Built
for his wife Amytis in order to satisfy her longing for
her native Median Hills, Nebuchadnezzar altered the
flora and topography of his kingdom. For the tale, this
emblem synthesizes the opposites that have informed
the previous allusions: dead past and living present,
physical and psychic life, flat iterations and elevated
aspirations, the natural and the aesthetic. The symbol
anticipates perfectly the story’s climactic liquefaction:
the sensual experience of music beyond the capacity
of written expression.

As the music comes on, the descriptions become
more and more sensual and evocative of a magical
and sexual appreciation, the sensations that Nietzsche
found in the Dionysian element of Wagner's music.
We see the “varnished bellies of the 'cellos” and the
“long bow strokes . . . as a conjurer’s stick” (98). Here
the instruments themselves move between sex, nature,
and art, a mutual invigoration: “the violin bows that
drove obliquely downward, like the peiting streak of
rain in a summer shower” (99). The dried plains of her
Nebraska as well as her dried body and the desert of
the Old Testament, all seem to participate in this
invigoration. The liquid image, a placebo for the more
erotic flows alluded to by this climactic moment, is also
manifest elsewhere: “Her eyes were closed, but the
tears were glistening on her cheeks, and . . . in my
eyes as well” (100). A coming together between
Georgiana and Clark, between potential and actual,
between female and male, between the physical and
aesthetic, has punctured “a dullness of thirty years,
through films made little by little” (99). These /s and
“eyes” are undone as rigid formations and melt into the
commingled opposites that Nietzsche also felt in the
experience of Wagner: “The Dionysian, with its primor-
dial joy experienced in pain itself, is the common
source of music and tragic myth” (Birth 90).

Clark recognizes that this spiritual hydration
challenges his previous notions of fixities in character
and spiritual possibility. He sees in his aunt the
coming together of opposites. “It never really died
then — the soul . . . it withers to the outward eye only;
like that strange moss which can lie on a dusty shelf
half a century and yet, if placed in water, grows green
again. She wept” (100). This revivification bursts the
borders and limits, the barriers of space and concept
that had constrained the narrative, “as a shallow vessel
overflows in a rainstorm” (100). This is liberation: this
symbolizes the “excess” that Irigaray sees as the free-
ing moment of a self that no longer capitulates to
taxonomies of gender.

Again, the challenge to binary thought is made
manifest with a literary, geographic, and historical
allusion that serves all of Cather's interests. As

(Continued on page 16)
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