


. .. the drumming of quail, the
burr of the locust against that
vast silence, one understood
what lvar meant.'’2

“We come and go, but the
land is always here. And the
peopie who love it and under-
stand it are the people who
own it — for a little while.”?

Few writers describe the land
with such trancelike beauty.

We Chinese love and worship
the land. It keeps us alive with food
and water. On this land generation
after generation we grow up, give
birth to sons and daughters. We
work, die and are buried here and
become ashes coming back to and
mingling with it, our beloved
motheriand.

The love of land means the love
of one’s native place. If one is go-
ing afar, one takes a handful of
earth from his own hometown and
brings it along with him. When he
falls sick, he takes a handful of the
earth from his hometown and boils
it and then drinks the water. It'll
give him strength to get well. What
makes one more calm and gives
peace of mind than to be accom-
panied on his journey by a part of
mother earth who is greater than
mother, and who is omnipotent?

In olden times, the overseas
Chinese, when they grew old,
yearned to go back to the mother-
land and live among their own peo-
ple. Even those who had gone
away far from home, they would be
homesick and longed to go back to
their hometown and die and be
buried there, ‘like the fallen leaves
returning to the roots’ — so goes
an old Chinese saying. As Antonia
says, “| like to be where | know
every stick and tree, and where all
the ground is friendly. | want to live
and die here.” Like the French ref-
ugee woman in One of Ours
wanted to go home to die! Only
back home, do we feel at home.

Il. The Family

We are told that the westerners
put little emphasis on family. The
married couples do not live togeth-

er with their parents or in-laws.
When the children grow up, and
have their own jobs, they leave
their parents and live independent-
ly. The relationship between them
is like that of relatives and friends.

But such is not the case of Willa
Cather’s characters. In her novels
one can find descriptions of close
ties between family members. In
My Antonia, when Jim first came
to his grandparents, he could see
his grandmother was crying. And
then she exclaimed how Jim
looked like his father. What a uni-
versal emotion these simple words
convey! Then the way his grand-
mother later brought him up is ex-
actly the way a Chinese grand-
mother would bring up her or-
phaned grandson.

Antonia herself has a deep love
for her father and mother and the
other members of the family. She
loved her father dearly and ad-
mired him deeply. She had a warm
feeling toward her mother and bore
the heavy burden of their family.

In O Pioneers! we find Alexan-
dra values the precious memories
of her grandfather and father. Be-
fore she was to come to Nebraska,
Alexandra told Emil of their grand-
father with reverence. She cher-
ished the fond memories of his fa-
ther “‘that he was very intelligent,
he had better opportunities not to
make money, but to make some-
thing of himself.”

When the Bergson children dis-
cussed selling land and moving
away, her mother, Mrs. Bergson,
told her children that she was go-
ing to stay and be buried by her
husband even if the rest of them
moved away.

To the Chinese, the word “‘fa-
mily’’ has always had a very impor-
tant meaning. The family is the ba-
sic unit of a nation. ‘“One can not
rule the country before one has
tempered oneself into good steel
and put one's family into good
order,” said an ancient Chinese
scholar.

In the Chinese viewpoint, fa-
mily has a broader meaning than
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the love between mere couples. it
includes: (1) the deep love for the
children, (2) the blood and flesh
relationship between the sisters
and brothers, (3) the filial piety,
respect and devotion to parents.

The basic unit of a family, a
small family, consists of father,
mother and children. if a married
couple have no children, everyone
will feel sorry for them, and the
husband and wife are considered
unhappy. “‘Children are the hope
and future of mankind,” said a

- well-known Chinese politician.

A Chinese writer once said,
“Oh, give me my child sitting on
the lap, it's warmer and more pre-
cious than a pile of my own
works!”

There are widowers or divor-
cees who never marry again for
fear of hurting the feelings of their
young children. They would rather
give up their own happiness than
that of the children. They consider
the happiness of the children so
important that they would sacrifice
theirs for the sake of the children.

A married man is still a member
of the ‘““bigger family.” Not only
should a decent man love his par-
ents, but he should also love his
brothers and sisters. There is a
“flesh and bone" relationship be-
tween them. One who ili-treats his
brothers is like hurting his own
limbs. When the mother dies, the
eldest daughter takes up the duty
of the mother, like Alexandra to
Emil. If the father, the breadwinner
of the family, dies, the eldest
brother, though married, is obliged
to bring up the younger ones and
support the mother as westerners
do their chiidren only.

The grown-up children, even
married and having their own chil-
dren, have the responsibility of
supporting their parents when they
grow old and need to be supported.
Failing to do so, they will be con-
sidered ungrateful and dishonor-
able and will be condemned by
public opinion.

