


PATRIMONY OF BLUE MESA
(Continued)

This paper will argue that patrimony is likewise at
the center of The Professor’s House, and that Cather
interrogates this idea in a way similar to recent de-
bates over museum theory. This is not to say that her
views exactly agree with today’s cultural theorists, for
they do not. Nor should we evaluate the novel, or its
author, according to their compliance to the orthodox-
ies of the present. But the work of Donna Haraway,
Steven Greenblatt, James Clifford, Carol Duncan, and
others, may at least refine our understanding of one of
Cather’s richest and most challenging novels.

The museum, as a modemn institution, evolved
from the private collections of princes. The earlier
collections, of art, war trophies and objects of vertu
were designed to showcase the wealth and power of
the lord or prelate. When the French Revolutionary
government turned the Louvre into a national gallery,
it transformed as well the theory of museums (Duncan
88). Although the modern museum may appear to be
a neutral space for displaying objects of great beauty
or cultural significance, the museum, as originally
intended by the French Revolutionaries, becomes a
way of defining the modern secular state. As Carol
Duncan explains, “the work of art, now displayed as
public property, becomes the means through which the
relationship between the individual as citizen and the
state as benefactor is enacted” (94). The objects on
display are shorn of whatever original personal or
cuitural or religious function they might once have had,
are redefined as objects of art history produced by
original geniuses, and now part of the national patri-
mony (Duncan 99, Clifford 255).

The visitor to the museum is asked to bring a
“certain state of receptivity” (Duncan 91) and to as-
sume a special role as an enlightened citizen. Donna
Haraway has shown that the same sort of reinvention
of the spectator is implied by the American Museum of
Natural History as well. Here, rather than art, the
physical environment — a subdued and idealized
Nature — is presented as the patrimony. Entering the
Theodore Roosevelt Memorial of the museum, one
finds that “Youth, paternal solicitude, virile defense of
democracy, and intense emotional connection to
nature are the unmistakeable themes” (Haraway 27).
In short, one is asked to become the ideal boy or
young man of the Teddy Roosevelt era, something like
an Eagle Scout — rather like Tom Outland, in fact.
Whether viewing an art museum or a natural history
museum, then, one encounters “powerful identity
defining machines” which “control the representation of
community and some of its hightest, most authoritative
truths” (Duncan 101, 102). ' '

Or so it seemed until recently. Museum theory in
recent years has been immensely' complicated by the

refusal of various groups to have their cultural identity
folded into a national narrative. Thus various Native
American tribal groups in Canada and the United
States have sued for the return of what is theirs, not
some idealized. citizen’s, patrimony. The result has
been a reexamination of basic premises by museum
directors, a heightened consciousness of what it
means to display culture, and the development of
alternative curatorial practices. A recent essay by
James Clifford (who has worked out his ideas on
museums in detail in The Predicament of Culture)
explores how the new museum consciousness moti-
vates “Four Northwest Coast Museums” in British
Columbia to approach Native American culture in
several ways, none of which pretend to the preemptive
national authority of the old practice.

On Blue Mesa, in that long ago time before he met
the Professor, Tom Outland, tutored by Father Du-
chene and assisted by Roddy Blake, attempted to train
himself in museum practice. He carefully removed
specimens and catalogued them in his diary. In
choosing artifacts for his visit to Washington, Tom does
what museum curators typically do, or did, when
selecting objects to exhibit, identifying the most repre-
sentative and artistically best works, and motivated by
“the sense of owning a collection that is a treasure . . .
for the national patrimony, and for humanity” (Clifford
225). Less obviously, Tom is also making himself over
into the ideal museum audience, viewing Blue Mesa
and its Anasazi relics with rapt attention, experiencing
what Stephen Greenblatt calls “resonance and won-
der,” wonder being the response to the beauty of a
museum object, while resonance is conveyed by the
historical and cultural associations of the artifact —
here evoked by the speculations of Father Duchene
and Tom about the story of Mother Eve, and the fate:
of the villagers who went out to the plains and never
returned.

