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Introduction to this Edition


Rereading this book twenty years after I was working on it opens a flood of memories – appropriately enough in relation to a novelist who wrote so much about recollection and return, and who saved up her life-story for her fiction, often going back to her past scenes and experiences over many years. I have vivid memories from the 1980s of exploring the Mesa Verde (where a friendly guide took us bat-hunting at night, so that I had Cather’s experience of seeing the dark night and the stars from the cliff-city); of time spent alone in Nebraska, wandering about the ‘Cather prairie’ and reading Cather’s papers in the old bank building in Red Cloud; of seeing the great landscapes of New Mexico and of visiting the mission churches in and near Santa Fé. The excitement of those American journeys got into my book: I still think Cather the best describer of those landscapes there has ever been.


This rereading also tells me about my own literary journey. I’m struck, looking back, by the number of references to Edith Wharton and to Virginia Woolf in this book, as though I knew I was going to spend the next decades in their company. The parallels between Wharton and Cather, in many ways so unlike each other, are especially interesting to me now: their self-made paths, their eagerness to get away from the place they are going to spend their lives writing about, their passion for France, their attraction to Catholicism, their support for Dreyfus, their liking for James, Whitman, Proust and Flaubert, their unpopular celebrations of American heroism in the Great War, their winning of the Pulitzer prize, their criticisms of the post-war modern world, and their insistence on privacy and suspicion of biographical exposure. Wharton had no time for Cather (she called her ‘the lady with the blurry name’)1 and Cather seems only to have read Ethan Frome. Wharton’s affluence, her expatriate life in France, her ‘Old New York’ subject matter and her thickly furnished, materialistic, psychologically sophisticated narratives are worlds away from the mid-Westerner, ten years her junior, whose favourite landscapes were not Provence or Italy or the Île-de-France but the mesas of New Mexico or the prairies of the mid-West. But if they had paid more attention to each other, across those divides, they might have recognised a mutual passion for language and form, and a mutual desire, in their different ways, to create a new kind of American woman’s writing.


In the twenty years since I worked on this book, there have been enormous changes in Cather’s reception and reputation. Fierce Cather wars have been raging in the American literary and scholarly world, which remind me of the academic battles that are fought over Jane Austen. The conservative celebration of Cather as an American pastoralist, a sort of Midwestern Robert Frost, which began before her death, still continues. It tends to focus on her Nebraskan novels or on the religious feeling in her later work, and it enlists her in the service of a sentimental nostalgia for vanished American values. In 2002, Laura Bush hosted a White House symposium on the legacy of women in the American West, in which Willa Cather was a key component. The Willa Cather Pioneer Memorial and Educational Foundation, founded in 1955 in Cather’s home town of Red Cloud, Nebraska, was awarded a large National Endowment of the Humanities fund in 2006 to develop its work, which includes maintaining a slice of Nebraskan prairie as ‘Catherland’, curating the Cather childhood home, holding Cather conferences and publishing a Cather Newsletter. These dedicated, sanctifying activities maintain a version of Cather which is found, too, in a certain critical tone sometimes used of her: ‘It was love that brought me to Cather and love that keeps me there … Her descriptions are pure poetry. Who wouldn’t be moved by them? … It is perhaps this sense of reverence in Cather that I value most.’2


An alternative ‘Willa Cather industry’ took shape with Sharon O’Brien’s influential biography of Cather’s early years, published in 1987. O’Brien identified Cather as a lesbian artist writing a narrative of desire in her fiction that had to remain coded and covert, and analysed much of her behaviour (personal and literary) in terms of her difficult relationship with her mother. Since then, queer theory has gone beyond the phase of ‘outing’ Cather as a repressed or self-concealing lesbian, enlisting her (as it’s been ironically summed up) ‘as an exemplary, transhistorical “queer” whose fiction stands as a prolepsis of Stonewall, AIDS activism, the lesbian dildo debates, body-piercing, and the struggle for same-sex marriage.’3 That phase was followed by more nuanced investigations of her ambiguous and unsettled treatments of sexual identity.4 At the same time, Cather has been read as a writer more concerned with politics, economics, race, immigration, anthropology, modernity, multiculturalism and empire than her traditional admirers have allowed.5


The Willa of Catherland and the Cather of Queer Studies are pretty much irreconcilable. A backlash against the queering of Cather was voiced in 1995 by the (non-academic) critic Joan Acocella, in a long, infuriated article in the New Yorker, which she expanded in 2000 into Willa Cather & the Politics of Criticism.6 Acocella berated the critics whom she felt had turned their backs on Cather’s literary qualities and were judging her only on ‘whether her views were sufficiently antipatriarchal, anticolonial, antihegemonic’. She attempted a hopeless stand against the prevailing definition of Cather as lesbian: ‘Cather’s female friendships do not prove that she was homosexual’.7 And she was in her turn berated by her opponents for being ‘vicious’ and ‘partial’.


It seems, then, that Willa Cather has come to stand for the rifts in the American academy between theory (or, if you want to attack it, ‘political correctness’) and liberal humanist aestheticism (or ‘conservatism’). If this is depressing to the non-academic reader who comes to Cather’s work with neither line of approach in mind, it is also a mark of her status. Once seen as a minor provincial woman writer, Cather has now become an important figure in the American literary pantheon: she is widely read and much studied. There are two Cather volumes in the Library of America series, which endorses a writer as a ‘classic’. The University of Nebraska, the heartland of the Cather industry, has been producing, since 1992, the Willa Cather Scholarly Editions of all the main works, complete with explication, historical contextualising, footnotes, complete textual variants and illustrations. There is a biennial volume of Cather Studies (begun in 1990), a 2002 Calendar of Cather’s letters, paraphrasing over 18,000 of the letters whose publication she embargoed in her will, and a magazine called Teaching Cather that ‘welcomes submissions showing how you as teachers successfully approach Cather in the classroom’.


All this is very much a national enterprise. Although some work has been done on Cather’s transatlanticism and her French interests, in terms of criticism, editing and biography she is North American property. I don’t know of another British or European full-length study of Cather, and in that respect this book still feels pioneering. In Britain Willa Cather is not a household name. Because her will forbade it, films of her books can only be made as they come out of copyright. There have now been a few American television adaptations of her earlier work, but a good feature film of A Lost Lady or The Professor’s House could make her a popular author here as well as in the States.