The Chinese tradition honors fili-
al piety as man’s most important



virtue. People are taught to respect
age since childhood. The old peo-
ple have contributed much to soci-
ety. They are more experienced
and more mature and wiser. With
respect, people call the aged the
elderly. If you respect age, you
should first of all respect the elders
of your family, your parents and
grandparents, because they have
given much to you. Filial piety
teaches people to love their par-
ents more than they do their chil-
dren.

Some Chinese writers once
said, ‘‘Loving one’s own children
selflessly is merely an animal in-
stinct which most birds and ani-

mals have. But loving and respect-’

ing one's parents and paying them
filial piety requires sensible rea-
son. It is a sign of civilization.”

In modern China, family still
plays an important role in every-
body’s life. The western custom of
putting emphasis on individuality
has had little influence on Chinese
people, who still insist on the im-
portance of the family. It is in the
family where the future generation
is brought up, the youngsters are
looked after and educated, and the
elders are respected and cared
for. ““There is no place like home,"
indeed.

I, Frugality

The people in Willa Cather’s
novels are never extravagant. Far
from it, they are very frugal. They
live a simple life, and detest luxury
and fashionable things. Even after
they have grown more prosperous,
they still keep thrifty and never
spend money lavishly. Thus they
are free from material pollution.

In One of Ours, the Wheeler fa-
mily would order a new automobile
without hesitation. But it was con-
sidered - extravagant to go to a
hotel for dinner.

in My Antonia, Antonia made
herself cioth working slippers out
of Mr. Harling's old coats. And in
Sapphira and the Slave Girl, the
mistress had the Negroes weave
carpets out of worn woolen fabrics.

The country people never had to
spend money for doctors, but
cured all diseases with roots and
herbs.

All these habits are quite famil-
iar to us Chinese.

Perhaps, the most outstanding
quality of the Chinese is frugality.
Since childhood, a Chinese is
taught to be frugal. it is a sin to be
wasteful. “Don’t use things more
than needed.” is what the parents
would tell the child. He is, more-

over, taught to have the habit of

never throwing away food. This is
considered a serious sin. Mother
Earth provides us with crops and

- the farmers toil for it. As a famous

Chinese oid saying goes, “‘Every
single grain is the result of toil,” so

- we have no right to throw it away.

Even if a Chinese gets wealthy,
he must be frugal. Frugality itself is
a virtue. One is frugal not because
one is poor, but because one is
modest and of good behavior.

There are many old tales and
stories about great men on frugal-
ity kept down in Chinese history,
among which one is about Yue Fei,
a Sung Dynasty (A.D. 960-1279)
general. At that time, the govern-
ment was inefficient and corrup-
tion prevailed. The officials took
bribes and the officers were afraid
of warfare. The state was invaded
by the savage and powerful Mon-
golian tribes from the north. Gen-
eral Yue led an army and drove the
enemies out. It is recorded in the
history that he once said, ‘“The
countty will be unconguerable if

. the officials love not wealth and

the officers fear not death.”

The Chinese people, as a whole,
are thrifty and live plainly. One bril-
liant example is Chou En-lai, the
late premier of the People's Re-
public of China. (He held that post
since the new Republic was
founded in 1949, until his death in
1976.) He was considered the very
embodiment of all the Chinese vir-
tues. '

After the founding of the new
China, some people suggested
erecting a big buiiding for the State
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Council and even had a model
made. The Premier firmly turned
down the suggestion, and said that
he would never allow building a
mansion for the State Council dur-
ing his term of service as premier.
The house he lived in was quite
old, but he refused to have it re-
built. He wore simple clothes and
ate simple meals, the meals the or-
dinary people ate. To save state ex-
penditure, he spent his own money
on things which wouid otherwise
be provided for by the state such
as medicine and newspapers for
himself and soap for his atten-
dants.

If one leads a simple life and is
thrifty, one can be liberated from
the bondage of money and build up
one’s character.

IV. Tradition

Tradition includes beliefs, cus-
toms and the way of living, handed
down from generation to genera-
tion. It is like a language that clings
to a people and is hard to get rid of.
To love tradition is perhaps a uni-
versal predilection.

We Chinese cling to our tradi-
tional beliefs and customs more
than any other people in the world.
China is a country of rich tradition.
She has a spiendid past and an
early civilization, of which we are
very proud. We love our tradition
so much that no outside influence
can prevail over it. We treasure our
traditional . painting,. artistry, - folk
music, cooking and even acupunc-
ture, to name a few of the heredi-
tary arts and téchniques. We value
and appreciate things Chinese.
Nine out of ten overseas Chinese
like Chinese food. Some even wear
Chinese clothes. Many insisted
that their children should learn the
Chinese language and know the
Chinese way of living. They should
be taught what their forefathers
back home did and how they lived.
They shouid always remember
their “‘roots.” To forget their fore-
fathers is intolerable.