Thus Tom, on his remote mesa, is enacting
cultural rituals which define his relation to the state and
bring him to the roles of enlightened citizen and ideal
Rooseveltian youth. When he travels to Washington,
then, it is not surprising that the national symbols he
encounters there evoke in him some of the same
emotions he feels among the Anasazi ruins of Biue
Mesa:

I got off the train, just behind the Capitol building,

one cold bright January morning. | stood for a long

while watching the white dome against a flashing
blue sky, with a very religious feeling . . . . |
decided to put off my business for a little and give
myself a week to enjoy the city. That was the most
sensible thing | did while | was there. For that week
| was wonderfully happy. (225)

What he then meets, of course, is the world of reat
politics: the expediency and compromise of small and

selfish hearts, museum directors who seek only
. (Continued on page 56)
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(Continued)

honors and grants and career advancement, and petty
clerks who ask for precious relics to use as ashtrays.
(These are insects of the same sort as the university
administrators and state legislators who bedevil the life
of Godfrey St. Peter.)

Only upon his return to Blue Mesa, and his discov-
ery that Roddy has sold the relics, does Tom fully
articulate the museum theory which has controlled his
actions. | want to look at this moment in detail, be-
cause it seems to me that here Cather disrupts and
undercuts this theory and shows her own resistance to
the idea of cultural patrimony. In his last, bitter argu-
ment with Roddy Blake, Tom asserts of the relics
that

“l never thought of selling them, because they

weren’t mine to sell — nor yours! They belonged to

this country, to the State, and to all the people.

They belonged to boys like you and me, that have

no other ancestors to inherit from. You've gone and

sold them to a country that's got plenty of relics of

its own. You've gone and sold your country’s

secrets, like Dreyfus. . . . I'm not so poor that | have

to sell the pots and pans that belonged to my poor

grandmothers, a thousand years ago.” (242-43)

This is the novel’s, and Tom'’s clearest statement of the
notion of patrimony upon which traditional museum
theory is based. Yet | hope | am not the only reader
who finds that Tom’s sincere statement of moral
outrage trembles on the edge of self-parody. One is
reminded of Major General Stanley’s boast, in The
Pirates of Penzance, of the ancestors buried in his
estate’s private cemetery. When challenged that he
has only recently purchased the property, General
Stanley indignantly responds that he bought the
ancestors too: “I don't know whose ancestors they
were, but | know whose ancestors they are . . .” (83).
So, too, Tom’s claim of the Anasazi as his, and his
nation’s ancestors, rests upon assumptions which are
so unsupportable — so fundamentally silly — that they
can hardly be spoken aloud. Similarly, Cather, and |
think the older Tom, undercuts Outland’s moral author-
ity by having him assert an anti-Dreyfus slur in pass-
ing, and by his claiming a plan to work and continue
lobbying the Smithsonian, which is, as he admits (to
us), “a lie” (243).

This scene of crisis, filled with mutual betrayal and -

unintended revelation, is followed, somewhat strangely,
by Tom’s summer of intense happiness on Blue Mesa,
his “high tide” (251). Upon returning to the Mesa from
a futile excursion into Tarpin to look for Roddy, Tom
felt that

this was the first night | was ever really on the mesa
at all —the first night al! of me was there. This was
the first time | ever saw it as a whole. It all came
together in my understanding, as a series of experi-
ments do when you begin to see where they are
leading. Something had happened to me in that it
made it possible for me to coordinate and simplify,
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and that process, going on in my mind, brought with

it great happiness. It was possession. ... For me

the mesa was no longer an adventure, but a relig-

ious emotion. | had read of filial piety in the Latin

poets, and | knew that was what | felt for this place.

It had formerly been mixed up with other motives;

but now that they were gone, | had my happiness

unalloyed. (250-51)
| read this passage with some discomfort, as | do his
account of his empassioned study of Virgil's Aeneid
with Father Duchene that summer. Part of this unease
is generated by Cather's play on possession and
surrender, so obviously similar to Robert Frost's later
poem “The Gift Outright,” which | have come to dislike
profoundly for its cultural blindness and imperialistic
values. Similarly, one could argue that Tom’s study of
Virgil, replacing his museum work, is a cultural ritual
with exactly the same tainted values. Virgil was, after
all, a propagandist for Augustus, and a creator of a
myth of origin which grafted the model of Empire on
western civilization; a model revealed in the Roman
symbolism of modern European capitols, and of the
Washington from which Tom has just returned. This
imperial model would piay itself out in -the ghastly
climax of World War |, in which Tom would die.

