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“I don’t think it’s a
stretch to regard The Professor’s
House as not only Cather’s best work but
as one of the five great novels in American literature.”

 


--Keith Hale, author
of Rupert Brooke of Rugby

 


 


 


 


“I sometimes think
The Professor’s House is
Cather’s masterpiece. It is almost perfectly constructed,
peculiarly moving, and completely original.”

 


-- A.S. Byatt,
The Guardian

 


 


 


The Professor’s
House, combining as it does a profound
study of individual consciousness with a tragic meditation on the
nature of (especially American) civilization, deserves to be seen
as one of the greatest and most relevant of the novels of the old
century.”

 


-- Donald Lyons,
The New Centerion




Introduction

 


Born in Virginia in 1873,
Willa Cather moved to Red Cloud, Nebraska at age nine. It was life
in Nebraska that most influenced her writing. She became fond of
the new immigrants in the Plains: the Germans, Czechs, Russians,
Scandinavians, and French settlers. She wanted to use her stories
to make these new Americans understood as human beings, not just
disregarded foreigners. She met Sarah Orne Jewett, who told her she
needed to write about what she knew. Cather was humble enough to
take the advice. She wrote O
Pioneers! and dedicated the novel to
Jewett. The title is from Walt Whitman, whom she also greatly
admired.

Cather wrote an essay on
what she called “the novel démeublé” in which she said novels
of the time were over-furnished and would be better if shorter and
sparer: “How wonderful it would be if we could throw all the
furniture out the window, and along with it all the meaningless
reiterations.” All her subsequent novels were shorter. The
unfurnished novel became her craft. Although she was never awarded
the Nobel Prize, when Sherwood Anderson won his, he insisted Cather
deserved it more.

Unlike Anderson and
another contemporary, Theodor Drieser, Cather does not judge
humanity too harshly. Certainly she sees humanity’s faults and
shortcomings, but she also sees its nobility and triumphs. She
manages to be honest and critical without being damning and
dispiriting. Whereas many Midwestern writers of the time disdained
the sparse landscape and lack of culture, heading East as soon as
they were able, Cather felt the opposite. She was stimulated by the
Midwest , the Southwest, and the Western plains and wrote about
these areas with great affection. You see this most clearly
in The Professor’s
House, where the West is symbolic of
purity and the East of corruption and greed.

Cather was homosexual.
While at the University of Nebraska, she used the nickname William
and often dressed in boyish clothes. Her closest relationships were
with women, and she spent the last thirty-five years of her life
living with a New York City editor, Edith Lewis. She was, however,
a private person and never publicly stated her sexuality. She also
made little reference to homosexuality in her writing, and when she
did, she treated the matter subtly and generally preferred
exploring the subject with male rather than female characters. The
most notable examples occur in The
Professor’s House and in her short story
“Paul’s Case.”




Throughout the Nineteenth
Century, Americans headed west in search of a better life. The West
was a symbol of hope, freedom, the innocence of a culture in its
early adolescence, and the future. But in the Twentieth Century,
the West began to turn up in fiction as a symbol of the nostalgic
past—still a pastoral land, yet a land where something was lost.
The loss was often innocence, and the innocence was frequently
presented in the form of young men who died young, who—like the
romantic vision of the American West and like innocence
itself—could never return but would haunt the memories of those
closest to them for the remainder of their lives. The loss took the
form of a melancholia—saudade,
Brazilians would call it--produced by no longer
having around the person so closely knit to one’s being that losing
the person means losing something important in oneself.

Across the Atlantic, Sir Edward Grey’s
famous remark about the First World War—“The lamps are going out
all over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our
time”—expressed the widespread feeling that the world had lost its
innocence. For Americans, the shock of the war coincided with the
realization that America had few remaining frontiers to explore.
The western lands had been parceled and purchased, and the loss of
the frontier was deeply felt.

