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INTRODUCTION 

The story of the loss and regainIng of identity 
is, I think, the framework of all literature. 

Northrop Frye, The Educated Imagination 

For Willa Cather, the world ufell apart" about 1922.1 She was 

dis illus ioned about the direction in which society tended to develop 

following the first world war, and felt that the values and the lessons 

of the past were being forgotten. So alienated was she from her own 

milieu that, in 1936, she wrote a book of essays addressed specifically 

to readers t~ot Under Forty". Yet despite the fact that some critics 

have typed her as an ttelegist of the past", her work has a curious rele

vance for the generation of the sixties. Some college students, read

ing "Paults Case"; consider her to be more "modern" than Steinbeck or 

Hemingway. These members of the "beat" generation recognize the time

less truth of her portrayal of the frustrations of youth. Though her 

style is traditional and her plots thin, her concern with the problem 

of al ienation makes her work contemporary. Each of her central charac

ters from pioneer settler to professor, priest, or artist is struggling 

to orient himself in his particular world and attempting to achieve 

some sort of total commitment. Each is searching for his identity. 

I dent i ty is a diffi ell1t concept to define, bein g as e1us i ve as 

is everyone's sense of his own identity. It is connected with the 

I W. Cather, Not Under Forty, p. v. 
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appraisals made of a person by himself and others. Erik Erikson puts 

it this way: "Ldent i ty could be said to be characterized by the more 

or less actually attained but iorever-to-be-revised sense of the real

ity of the self within social reality:*2 Identity formation is a life

long development, beginning in infancy, arriving at a crisis during 

adolescence, and being subject to various transformations throughout 

adulthood. When an individual knows himself to be a contributing and 

accepted member of his society, when life, for him, has order, meaning 

and value, then he may be said to possess a sense of IdentLty , When he 

feels disoriented in his environment, when life has no order, meaning 

or value for him, then it can be said that he has "Lost his way'· and 

that he has no sense of identity. Complete orientation or fulfilment 

of the search for identity corresponds with our concept of heaven, and 

is rarely achieved. Complete disorientation is emotionally and psycho

logically unbearable and may be equated with a breakdown of personality 

corresponding to our concept of hell. The average person moves on a 

continuum between these extremes, constantly seeking to understand his 

place in the scheme of things, to create out of chaos some vision of 

order and value, to establish a sense of identity. 

Since personal identity is closely re l ated to cul tural identi ty , 

and since twentieth century men and women have 1argely repudiated common 

value systems shared by their forefathers, the task of establishing a 

satisfying sense of identity has become increasingly difficult. Modern 

2
E. II. Erikson, "The Problem of Ego Identi ty", American Psycho

logical Association Journal, Vol. 4, 1956~ p. 60. 
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scholars as disparate as the psychiatrist Carl Jung and the literary 

critic R. W. B. Lewis agree that the central dilemma of the individual 

in North American society is one of alienation, a state of feeling 

alone in a hostile or at best a neutral environment. 

Willa Cather, a victim of traumatic personal experience which 

developed in her a deep sense of disorientation, is singUlarly qualified 

to deal with this modern theme. Born in Virginia in 1873, she was nur

tured in a static, ordered environment, only to be uprooted at the age 

of nine and transplanted to the virgin wilds of Nebraska. Paradoxi

cally, the\1est offered her both freedom and isolation. For the first 

time she became conscious of the sublime and terrible forces that move 

in a rej ent.Less cyc.le upl ifting or thwarting human beings. Her ambi

valent reaction to these natural forces was to last throughout her life, 

and to inspire her finest fiction. She repeatedly stated that the years 

of childhood are the most important in a life-time and that the most 

vivid experiences she was ever to have occurred before she was fifteen. 

"Children have about a hundred years of unl ived 1ife wound up in them ••,3 

Her adolescence was marked by rebellion and dissatisfaction. For a time 

she expressed her revolt by having her hair cut like a boyt s and wear

ing mannish clothes. Later, she chose garish colors and outlandish 

styles which shocked her genteel mother. She hated the bleak prairie 

town of Red Cloud which seemed to shrivel up her creative urge; there 

were no congenial spirits there. Her university years at Lincoln, 

~dildred R. Bennet, The World of Willa Cather, (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press) 1961, p. 40. 
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1891-1895, offered her a measure of escape, but she was forced to 

prostitute her talents by writing "tr ash" to pay for her board and 

room. For the next ten years, she worked in Pittsburgh, first as a 

newspaper copy-reader, then as English teacher in a high school. Here, 

she finally found time to begin serious writing. In 1903 she published 

April TWili~hts, a book of rather mediocre poetry, and two years later 

her first book of short stories, The Troll Garden, which led to her 

appointment as associate editor of McClure's Magazine. In 1912, at 

thirty-nine years of age, she resigned this position to devote full 

time to her craft. 

All of Willa Cather's protagonists are conscious of being pushed 

by pressures beyond their control, but their reactions differ widely. 

Some struggle to escape from a sterile, drab existence into a world of 

aesthetics which offers challenge and fulfi Iment ; some seek to root 

themselves more firmly in an environment which represents unchanging 

order -- to possess the land and achieve "at-oneness" with nature; 

some struggle to recover a lost youthful self which has been imprisoned 

by the bonds of adult demands and conventions. Still others look to the 

past, hoping to find stability, strength and sustenance in truths which 

have endured the ravages of time. Each of these groups which seem to 

represent stages in the author's own search for identity will be con

s ide red in turn. 



THEME I: ESCAPE INTO AESTHETICS 

Absorbed in art, we can, for a moment, experience 
life as pure value, pure significance, free from 
the guilt of will and existence. Aesthetic con
templation is our only innocence. 

M. Peckham, Beyond the Tragic Vision 

Willa Cather's first successful stories are concerned with 

persons who seek escape into the realm of art. The Troll Garden (1905) 

reflects her preoccupation with the problem of the frustrated artistic 

personality. Each of the stories reveals the plight of a sensitive indi

vidual inhibited in his emotional and cultural development by early de

privations. "PauL'.s Case", written between 1901 and 1906 when Miss Cather 

was Head of the Engl ish Department at Allegheny High School, Pi ttsburgh, 

is a fascinating study of an "identity crisis". Paul, longing for lux

ury and sensual excitement, hates his environment ufull of Sabbath-school 

picnics, petty economies, wholesome advice on how to succeed in life, 

and the inescapable odors of cooking. tt l He is contemptuous of his teachers, 

ashamed of his home, and dishonest with his friends. He is proud, but 

pathetic. His only happy moments are snatched while ushering at Carnegie 

Hall, where the music seemed to free u some hilarious and potent Spirit 

with in him, ..2or vis it ing his ac tor fr iend at the theatre where "beh ind 

1W. Cather, The Troll Garden, p. 127. 

2!!U.9.., p , 121. 

5 
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the scenes he breathed like a prisoner set free, and felt within him 

the possibility of doing or saying splendid, brilliant, poetic things:,3 

These are rudely snatched from him when his father gets him a job as 

a bank messenger. The pressures are too intolerable. He steals money 

and flees to the city to fulfill his dreams of ease and splendor. When 

the law catches up with him, and he faces returning to all he has left 

behind, he is like a trapped rat. HAll the world had become Cordelia 

Street:,4 In his despair, death seems a blessed escape. 

Paul's case is astonishingly like the cases of modern disturbed 

teen-agers discussed by Erikson in ttThe Problems of Ego Identity". Hav

ing been denied the psychosocial moratorium needed by adolescents in 

order that they may work out a pattern of identity, Paul chooses suicide. 

Erikson describes this development in the following way: 

Failure to achieve resolution leads to a painfUlly 
heightened sense of isolation; a disintegration of the 
sense of inner continu i ty and sameness; a sense of over
all ashamedness; an inability to derive a sense of ac
compl ishment from any kind of acti vi ty; a radically 
shortened time perspective; a basic mistrust ••• a 
wish on the part of the ego to 'let itself die', a sui
cidal wish which becomes an identity choice in itself.5 

Willa Cather's perceptive study of the trauma of adolescence, written 

without any guidance from the psychoanalysts, is just as relevant in 1966 

as it was in 1900. Vigorous simplicity and restrained irony prevent any 

lapse into melodrama. Pathos never gives way to sentimentality. 

3I bi d., p. 127 4I bi d., p. 136 

5Erikson, "The Problem of Ego Identity", p, 81. 
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itA Wagner Matinee" is a delicate crucible holding within it the 

emotions evoked by the sound of music after a silence of thirty years. 

Aunt Georgiana, a music teacher from a Boston conservatory, after a 

summer infatuation, married a Nebraska farmer who homesteaded fifty miles 

from the railroad. No radio, recordings, or television broke the stillness 

there. Her thirty years of pri vation are symbolized by "the tall naked 

house on the prairie, black and grim as a wooden fortress", her view 

from the house bounded on the east by a cornfield "that stretched to day

6break", and on the west by a corral that "reached to sunset tt 
• Willa 

Cather knew only too well the "agony and ecs t asy" such a woman would feel 

when suddenly exposed to a rendi tion of Wagner t s "I'r i s tan and Isolde", 

yet she also knew that such feelings cannot be put into words. As the 

music swelled and pUlsated, Aunt Georgiana ttsat silent upon her peak in 

7Darien", tears flowing down her face, her gnarled fingers working mech

anically upon her dress. The aunt's terror of leaving the hall at the 

end of the concert suggests the deeper terror of again relinguishing 

her identity with the artistic world to return to a bleak eXistence. 

f~or her, just outside the door of the concert house, lay the black pond, 

ltathe tall unpainted house, the four naked trees.

Sarah Orne Jewett, a writer much admired by Miss Cather, once 

declared itA Sculptor's Funeral It to be the best of the early Cather stories. 

While it lacks the contemporary quality of "Paul's Case" and the overtones 

~v. Cather, The Troll Garden, p. 112.

7I bi d., p. 113. 8~., p. 115.
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of itA Vvagner Matinee", it is relevant today because of its theme which 

deals with the problem of the alienated artist, the prophet without 

honor in his own country. The style is compressed and the tone is bitter. 

Beginning at the end of the sculptor's life with the scene where his 

body is received for burial in his native town, this tale of tragic frus

tration is horrifyingly unfolded through reminiscences of the bystanders. 

Steavens, the young student who accompanies the body of his beloved 

teacher, is shocked to behold the sculptor's mother, a vicious woman 

"with teeth that could tear", drawing all the men in the room into the 

whirlpool of her grief orgy. Her husband, a virtual nonentity, looks 

at this model of piety and cruelty, this incarnation of the Puritan ethic, 

as a "spaniel looks at the Whip". Steavens suddenly understands "the 

real tragedy of his master's life; neither love nor wine, but a blow 

which had fallen earlier and cut deeper than these could have done -- a 

shame not his, and yet so unescapably his, to hide in his heart from his 

very boyhood. tt9 The attempt of the sensitive, gifted artist to escape 

from such an environment and to find a new identity as a sculptor has 

been blighted and frustrated and finally cut short by death -- a slow 

death which has been shrivelling his spirit since childhood. His caustic 

remarks as he lay dying reveal his memory of past hurts and his knOWledge 

of the criteria for success upheld in his town (which Willa Cather pro

bably equated with Red Cloud): "The townspeople will come in for a look 

at me; and after they have had their say, I shan't have much to fear 

from the judgment of God.',IO 

9I b i d., p. 43 
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Willa Cather's most articulate expression of the artist's search

for identity occurs in Song of the Lark (1915). As a novel, this work

has serious weaknesses which the author herself recognized. She "tr Ied

to tell too much"; and the latter part of the story is anti-climactic.

As a document describing the development of an artistic identity, how

ever, it is very enlightening. Miss Cather once said that the title

, of the book, taken from a painting depicting a peasant girl on her way 

to work, looking up enraptured at the song of a lark, is meant to sug

gest a young girl's awakening to something beautiful. She wanted to 

call it Artist's Youth but her publisher discouraged her. 

There are many parallels between the life of the author and that 

of her heroine, Thea Kronberg, daughter of a Methodist pastor. Thea, 

too, grows up in a small town, in a home where there are few cuI tural 

advantages and little privacy. For Thea) (as it did for Willa} the 

acquisition of a room of her very own begins a new era in her life. The 

household clamor has drowned "the voice within herse l f'"; but now she 

begins to live a "double 1Ife", be ing, during the day, one of the Kronberg 

children, but at night a very different person. This new, mysterious 

self seems to be like a friendly spirit which comes and goes. "Sometimes 

she hunted for it and could not find it; again she lifted her eyes from 

a book, or stepped out of doors, or wakened in the morning, and it was 

there -- under her cheek it usually seemed to be or over her breast -

a kind of warm sureness ...11 In contras t to Paul and the Scul ptor, Thea 

liW. Cather, Song of the Lark, p. 100. 