Would I change my approach if I was writing this book now? Yes, in some ways. I was evasive and over-anxious about Cather’s sexuality because I was writing at the time when Cather was being outed as a gay writer and – in the same breath – criticised for not being bolder or more explicit, and I resisted that approach as a grotesque distortion of her work. I don’t think that I pressed hard enough on the imbalance between Cather’s openness to immigrant cultures, and the imaginative shortfalls in her treatment of other groups and races: Mexicans, Native Americans, Jews, Afro-Americans. (I have kept, in this new edition, my historical use of Cather’s terms for ‘Indians’ and ‘negroes’).


This book is more literary criticism than biography (the biographical space was taken up at that time by James Woodress and Sharon O’Brien). If I were writing it again, I would like to pursue some aspects of her life-story further: her feelings about her siblings, her years in journalism, her friendships with exceptional musicians, the history of her relationship with her publishers, the reception of her books, her attitude to money. Where this book stands up, I think, is in its account of Cather’s eloquent use of ‘careful language’, her shaping of each of her works in its own particular form, her giving each story its own colour and atmosphere. It takes a close look at her literary context, at the battle between romance and realism in American literature that her work acts out, at her European interests, at her use of music, painting and drama, and at the fractures and conflicts that run through her writing. It pays attention to her remarkable short stories and novellas (still underrated by comparison with the novels). And it gives an idea of how she creates her solid, real, historical figures, placed in their American landscapes and in the eye of memory. Returning to her fiction, I still think that the end of ‘The Enchanted Bluff’, young Jim Burden’s first journey into Nebraska in My Ántonia, the domestic scenes in ‘Old Mrs Harris’, the glimpses of Marian in A Lost Lady, the bitter disillusion of My Mortal Enemy, and Tom Outland’s story set inside the Professor’s dark narrative in The Professor’s House, are some of the finest pieces of writing in twentieth-century American literature. I am struck again by her extraordinary mixture: the energy and boldness, the violence and cold realism, the sombre lyric calm that’s recognisably hers, the joy and excitement that keep rushing up. When I talked in this book about Cather’s ‘genius’, I wasn’t exaggerating.


Hermione Lee, 2007
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Journeys






Soto! Explore thyself!


Therein thyself shalt find


The ‘Undiscovered Continent’ –


No Settler had the Mind.1


Emily Dickinson, c. 1864








Willa Cather said, late in life, that she seemed fated to send people on journeys.2 She was always getting letters from readers who had set off for Nebraska or the Mesa Verde, New Mexico or Quebec, in the footprints of her characters. In fact the managers of the Bishop’s Lodge Hotel at Santa Fé had done so well out of the Archbishop that they had offered her unlimited free accommodation. But, she added, she did not want to go back to the places she had written about; they had all changed. This suggests one of the paradoxes of Cather’s writing. In her life, her journeys, and her writing, she is an original, adventurous explorer, like the pioneers in the title of her early novel, energetically making her mark on an ‘undiscovered continent’. But she is also a historian; her imagination works through memory, distance, and loss. She translates her landscapes, and the figures in them, into landscapes of the mind.


This makes the journey in pursuit of Cather a complicated one. Since she died in 1947, her admirers have continued to retrace her tracks, westward from Virginia to Red Cloud, east from Lincoln, Nebraska, to Pittsburgh and New York, down through the Southwest, across the ocean to Paris and Provence, and up to Canada and Maine and New Hampshire. They find recognizably impressive landscapes, but utterly transformed environments. Anyone writing on Cather also has to make journeys to numerous American libraries, to read the letters which survived her attempts to reclaim and destroy all her correspondence, and which her will ensured could not be quoted or published. Just as she wanted no visitors spoiling the places she had loved, so she wanted no tourists inspecting her life. Cather resists her pursuers: she would prefer to be an ‘undiscovered continent’.


A Cather pilgrimage – to her home town, for instance – can be interesting, but, like most literary pilgrimages, has ultimately not much to do with a reading of her novels. It is an inner, not an outer, journey that’s required. Certainly I found my own visit (my first to the mid-West) to the small, subdued crossroads town of Red Cloud, 130 miles west of Lincoln, a curious experience, full of vivid impressions. Summoned by the noon-time siren to the beef and noodles diet of the Corral Café, I listen to an unflagging stream of local jocularity (very old lady with no teeth: ‘I’d have given him a piece a my mind cepn I wouldn have had none left’, and so on). On a wet Sunday evening, I watch well-behaved, overweight families consuming huge pizzas and cokes in the non-alcoholic Prairie Pizza, a large brown-carpeted room with wooden benches and tables down the sides and a big space in the centre. It has gold-framed paintings of Indian pow-wows, two pianos covered in wicker baskets of plastic flowers, a (real) old black Ford without wheels on a platform above the door; and on the end wall a large American flag surrounded by models of a plane, a car, a cross, and an Indian head-dress, captioned ‘First Americans’ Right to Worship – Right to be Free’. Driving out on mud roads to the little fenced-in French and Czech graveyards on the high farmland of the ‘Divide’, or to the 600 acres reclaimed by the Nebraska State Nature Conservancy to revert to ‘Willa Cather Memorial Prairie’, I can hear woodlarks calling over miles of space on a warm April evening (two weeks after a blizzard, with snow still on the low slopes). Crossing the Kansas-Nebraska border, I see two wooden signs on the long empty road (one reading ‘Leaving Kansas – Come Again’, the other ‘Nebraska – The Good Life’). I am shown the large ugly bungalow built by ‘Ántonia’s’ grand-daughter, and the neatly reconstructed ‘depot’ building where no more trains come in. I hear from the waitress in the Palace Bar about the alcoholism and hard times of the local farmers, the merits of the death penalty and the lack of anything to do in Red Cloud since the ‘show building’ closed down, and I answer her astounding questions (‘Do they have cancer in London? Do you have nigras in England?’). I am told that an aged local used to refer to Cather as ‘that morpheedite’, or that when the Czech descendants promised to lay on a Czech picnic for the ‘Cather Spring Conference’ they offered to dress in national costume and provide Kentucky Fried Chicken. And then I go into the back of the red-brick Garber Bank, a tall incongruity in a street of one-story food marts, now the ‘Willa Cather Pioneer Memorial Museum’, to read, in the wake of European and Chinese and American researchers, letters that Cather didn’t want read. I couldn’t help feeling the extraordinary contrast between the immense landscape and the little, claustrophobic, provincial town, or notice, even at a glance, the signs of cultural assimilation and stagnation Cather had anticipated. But being led by kindly guides around the ‘Cather Childhood Home’ or the ‘Cather Memorial Prairie’ did not unlock, though it might illustrate, ‘Old Mrs Harris’ or My Ántonia, any more than a trip to the Mesa Verde could explain The Professor’s House.