But these are not the reflections that Cather
intends. For her, and for Tom, the happiness on Blue
Mesa is made possible because of the loss of the
patrimony of the museum objects. It was these
material things which kept him from seeing the Mesa.
Now he can feel that he had “found everything, instead
of having lost everything” (251). No longer possessing
the things, he has the experience of the place, and is
possessed, in the sense that one is possessed by a
great love, or by religious awe. His coming to know, or
to possess, Virgil, is a very different thing than claiming
to own or exhibit an artifact from the past. (Cather
once was, of course, a Latin teacher.) Thus when
Tom meets Professor St. Peter, he reads aloud from
Virgil, demonstrating his membership in the community
of the classically literate, and he gives away an Anas-
azi pot — a gesture of renouncing material things
which is characteristic of the mature Outiand, and
which would be continued in his giving away of his
patent rights to Rosamond before he goes to war.

Tom Qutland’s story sends its meanings rippling
through the Professor’s story, which frames it. The
issues of the larger novel are the same — possession,
mutability, and patrimony — though greatly compli-
cated, as the Professor’s life is more complicated than
Tom'’s. .

The great irony of the novel is that Tom Outland,
who achieved maturity by abandoning patrimony, has
become himself the patrimony of others. The struggle
over that patrimony is the action of the present. Not
only is the wealth from the Outland patent the source
of bitterness among St. Peter’s childen and with the
Cranes, but virtually everyone in the novel has



staked a claim on the narrative of Outland’s life.
Various memories. and physical objects, such as
Rosamond’s turquoise necklace, are exhibited at
intervals as representing the best and most authentic
glimpse of the real Tom Outland. For Professor St.
Peter, Tom is the perfect student a teacher finds only
once in a lifetime; but Tom also represents his teach-
ers own failure to defeat mutability, to arrest the
passage of time which has taken from St. Peter, also,
the moment when his girls were little and his family
happy, and the heroic time of his labor on his books —
epocs in his life corresponding to Tom’s perfect
summer on Blue Mesa.

Tom’s rite of passage into adulthood was achieved
by an act of renunciation, of reconciling himself to the
loss of the museum objects. The Professor faces
another rite of passage as he comes to the knowledge
that “he was nearing the end of his life” (267). This
transition, also, must be prepared for with acts of
renunciation: of his family, and of the life he had built,
leaving only the “Kansas boy” who came back to St.
Peter in his last summer of solitude: “He was not
nearly so cultivated as Tom's old cliff-dwellers must
have been — yet he was terribly wise. . . . He seemed
to know, among other things, that he was solitary and
must always be so; he had never married, never been
a father. He was earthy, and woulid return to earth”
(265). Although he does not quite realize it, among
the renunciations the Professor must make may be
Tom himself: the Kansas boy has no companion.

As we compare the stories of these two lost boys,
we find symbolic figures watching over them. Tom has
Mother Eve; the Professor has the mannikins in his
study. Upon each of these figures meanings can be
projected: the mannikins can be dressed, stories told
about Mother Eve. But each of these terrible mother
figures is unknowable, cold, aloof, and unresponsive.
They will not be moved. They show that the past is,
ultimately, alien to us; they show the hubris of trying to
claim its relics as patrimony.
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Cather Class in Southern Utah

What may be the largest adult education class
ever assembled to study the works of Willa Cather is
meeting this term in St. George, Utah, a relatively
small town in the red rock desert in the southwest
corer of the state. Because of limited room space,
enroliment for “Willa Cather and the Truths of Great
Fiction” was cut off at fifty, but a good many were
turned away.

Taught by Professor Marilyn Amold, a long-time
student and teacher of Cather's works, the class is
offered by Brigham Young University and taught at
Dixie Community College in St. George. The students
range in age from thirty to eighty-plus, and they come
from a wide variety of backgrounds and interests.
What they have in common is a love of good literature
and a desire to study Willa Cather in depth.