10

finds kindred persons with whom she can communicate, and who all help 

in her artistic development. Among these are Herr Wunsch, her tempera

mental German music teacher; Ray Kennedy, the young railroad man who 

loves her too much to try to fetter her free spirit; Spanish Johnny, 

a drunkard, with the love of music in his bones and recognition of Thea's 

genius in his eyes; and most important of all, Dr. Archie, an unhappy 

idealistic misfit. After one of her discussions with the latter about 

the meaning of existence, Thea runs through the moonlit streets till she 

is exhausted, then lies on the floor of her room, her body throbbing 

with life rushing both outward and inward. "l t was on such nights that 

Thea Kronberg learned the thing that old Dumas meant when he told the 

Romanticists that to make a drama he needed but one passion and four 

walls."12 

The Kronberg family, concerned above all with its image in the 

commun i ty , fails to unders tand Thea. "The fear of the tongue, that 

terror of little towns, is usually felt more keenly by the minister's 

family than by other households.,,13 They disapprove of her singing for 

the Spanish community, and insist that she play the organ for the Thurs

day prayer meetings to "keep people from t alk inq", Thea looks upon the 

prayer meetings as "a kind of spiritual discipline, like funerals", but 

is unimpressed by the piety of her elder sister Anna, who is coldly 

critical of every natural human impUlse. Her real disillusionment occurs 

when the community sanctimoniously drives a starving street entertainer 

from their midst, and he drowns himself in the local standpipe, incidentally 

12
Ib i d ., P• 1 77 • 
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causing an outbreak of typhoid fever in the town. Several people die 

of the fever and the c i ty council has Ita mild panic" and "passes a new 

ordinance about tramps U • Thea comes to the conclus ion that "there's 

not one person in Moonstone that really lives the way the New Testament 

says" .14 

When Ray Kennedy is killed in a railroad accident, his life in

surance policy, signed over to Thea, enables her to escape from Moonstone 

to Chicago where she continues her musical education. From her new tutor, 

sensitive, gifted Andar Harsanyi, she learns that "every artist makes 

himself born. It is very much harder than the other time, and IOnger. ttl 5 

Her real self, the self that used to lie "under her cheek" or "over her 

breast" seems lost to her, however, to be far away on "the hills of 

16 home tt One memorable day while sitti.ng in a concert auditorium listen• 

ing to a performance of Dvorak' s '~ewWorld Symphony", Thea makes a 

thrilling and awesome discovery. The music has united her present self 

with the se l f of her pas t , has revealed to her "t.he amazement of a new 

soul in a new world; a soul new and yet old, that had dreamed something 

despairing, something glorious, in the dark before it was born, a soul 

obsessed by what it [does] not know, under the cloud of a past it [cannot] 

recall. ul 7 Thea's one purpose now is to hold fast to this instinctive 

self, which for her is associated with beauty and art, and which finds 

14I bi d., p, 175. 15Ibi d., p. 221. 

16W• Cather, ttprairie Dawn", April Twilight, p. 38. 

17w• Cather, Son~ of the Lark, p. 251. 
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its most eloquent expression in music. She believes that other people 

also harbour such ins tinctive sel ves or "second per sons ", which they 

must guard fiercely against the congestion of the world, and that it 

is "to music more than anything else that these hidden things in people 

respond. ul B 

The development of the artist's identity is inhibited by too 

close association with people, Miss Cather seems to say. Upon Thea's 

second departure from her family in Moonstone "some th inq pu l l ed in her 

-- and broke:·19 She cried most of the night, but in the morning she 

felt free and independent. The next part of the book which describes 

Thea's frustrated effort to succeed as a musician is significantly called 

"Stu pid Faces". It is only when she leaves behind the "s tup i f Ie d mater

ial istic worl d" to steep herself in the cul ture of an ancient civil Iz a

tion that she recovers her sense of selfhood. Lulled to lazy content, 

"out of the stream of meaningless activity", she is amazed to find that 

art can grow in a sensuous as well as a struggling atmosphere, that there 

seems to be a unity in all artistic endeavour, that her vocal talent 

is somehow related to the potter's art. 

What was any art but an effort to make a sheath, a 
mould in which to imprison for a moment the shining 
elusive element which is life itself -- life hurry
ing past us and running away, too strong to stop, 
too sweet to lose? The Indian women had held it in 
their jars. In the sculpture she had seen in the 
Art Institute it had been caught in a flash of 
arrested motion. In singing, one made a vessel of 
one's throat and nostrils and held it on one's breath, 
caught the stream in a scale of natural intervals.20 

l8Ibi d., P. 273. 19!!U9.., p. 310. 

20I bi d., p. 378. 
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Her brief love affair with Fred Ottenburg completes Thea's 

poignant realization that the artist is essentially alone. One part 

of her longs to stay with him enjoying a safety and repose which remind 

her of her childhood bed in Moonstone, but her instinctive self triumphs 

and carries her toward her destiny. She discovers that her childhood 

memories can be used to enrich her art. Talking about it to Dr. Archie, 

she explains how sometimes she comes home from the theatre discouraged 

and bitter, with a mind "fuLl of daggers", and goes to sleep and wakens 

"In the Kohler's garden with the pigeons and white rabbits", and finds 

happiness again. 

They save me, the old things like the Kohler's gar
den ••• a child's attitude toward everything is 
the artist's attitude. I am more or less of an 
artist now, but then I was nothing else. When I 
went with you to Chicago that first time, I carried 
with me the essentials of all I shall ever do.21 

So did Thea Kronberg enter into "the inheritance that she herself had 

laid up, the fullness of the faith she had kept before she knew its 

22 name or mean inq ," 

Miss Cather, through the mouth of Andar Harsanyi, states clearly 

that the secret of Thea's (and every other artist's) success is "passion", 

a word which she uses in a very special sense to suggest the culmination 

of every emotion (pain to ecstasy) which the human being can experience. 

Fulfilment of the artist's innate talents and the creation of a satisfy

ing identity can only be achieved with complete dedication and singleness 

of purpose. I t is indeed a process of rebirth, "very mu ch harder than 

the other time, and longer:' The artist's ability to create a "wor l d 

21I bi d., p. 552. 22Ibi d., p. 571. 
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out of nothingness" and so create his own identity is what the philos

opher, Nietzsche, called "the profoundest satisfaction of the human 

• d ..23mIn • 

Twenty years after the publication of Song of the Lark Miss Cather 

returned to the theme of the developing artist in Lucy Gayheart (1935). 

In the descriptions of Lucy's childhood we hear faint echoes of the 

lyrical quality of the early novel, but, on the whole, this reworking 

of old ideas lacks power and urgency. Lucy falls hopelessly in love 

with a middle-aged singer for whom she plays accompaniments. After he 

dies in a drowning accident, she returns to her childhood home in a 

small town where she ceases to develop, either personally or artisti

cally. Providence (in this case Willa Cather) arranges another drowning 

inc iden t which cuts short her dreary exis tence , 

We have examined the often traumatic struggle of a number of 

Willa Cather's protagonists who seek, however blindly, for some measure 

of inner satisfaction, some identification with the "singing and the 

gOld". Paul, obsessed with inarticulate longings, and meeting with frus

tration and despair, chooses death as his outlet. The sculptor, having 

escaped in body from an environment even more cruel to an artistic nature, 

is crippled in spirit and hounded to an early, tragic death. Aunt 

Georgiana has buried her real self in a tomb of unregenerative toil, but 

now that it has been liberated at the Wagner matinee, how can she return 

to the naked house? Thea Kronberg, only, is able to gratify the artist's 

orientative drive and satisfy the long search for identity, but at great 

2~. Peckham, Beyond the Tragic Vision, George Brazillier Inc.: 
New York, 1962, p. 370. 
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cost. After her performance at the opera where, transfigured, she felt 

"I ike a tree bursting into bloom", she leaves the theatre wearing a 

veil which is symbolic of her complete isolation from other human beings. 

Her consolation for this loneliness is the knowledge of her power to 

bring joy to others. Following her concert which had moved him to 

ecstasy, Spanish Johnny "walked down Broadway with his hands in his over

coat pockets, wearing a smile which embraced all the stream of life that 

passed him and the 1. ighted towers that rose into the 1impid blue of the 

evening sky. t,24 

24w. Cather, Song of the Lark, p. 573. 



THEf.,iE II: FULFILMENT IN NATURE 

One's strongest emotions and one's most vivid mental 
pictures are acquired before one is fifteen ••• that 
shaggy grass country had gripped me with a passion I 
have never been able to shake. 
Willa Cather in M. R. Bennett, The World of Willa Cather. 

In 1912, Willa Cather went for a holiday to Arizona and saw for 

the first time the homes of the ancient cliff dwellers. She soaked up 

the sunlight and silence, and marvelled at the beauty. The importance 

of this sensuous experience upon her creative powers cannot be measured. 

The emotions attributed to Thea in Song of the Lark were her own: 

"She was getting back to the earliest sources of gladness that she could 

remember ••• she felt completely released from the enslaving desire to 

get on in the world. tt l Exploring Panther Canon she experienced the same 

exhilaration and peace she had known in her childhood on the Nebraska 

prairie. Writing almost twenty years later; about her artistic develop

ment,she recalled how this experience released her from all artificial

ities of subject matter and technique: 

I did no writing down there, but I recovered from the 
conventional editorial point of view. • • • When I 
got back to Pittsburgh I began to write a book entirely 
for myself; a story about some Bohemians and Scandin
avians who had been neighbours of ours when I lived on 
a ranch in Nebraska when I was eight or nine years old 
• • • • Here there was no arranging or 'inventing'; 
everything was spontaneous and took its place, right or 
wrong. 2 

lW. Cather, ?ong of the Lark, p. 369. 

2W• Cather, On Writing, p• 92. .... 

16 
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So it was that Willa Cather discovered her destiny: The Blooms speak 

about her frontier novels as "an allegory of quest -- the individual's 

seeking and finding a direction in life".3 With the writing of 

o Pioneers:, in the forty-sixth year of her life, Willa Cather began 

to fulfill her own quest for identity. Ten years later she explained 

how, in working with this, her 'own material ", she became another writer, 

guided by the wisdom of intuition, 'the things by which our feet find the 

4road home on a dark night t • 

o Pioneers ~ is a weaving together of what were originally two 

separate stories, "Alexandra" and 'trhe White Mulberry Tree". Her poem, 

"Prairie Spr in q", which appears on the fly-leaf, juxtaposes the two 

themes, the land and youth: 

Evening and the flat land,
Rich and sombre and always silent;
The miles of fresh-plowed soil,
Heavy and black, full of strength and harshness;
The growing wheat, the growing weeds,
The toiling horses, the tired men;
The long empty roads,
Sullen fires of sunset, fading,
The eternal unresponsive sky~
Against all this, youth,
Flaming like the wild roses,
Singing like the larks over the plowed fields,
Flashing like a star out of the twilight;
Youth with its insupportable sweetness,
Its fierce necessity,
Its sharp desire,
Singing and singing,
Out of the lips of silence,
Out of the earthy dusk.

There is ambivalence in her attitude to nature. The land is rich yet 

3E• A. Bloom and L. D. Bloom, Willa Cather's Gift of Sympathy 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1962, p. 14. 

4Willa Cather, Preface to Alexander's Bridge ix, 1922. 
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sombre; it is full of strength and harshness; wheat and weeds grow side 

by side; the fires of sunset are sullen. Against this "unrespons Ive" 

background, youth flames and flashes and sings, responding to its own 

moods of "fIerce necess i ty " and "sharp des ire". Here, in embryo, is 

the contrast between Alexandra and Marie, between maturity and youth, 

acceptance and ecstasy. Ecstasy is fleeting, soon to be swallowed up 

in silence and "earthy dus t ", Over the impatient yearnings of youth, 

nature is eternally triumphant. This is the theme, which, woven through 

the two stories ensures a texture that is strong and satisfying and which 

I have chosen to call fulfilment in nature. The sources of the rich 

imagery and symbolism here (and in My Antonia) are the author's child

hood memories of earth, sky, sun and snow. In these books, unified by 

theme and lyrical style, Willa Cather developed memorable scenes and 

atmospheric moods uniquely her own. Against the eternal forces of 

nature, what is man? Tiny and weak, he is doomed to insignificance 

and extinction unless he can unite himself with the great cyclic rhythms. 

o Pioneers: is the revel ation of the discovery of such union by 

Alexandra Bergson, an archetypal earth goddess figure. The very first 

paragraph in the book emphasizes how precarious is man's existence, and 

how helpless (he is) against the elements: 

One January day, thirty years ago, the little town of 
Hanover, anchored on a windy Nebraska tableland, was 
trying not to be blown away •••• The dwelling
houses were set about haphazard on the tough prairie 
sod; some of them looked as if they had been moved in 
overnight, and others as if they were straying off by 
themselves, headed straight for the open plain. None 
of them had any appearance of permanence, and the howl
ing wind blew under them as well as over them.5 

5W. Cather, 0 Pioneers:, p. 3. 



While still a teen-ager, Alexandra Bergson, who "looked as if she had 

walked straight out of the morning itself,,6 is bearing burdens which 

would have defeated many mature women. Defeated in his effort to tame 

the wilderness, worn out with worry and work, her Swedish immigrant 

father dies at forty-six. Her mother, though a fine housekeeper, knows 

nothing about farming. Her two older brothers ,Lou and Oscar are rest

less, eager to pull up stakes; Emil, the youngest, is too young to help. 

Continuous drought and crop failure bring hard times which drive the 

neighbors, including Alexandra's dearest friend, Carl Lindstrum, to seek 

employment in the cities. Only Alexandra looks toward the future with 

hope. She is determined to make a success of farming and she works 

toward her goal with superhuman strength and courage. 