At the time Cather began
writing The Professor’s House,
American writers had a choice of depressing
landscapes to consider. There was the corrupt, industrial East with
its money centers, and there was the West, where the American dream
largely--and recently--had been lost to opportunism. It is little
wonder that writers began to represent what happened in the West
with idealistic portrayals of characters who were steadfast and
true, who possessed an inner strength that while protecting them
from corruption could not win out against the more powerful forces
of vulgar capitalism. Beaten down and disillusioned by life, these
characters usually had to die. They did not necessarily die in the
West, but they rarely came out of that region with their idealism
intact. They might stumble on a few years and eventually meet their
death on the western front rather than the western mesas—Cather’s
young man is killed in Flanders when he is “barely thirty”—but they
died.

In The Professor’s House, Tom Outland
becomes the younger protégé of Cather’s narrator, St. Peter. When
Tom dies, his lasting memory spurs St. Peter to recall someone else
who had become lost in the void of fractured time: himself as a
child, a boy who had lain dormant for years but who now reemerges
as the essential St. Peter.

As with other characters of this
type—Thomas Wolfe’s Grover and Norman Maclean’s Paul come to
mind—Tom Outland is portrayed as physically attractive, although
the description is brief. “The boy was fine-looking,” Cather
writes. St. Peter saw that he was “tall and presumably well built.”
That’s it. Readers can take it from there.

This brevity is seen in
more than physical descriptions, however, for Tom’s history is
constructed from the barest of personal revelations, which becomes
part of his appeal. Cather uses this technique of information
withheld to build an enticing aura around Tom that begs to be
explored yet can never be explained. Cather, of course, was a
master technician when it came to the novel démeublé. She had written about the
inexplicable presence of the thing not named:

 


How wonderful it would be
if we could throw all the furniture out of the window; and along
with it, all the meaningless reiterations concerning physical
sensations, all the tiresome old patterns, and leave the room as
bare as the stage of a Greek theatre, or as that house into which
the glory of Pentacost descended; leave the scene bare for the play
of emotions, great and little … The elder Dumas enunciated a great
principle when he said that to make a drama, a man needed one
passion, and four walls.

 


In Cather’s unfurnished novels, the
omitted parts serve to strengthen the story. In this case, Cather
uses omission to strengthen Tom. For a while, the omitted part is
his recent past. St. Peter notices that in the stories Tom tells
the children “there [are] no shadows.” Readers are told that after
Tom’s first day at St. Peter’s house, Tom never again “took up the
story of his own life.” But the absence of a recent past is not the
only omission concerning Tom. Cather has purposely left the boy as
uncluttered by details as possible, an unfurnished character. St.
Peter discovers that in Tom’s diary “there was almost nothing about
Tom himself.” St. Peter finds the diary “almost beautiful, because
of the stupidities it avoided and the things it did not say. … The
adjectives were purely descriptive … and were used to present the
objects under consideration, not the young explorer’s emotions. Yet
through this austerity one felt the kindling imagination, the
ardour and excitement of the boy.” In light of Tom, St. Peter for a
while views his own life with complete indifference

The Tom Outland story is
only one part of The Professor’s
House, a story within a story. The novel’s
Book One has complex sentences in which even minor characters come
across as wordy fools. Tom’s story is taken up in Book Two. Tom’s
room, his passion and his four walls, are the spiritual and
physical center of the novel. Tom tells his own story, and his
concise narrative, after the cumbersome prose of Book One, mirrors
the simplicity and fresh air of the western mesas. Book Three
continues the movement toward brevity and simplicity. The short
sentences are spartan and essential.

Each book is shorter than the book
before it. Cather compared the novel to a Dutch painting with a
square window looking out on a seascape. Tom’s narrative is the
seascape.

 


Cather blamed monied interests for the
downfall of the American West, and her disdain for “filthy lucre”
is evident throughout the novel. St. Peter takes great offense when
his daughter Rosamond, Tom’s beneficiary, offers to give him some
portion of Tom’s posthumous wealth, insisting he had helped the
young man achieve it. He tells her:

 


[T]here can be no question
of money between me and Tom Outland. I can’t explain just how I
feel about it, but it would somehow damage my recollections of him,
would make that episode in my life commonplace like everything
else. And that would be a great loss to me. I’m purely selfish in
refusing your offer; my friendship with Outland is the one thing I
will not have translated into the vulgar tongue.