" The class runs for ten weeks, and the texts include
O Pioneers!, The Song of the Lark, Death Comes for
the Archbishop, several essays from Willa Cather on
Writing, and a good number of stories from Collected

- Stories and Uncle Valentine and Other Stories. Willa
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Cather's own frequent references to her work, in
correspondence and interviews, provide stimulating
insights for class discussion.

In previous classes, Cather has been one of the
authors studied, but the request to study Cather
exclusively came from the students. One of the older
students, a retired teacher, said, “We just have to have
one class devoted entirely to Cather before 1 die!”
And, according to Marilyn Arnold, that is why the class
is being offered.
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address: 42 Rue Galilee — the address in Paris at
which Ethelbert Nevin had recently been staying.

Superimposed on this pen-sketch are three figures
that appear to have been cut out of a magazine or
some other professionally illustrated publication;
moreover, they have been waxed or given some other
kind of finish that make them both firm and resistant to
tearing. On the upper left-hand corner, leaning out of
the window, there is a man in formal dress; one hand
is pressed to his head, the other is holding what
appears to be money. The hand holding money is
folded in such a way that when the card is opened, the
hand moves to extend the money. On the right, in the
middie of the page, there is the figure of an organ-
grinder plying his trade. Dressed in orange with a
deep yellow hurdy-gurdy, he is cranking his instrument
to send a stream of notes floating up toward the man
in the window. Finally, the organ-grinder's brown
monkey squats at the bottom left side of the page,
secured by a long leash and making a face at the
viewer.

Printed by hand in ink and interwoven with the
picture is the valentine message that follows (in
paraphrased form):

I’'m a merry organ-grinder who stands across the
rue :

Playing there every morning as | look across at you.

| can see you're interested in my most accom-
plished grinds

So that's the reason why I'm sending you this
Valentine

Sundry people give me sous and even centimes too

But of sympathetic hearers there are really very few

So when you're looking down from your window
over there,

I'm just the happiest organ-grinder playing anywhere

You seem ecstatic at my song and thrilled beyond
compare;

It always animates you and you even pull your hair.

Now and then if it is “Daisy” or some other song you
know :

You'll sit right down and play with me upon the
piano ‘

They say that music cheers the heart and chases
cares away :
So all my life I'll stand across from quarante deux
Rue Galilee.’
That | may feel the mystic tie that binds your soul to
mine ,
While my organ strains are sending you
encore de
VALENTINES!

If nothing else, this billet must surely dispel any doubt
that Cather had Nevin in mind when she wrote the
later story, “Uncle Valentine.” Moreover, she seems to
have retained the memory of this particular missive for
almost twenty years and then revived it to make a
literary reference that only she would understand.

T_he presentation of the verse is visually witty: the
coupling. of a lowly organ-grinder with the elegantly
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dressed figure at the window is comic, and the tone
that dominates the poetry throughout the first half of
the poem is lighthearted. However, the sentiments
that enter the poem midway through are neither comic
nor merely witty. Cather writes of “ecstasy” and “thrill”;
she promises life-long devotion to the appreciative
listener who must always remain “across” the street;
and at the poem’s climax, she postulates a “mystic tie”
that will forever link their mutually sympathetic “souls.”
Furthermore, in such a context, one must wonder
whether the insistent allusion to the speaker’s “organ”
suggests a pun, whether Cather is describing some
fusion of spiritual and corporal love that can never be
fully consummated.

In sum, the Valentine is subtle and complex,
flirtatious and cryptic. However, the emotional content
of the fourth and final document in this packet is plainly
and painfully clear: a wrenching cry of anguish. On
February 17, 1901, Ethelbert Nevin died from a stroke
at the age of thirty-eight. It was utterly unexpected.