It is another of the contradictions of Cather’s work that, although she draws intensely on her personal experience, her fiction is not satisfactorily accounted for in biographical terms. Like the image of the rock which she places at the centre of many of her books, she is a resistant subject, even an obstructive one. When you set out to write about her, you feel she would not have liked what you are doing, and would not have liked you either. At times, reading yet more of her grumpy repudiations of the modern world, the dislike is reciprocated. And she does not invite interpretation. Her apparent simplicity, her authenticity and authority, her deep connection to places, her specific cultural histories, make her look straightforward and available. But she is no public monument, no laureate of rural America. The journey for Cather must be through her language, her obsessions, and her evasions; like the title of one of her best books of stories, Obscure Destinies, she makes an ‘obscure’ destination. The memorial signposts helpfully put up all over ‘Catherland’ by the State of Nebraska are misleading markers.


The Cather trail, forty years on, is well trodden, though not noticeably by British readers: like other great women American writers of the twentieth century, such as Ellen Glasgow, Flannery O’Connor or Eudora Welty, Cather has never been widely read or much studied in the UK.3 In America, since One of Ours won the Pulitzer Prize and made her famous in 1922, she is high-school reading, alongside Twain, Hemingway and Thoreau. Like Robert Frost (whom she greatly admired and was influenced by), her fame centres on her celebration of rural America and her nostalgia for pioneering values. Scott Fitzgerald, for instance, who wrote The Great Gatsby under the spell of A Lost Lady, could nevertheless joke about her ‘History of the Simple Inarticulate Farmer turned Swede’.4Though she fell out of favour with the New Critics of the 1930s, who found her reactionary and escapist, and though she is regarded as old-fashioned and unexciting by a contemporary American novelist such as Philip Roth, she still, like Frost, has a devoted popular following. Cather hagiography is thriving in Lincoln, Nebraska, culminating in 1987 with James Woodress’s huge, adulatory biography. And, in the 1970s and 1980s, feminist criticism launched some vigorous raids on Cather territory, resulting in strong revisionary readings (notably by Sharon O’Brien and Judith Fryer). Less subtle attempts than theirs, however, to appropriate Cather as a spokesperson for feminism, in particular for lesbian feminism, run into as many difficulties as readings which identify her as a Catholic, an agrarian, or a romantic. She evades identification, and resembles no one else.


Cather is unique, first of all, in being the only woman of her time to have appropriated a ‘great tradition’ of male American writing. When she turns herself into male narrators and gives them Virgil to read, when she calls her first Nebraskan novel after Whitman’s poem of pioneers, she is not only acting out a desire to transcend, imaginatively, expected sexual roles (though she is doing that); more impersonally, she is intervening in a masculine language of epic pastoral. The western frontier was a man’s world, subjected to masculine pioneering and male speech. In the Whitman poem of 1865, the penetration of the West is erotically apotheosized as an all-male Olympiad:






O you youths, Western youths,


So impatient, full of action, full of manly pride and friendship,


Plain I see you Western youths, see you tramping with the foremost,


Pioneers! O pioneers!








The women (‘O you mothers and you wives!’) are following along behind with the pack-horses. Figuratively speaking, they are the earth itself, either as a maiden lying ready for productive defloration (‘we the virgin soil upheaving’) or as ‘the eloquent dumb great mother’ in another of Whitman’s pioneering poems, ‘A Song of the Rolling Earth’. Or else they give inspiration as the Muse/flag, at once heavenly and martial:






Raise the mighty mother mistress,


Waving high the delicate mistress, over all the starry mistress,


(bend your heads all.)


Raise the fang’d and warlike mistress, stern, impassive, weapon’d mistress


Pioneers! O pioneers!5








In the later literature of immigrant heroes – Frank Norris’s The Octopus, or Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, Ole Rölvaag’s Norwegian epic trilogy, or William Carlos Williams’s novel of immigrants in New York, White Mule – the female characters are always dependent and subsidiary. Tough though they had to be, in life as in literature, the struggle for the frontier is essentially a male story,6 with the land as a woman (or a female troll, in Rölvaag’s Giants in the Earth) who must be penetrated and fertilized.7


The activity of the pioneers, and the voice of their poet, is rendered in muscular, strenuous language:






The great poem of the West. It’s that which I want to write. Oh, to put it all into hexameters; strike the great iron note; sing the vast, terrible song; the song of the People … Ah, to get back to that first clear-eyed view of things, to see as Homer saw, as Beowulf saw, as the Nibelungen poets saw. The life is here, the same as then; the Poem is here; my West is here; the primeval, epic life is here … It is the man who is lacking, the poet.8








Norris’s virile, ambitious language intends to master the ‘vast, terrible’ material of formless American space: the task requires the poet to be ‘the man’. This male conquest of space is seen by Charles Olson (writing brilliantly on Melville, in 1947, the year Cather died) as the essential drive of American writing:






I take SPACE to be the central fact to man born in America … It is geography at bottom, a hell of wide land from the beginning. That made the first American story [Parkman’s]: exploration …


Some men ride on such space, others have to fasten themselves like a tent stake to survive. As I see it Poe dug in and Melville mounted. They are the alternatives …