For the first time, perhaps, since the land emerged 
from the waters of geologic ages, a human face was set 
toward it with love and yearning. It seemed beauti
ful to her, rich and strong and glorious. Her eyes 
drank in the breadth of it, until her tears blinded 
her. Then the Genius of the Divide, the great, free 
spirit which breathes across it, must have bent lower 
than it ever bent to a human will before. The history 
of every country begins in the heart of a man or woman. 7 

As if the land could respond to such devotion, under Alexandra's care 

it becomes fruitful and yields rich harvest. Much of the imagery is 

frankly sexual: 

There are few scenes more gratifying than a spring 
plowing in that country, where the furrows of a single 
field often lie a mile in length, and the brown earth, 
with such a strong clean smell, and such a power of 
growth and fertility in it, yields itself eagerly to 
the plow; rolls away from the shear, not even dimming 
the brightness of the metal, with a soft, deep sigh of 
happiness. 8 

6!!ilil., p. 126. 

8!!ilil., p. 76. 
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The constantly recurring rhythms of night following day and 

spring succeeding winter provide the only form this novel has In its 

first three books. Winter is shown to be a dark time for people as 

well as for plants and animals , Nature is immobil ized in a death"':1ike 

sleep: "One coul d eas ily bel ieve that in that dead landscape, the germs 

of life and fruitfulness were extinct forever.«9 So closely is Alexandra 

identified with the rhythms of the earth that it is almost as if she 

had no needs of her own -- almost, but not quite. Her personal life 

is a subconsc ious exis tence "1ike an underground river that [comes] 

to the surface only here and there, at intervals months apart, and then 

[sinks] again to flow on under her own fields. ul O When the passion of 

spring rejuvenates the earth, Alexandra feels "as it were, in her own 

body the joyous germination in the so i l " .11 She has a recurring dream 

in which, as she lies late in bed on Sunday mornings, she sometimes 

has the illus ion of being nl ifted up bodily and carried 1ightly" by a 

very strong man who transports her gently over the fields. He is like 

sunl ight and ripe corn. After such a reverie Alexandra is "angry with 

herse l f" and tries to wash the memory away by bathing in a tin tub and 

"pouring buckets of cold well-water over her gleaming white body" .12 

The dream seems to suggest that beneath the conscious fulfilment of 

Alexandra's union with the natural world lies her unconscious need for 

a human mate, a need wh ich is about to be satisfied at the end of the 

book, when, at forty years of age, she agrees to marry Carl, her child

hood friend. The image we associate with Alexandra is that of the wild 

9I bi d., p. 188. 10!Jll.9.., p. 203. 

llIbid., p. 204. 12I bi,d., p. 206. 
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duck "swimming and diving all by herself in the sunlight, a kind of 

enchanted bird that does not know age or changeu,13 but the fate of 

Emil and Marie awakens Alexandra to an awareness of her own solitary 

existence; turning to Carl, she admits how lonely she has been. 

The wild duck imagery serves a different function when it is 

related to Marie Shabata. Thrown bleeding into her outstretched apron, 

the ducks foreshadow the young couplets tragic death. Marie is one of 

the most appealing of Willa Cather's women. Carl Lindstrum notices 

how her brown eyes sparkle with "points of yellow light", and how she 

seems to "kindle with a fierce little flame if one but breathed upon 

her" .14 She is the embodiment of the "Insuppor t abl e sweetness" of the 

poem; a woman "incapable of being lukewarm about anyth Inq" .15 Marie is 

married to a surly, jealous man whose bUllying has killed her love and 

caused her to recoil from him. Emil, Alexandra's young brother, has 

loved her always, and now is drawn to her by some force stronger than 

himself. Going to say good-bye to her, he is like "an arrow shot out of 

a bow". Under the white mulberry tree, clasped in their first embrace, 

they are discovered and shot by the jealous husband. 

Since this is Miss Cather's most convincing portrayal of young 

love, it is important to consider her attitude toward their situation. 

I find it to be ambiguous. Having awakened in the reader a sympathetic 

response, she seems to feel the need to counterbalance it in Alexandra's 

reaction, which is one of censure, almost disgust. The coldness of her 

13I bi d• , P. 205. 14I bi d., p. 136. 

15I bi d• , p. 217. 
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heart toward young love is emphasized by the cold she feels in her body 

as she stands in the rain at the graveyard, and by the return of her 

old dream, where this time the man who carries her is revealed to be 

death. With Carl's return, the ice inside her melts and she can think 

of the lovers without bitterness. "People couldn't help loving her", 

she says of Marie.16 Yet Alexandra (and I suspect her author too) is 

glad that maturity dulls the fire of passion. ttl think when friends 

17 marry they are safe. We don't suffer like -- those young ones." 

Human love will ease her loneliness, but her real fulfilment is in her 

contact with the harmonies and rhythms of the universe. 

My Antonia (1918), published five years later, is Willa Cather's 

best known novel and her main claim to fame. On the twentieth anniver

sary of its publication she said: "I'he best thing I've done is My 

Antonia. I feel I've made a contribution to American letters with that 

bOOk. H18 It is not a novel at all, in the traditional sense, having 

no clearly developed plot. It is a lyrical affirmation of the author's 

bel ief that the good I ife has its roots deep in the earth. "Vhenever I 

crossed the Missouri River coming into Nebraska the very smell of the 

soil tore me to pieces. Hl 9 While the central image in 0 Pioneers: is 

the wild duck, suggestive of nature in an untamed state, in My Antonia 

it is the plough, symbolic of man's attempt to control his environment; 

yet the juxtaposition of the plough against the sun suggests his rela

tionship with the cosmos: 

16lRiQ., p. 305. 17lRiQ., p. 308. 

18M• R. Bennett, The World of Willa Cather, p. 203. 

19I bi d., p, 138. 
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There were no clouds, the sun was going down in 
a limpid gold-washed sky. Just as the lower edge 
of the red disk rested on the high fields against 
the horizon, a great black figure suddenly appeared 
on the face of the sun • • • • On some upland farm, 
a plough had been left standing in the field. The 
sun was sinking just behind it • • • • There it was, 
heroic in size, a picture writing on the sun. 20 

Like Alexandra Bergson, Antonia Shimerda is an earth goddess 

figure, but she is gayer, gentler, and more dependent upon other people 

for companionship. In addition to being a lover of the soil, she is 

fulfilled as a wife and mother. Compared with Antonia, the narrator 

of the story, Jim Burden, is a shadowy figure, part of whose function 

is to express the author's point of view. Much autobiographical mater

ial is included, and the story is developed through a series of pictures 

fixed in Jim's memory "like the old wood-cuts of one's first primer".21 

Jim (like Willa Cather) came,when still a child, from Virginia to live 

with his grandparents in Nebraska and to have, as neighbors, immigrants 

from Bohemia, like the Shimerdas. Mr. Shimerda, sensitive and cultured, 

but unable to adapt to the new world, takes his own life. Mrs. Shimerda, 

suspicious, grasping and disorganized, appreciates her eldest son, the 

ill-tempered Ambrosch, because he works tirelessly and pinches pennies, 

but she cannot understand her gay, imaginative daughter who would rather 

give than receive. Jim teaches Antonia to speak English, and shares her 

passion for the prairie. Some of the loveliest pictures are those in 

which the two children are seen against a kaleidoscopic background: 

"the copper red grass drenched in sunl igh ttt22 or "the sky brill iantly 

2<\~. Cather, Ml Antonia, p , 159.

21~., p. 228. 22~., p. 28.
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blue, and the sunlight on the glittering white stretches of prairie 

almost blinding ftr3 again "the whole eountry seemed somehow to be run

ning ••• as if the shaggy grass were a sort of loose hide, and under

neath it herds of wild buffalo were ualloping, galloping •• • • 

As in 0 Pioneers: images of cold are associated with death, 

so here again cold is the enemy of man and nature. Cold brings out the 

evil in man, as is clearly demonstrated in the vignette where the Russian 

peas ant literally throws a young bridal couple to the starving wol ves 

so that he and his brother may escape over the frozen wastes. It is 

cold which exacts the final toll from the spirit of Mr. Shimerda and 

pushes him to suicide. Cold freezes his life-blood as it pours hot 

from his body; an axe is needed to chop the corpse loose so that it may 

be buried at a cold cross-roads where the winds always howl. The same 

cold winds sweep in upon the town, causing the houses to "draw closer 

25 together" and the pale winter sunset is "like the light of truth itself t t 
• 

The contrast between the seasons sets the pattern for the book. 

Comparisons are everywhere. In the country, the failures of the Shimerdas 

stand out against the successes of the Burdens. In the town, the warmth 

and affection in the Harling family are contrasted with the malice and 

violence of the Cutters. The vigour and gaiety of the "hired girls" 

expose the apathy and smugness of the town belles. The freedom and sim

plicity of life in the country emphasize the pettiness and complexity 

of life in town. Over and through all of these runs the constant con

trast between fulfilment and sterili~~, between life and death. 

?3 - 1.!ll.!!., p. 43. 24I bi d• , p. 14. 

25I b i d., P. 116. 
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Antonia, in her positive affirmation of life, overcomes the 

decadence and reconciles the irreconcilables. Emerging from her dingy 

dugout, she casts off the false values of her mother and brother, yet 

preserves the sens i tivi ty and charm of her father. From the Burdens 

she learns to respect integrity and the ability to suspend judgment. 

With the Harlings she discovers what it is like to belong to a real 

family and later patterns her own f~nily life on this model. At the 

Cutters she is exposed to the evils of the world, but is not contamin

ated. She adopts the best from country and city, yet retains her inde

pendence. When her impulsive nature traps her into choosing the wrong 

man, she accepts the suffering and humiliation which follow, and turns 

defeat into victory. 

Jim's development is quite dlf'fe rent , Though his opportunities 

are richer he does not make positive use of them. He expresses Miss 

Cather's own position as he ponders the Latin words "Opt.ima dies ••• 

prima fugit,,26 (The best days are the first to flee). He is always 

looking backward. He makes the momentous discovery of the relationship 

between girls like Lena Lingard and the poetry of Virgil. ttlf there 

were no girls I ike them in the world, there woul d be no poetry ... 27 Here, 

in a single sentence, is the basic unity between art and life. Yet Jim 

is afraid to live. When he has the chance to marry Antonia after she 

and her illegi timate child have been deserted, he retreats. til "d have 

liked to have you for a sweetheart, or a wife, or my mother or my sister 

-- anything that a woman can be to a man ••• you really are a part 

26I!>l!1., p. 175. 
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tt28 of me. The tense he uses indicates that he thinks it is now too 

late. He is "bitterly dls appoInted'' in her for becoming an "object of 

pity". Perhaps his Puritan conscience cannot forgive Antoniats frailty 

even though she is part of him. He takes refuge in memories of the 

past. "As I went back alone over that familiar road, I could almost 

believe that a boy and girl ran along beside me, as our shadows used 

29 to do, laughing and Whispering to each other in the grass ..•

Antonia moves beyond Jim, and fulfills the deep needs of her 

nature. When next we see her, twenty years have passed. She is the 

wife of Anton Cuzak and mother of eleven children. Jim has put off 

visiting her, dreading to see her aged and impoverished, but when he 

finally goes, at the urging of Lena Lingard, the experience is a revela

tion. An atmosphere of compassion and understanding is established 

with his first glimpse of Antonia's two sons, bending over a dead dog, 

the big boy comforting the little one. As he approaches the farm house 

it seems that everything he sees is white and gold: white cats, ducks 

and geese, yellow pumpkins, white kitchen floor, slanting sunlight, 

the boy with yellow hair born on Easter Day. Then, like a miracle, 

Antonia appears, and Jim looks into those eyes that are like no other 

eyes in the world. HAs I confronted her the changes grew less apparent 

to me, her identity* stronger. She was there, in the full vigour of 

her personality, battered but not diminished ..•30 Proudly she displays 

the fruits of her labour; her orchard, "fu l l of sun like a cup", her 

28!J2i9.., p. 208. 29!J2i9.., p. 209. 

30I bid., p. 216. ~1y italics. 
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children, Ita veritable explosion of lifeu,31 and her city-bred husband 

who seems to Jim to have been the "Ins trument of Antonia f s special 

mission.'·32 The Cuzaks are archetypes of the settlers who made a country 

great, tfthe hewers of wood and drawers of water". No other American writer 

has so eloquently portrayed the vision and endurance of its pioneers 

as has Willa Cather in these two novels describing the spi.rit which 

wrought the transformation of a wilderness into a garden. Cuzak's tri

bute to his wife's ability to hold him to the land, in "one of the 

loneliest countries in the world", is Cather's tribute to every isolated 

settler's wife. Antonia's sense of identity with the soil renders her 

every action significant and timeless. 

She had only to stand in the orchard, to put her hand 
on a little crab tree and look up at the apples, to 
make you feel the goodness of planting, and tending, 
and harvesting at last. All the strong things of her 
heart came out in her body, that had been so tireless 
in serving generous emotions. It was no wonder that 
her sons stood tall and straight. She was a rich mine 
of life, like the founders of early races.33 

Soon after the publication of My Antonia, Willa Cather's world 

began to darken. The death of her cousin in a war which seemed to have 

solved no problems was a contributing factor. The post-war rejection 

of old values and the feverish emphas is upon what she called "man-made 

materialism" seemed to Miss Cather to indicate the decline of pioneer 

optimism and a setting-in of spiritual degeneration. After her world 

"broke apart about 1922" she tended to look backward in her search for 

value. 

31I bi d., p. 220. 32I bid., p. 237. 

33I bi d• , p. 229. 
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Of special significance for theme II is her short story, 

"Ne i qhbour Ro s Icky", written in 1928, because, as well as emphasizing 

the past, it reaffirms the conclusion Willa Cather reached in 0 Pioneers: 

and My Antonia, that the individual can find fulfilment in a life lived 

close to the earth. In many ways it is like a continuation of My 

Antonia with the name changed from Cuzak to Rosicky. There is the same 

qual i ty of sereni ty which characterizes Death Comes for the Archbishop 

(1927), and though the setting is very different, the theme is similar. 