Willa Cather was in Washington when the catas-
trophe struck. She learned the shocking details of his
death from Isabelle McClung, who was also acquainted
with the Nevin family, and she began trying to write a
letter of sympathy to Ethelbert's wife, Anne Nevin,
immediately. For once, however, she could not
manage to put the words together. Instead, for a week
Willa Cather fell into tears whenever she attempted to
compose her message, for like Caroline Noble of “The
Garden Lodge,” she discovered that once her cher-
ished musical ideal was gone, his absence was all but
unendurable. At length she did set some thoughts
down on paper, and the fourth document in this
collection is Cather’s letter of condolence to Anne
Nevin. It runs to seven hand-written sheets. And if
her Valentine had displayed control and artfulness, this
letter — rambling, repetitive, often clumsy — reveals
only her own misery. Indeed, perhaps the most dis-
tinctive fact about this message of “condolence” is that
it pays scant attention to Anne Nevin’s feelings, taking
notice of her principally as the protector of the genius
Cather had so ardently revered, expressing instead the
writer's own feelings.

Cather begins by declaring that to a lesser degree
she has suffered precisely the same kind of sorrow as
Nevin’'s widow. Her vital energies have been con-
sumed with grief. She feels that nothing is worth
doing; that she has lost someone who, above all
others, she wished well; that the youthful years of her
own life have now vanished; that the very embodiment
of art has been banished from her life; that nothing but
a dreary domain of duliness and uniformity remains for
her. She confesses that she regrets having missed
Nevin's funeral services, but her feelings about the
composer and his music are so intense that she could
never have endured hearing his works played as
requiem. In short, she claims that there is no one in
the world whose love or grief is more genuine than

hers.
(Continued on Page 62)
























part of being Southern that Noel Polk identified as
being ultrarooted. In her writings, she allowed the new
and the old, the established and the disestablished, to
take their places as characters and suffer rejection and
acceptance. Her being a split personality, an old world
Virginian and a new settlement Nebraskan, lent to her
creativity, so the expulsion from Virginia (Eden?)
served an artistic purpose. :

I also gained a portrait of Cather as an unresoived
subject, someone who is herself as seemingly simple
as her works appear to be yet neither she nor her
works are monochromatic. | heard presentations on,
among many things, her sexuality and that of her
characters, echoes of mythology and Arthurian legend,
and how she dealt with illness and medicine in her
writing. | also heard how teachers and students at
every level are teaching and being taught her work
from every possible angle, and that Cather's abundant
creativity is continuing to engender creative effort. My
own students were attracted by her story “Neighbour
Rosicky” because it was simple to read and they fell in
love with the main character, but Cather always
deceives us in that way. Her work isn't simple; it's
accessible. She deals with the human experience and
her characters are not invented outside of it. This
makes her work attractive to students on an obvious
level that most twentieth century authors miss. For
example, after reading T. S. Elliot's poetry, one cannot

help feeling highly educated ingesting all the outside

references necessary to translate it. With Cather, it is
like pulling the old, worn family quilt about oneself and
absorbing the stories left there by the hands that have
touched it.

| have taken away many memories and experi-
ences from the seminar. | had thought to be weary of
Cather after a week in her company, but | am not. |
am intrigued by the many issues | heard discussed at
the seminar, and | still want to search for clues to her
secret membership in the sisterhood of the South in
her writing. | hope to make it to Nebraska in 2000 to
add an experience with the-prairie to my gestalt. My
relationship with Cather's work has. only begun, not
been exhausted by attending the seminar.

Third Graders Hear
Cather’s Christmas Story

- Third graders heard Cather's Christmas story and
learned of how a young girl from the green, wooded hills
of Virginia came to a relatively barren Nebraska, leaving
her dog and a place she loved behind. Bruce Baker, a
long-time WCPM Board member, made two hour-long
presentations to students at Maxey Elementary School
in Lincoin, Nebraska, as part of their study of “Nebras-
kans Who Made a Difference.” Dr. Baker told students
of Cather’s life and work and finished the session by
reading Cather's Christmas story as printed in the
Cobblestone publication, an invaluable resource for ele-
mentary students, available from the Cather bookstore.
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Drew’s New York Colloquium
Is Gearing Up
DEADLINE EXTENDED BY REQUEST

The plans for “Willa Cather's New York,”
this summer’s Colloquium to be held at Drew
University in Madison, New Jersey, from June
20-27, are switching into high gear. Organizers
Karen Marquis and Angela Conrad have lined
up a list of top speakers and a highly informa-
tive and exciting program of experiences in
Cather's New York.
~ The schedule for the New York City outings
will combine all kinds of experiential learning.
For example, one day will be devoted to a
Cather Walking Tour of Greenwich Village,
which will show participants the amazing physi-
cal proximity between Cather and other literary
greats of the period. Those who think they've
considered them all may be surprised. That
afternoon’s plenary session will be held in
Grace Episcopal Church, of My Mortal Enemy
fame. ’