Space has a stubborn way of sticking to Americans, penetrating all the way in, accompanying them. It is the exterior fact … We must go over space, or we wither.9








All the great writing of nineteenth-century America could be read, in Olson’s terms, as different ways of mastering space. Melville’s Ahab tries to blast through it, crash through the wall of impenetrable whiteness. Cooper’s pioneers, Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, adventure into it; Hawthorne’s puritans enclose themselves in rigid self-protective communities; Poe buries himself under it, in what D.H. Lawrence calls his ‘horrible underground passages of the human soul’.10 The American Romantics, Thoreau, Emerson, Whitman, try to live in harmony with it, to expand the ‘self’ to be commensurate with the space, and feel, in Emerson’s hopeful words, ‘the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me’.11 A lone woman writer, Emily Dickinson, made a project, unread in her own time, for mastering space by creating a new geography of the imagination. ‘My business is circumference’,12 she wrote, constructing a poetry that encompasses a vast ‘circumference’ in a tightly contained form.


In all these writings there is a tension between romantic identity with, and fearful opposition to, the imagined ‘continent’ of undiscovered space, a tension acutely emphasized by the traumatic carving up, in the Civil War, of the actual continent. (And in all these white male writers there is an assumption that American space is there to be colonized, in spite of its aboriginal occupants.) By the turn of the century, infinite space was getting distinctly constricted. The pioneering ideal was turning itself into a nostalgic retrospect for a lost Eden, as in Scott Fitzgerald’s lament, at the end of The Great Gatsby, for the ‘fresh, green breast of the new world’ as it might once have looked to the explorer, holding his breath, ‘face to face for the last time in history with something commensurate to his capacity for wonder’,13 or Robert Frost’s later chauvinistic, retrospective sentiments for ‘the gift outright’, of the ‘unstoried’ female land: ‘The land was ours before we were the land’s.’14


The historian Frederick Jackson Turner’s influential 1893 essay on the closing of the American frontier celebrated the creation of the American democratic character (strong, energetic, practical, exuberant) through the conquest of the wilderness, and struck an ominous note on the ending of this ‘Edenic myth’: ‘And now, four centuries from the discovery of America … the frontier has gone, and with its going has closed the first period of American history.’15 A less idealized version of the American conquest of space would be constructed in the 1920s by D.H. Lawrence and William Carlos Williams, both of whom saw the history of the New World as one of fatal aggression and repression, producing a morbid split in the American psyche.16 Alien though these interpretations are from Turner’s celebration of the democratic character, the idea of a split or fracture is common to both.


Cather’s fiction is obsessed with this idea of fracture, both in the secret lives of her characters and in her public sense of American history. The popular, obvious side of her writing, her memorializing of the pioneers and immigrants of the Western states and her disenchantment with the America of the ‘closed frontier’, is very much of its time, and is strongly in sympathy with Turner’s thesis. She wrote an essay in 1923 called ‘Nebraska: the End of the First Cycle’, which restates that thesis in the context of her home state:






In Nebraska, as in so many other States, we must face the fact that the splendid story of the pioneers is finished, and that no new story worthy to take its place has yet begun. The generation that subdued the wild land and broke up the virgin prairie is passing, but it is still there, a group of rugged figures in the background which inspire respect, compel admiration. With these old men and women the attainment of material prosperity was a moral victory, because it was wrung from hard conditions, was the result of a struggle that tested character. They can look out over those broad stretches of fertility and say: ‘We made this, with our backs and hands’. The sons, the generation now in middle life, were reared amid hardships, and it is perhaps natural that they should be very much interested in material comforts, in buying whatever is expensive and ugly. Their fathers came into a wilderness and had to make everything, had to be as ingenious as shipwrecked sailors. The generation now in the driver’s seat hates to make anything, wants to live and die in an automobile, scudding past those acres where the old men used to follow the long corn-rows up and down. They want to buy everything readymade: clothes, food, education, music, pleasure. Will the third generation – the full-blooded, joyous one just coming over the hill – will it be fooled? Will it believe that to live easily is to live happily?17








The closing of the frontier, with all that that implied in terms of urbanization, political change and foreign policy, naturally involved the American writers. What was to become of the imaginative mastering of space? Coinciding with Turner’s thesis, a literary battle was raging between American writers arguing for an epic national literature, robust, virile and democratic (like those mythical frontier pioneers), and more Europeanized novelists, such as William Dean Howells and Henry James, intent on social and psychological exactitude. Terms like ‘romance’ and ‘realism’, ‘naturalism’ and ‘veritism’, were hurled around, notably by Frank Norris:






Romance – I take it – is the kind of fiction that takes cognizance of variations from the type of normal life. Realism is the kind of fiction that confines itself to the type of normal life. According to this definition, then, Romance may even treat of the sordid, the unlovely – as for instance, the novels of M. Zola … Also, Realism … need not be in the remotest sense or degree offensive, but on the other hand respectable as a church and proper as a deacon – as, for instance, the novels of Mr Howells … Let Realism do the entertaining with its meticulous presentation of teacups, rag carpets, wall paper and haircloth sofas, stopping with these, going no deeper than it sees, choosing the ordinary, the untroubled, the commonplace.


But to Romance belongs the wide world for range, and the unplumbed depths of the human heart, and the mystery of sex, and the problems of life, and the black, unsearched penetralia of the soul of man.18








Cather drew the line at Zola, but she too liked the idea of a fiction that would ‘plumb’ and ‘range’ and be unconfined, and when she reviewed Norris’s McTeague admiringly in 1900, she praised him in his own terms:






He is big and warm and sometimes brutal, and the strength of the soil comes up to him with very little loss in the transmission. His art strikes deep down into the roots of life and the foundations of Things as They Are – not as we tell each other they are at the tea-table.19








Cather would not begin to write her own novels for some years after that review – my first chapters describe her long ‘apprenticeship’ – and when she did, they were not at all like Frank Norris’s, or any of the male writers from whom she learned so much. She made her own version of the never-concluded struggle in the American imagination between romance and realism, space and confinement, pioneering energy and elegiac memorializing.