Dealing with the last days of Anton Rosicky, a Bohemian pioneer in 

Nebraska, it begins with young Doctor Ed's warning that Rosicky's heart 

is wearing out and that he must take things easier. He accepts the 

diagnosis calmly, but on his return trip to the farm he stops his team 

and wagon a mile from home, and looks with new interest at the country 

graveyard, so peaceful under the falling snow. 

It was a nice graveyard, Rosicky reflected, sort of 
snug and homelike, not cramped or mournfUl, -- a big 
sweep all around it. A man could lie down in the long 
grass and see the complete arch of the sky over him, 
hear the wagons go by; in summer the mowing-machine 
rattled right up to the wire fence. And it was so 
near home • • • • It was a comfort to think that he 
would never have to go farther than his own hayfield.34 

The mood of the story is established in this paragraph. Rosicky equates 

death for man with the snow that gi ves the fields repose in winter. He 

is instinctively in harmony with the vegetation myth and its life-death

rebirth cycle. It is significant that as the snow and cold and death 

hold no threat for Rosicky, so for Willa Cather they seem to have lost 

their old terror. 

3~~. Cather, Obscure Destinies, PP. 18-19. 
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The happy family relationship is reminiscent of the Cuz aks , but 

parents and children have grown older. Rosicky and his wife understand 

each other without putting their thoughts into words now. Mary can 

scarcely look objecti vely at her husband because "I t is hard to see any

one who has become like your own body to you".35 There is a warmth in 

this family that draws Dr. Ed eight miles out of his way to share break

fast eaten from thick dishes in an atmosphere of affectionate joshing 

and laughter. f,iary's geraniums which bloom all winter symbolize the 

spirit in that home. The doctor reflects that "people as generous and 

warm-hearted and affectionate as the Rosickys never got ahead much; 

maybe you couldn't enjoy your life and put it in the bank too:,36 

Rosicky's character is developed through a series of sharply 

etched scenes. We see him as a boy-apprentice in a London tailor's shop, 

so ravenous that he devours the roasted Christmas goose which has been 

hidden for safe-keeping in his corner of the room. We see him begging 

in the street to replace what he stole. Years later, on the day when 

the crops are ruined by a heat wave, he bathes with his boys in the 

horses' trough and kills two chickens so they may have a picnic together. 

He does the dishes for his daughter-in-law, Polly, so that she and 

Rudolph can go to town to a movie. Most vivid of all is the scene of 

his heart-attack, his anxiety to spare others alarm, his gratefulness 

to Polly for easing his pain, his pleasure at hearing that she is to 

have a baby, his gentle tenderness. 

35!!ili!., p. 23. 
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Polly had a sudden feeling that nobody in the world, 
not her mother, not Rudolph, or anyone, really loved 
her as much as old Rosicky did. It was as if 
Rosicky had a special gift for loving people, some
thing that was like an ear for music, or an eye for 
color.37 

The city-country contrast is dealt with again in this story, 

and the country comes out best, but the city is not completely evil, 

for Anton himself is a "city man, a gentle man, and though he had married 

a rough farm girl he had never touched her withou t gentleness :.38 Here, 

in one sentence, we find expressed Miss Cather's case against cities: 

"they buil t you in from the earth i t se l f, cemented you away from any 

contact with the ground. u39 The only salvation seems to lie in getting 

away in time, as did farmer Rosicky. 

Escaping from the ci ty he became firmly rooted in the soil. "He 

was like a tree that has not many roots, but one tap-root that goes down 

deep ..·40 Death came gently for old Rosicky as it did for the Archbishop. 

The story ends in tranquillity. On a moonlit summer night Dr. Ed stops 

his car at the country graveyard and compares old Rosicky's resting 

place with the cold rigidity of a city cemetery: 

But this was open and free, this little square of long 
grass which the wind forever stirred • • • • Nothing 
could be more undeathlike than this place; nothing 
could be more r i qht for a man who had helped to do the 
work of great cities and had always longed for the open 
country and had got to it at last.41 

37I bi d., p. 66. 38I bi d• , p. 24. 

39I bi d., p. 31. 40I bi d• , p. 32. 

4I I bi d., p. 71. 



THEME III: THE LOST SELF 

A sense of identity is never gained nor main
tained once and for all. Like a good conscience, 
it is constantly lost and regained. 

E. Erickson, "The Problem of Ego Identi ty" 

Because of its nostalgic emphasis upon a lost identity, this 

theme may be said to be negative in tone. It deals with the struggle 

for expression and fulfilment of a youthful self which has been pushed 

back into the unconscious. This identity conflict is at the heart of 

many of Miss Catherts fictional works, especially those written during 

the early years when she was suffering from personal tensions and the 

novels publ ished from 1922 to 1926, the "dark" period of her disillu

sionment with society. 

Carol ine Noble, hero ine of "The Garden LodgeIt, one of the s tor ies 

in The Troll Garden, experiences, at the age of thirty, a moment of 

recogn i tion in wh ich she real izes the irretrievable loss of youthful 

dreams. Growing up in the home of an unsuccessful, embittered music 

teacher, she had been obliged to sacrifice her own artistic ambitions 

in order that her indolent, neurotic brother might have a musical train-

Inq , So busy had she been "turning gowns and placating tradesmen" that 

her youth had become a series of self-deprivations, an endless dull 

routine. For her, ideal ism came to be associated with "poverty tricked 

out in paper roses".l To escape this sordid life, she married a widower, 

I W. Cather, The Troll Garden, p. 54. 
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sixteen years her senior, whose wealth and position in society seemed 

to guarantee her the security she had never known. Six years later, 

she finds her comfortable routine disturbed when she entertains as 

her house gues t a famous young tenor whose accompaniments she plays. 

His visit awakens in her a consciousness of all that she has missed in 

life. Her young unfulfilled self returns to haunt her: "Lt seemed to 

her that ever since d'Esquerre first came into the house she had been 

haunted by an imploring little girlish ghost that followed her about, 

wringing its hands and entreating for an hour of her life ...2 Alone in 

the garden lodge during a summer storm, symbolic of the storm within 

herself, CarOline recognizes the disparity between the person she has 

become and the person she has always longed to be. "It was not enough, 

this happy and well-ordered life." The moment of tragedy for her lies 

in her realization that she has made her choice, that she can never 

develop this childhood identity crushed and ignored for so long. After 

a fit of wild weeping, "something seemed to slip from the clinging hold 

of her arms, and she groaned protestingly through her parted lips, fol

lowing it a little way with fluttering hands:,3 Her decision to allow 

her husband to tear down the garden lodge signifies that she has aban

doned her dreams and reconciled herself to a life bereft of magic. 

The struggle for survival of a young self buried beneath a morass 

of conventional attitudes and behavior is the subject of Willa Cather's 

first novel, Alexander's Bridge (1912). The plot is trite. Bartley 

Alexander, a middle-aged successful Bostonian engineer, builder of 

2!!l!.9.., p. 60. 
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bridges, happily married to a charming woman who loves and admires 

him, yet obsessed with a feeling of being "buried ai tve", seeks excite

ment in renewing a love affair with Hilda Burgoyne, a talented English 

actress who has never married. He is tortured by the knowledge that 

he is leading a double life. So far this sounds like a soap opera or 

pUlp romance. The unique treatment given to the tired theme emerges 

through Alexander's introspective analysis of the problem. He recog

nizes that it is not so much Hilda he wants, as the sense that, with 

her, he is able to recapture his youthful identity. As he expresses it 

to her: "You've got my young self here with you. It's through him 

that I've come to wish for you all and all the time:,4 As in the cases 

of Thea Kronberg and Caroline Noble, this young self sometimes seems to 

him like a presence which "hides beneath his coat" and follows him about, 

which allows him to leap suddenly into "an overwhelming consciousness of 

himsel f,,5 where he experiences a marvelous return of the impetuousness, 

the excitement and the expectancy of youth. Because he can neither (like 

Thea) bring about the fulfilment of his self,nor (like Caroline) will 

it back into his subconscious, there is no satisfactory resolution of 

the conflict. The drama is cut short by Alexander's accidental death, 

occurring when one of his bridges collapses through a flaw, suggesting 

his own flawed character. The book is shallow; none of the characters is 

fully realized or convincing enough to awaken a sympathetic response in 

the reader. The contrived denouement emphasizes the superficial treat

ment of a theme which continued to fascinate the author and to inspire 

4w. Cather, Alexander's Bridge, p. 109. 

5I bi d., p. 98. 
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a number of provocative studies in the later novels. 

In 1922, the year which came to have such crucial significance 

for Willa Cather, she completed One of Ours, the least appealing of her 

novels, and the one which ushers in what critics have called her .tdark" 

period (1922 to 1926). It is really a biography of her cousin, his life 

on a Nebraska farm, and his death in the first world war. The book is 

dUll, being of interest only as it reveals Miss Cather's concern with 

the curse of "mach ine-made materialism". Claude Wheeler feels frus

trated and deprived because he has had few cultural advantages. Believ

ing that there is "something splendid about life if he could but find 

it",6 he is trapped into a loveless marriage. Paradoxically, he achieves 

his personal fulfilment by sacrificing his life for his country, a 

sacrifice which, his author suggests, may well have been fruitless. 

'~he call was clear, the cause was glorious • He died believing 

his country better than it is ••• and these were beautiful beliefs 

to die with. Perhaps it was as well to see that vision and then to see 

no more.»7 Her hollow conclusion emphasizes the hollowness of her own 

hopes for the future at this period. 

The Lost Lady (1923) is a good illustration of what Miss Cather, 
/ I 

in her essay "l'he Novel Demeuble", calls the process of simplification 

in art. 

Whatever is felt upon the page without being speci
fically named there, that one might say, is created 
• • •• (It is the inexplicable presence of the thing 
not named, of the overtone divined by the ear, but not 

6w. Cather, One of Ours, p. 52. 

7I bi d., p. 458. 
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heard by it, the verbal mood, the emotional aura 
of the fact, or the thing, or the deed, that gives 
high quality to the novel or the drama, as we~l as 
to poetry itself.)8 

This portrait of a lost lady is a memorable one, as elusive of defini

tion as the above statement implies. It has been interpreted in many 

ways, sometimes as the record of the degeneration of the pioneer spirit 

and the decadence that followed, sometimes as a study in a woman's 

degradation. t~arian Forrester lost herself in the emptying and vulgar

izing process that followed the heroic taming of the Nebraska plains. u9 

It is difficult to decide which interpretation is correct, since we never 

get into the heroine's mind, but see her always through the eyes of Niel 

Herbert, a young man who admires and respects, and finally pities her. 

For the reader, the real pathos of the book (felt upon the page without 

being named) is Marian Forrester's fruitless struggle to maintain, in 

the face of cruel adversity, the satisfying identity which has once been 

hers. 

We see her first as the bewitching young wife of the wealthy aging 

railroad contractor, Captain Forrester. She is known from Omaha to 

Denver as the most charming and gracious hostess along the Burl ington 

line. All of the important railroaders stop off at the Forresters' summer 

home in Sweetwater, just to enjoy her hospitality, her smile, and the 

look in her eyes, so full of promise. After her husband is injured in 

a fall from his horse, life begins to close in on Marian Forrester. 

8W. Cather, On Writing, p. 41. 

9David Daiches, Willa C?-ther: A Critical Introduction. (New 
York: Collier), 1962, p. 63. 
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Music, dancing, and the gay social whirl are now in the past. Fewer 

and fewer guests come to visit, and the couple scarcely ever leaves 

home. Though she never falters in her tender care of her invalid hus

band she feels trapped by her fate. In desperation, she snatches at 

moments of romance with other men, becoming less fastidious in her selec

tion as her iSOlation increases. The day that Niel discovers Mrs. 

Forrester's infidelity to her husband he feels that he has lost one of 

the most beautiful things in his life. It was gone "t Ike the morning 

10freshness of flowers· f When Mr. Forrester becomes bankrupt, then• 

suffers a crippling stroke, Niel knows that she is facing the future with 

terror, yet her smile is as brilliant as ever. She and her husband both 

playa game of gallant pretence. She pretends to be content; he over

looks her indiscretions. Her last hope of escape dies when her lover, 

Frank Ellinger, marries. Niel is shocked to see how desperation robs 

her even of her sense of pride. After her husband's death she is changed 

beyond belief -- a lost lady indeed. "Without the captain she was like 

a ship without ballast, driven hither and thither by every wind!·ll She 

seems to lose all power of discrimination, cheapening herself in frantic 

bids for the admiration of younger men, even stoooping to intimacy with 

Ivy Peters, Miss Cather's most sadistic and degenerate character. What 

Niel most holds against Mrs. Forrester, and what causes him to repUlse 

with contempt her tentative advances to him, is "that she was unwilling 

to immolate herself like the widow of all these great men, and die with 

lOW. Cather, A Lost Lady, p. 86. 

ll!Jll9.., p, 153. 
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the pioneer period to which she belonged; that she preferred life on 

12any terms. tt 

Because all of Marian Forrester's actions are filtered through 

the mind of Niel Herbert, and because her motives are never fully revealed, 

she remains an enigma. She has been admired, pitied and condemned, but 

never, to my knowledge, dismissed as a nonentity. Her fascination seems 

to lie in her zest for life and her gift for making even the sordid seem 

beautiful. Here is a woman who cannot live without love, any more than 

a flower can live without sunlight. She gives love freely, too freely, 

and she continually seeks to renew her identity by assuring herself of 

her power to evoke the same old "bl ack maqic" response. As she gradually 

loses this power, she becomes more and more a lost soul. Her husband, 

aware of her weaknesses, loves her to the end, and shields her as long 

as he can, behind the bulwark of his respectability, understanding her 

better than she understands herself. 