 


St. Peter also exhibits Tom’s disdain
for money when he bemoans a campus building that the state
legislature spoiled by “grinding down the contractor to cheap
execution,” and too when he refers to Rosamond’s Chicago shopping
excursion as an “orgy of acquisition” in which she “was like
Napoleon looting the Italian palaces.”

Nevertheless, there are degrees of
disgust, and St. Peter does not replicate Tom’s complete disdain
for avarice. When, for instance, Tom’s friend Rodney Blake tells
Tom that the German who had purchased their Native American
artifacts had illegally exported them through Mexico City, Tom can
stand to hear no more, but when Rosamond tells St. Peter of her
scheme to illegally import antiquities through the same city, St.
Peter responds, “That sounds practicable, Rosie.”

Tom’s aversion to greed parallels his
aversion to the eastern seaboard, which first becomes evident to
St. Peter when Tom says of Baltimore, “It’s all wrong for me. It
discourages me dreadfully. … I don’t believe I could ever work
there.” During his stay in that city, he saw corruption everywhere
he looked. In Washington, too, he discovered that people would “do
almost anything for a good lunch.” He observed that the couple he
lived with there “spent their lives trying to keep up appearances.”
The clerks exiting the buildings at sunset seemed to him “like
people in slavery, who ought to be free.”

The longer Tom remains in the East,
the more he longs for the West: “I wanted nothing but to get back
to the mesa and live a free life and breathe free air, and never,
never again to see hundreds of little black-coated men pouring out
of white buildings.” His western mesa is “the sort of place a man
would like to stay forever.” He says, “I had never breathed in
anything that tasted so pure as the air in that valley.”

However, the purity of the West is
tarnished for Tom when his friend Blake sells the artifacts they
had discovered together. Tom tells Blake that he had no right to
sell them for they were never his to sell. “They belonged to boys
like you and me,” Tom says, “that have no other ancestors to
inherit from.” The betrayal brings the young men’s friendship to an
end. “There never was any question of money with me,” Tom tells
Blake. “I thought we were men enough to keep a trust.” The light
momentarily goes out of Tom’s world as he watches Blake leave after
dusk: “By this time my eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness,
and I could see Blake quite clearly.”

Tom, however, manages to preserve a
large portion of his idealism, and it is because of this that he is
able to take up residence in the heart of St. Peter, his professor.
Tom “met the Professor’s questions squarely, his eyes were
resolute, like his voice.” It is obvious to St. Peter that Tom
seeks no material gain from their friendship. “Fellows like Outland
don’t carry much luggage, yet one of the things you know them by is
their sumptuous generosity—and when they are gone, all you can say
of them is that they departed leaving princely gifts.” St. Peter
says that Tom’s “was a many-sided mind, though a simple and
straight-forward personality. … He idealized the people he
loved.”

Cather writes that St. Peter had
enjoyed “two romances: one of the heart … and a second of the
mind—of the imagination. Just when the morning brightness of the
world was wearing off for him, along came Outland and brought him a
kind of second youth.” Tom’s memory ultimately releases for St.
Peter his own suppressed identity: his Kansas boyhood. When he
tries to conjure up an image of Tom, he experiences a wonderful
surprise: “Tom Outland had not come back again … but another boy
had. … This boy and he had meant, back in those far-away days, to
live some sort of life together and to share good and bad fortune.
… After he met Lillian [his wife], St. Peter forgot that boy had
ever lived.”

Cather explains that “the Kansas boy
who had come back to St. Peter this summer was not a scholar. He
was a primitive. He was only interested in earth and woods and
water.” She tells us that when St. Peter begins to reflect on
everything he had encountered since boyhood, “He did not regret his
life, but he was indifferent to it. It seemed to him like the life
of another person.”

After the vision of himself as a boy,
St. Peter desires to go “down into Outland’s country, to watch the
sunrise break on … those long, rugged, untamed vistas dear to the
American heart.”

--Keith Hale


 


 


 


For Jan, because he likes
narrative

 


“A turquoise set in silver,
wasn’t it? . . . Yes, a turquoise set in dull silver.”