Participants will also be taken by ferry to
the Ellis Island Museum in New York Harbor for
a program on Immigration and Ethnicity. No
Cather fan should visit New York without a
backstage tour of the Metropolitan Opera
House and a targeted tour of the Metropolitan
Museum. The Colloquium will include all that
and give folks some time to explore on their
own

;t\nd if that's not enough, they'll be great

lectures, too! The list of speakers includes:
Bruce P. Baker, Philip L. Gerber, Jo Ann Mid-
dleton, John J. Murphy, Sharon O’Brien,
Demaree Peck, Ann Romines, Susan Rosow-
ski, Merrill M. Skaggs, Joseph Urgo, Laura Win-
ters and Cynthia Griffin Wolff. In addition, parti-
cipants will be sharing group sessions reflecting
the tremendous output of Cather scholarship
from around the world. Scholars will be coming
from as far away as Sweden and China. Our
evenings will be spent in social gatherings with
some surprise entertainment.

For those wishing to submit papers, there’s
still time because, although we've have great
response, it has been requested that the dead-
line be extended to April 15 for the busiest
Catherites.  Otherwise, participants should
register before May 15. If you haven't yet
received a mailing with a registration form,
contact the organizers immediately at (973)
408-3377 or e-mail aconrad@drew.edu or
kmarquis @drew.edu. You can also check out

- their web site at http://daniel.drew.edu/~cathe-

rny. Don’t miss out on all the fun!













whom she marries not for love but from fear of becom-
ing-an old maid, she talks in a “bland, considerate
voice.” Her voice may take on an “icy quality” when
Colbert does not follow her will (781). Sapphira’s
“manner with inferiors,” including the cobbler, the
butcher, the weaver, the storekeeper, “was irreproach-
able,” but she adopts a tone of “mocking condescen-
sion” when talking to David Fairhead, the Baptist
preacher and schoolmaster. She acknowledges
Fairhead’s gentle upbringing and education and ranks
him above the other country schoolteachers who
“speak like the mountain people” (824), but still regards
him as a social inferior, or rather, as “an equal — of
the wrong kind,” because he is from Pennsylvania and
is against slavery (824). To her slaves, Sapphira
speaks either “in sarcastic reprimand” or “in contemp-
tuous indulgence.” Jezebel, the oldest slave in her
family, and Till, Jezebel's granddaughter and the
housekeeper, are the only blacks to whom Sapphira
never speaks with that “scornful leniency” (854).
Though Sapphira has induiged Nancy, TilP's mulatto
daughter, for years, her voice communicates “anger
with no heat, a cold, sneering contempt” when the girl
bothers her (784).

While Sapphira insists that her cultivated speech
is of a high variety and a mark of superiority, other
white people less rigid about the social conventions
frequently adopt pronunciation, grammatical and lexical
features of ‘the lower dialects for various reasons.
Henry Colbert calls the jonquils (or daffodils) brought
in by Nancy not “Easter flowers” as other white Virgin-
ians usually do (788) but “smoke-pipes” in the manner
of the slaves (814). In this way he may want to show

his affection for Nancy and his desire to reduce the.

social distance. Rachel Blake always speaks properly
in front of Sapphira, her mother, but she sometimes
adopts non-standard linguistic features when talking to
mountain people and slaves, whose difficult situation
she sympathizes with. In the company of Mrs. Ringer,
a lively mountain woman who tells stories in a highly
idiomatic mountain dialect, Rachel sometimes switches
to non-standard pronunciation features, substituting
“talkin’ ” for “talking” (847), “‘em” for “them,” “ain’t” for
“isn’t” (848). To protect Nancy from the harassment of
Martin Colbert, Rachel goes with Nancy to “the Double
S” to pick laurels. Seeing Martin approach them,
Rachel says to Martin that “Nancy and me have got
our baskets full” (875). Here she adopts a non-
standard grammatical feature-in order to demonstrate
her alliance with Nancy. (875). Martin Colbert also
speaks most properly in front of Sapphira, but may
switch codes when harassing Nancy or flirting with
Bluebell, shortening “ing” into “in’” (882) and using
‘don’t” instead of “doesn’t” for a third person singular
verb form (881, 882). ‘