Years later, when Niel is able to remember her without bitterness, 

he is grateful for having known her -- this woman whose eyes "seemed to 

promise a wild delight that he has not found in Li fe "; Even to him she 

is an enigma. Had she found some secret joy unknown to other people or 

was it all play-acting? What was her special magic, that she "had always 

the power of suggesting things much lovelier than herself, as the per

fume of a single flower may call up the whole sweetness of springtt ?13 

Thirteen years after the publication of Alexander's Bridge, 

Willa Cather produced a much more perceptive study of another successful, 

12lli.!!., p. 169. 13Ibi d. , p, 172. 
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middle-aged man, troubled with the conviction that his life is unful

filled. This man is Godfrey St. Peter, the main character in The 

Professor's House (1925). (Book III, ttrrom Ou tl and' s Story", will be 

dealt with under Theme IV.) To the outside world, even to his family, 

he appears to be a happy man, financially prosperous, popular with 

his students, loved by his wife and two daughters, respected by his 

sons-in-law. Yet this man is facing the gravest crisis of his life, a 

crisis brought to a head by the decision to move from the old house to 

a fine new one built with the 5,000 pounds earned by his prize-winning 

book, Spanish Adventurers. Sitting in his old attic study, "scene of 

so many defeats and triumphs", St. Peter reviews his life and recalls 

the happiness he had in writing his book. He realizes that the most 

important factor in creativi ty is des ire. "If there were an instrument 

by which to measure desire one could foretell achievement. ,,14 After fif

teen years of productive labor, the book is completed, and the professor 

has time to take stock. He feels out of touch with everyone, even with 

his own wife who values material possess ions and a youthful appearance 

above a real communication with her husband. His daughters have grown 

from adorable children into jealous rivals, and his sons-in-law irritate 

him into furious silences. His elder daughter's handling of the fortune 

willed to her by her former fiancee, the professor's brilliant pupil, 

Tom Outland, seems to symbolize for him the materialistic rapacity which 

dominates society. Even at the university he is uneasy because he feels 

the humanities are being neglected in favor of science. hArt and 

14w. Cather, The Professor's House, p. 29. 
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15 religion have given man the only happiness he has ever had ..• His 

colleagues seem to be engaged in a competitive struggle motivated by 

ambitions neither professional nor scholarly. 

The professor arranges to continue to rent his old house in order 

that he may still work in the study where he finds it so easy to turn 

back the hands of time. He insists upon keeping the old dress forms 

used by the seamstress, Augusta, because he pictures them decked out in 

party dresses for the daughters he wishes had never grown up. His view 

of the lake through the window reminds him of the lake near his child

hood home, symbol of freedom and antidote to dullness. When his wife 

and family go to Europe he remains at the old house spending more and 

more time brooding alone, re-living in his mind the "second youth" which 

Tom Outland had brought to him. During this period a strange thing 

happens to him. He seems to have as his constant companion his own 

young self "the boy [he] had long ago left behind him in Kansas in the 

Solomon Valley -- the original unmodified Godfrey St. Peter ...16 He 

feels that all the years between have been "accidental and ordered 

from the outs Ide "; His career, his wife, his family are "not his life 

at all, but a chain of events which had happened to him . having 

nothing to do with the person he was in the beginning. ..17 

The problem which so disturbs the professor is a transformation 

of identity. He tries to reject what he has become. He feels he has 

been deceived, not by any specific person, but by events in general. 

15I bi d. , p. 69. 16I bi d. , p. 263. 

I 71bid., p, 264. 
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He responds with resentment against the whole world, but particularly 

his own fanlily. As he becomes more disoriented, he withdraws further 

from real i ty , He becomes obsessed with the certainty that death is 

imminent, and relaxes his hold upon life. Having deliberately willed 

himself away from the real world, the professor imagines himself primi

tively close to sky, water and earth, and he longs to be lost in them. 

In such a state of inertia, death seems like a friendly presence. When 

he falls asleep one night and awakes to find his study full of gas 

fumes, he has no desire to move or resist. He is saved from his fate 

by old Augusta whom he regards "In her humankind as if after a definite 

ttl B absence from the world of men and women. Not only does she save him 

physically, but, in some mysterious way, she gives him the will to live, 

to take up again the identity he has been building over the years, and 

to let the t~oung selftt slip back into the past. He is ready to become 

a more mature member of the human family, willing to learn "to live 

without delight". 

Augusta was like the taste of bitter herbs; she was 
the bloomless side of life that he had always run 
away from -- yet, when he had to face it, he found 
that it wasn't al together repugnant ••• there was 
a world full of Augustas with whom one was outward 
bound. 19 

In this provocative study, Willa Cather seems to be illustrating 

her conviction, held during this period of her life, that satisfying 

human relationships are rare at best, and that they sometimes have an 

inhibiting effect upon personal development. Her ambivalent feelings on 

18Tb}· d•. , p. 279• 19I bi d., pp. 280-81. 
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this subject are revealed in her essay on Katherine Mansfield, written 

in 1925, the same year The Professor's House appeared: "One real Izes 

that human relationships are the tragic necessity of human life; that 

they can never be wholly satisfactory, that every ego is half the time 

20greedily seeking them, and half the time pul l Inq away from them," 

Tension arises out of \mat St. Peter feels to be a conflict between the 

demands of his own inner nature (symbolized here by the young self), and 

those made upon him by his family relationships. In Alexander's Bridge 

a similar type of problem is sol ved by accidental death. The resolution 

here, while it is more artistically convincing, leaves much to be desired. 

Why mus t the professor learn to 1i ve withou t del ight? We shall see in 

theme IV a more satisfactory sot ut ion to this problem of the develop

ment of the youthful identi ty toward a s tate of maturi ty. 

Meanwhile, in her next novel, My Mortal Enemy (1926) Miss Cather 

explored more fully the negative possibilities inherent in the theme 

of the lost self. Marcus Klein, in his introduction to the Vintage 

edition, has called this her "mos t furious novel ", Here, the individual's 

attempt to get beyond the necessity of human relationships is carried 

to its logical conclusion. The title of the book is a phrase from a 

question uttered in despair by Myra Henshawe just before her death: I~y

mus t I die 1ike this, alone with my mortal enemy?u21 The provocati ve 

problem as to the identity of her mortal enemy is not easily solved. Is 

it her husband, whom she once loved passionately, but who is now the 

2<\V. Cather, Not Under FortX, p. 136. 

2l W Cather, My Mortal Enemy, p• 95.• 
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symbol of her renunciation of her inheritanc~' Is it (as Marcus Klein 

suggests) friendship, love, human relationship itself? Is it something 

within hersel f? In my opinion, the enemy wh ich haunts her is the 

identity she thought she had renounced, but which she can neither escape 

nor accept. This sense of personal discontinuity, this inability to 

develop a satisfying identity, leads to complete disorientation and 

breakdown of personality. 

Myra Henshawe is a woman who has literally given up everything 

for love. Cut off withou t a penny because the man she elopes with does 

not suit her harsh old Irish great-uncle, Myra leaves the past behind. 

It is a fairy-tale romance, and at first it promises to have a fairy-

tale ending. Brilliant, beautifUl, and passionately intense, Myra is 

determined to make her marriage an idyllic model for all young people. 

She encourages other young lovers, and gains a reputation as a match

maker. 

Nellie, the girl through whose consciousness we view events, 

has heard the romantic legend repeated as far back as she can remember, 

and Is excited at the prospect of meeting its heroine. The revelation 

is a disappointment. Myra,at forty-five years of age seems strangely 

brittle, with a "sarcasm so quick, so fine at the point -- it was like 

being touched by a metal so cold that one doesn't know whether one is 

22burned or chilled." Yet, she has a magnetic power, a "compelling, 

passionate overmastering something" which cannot be defined. Though 

the marriage has a surface brilliance, Nellie is not fooled; and when 

22I bi d, p. 7. 
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she hears Myra and her husband quarrelling, she feels herself dropping 

into something ttmalevolent and bottomless". 

Ten years pass before Nellie again sees the Henshawes. An atmos

phere of gloom and foreboding is established by Miss Cather's description 

of the locale where they meet, a spraWling, over-grown west coast city 

"that ran about the shore stumbling allover itself, finally tumbling 

untidily into the sea.'·23 In a shabby third class hotel, Myra lies 

friendless and bitter and very ill. Her husband, whom she blames for 

all her suffering, is patiently caring for her, never ceasing to love 

her, no matter how hatefully she treats him. In her extremity, she looks 

back to her childhood as a perfect existence. EveJ~thing she renounced 

seems to have value for her now: her Catholic faith ("in religion 

seeking is finding tl
) ; her money ("money is a protection, a cloak; it 

can buy one quiet and some sort of dignity"); most of all, her harsh 

old Irish uncle (til can feel his savagery strengthen in me. We think 

we are so individual and so misunderstood when we are young, but the 

nature our strain of blood carries is inside there, waiting like our 

skeleton"). She goes to meet death headlong, escaping to a cleft by 

the sea where she finds "the light and silence which heal all one's 

wounds. tt24 

Myra Henshawe t s tragedy springs from the war with in her of two 

opposing identities, one the generous warm-hearted woman who eloped with 

her lover, the other a composite of what she calls "the stuff our forebears 

put into us" -- the instinctive self, which in her case is greedy and 

2;bid., p. 57. 24I bi d., p. 73. 
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supersti tious and cruel. She seems to know what is happening to her 

but is powerless to prevent it. She has lost the ab l l i ty to love. 

Here then is the meaning of her final whispered cry: tf'Why must I die 

1 ike th is, alone wi th my mortal enemy'f?tt The final evidence is in the 

author's statement: ttViolent natures like hers sometimes turn against 

themse l ves -- against themse l ves and all their idolatries :.25 Her 

mortal enemy was the identi ty she could not reject" and which finally 

became her master , 

25I b1· d., p. 96 • 



THEME IV: THE SEARCH FOR ROOTS 

Personal identi ty is meshed wi th group identi ty 
which itself rests upon an historical past. 

A. L. Strauss, Mirrors and Masks, 
The Search for Identi ty , 

Throughout the whole of her adult life,Willa Cather was engaged, 

either consciously or unconsciously, in an attempt to compensate for 

her own early uprooting. Implicit in all her fiction is the quest for 

a satisfactory substitute for a security lost in childhood. As her dis

satisfaction wi th her own generation deepened, her search for meaning, 

order and value extended ever farther into the past. One of the most 

profound influences upon her development as an artist and a person was 

her discovery in 1912 of the relics of ancient civilizations in America. 

This experience had an effect upon her comparable to a reI igious re vel a

tion, an effect which was to influence all of her future work. Few 

American artists have so clearly developed what T. S. Eliot called a 

"consciousness of the past", that historical sense "which compels a man 

to write not only with his own generation in his bones", but with the 

knowledge that, through him, "his ancestors, the dead poe ts " are assert

. the i · 1· 1Ing elr Immorta Ity. 

Novels and stories which offer particular evIdence of Miss Cather's 

ins igh t into the pas tare ~ong of the Lark, The Profes sor' sHouse, Death 

IT. S. El iot, "Tradi tion and the Indi vidual Talent", Selected 
Ess ays, p , 10 • 

45 
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Comes for the Archbishop, Shadows on the Rock, "Old Mrs. Harris", and 

Sapphira and the Slave Girl. Thea's experience in Song of the Lark, 

which is really the author's own, is especially relevant, since it 

describes her awakening to a consciousness of the "continuity of life 

that reached back into the old time.2 "Her musical aspirations are 

re l ated to the art of the ancient potters; they are both bound to a 

"long chain of human endeavour".3 Suddenly everything fits into place. 

She experiences a sense of unity with those people who lived so long 

ago, and in whose art she finds imprisoned "the shining elusive element 

4wh ich is 1ife i tsel f " • The experience is 1ike a rebirth. In the same 

way that Thea was enabled to pursue her singing, Miss Cather was inspired 

to continue her career as a writer. "I'he CIiff Dwellers had lengthened 

her past. She had older and higher obligations. t,5 

Ten years were to pass before the CIiff Dwellings were to figure 

explicitly in the author's work, but her mind continued to be tantalized 

by what she had learned. Again and again she returned to the region of 

the South West seeking fresh inspiration. Evidence of the lengthening 

of her past can be found everyWhere. In 0 Pioneers: a connection is made 

between the rain and instinctive memory: "It carries you back into the 

dark before you were born. tt6 In My Antonia Jim Burden reflects on how 

Antonia "lent herself to immemorial human attitudes which we recognize 

2W. Cather, The Song of the Lark, p. 378. 

3I bi d., p. 380. 4l!li9.., p. 3'78. 

5I bi d., p. 383. Ow. Cather, 0 Pioneers:, p. 281. 
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by instinct as universal and true".7 For Claude Wheeler, in One of 

Ours, "the moon came out of the historic past, and made him think of 

8Egypt and the Pharaohs, Babylon and the hanging gardens tt • 

In "Torn Outland's Story", Book II of The Professor's House, 1\'1iss 

Cather deals directly with the ancient civilization of the SouthWest, 

but the emphasis is quite different from that of ~ng of the Lark. For 

Thea, discovery of the spirit of the past was an inspiration for the 

future, making the whole experience a positive one. For Professor St. 