Her appropriation of a male tradition – an appropriation which had everything to do with her sexual alienation from conventional femininity – made her work unique. Virginia Woolf’s well-known ideal of an artist with an androgynous, ‘man-womanly’ mind, in A Room of One’s Own (contemporaneous with Cather’s great novels of the 1920s), finds its best illustration, in an American context, in Willa Cather’s writing.


Cather’s ‘cross-dressing’, in her life as in her writing, was a complicated matter.20 She outgrew her (now notorious) youthful phase of calling herself ‘William Cather Jr’, dressing as a boy, and having passionate erotic crushes on other girls, and on actresses and opera singers, and created for herself a well-controlled, increasingly ‘private’ life as an independent professional woman, not explicitly or even admittedly homosexual, but emotionally defined by her deep feeling for one woman and her lasting companionship with another. Her own self-concealments made for a euphemistic tone in the early books on Cather. E.K. Brown, Cather’s first biographer, spoke of her ‘warm friendship’21 with Isabelle McClung; the shorter, earlier version of Woodress’s biography said that ‘she was married to her art’; 22 and as late as the 1970s and ’80s critics were still referring obliquely to Cather and McClung’s ‘special relationship’ or ‘close friendship’.23 An unpublished letter from Virginia Faulkner (who, with Bernice Slote, was the pioneering Cather scholar in Nebraska) to one of Cather’s nieces, shows a vigorous rearguard action being fought against lesbian interpretations of Cather’s life and work.24


Such inexplicit approaches now seem squeamish. On the other hand, blithe appropriations of Cather as a lesbian-feminist are anomalous and inappropriate – as here:






Thirty years after her death … at a public hearing on gay rights, a speaker would cite Willa Cather as one of the homosexuals whose presence in New York had enriched the city’s cultural and intellectual life.25








Cather looks uncomfortable under this banner. She did not call herself a lesbian,26 would not have thought of herself as such, wrote disapprovingly of Oscar Wilde’s ‘infamy’27 even when she was enthusiastic for 1890s decadence, obscured her sexual feelings in her fictions, and may not have had sexual relationships with the women she loved. Nor did she have the slightest interest in political support among women, or in what Adrienne Rich, in her attempt to extend the definition of the word lesbian, calls ‘the bonding against male tyranny’.28


None of this means, of course, that we are not allowed to describe her, now, as a lesbian writer. If we can’t say anything about writers which they would not have said about themselves, then there is no use in writing about them. But it is important not to collapse Cather’s imaginative life into a simple matter of repression, nor to condescend to her for her lack of ‘openness’. This mistake seems to me to be made in the description of Cather by one feminist American critic as






a lesbian who could not, or did not, acknowledge her homosexuality and who, in her fiction, transformed her emotional life and experience into acceptable, heterosexual forms and guises.29








and by another, arguing that






Cather may have adopted her characteristic male persona in order to express safely her emotional and erotic feelings for other women.30








These approaches display the disadvantages of openness. To account for Cather’s fiction by reading it as an encoding of covert, even guilty, sexuality, is, I think, patronizing and narrow. It assumes that the work is written only in order to express homosexual feeling in disguise; it makes her out to be a coward (which was certainly not one of her failings); and it assumes that ‘openness’ would have been preferable. If the argument is that ‘Cather never dealt adequately with her homosexuality in her fiction’, that My Ántonia is ‘a betrayal of female independence and female sexuality’, and that The Professor’s House and Death Comes for the Archbishop retreat into ‘a world dominated by patriarchy’,31 then Cather is diminished by being enlisted to a cause. She was a writer who worked, at her best, through indirection, suppression, and suggestion, and through a refusal to be enlisted.


That refusal to be co-opted marked, from early on, her attitude to other women writers. Not unlike George Eliot (whom Cather greatly admired), beginning her career as a novelist under a male pseudonym with a castigation of false and trashy versions of femininity in ‘Silly Novels by Lady Novelists’,32 Cather too defined herself as a writer against the standards of female writing.






I have not much faith in women in fiction. They have a sort of sex consciousness that is abominable. They are so limited to one string and they lie so about that. They are so few, the ones who really did anything worth while; there were the great Georges, George Eliot and George Sand, and they were anything but women, and there was Miss Brontë who kept her sentimentality under control, and there was Jane Austen who certainly had more common sense than any of them and was in some respects the greatest of them all. Women are so horribly subjective and they have such scorn for the healthy commonplace. When a woman writes a story of adventure, a stout sea tale, a manly battle yarn, anything without wine, women and love, then I will begin to hope for something great from them, not before.33








One of her most ferocious attacks, also written in her twenties, was on Kate Chopin’s The Awakening. Cather detested it for the ‘Emma Bovaryisme’ of its heroine, the emotional, dissatisfied Edna Pontellier; her critique of Edna and of women like her sounds like Lawrence’s attacks on neurotic modern American women ‘battening on love’: 34






With them everything begins with fancy, and passions rise in the brain rather than in the blood, the poor, neglected, limited one-sided brain that might do so much better things than badgering itself into frantic endeavours to love … They have driven the blood until it will drive no further, they have played their nerves up to the point where any relaxation short of absolute annihilation is impossible … And in the end, the nerves get even.35








These rejections of the ‘feminine’ in Cather’s early critical writings are part of her dedication to classical, heroic forms of narrative with hard clear lines, strong stories and epic simplicity. The project to take over a male tradition of writing meant, at this stage, that she also had to appropriate the dominant male critique of female weakness and emotionalism. It is revealing that one of the few poems by women writers Cather admired was Christina Rossetti’s extraordinary ‘Goblin Market’,36 a preference which suggests her sense of alarm at setting out to steal the ‘goblin fruits’ of male art, and, at the same time, her need to remain sexually chaste – even repressed – in order to become an artist. In her essay on the poem, Cather quotes its most startlingly erotic verse. The strong sister Lizzie, who has refused to eat the goblin fruits and has had them smeared all over her, returns to the weak sister Laura, who is pining away for the fruit, and says:






Never mind my bruises


Hug me, kiss me, suck my juices


Squeezed from goblin fruit for you,


Goblin pulp and goblin dew,


Eat me, drink me, love me,


Laura, make much of me.