 


—LOUIE
MARSELLUS


 


 


 


 


 


BOOK ONE

 


 


THE FAMILY

 


I

The moving was over and done.
Professor St. Peter was alone in the dismantled house where he had
lived ever since his marriage, where he had worked out his career
and brought up his two daughters. It was almost as ugly as it is
possible for a house to be; square, three stories in height,
painted the colour of ashes—the front porch just too narrow for
comfort, with a slanting floor and sagging steps. As he walked
slowly about the empty, echoing rooms on that bright September
morning, the Professor regarded thoughtfully the needless
inconveniences he had put up with for so long; the stairs that were
too steep, the halls that were too cramped, the awkward oak mantles
with thick round posts crowned by bumptious wooden balls, over
green-tiled fire-places.

Certain wobbly stair treads, certain
creaky boards in the upstairs hall, had made him wince many times a
day for twenty-odd years—and they still creaked and wobbled. He had
a deft hand with tools, he could easily have fixed them, but there
were always so many things to fix, and there was not time enough to
go round. He went into the kitchen, where he had carpentered under
a succession of cooks, went up to the bath-room on the second
floor, where there was only a painted tin tub; the taps were so old
that no plumber could ever screw them tight enough to stop the
drip, the window could only be coaxed up and down by wriggling, and
the doors of the linen closet didn't fit. He had sympathized with
his daughters' dissatisfaction, though he could never quite agree
with them that the bath should be the most attractive room in the
house. He had spent the happiest years of his youth in a house at
Versailles where it distinctly was not, and he had known many
charming people who had no bath at all. However, as his wife said:
"If your country has contributed one thing, at least, to
civilization, why not have it?" Many a night, after blowing out his
study lamp, he had leaped into that tub, clad in his pyjamas, to
give it another coat of some one of the many paints that were
advertised to behave like porcelain, and didn't.

The Professor in pyjamas was not an
unpleasant sight; for looks, the fewer clothes he had on, the
better. Anything that clung to his body showed it to be built upon
extremely good bones, with the slender hips and springy shoulders
of a tireless swimmer. Though he was born on Lake Michigan, of
mixed stock (Canadian French on one side, and American farmers on
the other), St. Peter was commonly said to look like a Spaniard.
That was possibly because he had been in Spain a good deal, and was
an authority on certain phases of Spanish history. He had a long
brown face, with an oval chin over which he wore a close-trimmed
Van Dyke, like a tuft of shiny black fur. With this silky, very
black hair, he had a tawny skin with gold lights in it, a hawk
nose, and hawk-like eyes—brown and gold and green. They were set in
ample cavities, with plenty of room to move about, under thick,
curly, black eyebrows that turned up sharply at the outer ends,
like military moustaches. His wicked-looking eyebrows made his
students call him Mephistopheles—and there was no evading the
searching eyes underneath them; eyes that in a flash could pick out
a friend or an unusual stranger from a throng. They had lost none
of their fire, though just now the man behind them was feeling a
diminution of ardour.

His daughter Kathleen, who had done
several successful studies of him in water-colour, had once
said:—"The thing that really makes Papa handsome is the modelling
of his head between the top of his ear and his crown; it is quite
the best thing about him." That part of his head was high,
polished, hard as bronze, and the close-growing black hair threw
off a streak of light along the rounded ridge where the skull was
fullest. The mould of his head on the side was so individual and
definite, so far from casual, that it was more like a statue's head
than a man's.

From one of the dismantled windows the
Professor happened to look out into his back garden, and at that
cheerful sight he went quickly downstairs and escaped from the
dusty air and brutal light of the empty rooms.

His walled-in garden had been the
comfort of his life—and it was the one thing his neighbours held
against him. He started to make it soon after the birth of his
first daughter, when his wife began to be unreasonable about his
spending so much time at the lake and on the tennis court. In this
undertaking he got help and encouragement from his landlord, a
retired German farmer, good-natured and lenient about everything
but spending money. If the Professor happened to have a new baby at
home, or a faculty dinner, or an illness in the family, or any
unusual expense, Appelhoff cheerfully waited for the rent; but pay
for repairs he would not. When it was a question of the garden,
however, the old man sometimes stretched a point. He helped his
tenant with seeds and slips and sound advice, and with his twisted
old back. He even spent a little money to bear half the expense of
the stucco wall.