Next to Sapphira, the person who takes place and
proper speech most seriously is Till, Sapphira’s per-
sonal maid and housekeeper. After years of imitating
Mrs. Matchem, the Dodderidge housekeeper from
England, “in speech and manner” (817), Till’s “carriage
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and deportment and speech were those of a well-
trained housekeeper” (796). Till leads a double life in
Sapphira’s household, that of a “well-placed” house-
keeper and that of a slave without any real place. Her
double identity is revealed in her constant code-
switching. = Cather explained to her friend Dorothy
Canfield Fisher that all well-trained black house
servants spoke two languages: one for the house and
one for the cabin, and when they got excited they
always reverted to the latter idiom." Till's speeches in
various contexts serve as clear examples of this. Her
speech is closer to standard English when she speaks
to Sapphira; it becomes less regular when she feels
embarrassed that her husband does not wear boots;
and the quality of her speech decreases even more
when she talks to Nancy or other slaves.

Till has leamed to read, probably from Mrs.
Matchem rather than Sapphira, who tries to conceal
her letters from Till (795). Though Till can teach
Nancy domestic skills, she cannot teach her to read,
because the laws allowed white masters to teach their
black slaves to read but did not allow slaves to teach
each other.” Under the Southern caste system, it was
possible, though very difficult, for the illiterate and
impoverished mountain people, such as Casper Flight,
to go to school. Nancy, as a slave, however, has
neither a right to education nor an opportunity to
improve her social status through personal effort. Only
her escape to Canada gives her the opportunities to
learn to read, write and speak standard English.

Nancy, when the narrator sees her for the first
time, is a woman of forty-four years who speaks
English with an educated British accent. The child is
charmed by Nancy’s voice and appreciates “the shade
of deference in her voice” when she addresses

(Continued on page 74)

A “New” News Edito'r

Bruce Baker, now English Professor Emeri-
tus at the University of Nebraska at Omaha, has
agreed to serve as News Editor for our publica-
tion. He would be grateful if you would send
him news of whatever you or those you know
are doing in the area of Cather studies: notices
and then narrative reports of meetings and
conferences, papers and presentations deliv-
ered (along with a brief description), discoveries
made, correspondence desired or received,
inquiries for information;, theses or dissertations
in progress or completed — any activity Cather-
related.

: Please send all items to: Bruce Baker,
News Editor, W.C.P.M., 11419 Castelar Circle,
Omaha, Nebraska 68144. We have been trying
broaden our news coverage beyond Nebraska
and the immediate region but need your help.
You are encouraged to participate!. -




SOUTHERN IDIOM
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the narrator’'s mother, Sapphira’s granddaughter. But
already imbued with the Back Creek prejudices con-
cerning proper speech, the child counts Nancy's
speech against her. She regards Nancy’s pronuncia-
tions as “too precise, rather cutting in their unfailing
distinctness,” especially when Nancy says “his-to-ry”
instead of “his’try” in the manner of Mrs. Blake and the
narrator’s father (933). Just as the Back Creek people
used to look down upon Henry Colbert’s speech, the
child dismisses Nancy’s speech as “not a friendly way
to talk” (933). However, Til's standard of proper
speech is not that of Back Creek, but that of Win-
chester. Listening to Nancy talking after twenty-eight
years’ separation, Till suddenly interrupts her daughter,
looking up into her face with idolatrous pride: “Nancy,
darlin’, you talks just like Mrs. Matchem, down at
Chestnut Hilll 1 loves to hear you” (933). Although Till
has known that Nancy can read and write (931) and
has seen her in an expensive coat lined with grey fur,
Till needs another proof, that of speech, to be con-
vinced that Nancy has successfully liberated herself
from slavery and found her rightful place in Montreal.