The sister eats, is poisoned, bitterly regrets her addiction, swoons, and wakes up saved and recovered. Cather gives this a stern puritanical reading (which sounds like her attack on Oscar Wilde): ‘Never has the purchase of pleasure, its loss in its own taking, the loathsomeness of our own folly in those we love, been put more quaintly and directly.’ She goes on to pity Rossetti for the weakness of her gift (‘the divine fire was not given to her lavishly … there was … only a spark which wasted the body and burnt out the soul’) and to ask ‘whether women have any place in poetry at all’.


Ten years later, she would preface her first volume of stories, The Troll Garden, several of them about aspiring artists, with a quotation from ‘Goblin Market’:






We must not look at Goblin men


We must not buy their fruits:


Who knows upon what soil they fed


Their hungry thirsty roots?








These fruits seem for Cather to be artistic fruits, the arcane property of the male world, at once frightening and desirable to the woman writer. But the powerful unexamined sexual dread in Rossetti’s poem also suggests the connection between Cather’s sexuality and her writing. If she was to steal the goblin fruits she would have to have more than a spark of the divine fire, would need to be strong – possibly through a refusal of the sexual knowledge proffered by the goblin men to the two sisters.


Cather’s reservations towards other women writers made her a solitary figure. Though some of her few close friends, such as Dorothy Canfield Fisher and Zoë Akins, were writers, she did not meet, or admit much interest in, the other great women writers of her time, Edith Wharton or Ellen Glasgow or Gertrude Stein, and was dismissive about the only other well-known Nebraskan woman writer, Mari Sandoz. The one exception to this isolation was her brief friendship, of great formative importance for Cather’s life and writing, with the New England writer Sarah Orne Jewett, which came when Jewett was in her late fifties and Cather had not yet begun to write novels. Jewett gave Cather crucial advice about the concentration and single-mindedness needed to become a good writer. But it was her example, as well as her advice, which was important for Cather. In an essay she wrote about Jewett, she tried to define that indefinable effect – ‘a cadence, a quality of voice that is exclusively the writer’s own’ – which she got from her New England stories. What she liked was Jewett’s instinctive preference for ‘everyday people who grow out of the soil’, her ear for her ‘native tongue’, and the way the sketches in The Country of the Pointed Firs ‘melt into the land and the life of the land until they are not stories at all, but life itself’.37 She was able to make her ‘local’ materials repay observation in a way which greatly appealed to the younger writer. And these materials were not just quietly and tenderly domestic. Cather appreciated the ‘austere and unsentimental’38 qualities of a book like A Country Doctor, with its feminist heroine aspiring to a medical career like her guardian’s. Above all, she warmed to Jewett’s unselfconscious, matter-of-fact love stories between women, in the sad and beautiful story ‘Martha’s Lady’, or in the novel Deephaven. ‘ “I think I should be happy in any town” ’, says the girl narrator of Deephaven simply, about her friend, ‘ “if I were living there with Kate Lanchester.” ’39 That innocent, idealized intimacy between women, which enabled Jewett to tell Cather that she did not need to use a male narrator to describe feelings of love for a woman,40 was not open to the more self-conscious and self-concealing Cather. But the example Jewett gave her, at the time when she most needed it, was of a woman’s writing that was strong, truthful, and authentic, and could not be dismissed as ‘merely’ feminine.


Cather’s writing about women in her fiction is complex and rich, and it will be one of the main subjects of this book. Though she is best known, I suppose, for the strong immigrant women heroes of her earlier novels, these semi-mythical figures are in sharp contrast to her dangerously seductive, theatrical ‘ladies’, and to the obstructive matriarchs who play such persistent and alarming roles in her writing. (At the same time that she gives her female characters such various power, allure and force, she invents male ‘heroes’ who are contemplative, passive, sensitive and withdrawn.) From the first, too, Cather is interested in groups of women whose stoical domestic labour is a form of narration, and who provide inspiration for an American writing which can be at once heroic and female. This female epic is eloquently established in an early story called ‘The Bohemian Girl’:






The older women, having assured themselves that there were twenty kinds of cake, not counting cookies, and three dozen fat pies, repaired to the corner behind the pile of water-melons, put on their white aprons, and fell to their knitting and fancywork. They were a fine company of old women, and a Dutch painter would have loved to find them there together, where the sun made bright patches on the floor and sent long, quivering shafts of gold through the dusky shade up among the rafters. There were fat, rosy old women who looked hot in their best black dresses; spare, alert old women with brown, dark-veined hands; and several of almost heroic frame … Nils … watched them as they sat chattering in four languages, their fingers never lagging behind their tongues.


‘Look at them over there,’ he whispered, detaining Clara as she passed him. ‘Aren’t they the Old Guard? I’ve just counted thirty hands. I guess they’ve wrung many a chicken’s neck and warmed many a boy’s jacket for him in their time.’


In reality he fell into amazement when he thought of the Herculean labours those fifteen pairs of hands had performed: of the cows they had milked, the butter they had made, the gardens they had planted, the children and grandchildren they had tended, the brooms they had worn out, the mountains of food they had cooked. It made him dizzy. [CSF, pp.28–9]








The description is not only a celebration of a particular culture, but also a programme for a writing that will be appropriate to it (like classical pastoral or Dutch painting), and which Cather then goes on to invent.


But this is not her only kind of writing, nor her only subject matter. Cather’s work gets its energy from contraries. She is pulled between the natural and the artificial, the native and the European. She is a democrat and an élitist. She relishes troll-like energy and primitivism as much as delicacy and culture. She is religious, and fatalistic. She is equally interested in renunciation and possessiveness, in impersonality and obsession. Her fictions are of split selves and doublings. Above all, there is a paradox for Cather in the act of writing itself.


Cather uses language with extreme deliberation, and is very interested in linguistic processes: translation, sign-reading, orderings. At the same time, she is trying to invent a fictional language which will be as invisible, as transparent, as close as possible to what it speaks of. To this end, she excises and eliminates as much as she can, and depends (in her own words) on the force of ‘the thing not said’ for her effect. This isn’t just a matter of making a sophisticated narrative read like the story-tellings of an oral culture. It is a communication (more ‘modernist’, ambiguous and strange than it looks at first sight) which can find a way into the incommunicable; the silent; the obscure. And so it makes a new – and, perhaps, androgynous – version of the old American desire to master the ‘undiscovered continent’.