Peter, its influence is negative, since he cannot reconcile past values 

with the materialistic degeneration around him. This al tered emphasis 

reflects the change in Miss Cather's own attitude. As an entity in it

self, however, "I'om Outland's Story" reveals a good deal about the author's 

groping for identity, and about her conviction that all art is an escape. 

Writing in 1938 about the novel, she said the professor's house was 

overcrowded and stuffy, so she opened a window to let the fresh air blow 

in off the Blue Mesa. While exploring the mesa, Tom accidentally dis

covers a beautifully proportioned hidden village looking down into the 

canyon with the "calmness of e tern l ty ", its contents preserved in undis

turbed perfection. Studying the relics, he is convinced that the people 

who once lived in th is "town hung I ike a bird f s nes t in the cl iff" had 

developed the art of life far beyond our own civilization. t~ith no 

incenti ve but some natural yearning for order and se curi ty , they buil t 

9themselves into this mesa and humanized it ... The crisis of this story 

7W• Cather, My Antonia, p. 228. 

8W• Cather, One of Ours, p. 207. 

9W. Cather, The Professor's House, p. 221. 
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occurs when Roddy Blake, Tom's partner in the expedition, sells the 

Indian relics to a German speculator for four thousand dollars while Tom 

is away in -IJlashington vainly trying to interest the! government in their 

historical significance. Tom's reaction to the sell-out is one of mixed 

bewilderment, hurt and anger. He realizes how much deeper than Roddy's 

is his feeling for the relics. "They belonged to boys like you and me 

that have no other ances tors to inheri t from."10 The four-hundred-year 

old mummy, affectionately dubbed Mother Eve, had seemed to Tom like a 

close relative. "There never was any question of money with me, where 

the mesa and its people were concerned•• I'd as soon have sold my 

own gran dmother as mot her Eve -- I'd have sol d any 1"lYIng woman f · Irs.t ..111U 

Tom's emotional commitment to the mementos of a past civilization is in 

ironic contrast to the professor's indifference to his own living re l a

tives. This incongruous juxtaposition provides significant evidence that 

Miss Cather is looking backward for her values. At the same time it gives 

support to her statement that "human relationships are the tragic neces

12 sity of human life tt Tom sought to regain his peace of mind through • 

isolation on the mesa where the air and sun healed his hurt: tTor me 

I · . . ..13 Th .the mesa was no 1onger an a dventure, bu t a re 19lous emo t ion , . IS 

is Miss Cather's first direct reference to the Rock as sanctuary -- a 

symbol wh Ich is to recur in her historical novels, and to figure in the 

ti tIe of one. 

10W. Cather, The Professor's House, p. 242.

ll!!ll.&., p. 244.

12W• Cather, Not Under Forty, p. 136.

13w. Cather, The Professor's House, p. 251.
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In Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927), written two years 

later, Miss Cather's major concern is with the ancient civilization, 

and she makes a more positive and constructive use of her material than 

she did in The Professor's House. Shortly after the book appeared she 

wrote an open letter to the Commonweal in which she answered questions 

which many people were asking about this book which deals with the 

experiences of two French priests in New Mexico in the nineteenth cen

tury. She explained that, although she was not herself a Catholic, she 

bel ieved the his tory of the Cathol ic Church in the South West to be the 

most interesting story of that region. She based her book upon facts 

from a history by William Howlett, changing names, inventing incidents, 

shaping the whole in the style of a pastoral legend. 

In this kind of writing the mood is the thing •••• 
I did not sit down to wri te the book until the feel ing of 
it had so teased my mind that I could not w~t on with 
other things. The writing of it took only a few months, 
because the book had all been lived many times before it 
was written, and the happy mood in which I began it 
never paled. It was 1ike going back and playing the 
early composers after a surfeit of modern music.14 

Again she speaks of it as Ita happy vacation from life, a return to 

childhood, to early memories" .15 Actually it evokes memories much older 

than these, memories from the childhood of the r ace , The Archbishop, 

looking from the Rock of Acoma out over the vast plain, "thought that 

the first creation morning might have looked like this, when the dry 

land was first drawn up out of the deep.',16 

14w. Cather, On Writing, p. 10. 

151bid., P• 11. 

lOw. Cather, Death Comes for the Archbishop, p. 99. 
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Miss Cather's achievement in this legendary narrative (she her

self did not call it a novel), the thing that makes it memorable, is 

the sense of involvement which takes possession of the reader, all the 

more remarkable because the action is not dramatic. The secret of her 

success is that which she attributed to Sarah Orne Jewett, "the gift of 

sympathy", which enables the artist to give himself "absolutely to his 

material", so that "he dies of love only to be born again" .17 After 

long searching she has come home. All of the themes upon which she 

has been working are synthesized here -- escape into an aesthetic realm, 

the recovery of a lost self, union with the natural world, and a treas

uring-up of values from the past which can never be out-dated. This is 

a book which cannot be fully explained or objectively evaluated. It 

must be experienced. 

The two central characters, thoroughly believable human beings, 

are Roman Catholic priests, but could be men of any faith. One is 

ruled by his intellect, the other by his emotions; the head-heart con

trast. As boys in a French Seminary, they made their decisions to go 

together to the New World to spread their faith. Bishop Jean Latour (who 

later becomes the Archbishop), handsome, dedicated, sensitive and reserved, 

a man of refined tastes who is often terribly lonely, depends for com

panionship upon Father Joseph Vaillant, an ugly delicate little man, a 

dynamo of energy and good spirits, a strange mixtu re of worldliness and 

spiritual Ity , Bishop Latour is often painfut Iy aware of his own 

17". Cather, On Writin,1h p, 51. 
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deficiencies as he compares his spiritual condition with the simple 

goodness of his old friend: "Blanche t , you are abetter man than I. 

You have been a great harvester of souls, without price and without 

shame -- and I am always a little cold -- un pedant, as you used to 

l 8 say.n To force himself to send Father Joseph to work in a distant 

parish is the greatest sacrifice of the Bishop's life. Father Vaillant 

is so warm-hearted and out-going that he wins converts wherever he goes. 

A combination of charm, cleverness and humility enables him to return 

from every trip laden with gifts for the Church. Only once did he seek 

a personal favor, when he broadly hinted to a wealthy Mexican rancher 

that he would dearly love his prize mule; then he could not accept the 

gift until he had "worried" the rancher into giving him a second one 

for the Bishop. 

Even the minor characters come to I ife with beautiful clari ty 

and convincing realism. Not all of the priests are saintly; descrip

tions of the renegades are spiced with dry humor. Padre Gallegos, 

whose favorite pastimes are dancing, drinking, and poker-playing con

firms all his babies at baptism to simplify matters and make them good 

Catholics from the start. Father Martinez living in debauchery, dirt 

and disorder, sings the mass so beautifully that Father Latour is moved 

19 by "h i s mysterious, magnetic power ff Father Lucero whose lust for• 

money equals Martinez· lust for women dies guarding with his own ema

ciated body the $20,000 he has wrung from the poor natives, and his last 

words as he passes into the beyond are far from holy ones. 

IBW. Cather, Death Comes for the Archbishop, p. 262. 

19I bid., P. 150. 
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The Mexican and Indian nati ves are portraye d wi th sympathy and 

respect. Jacinto, the Bishop's Pecos Indian guide has behind him a 

"long tradition, a story of experience which no Lanqu aqe could trans

late to him",20 but which has prepared him to meet any situation with 

equanimity. Eusabio, the Navajo brave with whom Latour makes a four

hundred-mile trip, is "1 ike a landscape made human • • • • Just as it 

was the wh i te man's way to assert h Imsel f in any 1andscape , to change 

it, to make it over a little ••• it was the Lnd i an ts way to pass through 

a country without disturbing anything, to pass and leave no trace, like 

fish through the water or birds through the air. ,,21 The natives are shown 

to be simple and superstitious, yet wise, kindly, and generous to a fault. 

Father Vaillant thinks of them as children: "The more I work with the 

Mexicans, the more I believe it was people like them our Savior bore in 

mind when he said "Unl ess ye become as little children,.'·22 

The childlike character of Cather's two oppressed native women has 

been preserved in the face of the most brutal izing exper Iences , These humble 

creatures are presented with gentle compassion and a sense of the miracu

lous. Magdalene, like her Biblical namesake, is saved from a degenerate 

life to become a saintly figure surrounded by doves which suggest her pur

ity and innocence. "No t since the days of early Chr Is t l an t ty has the church 

23 been able to do what it can here," says Father Vaillant. Sadajthe slave 

at the bottom of the "chain of being", becomes the instrument of the 

Bishop's moment of epiphany. Having renounced his dream of having Father 

20I bi d., p. 93. 2I I bi d., p. 233. 

22!!U..9.., p. 206. 23!!U..9.., p. 210. 
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Vaillant live near him, he lies lonely and sleepless in his bed on a 

bitter winter night, feeling weighed down by doubts and a sensation of 

failure. His work seems to him as a house built upon sand. Wrapping 

himself in his fur-lined cloak he goes to the cold church to pray, and 

at the door stumbles over Sada, who, for nineteen years, has been pre

vented by her owners from attending church. He places his cloak around 

her and conducts her into the church. "Old Sada fell on her knees and 

kissed the floor. She kissed the feet of the Holy Mother ••• crying 

all the while ."24 The bishop had never before experienced such ttjoy 

of re l igion". He feels "the preciousness of the th ings of the al tar 

to her who was without possessions"25 and is moved to acknowledge that 

"this church was Sada's house, and he was a servant in it".26 

It is 'Willa Cather's treatment of time which gives this book 

its ageless quality. One incident after another stresses the relation

ship between past and present, so that there comes about a curious blend

ing of the two, a timelessness in which the future has ceased to matter. 

When Bishop Latour is saved from certain death in the desert by his miracu

lous discovery of "hidden wate r ", reference is made to the angel "who 

27led the ass on the FI ight into Egype t
• The natives "beat out their 

28 grain and harvested it in the wind like the children of Israel tt The• 

mesa plain was at once old and yet incomplete "as if the Creator had gone 

away and left everything on the point of being brought together" .29 

24Ibi d., p. 214. 25I bi d., p. 217. 

26I bi d., p. 218. 
-)7
,;;" Ibid., p. 29. 

28I bi d., p. 30. 29Ibi d., p. 95. 
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The basic symbols are water and the rock. Water suggests the 

continuity of faith and of life itself. FOllowing his devotions at the 

foot of the cruciform tree, Bishop Latour finds a spring of water which 

"rose miraculously out of the parched and thirsty sea of sand".30 As 

the water is always flowing somewhere beneath the dry land, sO the 

people's religious faith is submerged beneath the aridity of their lives, 

just waiting to be discovered and released. The rock, as in The Profes

sor's House, is the symbol of sanctuary and of the self affirmed. When 

the Bishop is discouraged, he thinks of his house as being built upon 

sand, but later he eXUlts in its foundation upon a rock. The yellow 

stone out of which his new Cathedral is constructed encloses him in a 

physical and spiritual sanctuary_ "He felt safe under its shadow, like 

a boat come back to harbour ."31 In a similar way, the rock of Acoma, 

rising naked and gaunt hundreQSof feet in the air, accessible by a single 

stair-way, was a sanctuary to primi ti ve man. "The Indians, born in fear 

and dying by violence for generations, had at last taken this leap away 

from the earth, and on that rock had found the hope of all suffering and 

tormented creatures safety:,32 So, too, the Navajo Indians, harried 

and persecuted by the white man, took refuge in the Canyon de Chelly, 

believing that this habitation of their gods would be impenetrable to 

fore igners • There, Ki t Carson and his men trapped them and drove them 

into exile. Five years they were separated from their gods who dwelt 

in "Inaccess ible wh i te houses se t in caverns up in the face of the cl i ffs, 

30I bi d., p. 31. 

32I bi d., p. 97. 
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which were older than the white man's world, and which no living man 

had ever entered. Their gods were there, just as the Padre's God was 

in his church.,,33 When the Government at Washington saw that the 

Indians were dying, they recognized their mistake, and allowed the 

remnant of Navajos to return to the ir sanctuary which became ttl ike an 

Indian Garden of Eden". Though the rock is 1inked with New Testament 

theology through association with the disciple, Peter, and with the Old 

Testament concept of God as "Rock of Ages", its association with the 

primitive religions gives it a much broader significance so that it 

becomes a symbol of the spiritual aspirations of Everyman. "The rock, 

when one came to think of it, was the utmost expression of human need. ft34 

Earlier I mentioned the sense of involvement which the reader 

of this book experiences. He walks in the sunlight, inhales the pure 

air, and sensuously sinks into the landscape. How exhilarating it is 

to "breathe the light dry wind blowing in through the windows with the 

fragrance of hot sun and sage brush and sweet clover~35 to see the daz

zling whiteness of the goats that leap through the sunlight in apocalyp

tic imagery, and the blossoms that grow at the foot of Acoma like white 

Easter lilies made of "shining silk", to feel the noontide sun that 

blazes upon the rock with "almos t unsupportable brightness,,:36 And over 

it all is the sky, a "brilliant blue world of stinging air, and moving 

cloud. Elsewhere the sky is the roof of the world, but here the earth 

33!Jll.9.. , pp. 294-5. 34!Jll.9.. , p. 97. 