The author whose voice is heard in the last para-
graph of the novel reflects Cather’s childhood fascina-
tion with the names of unknown persons in Frederick
County, Virginia, and wonders whether she has spelt
the name “Pertleball” correctly (939). Using a psycho-
analytic approach, John Swift has argued that the
epilogue is the author’s “idealized attempt to recover
the mother tongue and thus the certain ‘reality’ of
human experience.”” | think Cather also wants to
show her desire to preserve and represent appropriate-
ly and correctly the Southern idioms — not only
personal names, but also place names, flower names™
and various types of social speech.  Her desire to
preserve and represent the beauty of these idioms is
inseparable from her determination to expose the evils
of slavery, which are partially reflected in the socio-
linguistic relations within this rigid caste.

Cather’'s combination of preservationist and realis-
tic treatment of language use in the South is particular-
ly revealed in her use of the “Double S” as a symbol.
Merrill Maguire Skaggs points out that “the double-‘S’
is one of Cather's most effective central symbols.” "
Marilyn Arnold argues that the “Double S” is a religious
symbol, since Colbert marks with a large S all pass-
ages in his Bible that he deems relevant to the slavery
issue," recalls the hymn “God moves in a mysterious
way/His wonders to perform,” and wonders whether
slavery is one of God’s mysterious designs. | add that
from a preservationist perspective the “Double S”
represents the beauty, serenity and rich quality of the
Southern way of life: “When the countrymen mentioned
the place in speech, if it were but to say: ‘I'd jist got as
fur as the Double e-S-S,’ their voices took on some-
thing slow and dreamy, as if recalling the place itself;
the shade, the unstained loveliness, the pleasant

-74-

feeling one had there” (873). However, it is to this
beautiful “Double S” that Sapphira sends Nancy to be
raped by Martin Colbert (871). The “Double S” is also
the path connecting the impoverished mountain
people, such as Mrs. Ringer, and the people “of some
account” living in the valley down below (842). There-
fore, the “Double S” strongly suggests racial and social
boundaries.

Cather deliberately imbeds this “Double S” in the
titte of her book, Sapphira and the Slave Girl. In a
letter to Dorothy Canfield Fisher, she reminded Fisher
of the double s’s and double r's in her title.” The
name Sapphira Dodderidge implies the inevitable
collapse of slavery. Sapphira, literally meaning “be-
loved of the planet Saturn,” signifies power, love and
beauty.” Nevertheless, Sapphira, the embodiment of
Southern slavery, is destined to “dodder,” that is, to
“shake and tremble, as from old age.” The double s’s
in the book’s title not only create the effect of allitera-
tion but also symbolize that both the slave master and
the slave are the products of slavery, and that both
embark on a strenuous path of life.

| think that in Sapphira and the Slave Girl Cather
engages in extensive exploration of the relationships
among race, place and language for at least two
reasons. First, she may want to chalienge the conven-
tion of stereotyping Southern characters and their
speech, especially black characters and their speech,
in American novels.” She thus carefully records
people’s language attitudes, speech mannerisms, and
stylistic variations in different social contexts, demon-
strating especially the stylistic versatility of black
slaves. Second, Cather may want to challenge a
presumption still popular in the 1930s, that black
people could not speak standard English because of
mental and physiological deficiencies.” She exposes
how language was used as a means to segregate and
suppress people in the slavery system. Nancy as a
slave girl is denied many rights, including the right to
education, but given opportunities, she learns to read,
write and speak as well as Mrs. Matchem or even
Sapphira Dodderidge Colbert herself. Loretta Wasser-
man has correctly pointed out that “in a general way,
Cather seems to accept . . . [Booker T.] Washington’s
program of domestic and trade-oriented education:
such is the arduous path of work and self-improvement
her immigrants work.”* | have shown that Nancy's
language improvement is part of this self-improvement.

Cather’s early saturation in various kinds of South-
ern dialects may contribute to her later general interest
in the diversity of human languages and cultures.
While the caste system in the South restricted social,
racial, dialectal or linguistic crossings, the democracy
of the great plains made it possible for individuals
struggling to improve their socioeconomic status and
expand their cultural and finguistic horizon. In most of
her novels, Cather proves herself to be “dang’ous”
toward cultural segregations and linguistic restrictions
by celebrating individual American efforts to cross
these boundaries. As immigrants or children of
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