My approach to this writing is not a biographical tour of ‘Catherland’. When, in the middle of her life, she at last begins to write novels, I turn away, to a great extent, from what happens in her life to what happens in her language. So I make the journey she invited her readers to take, into the fictional life stories, which she wanted to seem ‘not stories at all, but life itself’.




2


Home






Back out of all this now too much for us,


Back in a time made simple by the loss


Of detail, burned, dissolved, and broken off


Like graveyard marble sculpture in the weather,


There is a house that is no more a house


Upon a farm that is no more a farm


And in a town that is no more a town.


Robert Frost, ‘Directive’, 1946








Willa Cather’s fiction is full of life stories, the recounting of autobiographies and biographies. Her characters review their own ‘destinies’, or that of the person who has most influenced their own lives. As in classical narratives, with their competing pastoral song-makers, or figures encountered on epic voyages with a crucial tale to tell, the stories are set inside one another, pieces sewn into the larger pattern. Sewing is repeatedly used as an analogy for this female appropriation of a male story-telling tradition. There is a late story, ‘Neighbour Rosicky’, in which the Czech immigrant, a New York tailor turned Nebraskan farmer, still tailors and patches his own clothes and his children’s. ‘While he sewed, he let his mind run back over his life.’ [OD, p.27] Thea Kronborg, the opera singer heroine of The Song of the Lark, first learns music – her kind of story-telling – in a Colorado German household which has on the wall a wonderful ‘piece-picture’ made of different stuffs, ‘a kind of mosaic’, representing Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow. Old Mrs Lee with Alexandra Bergson in O Pioneers!, patching and piecing and quilting while she meshes together the stories she’s read in the Swedish papers and the stories of her youth, sometimes forgetting ‘which were the printed stories and which were the real stories’, is like the narrator, translating the immigrant voices into her own language, piecing the ‘many little rolls’ of story patterns into her own narrative form, interpenetrating ‘real stories’ and ‘printed stories’ in ‘a kind of mosaic’.


All Cather’s writing is a kind of memorizing and memorializing; her subject matter is ‘learned by heart’. There is a scene in a 1925 story, ‘Uncle Valentine’, in which a gifted American composer, predestined to die young, returns to his childhood landscape. The narrator of the story is herself evoking her own childhood, in which her ‘Uncle Valentine’ was a glamorous occasional revenant. So a double memory is pieced together: the adult narrator’s recollection of her past youth centres on the composer-hero’s memory of his lost innocence. Here she remembers him, with her family, watching the sun set: ‘We sat hushed and still, living in some strong wave of feeling or memory that came up in our visitor.’ [UV, p.14] Feeling and memory are indistinguishable: they are the identical source of the story, which takes its inspiration, like almost all her writing, from someone Cather knew.


But the story of ‘Uncle Valentine’ is not literal autobiography, or biography, and the relation between ‘feeling and memory’ in her work has to be treated with care. Cather is a writer who draws very intensely and minutely on her life, on people and places she knew and stories she had been told, most especially on the material accumulated in childhood. Even when her subject is based on historical research – the life of Father Machebeuf for Death Comes For the Archbishop, or Parkman’s history of Canada for Shadows on the Rock – her own experiences in New Mexico and Quebec are given to the historical characters.


In her letters and interviews she is always insisting on the relation of her writing to memory – her own and other people’s. Her writing ‘spontaneously’ recreates the people and places she has known; the story is essentially ‘simple’1 and personal. Whenever she is asked about a particular book she gives it some personal identification. My Ántonia is a ‘faithful picture’2 of people she knew in and around Red Cloud in the 1880s. She was ‘destined’ to write it, she says, from the moment she came to Nebraska at the age of eight, and kept hearing details of an old Czech immigrant’s recent suicide.3 Marian Forrester, the ‘lost lady’, ‘is’ Lydia Garber, ‘a woman I loved very much in my childhood’.4 The model for the not-so-lovable Myra Henshawe in My Mortal Enemy is somebody Cather knew well and whose friends all recognized her when the novella was published.5 Claude Wheeler, the young Nebraskan soldier in One of Ours, is based on her cousin G.P. Cather, a farmboy who died in the war in 1918. Lucy Gayheart ‘is’ Sadie Becker, a girl she remembers vividly from childhood – but by 1939 she can’t be sure if her eyes were grey or golden-brown.6 When an American artist writes wanting to know if the ‘piece-picture’ in the Kohlers’ house is an invention, she takes particular pleasure in explaining that it was an exact description of something she ‘cared about’ long ago – though she also notes that she had moved it from its real setting. Her writing thus makes a ‘piece-picture’ of her past, taking bits of stuff from different places for its heroic histories.


As she gets older, she likes to feel that she is confirming or reactivating others’ memories, and many of her letters are written in response to these recognitions, as though the readers with the same fund of recollections are her true audience,7 for whom the books are ‘meant’. She insists increasingly on the personal, non-literary nature of her work, in such formulations as these: All she is doing is coming into a room to tell you about some people she used to know and love8 … She doesn’t invent so much as rearrange her memories, and the memories come to her unconsciously, as though written in her mind9 … By the time she is writing her last novel, Sapphira and the Slave Girl, about her family’s Virginian history and her first childhood recollections, she is drawing so heavily on tales she has been told that she can hardly distinguish between history, legend, early memories and invention.