35!Jll.9.. , p. 275. 36!Jll.9.. , p. 99. 
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[isJ the floor of the sky ••• the world one actually lives in [is] 

the sky, the sky: .,37 

The final section of the book, from which comes the title of the 

whole, is a reflective summing up of the Archbishop's life. He has 

chosen to spend his last days in New Mexico where "he always awoke a 

young man" conscious of the sun and the sweet-scented air which '~ade

one's body feel light and one's heart cry 'Today, today', like a 

child'stt.38 How different is this from Myra Henshawe's last tragic cry 

(penned one year earlier):'~hy must I die like this, alone with my 

mortal enemyP" The bishop's perfect fulfilment of his search for iden

tity is explicitly stated: t-ae sat in the middle of his own conscious

ness; none of his former states of mind were lost or out-grown. They 

were all within reach of his hand, and all comprehensible. tt39 The tranquil 

mood and pace reflect what her close friend, Edith Lewis, spoke of as 

40 '-Willa Cather's unusual happiness and serenity" while writing this bOOk.

After a long sojourn through darkness, where the self seemed to be 

swallowed up by a materialistic world, she quitted the contemporary 

scene, and began to move backward into what she perceived to be the light. 

Shadows on the Rock (1931), set in Seventeenth Century Canada, 

reflects Miss Cather's continuing fascination with the Roman Catholic 

faith as it is practised in the wilderness outposts of the world, but 

37I bi d., p. 232. 38!hi&., p. 275.

39!hi&., p. 290.

40Edi th Lewis, Will a Cather Li vin9, New York: Knopf, 1953, p, 144.
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here the central theme is concerned mainly with human love. Human 

relations, wh ich in 1925 she had cons idered to be "the tragic necess ity 

of human life",41 no longer pose a threat to the individual. Since 

plumbing the terrible depths of the alienated soul in My Mortal Enemy 

(1926), Miss Cather has been moving steadily toward a position of recon

ciliation, not with her own society, but with islands of civilization 

in the past which seem to her to have discovered enduring values. We 

have seen in Death Comes for the Archbishop how she developed her con

cept of sanctuary as a repository of such eternal values. The reader's 

tendency to identify more closely with Father Vaillant than with the 

Bishop is a tribute to the artist's ability to make him endearingly 

human. She seems to have been irresistibly drawn to this man so torn 

between his des ire to go to America and tithe necess i ty to stay with the 

family he loved". His need of human companionship seemed almost to 

overshadow his need of the church. He "added a glow" to every kind of 

human society, a Navajo hogan, a Mexican hut or a company of cardinals 

at Rome. This emphasis upon the positive nature of human companionship 

is continued and intensified in Shadow§ on the Rock, where the central 

image is the home, suggesting both sanctuary and the continuity of life. 

The death of Miss Cather's father in 1928, the break-up of the old home, 

and the lingering illness of her mother affected her very deeply, mak

ing her realize, as never before, the importance of family ties. Here 

she portrays the family as the basic unit of society, and the family she 

chooses, though belonging to history in one sense, is, in another sense, 

removed from space and time. 

41!!ll.9.., p• 179• 



58 

The book begins in legendary fashion, and the first sentence 

tells us that the St. Lawrence River, the highway which leads to the 

world, is empty; the last summer ship has set sail for France. For the 

next eight months the little settlement on the rock will be completely 

isolated, literally sealed off from uwar s , floods, conflagrations and 

ep i dem ics "; Across the river is the black pine forest, mysterious, 

impenetrable, "the dead sealed world of the animal kingdom ••• the 

f.ores t [ . ] su ffoca t . lon, annl.h .1 I . It 42 But the rock spells sanctuary •IS atlon. 

Euclide AUClair compares it to "one of those little artificial mountains 

which were made in the churches at home to present a theatric scene of 

the nativityu. Here is just such a mountain rock "cunningly built 

over with churches, convents, fortifications and gardens"f3 The geo

graphic levels correspond with the socio-economic levels in this miniature 

society in year 1697. At the very top of the rock stands the chateau 

of the governor, Count Frontenac, AUClair's patron and protector. Near

by is Bishop Laval's seminary, and the ostentatious palace of the new 

Bishop. On a slightly lower level is the Ursuline Convent. The position 

half way down of Auclair's apethecary shop symbolizes his status as 

social unifier and mediator in a system rigidly stratified. Everyone 

patronizes his shop. At the foot of the rock lies the Lower Town, 

where dwell the poor and humble, among them prostitute Toinette Gaux, 

and her small son Jacques. All of these people have come to the "brave 

new worl d" to escape the decadence of the old, to begin I ife afresh. 

42W. Cather, Shadows on the Rock, p. 7. 

431bid., p, 5. 
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They have left behind the injustices and abuses of a society where 

starvation and legalized cruelty exist side by side with court luxury 

and extravagance. A typical victim of the old system is poor Blinker, 

the baker's assistant, haunted by his memories of having been a torturer 

in the King's prison. The Auclairs' kind treatment reinstates him as 

a member of the human family. I t is not to the pr ies t that he confesses 

his guilt, but to this man whom he respects. 

As the rock-set town is the repository of all that is good in 

French cuI ture and re l igion, so the home of Eucl ide Auclair and his 

motherless twelve-year-old daughter Cecile is the preserver of the social 

graces and s anc tu ary for the human heart. 't.rhe i ndi vidu al i ty , the char

acter of M. Auclair's house, though it appeared to be made up of wood 

and cloth and glass and a little silver, was really made up of very fine 

moral qualities in two women: the mother's unswerving fidelity to cer

tain traditions and the daughter's loyalty to her mother's wish."44 

Before she died, Madam Auclair took particular pains to impress upon 

her daughter the importance of tradi tions in the home: "You will see 

that your father's whole happiness depends on order and regularity, and 

you will come to feel pride in it. Without order our lives would be 

u45 disgusting, like those of the poor savages. The atmosphere of this 

home is established from the first, through descriptions where carefully 

selected details emphasize warmth, companionship and the almost ritual 

partaking of food and drink. The evening meal is a ceremonial occasion 

44!hi&., pp. 25-26. 

451bid., p. 24• 
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symbolic of the preservation of civilized traditions. In preparation 

for it "the fire burned in the fire-place, the round dining table was 

set with a white cloth, silver candlesticks, glasses, and two clear 

decanters, one of red wine and one of white't.46 For a time, after her 

mo ther t s death, Cecile carries out her activities as home-maker without 

much thought for their significance, but when she visits the Harnois 

family she is shocked to discover how animal-like people can become 

when order is abandoned. On her return, her attitude is quite different; 

she thinks her home is the most beautiful spot on earth. She is no longer 

a child, blindly doing what she has been taught. She is helping to per

petuate the traditions of her ancestors. With her simple household tools 

she is making life itself: "One made a climate within a climate; one 

made the days the complexion, the special flavor, the special happi

ness of each day as it passed; one made 1ife :,47 

It comes as no surprise, that, in a setting which has been com

pared to a nativity scene, a child should hold the central place. Actu

ally, there are two children, equally innocent, but unequally endowed. 

Cecile is one; the other is s Ix-ye ar-o l d Jacques Gaux, illegi timate son 

of an unregenerate prostitute. The most beautiful incidents in the 

book concern these two children. How Jacques loves to sit in the cosy 

AU~lair kitchen drinking hot chOCOlate from Ceciles engraved silver cup~

How eagerly, too, he drinks in her stories of the martyrs and saints. 

How they both shi ver with exci tement over the news that the recluse in 

Montreal has been visited by angels. Both children are sure that the 

46I bi d., p. 9. 47I bi d. , p. 198. 
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Kingdom of Heaven looks exactly like the feudal castle which graces the 

altar in Our Lady Chapel. Jacques has a dream-like memory of a pleasant 

experience with old Bishop Laval, an experience which has about it the 

aura of sacred ritual. In memory he lives it again. He awakens one 

bitter January night, to find his mother gone. Searching in vain for 

her, he seeks shelter on the steps of the new Bishop's palace. Passing 

the spot, Bishop Laval hears him crying with cold, and takes him to his 

own simple lodgings. The scene which ensues is beautifully considered 

and indicates how the child has become, for the Bishop, a symbol of 

redemption. 

One strange thing Jacques could remember afterwards. 
He was sitting on the edge of a narrow bed, wrapped 
in a blanket, in the light of a blazing fire. He had 
just been washed in warm water; the basin was still 
on the floor. Beside it knelt a very large old man 
with big eyes and a great drooping nose and a little 
black cap on his head, and he was rubbing Jacques's 
feet and legs very softly with a towel • • • • 
What he remembered particularly was that this old man, 
after he had dried him like this, bent down and took 
his foot in his hand and kissed it; first the one foot, 
then the other.48 

All night long, the holy man sits pondering the meaning of his exper-

Ience , 

This was not an accident, he felt. Why had he found, 
on the steps of that costly episcopal residence built 
in scorn of him and his devotion to poverty, a male 
child, half clad and crying in the merciless cold' 
Why had this reminder of his Infant Savior been just 
there, under that house which he never passed without 
bitterness, which was like a thorn in his flesh?49 

Emphasis upon the family group and upon the need for communica

tion is continued in Miss Cather's treatment of the Holy Orders. The 

48l-bl·d., pp. -3,-74• 



62

Ursuline Convent has its mother figure; the nuns are never lonely, 

because, when they crossed the Atlantic, they "brought their family 

with them ••• they brought to Canada the Holy Family, the saints and 

martyrs, t hee xrlglorIousor i company 0 f t he Apostles, t he Heaven Iy Hos.t ,"50 

How much better is their lot than that of the sainted Montreal recluse. 

Her story is the saddest in the book. At age seventeen, she shuts her

self away from every living creature, including Pierre Charron, the man 

who loves her. Entombing herself, at first in her own room, and later 

in a cell in the chapel, she refuses to come out, even to visit her 

dying mother. But one night, Pierre, deciding he must see her for him

self, hides in the cold church at the midnight hour when she emerges to 

pray. What he sees negates all the stories of her spiritual joy. t~he

came, carrying a candle. She wore a grey gown, and a black scarf on 

her head, but no veil. The candle shone up into her face. It was like 

a stone face; it had been through every sorrow ••• her voice was hoarse, 

hollow, with the sound of despair in it. u51 Willa Cather could scarcely 

have more emphatically expressed her rejection of the monastic exist

ence. No vision of angels, she seems to say, can compensate for the 

abandonment of earthly love. 

As the book develops, it becomes evident that there has been a 

subtle change in the author's attitude to the Roman Catholic faith since 

she wrote her conclusion for Death Comes for the Archbishop. Where, in 

the former book, the complete philosophy is embraced, not only by primi

tives, mystics and children but by practical men like Father Vaillant, 

now the miracles are accepted only by mystics and children. Cecile 

50I bid., p. 97. 
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reflects that her father's "appreciation of miracles is not all that it 

should be".52 Rational adults like Auclair and Pierre Charron accept 

the Christian ethics and traditions, but reject the supernatural. This 

development parallels Miss Cather's own philosophical evolution. Never 

again does the Catholic Church playa significant role in her writing. 

Pierre, the heroic figure, who combines all the best features 

of the old and new worlds, points the way to the future. .tMore than 

anyone else, he realized the romantic future of the Free Frenchman of 

the great forests • • • • He had the good manners of the Old World, 

the dash and daring of the New, and for him, the family was the first 

and final thing in the human lot."53 The latter part of the book fol

lows the mythical pattern of death and rebirth as they occur in the 

natural and the human cycle. With the passing of winter comes spring, 

and new life in the return of the ships bearing essential supplies. Fol

lowing the death of the old Count, archetype of the old world hero, comes 

the return of the new hero, Pierre Charron, who will supersede Frontenac's 

place in the Auclair's world. t~o longer are they exiles in a strange 

I and. A strong roof is over them again :.54 The epilogue informs the 

reader of the happy conclusion to the romance. Cecile has married the new 

hero, and is now the mother of four "Canadians of the future". The search 

for identity in Shadows on the Rock finds its fulfilment in the family 

unit, where strong roots in the past ensure fruitful harvest for the 

future. 

52lli.9.., p. 129 53I bi d., pp. 172-74. 

54lli.9.., p. 265. 
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The accent on family relationships is continued in Miss Cather's 

novella "Old Mrs. Harr is" (1932). This is the longest of the three stories 

which make up Obscure Destinies and one of the most appealing of all the 

fictional works. Ed i th Lewis says it could have been ti tIed "Family 

Portraits" since fifteen-year-old Vickie Templeton is modelled upon the 

young Willa Cather, the Templetons upon her own parents, and Mrs. Harris 

upon her grandmother. This is a southern family who have moved from 

Tennessee to a small Colorado town, and who do not feel accepted in the 

community. One minor theme is the contrast between traditions in the 

East and West, especially well handled in a detached impartial fashion. 