The Professor had succeeded in making
a French garden in Hamilton. There was not a blade of grass; it was
a tidy half-acre of glistening gravel and glistening shrubs and
bright flowers. There were trees, of course; a spreading
horse-chestnut, a row of slender Lombardy poplars at the back,
along the white wall, and in the middle two symmetrical,
round-topped linden-trees. Masses of green-brier grew in the
corners, the prickly stems interwoven and clipped until they were
like great bushes. There was a bed for salad herbs. Salmon-pink
geraniums dripped over the wall. The French marigolds and dahlias
were just now at their best—such dahlias as no one else in Hamilton
could grow. St. Peter had tended this bit of ground for over twenty
years, and had got the upper hand of it. In the spring, when
home-sickness for other lands and the fret of things unaccomplished
awoke, he worked off his discontent here. In the long hot summers,
when he could not go abroad, he stayed at home with his garden,
sending his wife and daughters to Colorado to escape the humid
prairie heat, so nourishing to wheat and corn, so exhausting to
human beings. In those months when he was a bachelor again, he
brought down his books and papers and worked in a deck chair under
the linden-trees; breakfasted and lunched and had his tea in the
garden. And it was there he and Tom Outland used to sit and talk
half through the warm, soft nights.

On this September morning, however,
St. Peter knew that he could not evade the unpleasant effects of
change by tarrying among his autumn flowers. He must plunge in like
a man, and get used to the feeling that under his work-room there
was a dead, empty house. He broke off a geranium blossom, and with
it still in his hand went resolutely up two flights of stairs to
the third floor where, under the slope of the mansard roof, there
was one room still furnished—that is, if it had ever been
furnished.

The low ceiling sloped down on three
sides, the slant being interrupted on the east by a single square
window, swinging outward on hinges and held ajar by a hook in the
sill. This was the sole opening for light and air. Walls and
ceiling alike were covered with a yellow paper which had once been
very ugly, but had faded into inoffensive neutrality. The matting
on the floor was worn and scratchy. Against the wall stood an old
walnut table, with one leaf up, holding piles of orderly papers.
Before it was a cane-backed office chair that turned on a screw.
This dark den had for many years been the Professor's
study.

Downstairs, off the back parlour, he
had a show study, with roomy shelves where his library was housed,
and a proper desk at which he wrote letters. But it was a sham.
This was the place where he worked. And not he alone. For three
weeks in the fall, and again three in the spring, he shared his
cuddy with Augusta, the sewing-woman, niece of his old landlord, a
reliable, methodical spinster, a German Catholic and very
devout.

Since Augusta finished her day's work
at five o'clock, and the Professor, on week-days, worked here only
at night, they did not elbow each other too much. Besides, neither
was devoid of consideration. Every evening, before she left,
Augusta swept up the scraps from the floor, rolled her patterns,
closed the sewing-machine, and picked ravellings off the box-couch,
so that there would be no threads to stick to the Professor's old
smoking-jacket if he should happen to lie down for a moment in
working-hours.

St. Peter, in his turn, when he put
out his lamp after midnight, was careful to brush away ashes and
tobacco crumbs—smoking was very distasteful to Augusta—and to open
the hinged window back as far as it would go, on the second hook,
so that the night wind might carry away the smell of his pipe as
much as possible. The unfinished dresses which she left hanging on
the forms, however, were often so saturated with smoke that he knew
she found it a trial to work on them next morning.

These "forms" were the
subject of much banter between them. The one which Augusta called
"the bust" stood in the darkest corner of the room, upon a high
wooden chest in which blankets and winter wraps were yearly stored.
It was a headless, armless female torso, covered with strong black
cotton, and so richly developed in the part for which it was named
that the Professor once explained to Augusta how, in calling it so,
she followed a natural law of language, termed, for convenience,
metonymy. Augusta enjoyed the Professor when he was
risqué, since she was
sure of his ultimate delicacy. Though this figure looked so ample
and billowy (as if you might lay your head upon its deep-breathing
softness and rest safe forever), if you touched it you suffered a
severe shock, no matter how many times you had touched it before.
It presented the most unsympathetic surface imaginable. Its
hardness was not that of wood, which responds to concussion with
living vibration and is stimulating to the hand, nor that of felt,
which drinks something from the fingers. It was a dead, opaque,
lumpy solidity, like chunks of putty, or tightly packed
sawdust—very disappointing to the tactile sense, yet somehow always
fooling you again. For no matter how often you had bumped up
against that torso, you could never believe that contact with it
would be as bad as it was.