So it is no surprise that we are
interested in Willa Cather’s deep



love for American tradition. Unlike
most American writers, she lays
emphasis on history and tradition
in her novels. History awed and
stirred her. She does not write
about problems of the develop-
ment of big industry in the United
States, nor the evils of capitalism,
She never pays attention to the
growth of the immense wealth ac-
cumulated by the rich. She tells us
the story of the early American in-
habitants, the Indians, their incred-
ible achievements centuries ago.
She lets us see it in physical form.
In The Song of the Lark, she values
the carbon from the rock roof of
the cooking stove of the ancient
people. She lets us feel the Indian
woman with a baby hanging to her
back as she climbed up the moun-
tain thousands of years ago. In O
Pioneers!| she saw the past of Ne-
braska, the peopie living there long
before the early European settlers
and the great creative force of the
prairie.

She loves the past. To love the
past is to love tradition. She abhors
modern things. To her, new things
are ugly. Beauty lies in the associa-
tion with the old. “An old house
built in miserable taste is more
beautiful than a new house buiit
and furnished in correct taste,” the
Cather biographer Mrs. Bennett
tells us.

V. Her Art of Writing

....Somehow, there seem to be two.
kinds of novels. One is to amuse
the readers and give them relaxa-
tion, or just satisfy their curiosity.
Such books, the so-called best sell-
ers or popular novels, die - out as
quickly as they get booming. They
are not very much of art, just like
the pictures in the advertisement,
alluring and pleasing, but of little
artistic 'value. "

To the other category belong
novels of enduring art. They stand
the test of time and are of universal
value. The greater their quality, the
longer they last. Writing this kind of
novels is not simply self-expres-
sion, but, as Willa Cather says,

“that the writer must be so in love
with his subject that he forgets
‘self’ in his position.” And, as she
goes on, ‘‘the book is made with
one’s own flesh and blood of
years.” Her novels belong to this
group.

In her book The World of Willa
Cather, Mrs. Mildred Bennett tells
us of Miss Cather’s economical ar-
tistry in the choice of her words,
**She would search months for the
proper word . . . and her final
choice could seldom be bettered."”
She hated ‘‘wease! words,” or
flowery style.

In her novels, there are many ex-

amples like these: In My Antonia,
she writes: *‘. . . as if we could hear
the corn growing in the night.”” In O
Ploneers!, she writes: ‘‘The gate
stared him in the face . . .".
Here, the words ‘‘hear’” and
“'stare’” are fine examples of
words that ‘‘could seldom be bet-
tered.” '

Her descriptions of the 19th cen-
tury Nebraska are deeply touching,
leaving the readers an indelible im-
pression of it. Nebraska may be
wild and monotonous at that time,
and perhaps few people would find
it beautiful. But Willa Cather, who
herself worshiped the land and its
courageous people, makes the
readers worship the land and its
people, the pioneers, too.

Her description of the charac-
ters is vivid and unforgettabie.
They are ordinary people, who live
a simple life and do not admire city
life and modern comforts. They are
mothers who do not like to kill any-
thing. “It makes me kind of faint to
wring an old goose's neck.” (My
Antonia, p. 222) These words ap-
peal to Orientals especially, who
preach not to kill any live creature
that has a strong desire to live.
*Seeing them enjoy life, how can
we bear the sight of their being
slaughtered?”” said an ancient
Chinese scholar.

Antonia and Alexandra speak an
international language of the hard-
working people all over the world.
They transcend the boundaries of
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their birth and age and times. The
working people in different coun-
tries have the same feeling of love,
courage and dignity. In fact, | meet
with Chinese Alexandras in my
everyday life. | have Mahailey
among my aunts; and Henry Col-
bert, upright and reliable, among
our men.

As to- Ivar, | simply can not
choose a suitable word to express
my mixed feelings toward him. It is
between ‘“understand,” ‘love,”
“‘adore’ or ‘‘sympathize with.” |
think | know him, for | have an ac-
quaintance just like him.

In China, Willa Cather’'s works
have not been so widely read as
Mark Twain or Theodore Dreiser.
Perhaps, hers are not typical of
American literature, which deals
with the growth of big industry and
the problems of workers and the
evils of capitalism. Yet, hers are
unique and have a universal ap-
peal.

| am glad to say that the Chinese
reader's interest in Miss Cather is
growing. Some of her best short
stories have been translated into

- Chinese and published recently in

Peking and some other cities. A
short biography of Willa Cather and
a brief introduction of her works in
Chinese can be found in a newly
published book Brief Biographies
of World Famous Authors, which is
compiled by the Chinese Academy
of Social Sciences, an authorita-
tive organization in Peking. One
comment reads: ''After reading her
novels, we have a deeper under-
standing of the hard life of the early
settlers and admire them all the
more.”’

On my recommendation, some
of my students are trying to trans-
late more of her works and hope to
arouse more interest among Chin-
ese readers. | believe that will help
the Chinese people to know more
about the great American people

~and to strengthen the friendship

between the two peoples.

— L. C. Chang
February 24, 1982
Shanghai, China