Another theme is the maturation of an imaginative young girl who feels 

misunderstood by her parents. The real heart of the story, however, as 

underlined in the title, is a study of old Grandma Harris, one of the 

loveliest characters Willa Cather ever created. We first see the family 

through the eyes of the next-door neighbor, Mrs. Rosen, a cultivated 

Jewish woman who tries to solve the puzzle of the three-generation rela

tionship. Mrs. Rosen pities Grandma Harris who seems to be the family 

drudge. Mr. Tempel ton is debonair, but irrespons ible, Mrs. Templeton 

and Vickie, self-centred and proud, the younger children thoughtless and 

untidy, while Grandma, assisted by Mandy, the bond girl, waits upon them 

all. "In Tennessee every young married woman in good circumstances had 

an older woman in the house who managed the household economics.u55 The 

old expected to make things easy for the young and, in return, they knew 

the happiness which comes from being needed. "To keep Victoria different 

5~~. Cather, Obscure Destinies, p. 130. 
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from these ordinary women meant everything to Mrs. Harris ."56 The only 

person unselfishly concerned about Grandmother is Mandy, who, without 

being asked, regularly performs "one of the oldest rites of compassion" 

when she washes her mistress's feet. ttIt was something that Mandy gave 

who had nothing else to gi ve.,,57 

The foregoing sentence is a sample of the simple eloquence of 

Miss Cather's prose in this story. Everywhere we see her mastery of 

mood and diction. One- and two-syllable words are assembled with a kind 

of magic which can bring a character or a situation to life in a single 

sentence. nAIl countries were beautiful to Mr. Rosen; he carried a 

country of his own in his mind, and was able to unfold it like a tent 

in any wilderness:·58 flIrs. Harris was no longer living in a feudal 

society, where there were plenty of landless people glad to render ser

vice to the more fortunate, but in a snappy little Western democracy, 

where every man was as good as his neighbor and out to prove it:·59 

In spite of her first impressions, Mrs. Rosen finds herself 

irresistibly drawn to this family "whose feelings [are] so much finer 

than the ir way 0 f Ii vingtt60 and who don't seem to know there are "su ch 

things as struggle or exactness or competition in the world. u61 Victoria, 

obviously adored by her husband and children, is actually a warm impul

s i ve person who bel ieves that "to cause anyone embarrassment is a 

f r i qht ful and humiliating blunder.'·62 She is hurt and bewildered by Mrs. 

56I bi d., p. 135. 57llU.9.. , p. 93. 

58!..1ll&. , p. 121. 59I bi d., p. 133. 

60I bi d• , p. 110. 61llU.9.. , p. Ill. 

62llU.9.. , p. 127. 
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Jackson's rude remarks which imply that she exploits her mother. Because 

she has always been protected and pampered, the one thing she cannot 

face is criticism. 

Old Mrs. Harris is self-effacing almost to the point of invisi

bility. She sleeps on a cot in a corner of the children's play-room, 

between the kitchen and dining-room, a "hideous cluttered room, yet 

somehow homely". She has three cotton dresses, hung on nails behind 

a curtain, and a box for a washstand. Yet, there is a kind of nobility 

about her, a resignation growing out of long-suffering. Though she sel

dom laughs, she looks really happy when her grandchildren are tumbling 

about her. There have been mornings when she felt particularly low and 

could scarcely face the day, but when she heard the children, everything 

was changed. 

Indeed, she ceased to be an individual, an old woman 
with aching feet; she became part of a group, became 
a relationship.· She was drunk up into their fresh
ness when they burst in upon her, telling her about 
their dreams, explaining their troubles with buttons 
and shoelaces and underwear shrunk too small. The 
tired, 'sol i tary old woman Grandmother had been at day
break vanished; suddenly the morning seemed as impor
tant to her as it did to the children, and the morn
ings ahead stretched out sunshiny, important.65 

Her cat, Blue Boy, is symbolically associated with his owner from 

the first. Holding him, "Grandmo the r became more alive, as if some mis

64 sing part of herself were restoredtt The eat's illness and death,• 

foreshadowing her own, serves to contrast the old woman's attitude of 

63!Qi&., p. 137. *My italics. 

64!Qi&., p, 84. 
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acceptance <-'Everything that' s al i ve has got to suffer" )65 with Victoria t s 

inability to face unpleasantness (ttThat's why I don't like to have cats 

around; they' re always get ting sick and dyInq") .66 As the cat su ffers 

silently, so does its owner. Everyone in the bustling household is too 

busy with his own affairs to notice. Even the ten-year old twin boys 

do odd jobs for the ne ighbors in return for pocket money. Vickie) hav

ing won a scholarship to college, is lost in her own plans and dreams. 

Victoria, miserably facing an unwelcome pregnancy, is impatient with her 

mo ther ts indisposition and ignores it by shutting herself in her room for 

a whole day. As always happens in a crisis, "poor Mr. Templeton" is 

called away on "Impor t.ant business". 

Miss Cather's description of the final uneventful day in Mrs. 

Harris's uneventful life has about it a timeless quality. FUlfilling 

her own definition of art, she, like the potters of the South West, is 

able to ttimprison for a moment the shining elusive element which is life 

itself.*,67 The old lady, realizing that the end is not far off, has 

taken quietly to her bed. The twins hover about, performing simple acts 

of kindness, like getting Grandmother a drink and a clean handkerchief. 

While Bert reads aloud to her from a "boys' book", she repeats in her 

mind a passage from Pil grim's Progress. "Grandmother was perfectly happy. 

She and the twins were about the same age; they had in common all the real

ist and truest things. The years between them and her it seemed to Mrs. 

Harris, were full of trouble and unimportant. tt68 When Mandy rubs her 

65I bi d., p, 141. 66!!ll.9.., p. 146.

67W• Cather, Song of the Lark, p. 378.

68W• Cather, Obscure Destinies, p. 184.
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cold feet, Grandmother knows it is for the last time. She is glad that 

Mrs. Rosen and Mr. Templeton are away; now everything will be peaceful. 

Her last thoughts are of her old home, and of her daughter as a gay 

young girl. As her greatest joy in life has come through her identifi

cation with the interests of her children and grandchildren, so her final 

concerns are for them. This deceptively simple story is loud with "over

tones too fine for the printing press tt,69 overtones which suggest the 

nebulous rewards of selfless sacrifice, the magic web which knits the 

generations together, and the meaning of life itself. 

Willa Cather's search for roots finally led her back to her birth 

place in Virginia. In Sapphira and the Slave Girl, she recreates the world 

of her own ancestors. Though her mind had been "t.eased" for years by 

these memories, she had hesitated to stir them up, perhaps distrusting 

the ambivalence of her own emotions. Her instinct was correct: Because 

of her sentimental involvement, the novel (as I believe it can be termed) 

is not an artistic success. It has an excellent beginning. The main 

characters are clearly presented; the setting is beautifully established, 

and a strong conflict situation is set up. Sapphira Colbert, mistress 

of all she survey~ including the retinue of slaves who work her Virginia 

backwoods farm, has always known that she stooped to marry Henry Colbert, 

a Flemish miller who disapproves of slave-holding. Conflict arises over 

her attitude to Nancy, a beautiful young negro slave, daughter to Sapphira's 

personal maid, Till, and granddaughter to Old J.ezebel, who was brought 

in chains from Africa. Sapphira has little in common with her husband, 

69W• Cather, On Writing, p. 110. 
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though they have been married twenty-five years, and since being invalided 

with dropsy, she has never objected to his habit of sleeping down at the 

mill. It is Nancy's duty to keep the master's room tidy, a duty she 

lovingly performs because of his never-fail ing kindness to her. After 

overhearing some idle goss Ip , Sapphira becomes jealous, and determines to 

sell Nancy. Mr. Colbert unexpectedly asserts himself and declares that 

he will never sign her release. Outraged, Sapphira vents her anger on 

the innocent girl who is bewildered at her sudden fall from grace. The 

tension mounts when Sapphira invi~her unprincipled nephew to the farm 

in the hope that he will seduce and disgrace Nancy. The situation be

comes so unbearable for the girl that she is ready to throw herself in 

the mill pond. The Colberts' widowed daughter, Rachel, who is critical 

of all of her mother's values, becomes aware of Nancy's distress, and, 

with financial help from Mr. Colbert, smuggles her out of the South. 

Up to this point the plot has consistency, strength, and, a 

quality rare in Miss Cather's work, suspense. In the final fifty pages, 

all three are abandoned, and the story sags into dreariness and senti

mentality. All artistic principles are sacrificed for a heroine who 

never for a moment had the reader's sympathy. Cold, callous, domineer

ing, (a Myra Henshawe minus the sparkle) she not only succeeds in win

ning back the love and respect of her husband and daughter, but of reduc

ing them both to nonentities. "Sometimes keeping people in their place 

70is being good to them:' This final gem of Mr. Colbert's indicates 

how the author causes him to sacrifice his principles and meekly parrot 

70~\T. Cather, Sapphira and the Slave Girl, p. 268. 
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the old Southern paternalistic philosophy. 

Miss Cather said that, in order to give Sapphira the central 

place in this book, she had discarded six pounds of her original manu

71 script and that it was what she left out that counted. Perhaps she 

too realized that Sapphira was not worth such a sacrifice. The reader's 

sympathies are with Nancy from the first. Everything about her and her 

family, as traced back to Africa, is touched with sympathy and anima

tion. No wonder the story sags after her disappearance: The epilogue, 

set twenty-five years later, in which Nancy returns and meets the child, 

modelled upon the young Willa Cather, is interesting as autobiography, 

72 but the author was correct in censuring its literary value. The novel 

ends with the statement, by Nancy's mother, that t'l\liss Sapphy" should 

73 never have come to the backwoods "where nobody was anybody much. tt 

Ironically, it is not Sapphira, but Nancy, who turns out to be somebody, 

in spite of her authorts intentions. Miss Bennett and Miss Lewis both 

suggest that Sapphira is modelled upon Miss Cather's great-grandmother. 

I suppose it would be expecting too much that a woman, dedicated to the 

principle of fidelity to family traditions, shoUld, at sixty-seven years 

of age, write a book repudiating the values of her own great-grandmother. 

Though this final book is disappointing as an artistic achieve

ment its conClusion supports my thesis that the author was deeply con

cerned with the search for roots. Thematically, it belongs with Shadows 

71Edith Lewis, Willa Cather Living, p. 183. 

72M• R. Bennett, The World of Willa Cather, p. 6. 

7~N. Cather, Sapphira and the Slave Girl, p. 295. 
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on the Rock and "Old Mrs. Harris" because it affirms, however uncon

vincingly, the author's belief that the family unit is the foundation 

of social, moral and cultural traditions. Having broken away from her 

own family in adolescence she has now come full circle to a realization 

that "Ancestors stretch behind a man and his nature I ike a fan or the 

spread tail of a peacock. At every turn, in every gesture and look, 

in every decision he takes, he draws on the reserves or deficits of the 

tt74 past. Her recognition of her debt to her personal ancestors was 

certainly a contributing factor to her own establishment of a satisfy

ing identi ty • 

74Si r Osbert Sitwel1, Left Hand Right Hand:, Little Brown and 
Co., Boston, 1947, p. 10. 



CONCLUSION 

At any rate, that is happiness, to be dis
solved into something complete and great. 

W. Cather, My Antonia 

Willa Cather was always aware of the unity which exists between 

the various art forms. She frequently compared the aims and methods 

of the author with those of the painter and musician. In discussing 

the creation of her own fiction she often sought to convey her concep

tion of the mood of a book through the use of musical terminology. Of 

Death Comes for the Archbishop she said, "It was like going back and 

playing the early composers after a surfeit of modern music, "I and of 

Shadows on the Rock, "It was more like an old song, incomplete but uncor

rupted, than like a legend. • •• I took the incomplete air and tried 

to give it what would correspond to a sympathetic musical setting:·2 

With the "overtones" of Miss Cather's compositi.on ringing in my 

mind I find a meaningful pattern emerging. I propose to consider the 

body of her fiction as being analogous to a major symphonic work in four 

movements which seem to represent the stages of orientation and disorienta

tion through which she passed on her journey into self. The style is 

impressionistic, having an overall pattern of tension -- resolution -

tension -- resolution, paralleling the four themes of escape, fUlfilment, 

IW. Cather, On Writing, p. 10. 

2Ibid., p, 15. 

72 
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loss, and recovery of self. While each of the themes has its variations 

indicating the transformations taking place in the basic attitude, still 

each has a satisfying unity of its own. The sharp, searching dissonances 

of the early stories resolve themselves into the lyrical theme of Song 

of the Lark, so that there is an almost uninterrupted development into 

the serene legato of the second movement which is a kind of pastoral 

interlude. The melodic purity of My Antonia is contrasted with the 

contrapuntal structure of 0 Pioneer§: with its Alexandra and Marie motifs. 

In the third movement there is an almost continuous building-up of ten

sion, from the melancholy air of A Lost Lady, through the tonal distor

tions of The Professor's House, relieved in the middle by the quiet epi

sode of "Tom Outland's Story", to the raucous discords of My Mortal Enemy. 

The fourth movement is a complete contrast; tension is exultantly resolved. 

It begins with the sustained andante cantabile of Death Comes for the 

Archbishop, moves through the reflective harmonies of Shadows on the Rock 

and the tender ball ad motif of t·01d Mrs. Harris" to conclude in the 

nostalgic coda of Sapphira and the Slave Girl with its echoes of the 

childhood theme. Heard through the whole compos i tion, and serving to 

unify it, is the persistent recurrence of the searching subject first 

sounded in Song of the Lark, 

the amazement of a new soul in a new world, a soul 
new and yet old, that had dreamed something despair
ing, something glorious, in the dark before it was 
born; a soul obsessed by what it did not know, under 
the cloud of a past it could not recall.3 

3w. Cather, Song of the Lark, p. 251. 
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This continual effort of the soul to reconcile the old with the new, 

to orient itself in a hostile world and to establish a meaningful ident

ity, is the basic subject of all of Willa Cather's fiction; her resolu

tion of the problem reflects the integrity of her motives, the depth 

of her humanity and the moral intensity of her art. 
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