The second form was more
self-revelatory; a full-length female figure in a smart wire skirt
with a trim metal waist line. It had no legs, as one could see all
too well, no viscera behind its glistening ribs, and its bosom
resembled a strong wire bird-cage. But St. Peter contended that it
had a nervous system. When Augusta left it clad for the night in a
new party dress for Rosamond or Kathleen, it often took on a
sprightly, tricky air, as if it were going out for the evening to
make a great show of being harum-scarum, giddy, folle. It seemed just on the point
of tripping downstairs, or on tiptoe, waiting for the waltz to
begin. At times the wire lady was most convincing in her pose as a
woman of light behaviour, but she never fooled St. Peter. He had
his blind spots, but he had never been taken in by one of her
kind!

Augusta had somehow got it into her
head that these forms were unsuitable companions for one engaged in
scholarly pursuits, and she periodically apologized for their
presence when she came to install herself and fulfil her "time" at
the house.

"Not at all, Augusta," the
Professor had often said. "If they were good enough for
Monsieur Bergeret, they
are certainly good enough for me."

This morning, as St. Peter was sitting
in his desk chair, looking musingly at the pile of papers before
him, the door opened and there stood Augusta herself. How
astonishing that he had not heard her heavy, deliberate tread on
the now uncarpeted stair!

"Why, Professor St. Peter! I never
thought of finding you here, or I'd have knocked. I guess we will
have to do our moving together."

St. Peter had risen—Augusta loved his
manners—but he offered her the sewing-machine chair and resumed his
seat.

"Sit down, Augusta, and we'll talk it
over. I'm not moving just yet—don't want to disturb all my papers.
I'm staying on until I finish a piece of writing. I've seen your
uncle about it. I'll work here, and board at the new house. But
this is confidential. If it were noised about, people might begin
to say that Mrs. St. Peter and I had—how do they put it, parted,
separated?"

Augusta dropped her eyes in an
indulgent smile. "I think people in your station would say
separated."

"Exactly; a good scientific term, too.
Well, we haven't, you know. But I'm going to write on here for a
while."

"Very well, sir. And I won't always be
getting in your way now. In the new house you have a beautiful
study downstairs, and I have a light, airy room on the third
floor."

"Where you won't smell smoke,
eh?"

"Oh, Professor, I never really
minded!" Augusta spoke with feeling. She rose and took up the black
bust in her long arms.

The Professor also rose, very quickly.
"What are you doing?"

She laughed. "Oh, I'm not going to
carry them through the street, Professor! The grocery boy is
downstairs with his cart, to wheel them over."

"Wheel them over?"

"Why, yes, to the new house,
Professor. I've come a week before my regular time, to make
curtains and hem linen for Mrs. St. Peter. I'll take everything
over this morning except the sewing-machine—that's too heavy for
the cart, so the boy will come back for it with the delivery wagon.
Would you just open the door for me, please?"

"No, I won't! Not at all. You don't
need her to make curtains. I can't have this room changed if I'm
going to work here. He can take the sewing-machine—yes. But put her
back on the chest where she belongs, please. She does very well
there." St. Peter had got to the door, and stood with his back
against it.

Augusta rested her burden on the edge
of the chest.

"But next week I'll be working on Mrs.
St. Peter's clothes, and I'll need the forms. As the boy's here,
he'll just wheel them over," she said soothingly.

"I'm damned if he will! They shan't be
wheeled. They stay right there in their own place. You shan't take
away my ladies. I never heard of such a thing!"

Augusta was vexed with him now, and a
little ashamed of him. "But, Professor, I can't work without my
forms. They've been in your way all these years, and you've always
complained of them, so don't be contrary, sir."

"I never complained, Augusta. Perhaps
of certain disappointments they recalled, or of cruel biological
necessities they imply—but of them individually, never! Go and buy
some new ones for remind me when it's All Souls' day, or Ember day,
or Maundy Thursday, or anything?"

Augusta said she must be leaving. St.
Peter heard her well-known tread as she descended the stairs. How
much she reminded him of, to be sure! She had been most at the
house in the days when his daughters were little girls and needed
so many clean frocks. It was in those very years that he was
beginning his great work; when the desire to do it and the
difficulties attending such a project strove together in his mind
like Macbeth's two spent swimmers—years when he had the courage to
say to himself: "I will do this dazzling, this beautiful, this
utterly impossible thing!"

During the fifteen years
he had been working on his Spanish
Adventurers in North America, this room
had been his centre of operations. There had been delightful
excursions and digressions; the two Sabbatical years when he was in
Spain studying records, two summers in the South-west on the trail
of his adventurers, another in Old Mexico, dashes to France to see
his foster-brothers. But the notes and the records and the ideas
always came back to this room. It was here they were digested and
sorted, and woven into their proper place in his
history.

Fairly considered, the sewing-room was
the most inconvenient study a man could possibly have, but it was
the one place in the house where he could get isolation, insulation
from the engaging drama of domestic life. No one was tramping over
him, and only a vague sense, generally pleasant, of what went on
below came up the narrow stairway. There were certainly no other
advantages. The furnace heat did not reach the third floor. There
was no way to warm the sewing-room, except by a rusty, round gas
stove with no flue—a stove which consumed gas imperfectly and
contaminated the air. To remedy this, the window must be left
open—otherwise, with the ceiling so low, the air would speedily
become unfit to breathe. If the stove were turned down, and the
window left open a little way, a sudden gust of wind would blow the
wretched thing out altogether, and a deeply absorbed man might be
asphyxiated before he knew it. The Professor had found that the
best method, in winter, was to turn the gas on full and keep the
window wide on the hook, even if he had to put on a leather jacket
over his working-coat. By that arrangement he had somehow managed
to get air enough to work by.

He wondered now why he had never
looked about for a better stove, a newer model; or why he had not
at least painted this one, flaky with rust. But he had been able to
get on only by neglecting negative comforts. He was by no means an
ascetic. He knew that he was terribly selfish about personal
pleasures, fought for them. If a thing gave him delight, he got it,
if he sold his shirt for it. By doing without many so-called
necessities he had managed to have his luxuries. He might, for
instance, have had a convenient electric drop-light attached to the
socket above his writing-table. Preferably he wrote by a faithful
kerosene lamp which he filled and tended himself. But sometimes he
found that the oil-can in the closet was empty; then, to get more,
he would have had to go down through the house to the cellar, and
on his way he would almost surely become interested in what the
children were doing, or in what his wife was doing—or he would
notice that the kitchen linoleum was breaking under the sink where
the maid kicked it up, and he would stop to tack it down. On that
perilous journey down through the human house he might lose his
mood, his enthusiasm, even his temper. So when the lamp was
empty—and that usually occurred when he was in the middle of a most
important passage—he jammed an eyeshade on his forehead and worked
by the glare of that tormenting pear-shaped bulb, sticking out of
the wall on a short curved neck just about four feet above his
table. It was hard on eyes even as good as his. But once at his
desk, he didn't dare quit it. He had found that you can train the
mind to be active at a fixed time, just as the stomach is trained
to be hungry at certain hours of the day.

If someone in the family happened to
be sick, he didn't go to his study at all. Two evenings of the week
he spent with his wife and daughters, and one evening he and his
wife went out to dinner, or to the theatre or a concert. That left
him only four. He had Saturdays and Sundays, of course, and on
those two days he worked like a miner under a landslide. Augusta
was not allowed to come on Saturday, though she was paid for that
day. All the while that he was working so fiercely by night, he was
earning his living during the day; carrying full university work
and feeding himself out to hundreds of students in lectures and
consultations. But that was another life.

OEBPS/cover.jpg





OEBPS/tmp_510f8f48186f9a6c54b738373fffc811_auT9mc_html_2f450c66.jpg
Watersgreen
House