This myth, which she does her best to encourage in later years, of Cather as the simple vehicle of spontaneous recollection (and which Edith Lewis perpetuated in her memoir, saying for instance that ‘Old Mrs Harris’ might as well have been called ‘Family Portraits’)10 is counteracted elsewhere by frequent warnings against literal or autobiographical readings. Writing to a student admirer in 1943 about ‘Paul’s Case’,11 her marvellous 1905 story of the dissatisfied, pretentious, sensitive provincial boy who becomes besotted with the theatre, steals from the firm’s till and runs away for a few ecstatic days in the Waldorf Astoria before committing suicide, she says that she drew the character from a boy she once had in a Latin class in her Pittsburgh teaching days, a restive, nervous show-off, always trying to attract attention. But the story also reflected her own early emotions about New York City. (Of course, she adds, she never did jump under a train, and nor did the original Paul.) That is how stories are made, by the ‘grafting’ of some other ‘outside’ person onto the writer’s own life. Her characters are ‘composites’,12 not individual portraits; their models ‘coalesce’ as she works on the story.


In a letter about the late story ‘Two Friends’,13 she complains that her acquaintances are always looking for the legs and arms and faces of people they know in her fiction. But this story, of a Red Cloud banker and a cattleman from Buffalo whose friendship breaks up over Populist politics, is not a picture of the two men, she says, but of the memory of the two men. As so often, it is told in the first person, retrospectively, by a narrator remembering herself as a child observer. Their ‘feeling’ and her ‘memory’ coalesce in the story.


In spite of such explanations, the search for ‘legs and arms and faces’ proved irresistible. Cather may have repudiated biographical readings in the interests of privacy, with which she became increasingly obsessed. But her writing invites such readings, since it gives the effect of simple, true memorializing, and since she insists on that as the essence of her art. Of course the literal-minded approach can lead to pitfalls. A Lost Lady was serialized before publication, and, in a late letter to an old friend,14 Cather recalls with glee that Lydia Garber’s daughter-in-law had gone round boasting of her relationship to the ‘model’ for Marian Forrester, until, in later episodes of the serialization, Marian’s adultery began to emerge. At this point Mrs Fred Garber became very indignant, and told Cather’s brother Douglass that the book should have been stopped. Cather sets this anecdote against a conversation she once had with her father about My Ántonia. He had reminded her that several of the episodes in the book were things that they had seen or done together. Until then, Cather believed she had invented them: the scenes had come to her ‘unsought’.


The two juxtaposed anecdotes, absurd and serious versions of the same theme, point to the challenge for Cather’s interpreters. Her life is in every page of her writing, but she makes of the material ‘a fiction so realistic that it would not seem like art’.15 The key to this process is in the advice from Sarah Orne Jewett which Cather took so much to heart:






I want you to be sure of your backgrounds … you don’t see them yet quite enough from the outside, – you stand right in the middle of each of them when you write, without having the standpoint of the looker-on who takes them each in their relation to letters, to the world … You must find your own quiet centre of life, and write from that to the world.16








This negotiation between a centred self rich in ‘backgrounds’ and an objective onlooker in touch with a wider world of reading, culture and history is what produces Cather’s extraordinary literary assurance and power. Indeed, it is the subject of much of her writing, as the distanced traveller, acculturated into a world elsewhere, finds his or her ‘destination’ and ‘destiny’ in a return home.


Home itself was, for Cather, the central stage for that tension – which was to be so fruitful for the writer – between belonging and separateness, involvement and individualism. She describes the struggle in a very beautiful, perceptive and famous passage about Katherine Mansfield’s family stories, ‘Prelude’ and ‘At the Bay’, a wonderful example of one woman writer recognizing her own experience in the work of another:






I doubt whether any contemporary writer has made one feel more keenly the many kinds of personal relations which exist in an everyday ‘happy family’ who are merely going on living their daily lives, with no crises or shocks or bewildering complications to try them. Yet every individual in that household (even the children) is clinging passionately to his individual soul, is in terror of losing it in the general family flavour. As in most families, the mere struggle to have anything of one’s own, to be one’s self at all, creates an element of strain which keeps everybody almost at the breaking-point.


One realizes that even in harmonious families there is this double life: the group life, which is the one we can observe in our neighbour’s household, and, underneath, another – secret and passionate and intense – which is the real life that stamps the faces and gives character to the voices of our friends. Always in his mind each member of these social units is escaping, running away, trying to break the net which circumstances and his own affections have woven about him. One realizes that human relationships are the tragic necessity of human life; that they can never be wholly satisfactory, that every ego is half the time greedily seeking them, and half the time pulling away from them. In those simple relationships of loving husband and wife, affectionate sisters, children and grandmother, there are innumerable shades of sweetness and anguish which make up the pattern of our lives day by day, though they are not down in the list of subjects from which the conventional novelist works.17








In Cather’s lifelong fictions of the family, that ‘double life’ is always felt. It is summed up by an image drawn from her own life, of a talented girl, ruthlessly committed to her own ambitions, shutting out the family from her own room. When Thea Kronborg in The Song of the Lark makes herself a bedroom, like the young Cather in Red Cloud, out of a tiny unheated attic, she evolves ‘a double life’ for herself: daytimes full of ‘tasks’ and ‘clamour’ as ‘one of the Kronborg children’, nights of reading and solitude when ‘she thought things out more clearly’. [SL, p.73]


Homes where the intelligent aspiring child (Thea, Claude, Vickie) has to resist family pressures are frequently and feelingly contrasted with big, intelligent, musical households, dominated by an understanding hostess/mother/manager figure, where the children are well and widely educated, but given their own space: the energetic Harling household in My Ántonia, Aunt Charlotte’s musical bringing-up of her four daughters and two adoptive nieces in ‘Uncle Valentine’, the busy, civilized Erlichs in One of Ours, all constantly reading and talking, with ‘none of the poisonous reticence’ of Claude’s home. From her childhood, Cather was enormously attracted to such families for their Europeanized, unprovincial culture. Her own family was a rich storehouse of native history, and its powerful personalities influenced her whole life. But it did not give Cather the window on the outside world for which, from early youth, she had such furious desires.


What was the Cather family like? We can summon up a genealogy, a landscape, and a strong atmosphere. Willa Cather’s first childhood memories were of her paternal grandparents’ big farm, Willow Shade, in Frederick County, Virginia. The Shenandoah Valley near the Blue Ridge mountains and the border with West Virginia, though not very rich farming country, was a sympathetic, picturesque landscape of willows and dogwood and azaleas, sheepfolds and streams and winding, wooded hill roads. Her ancestors were colonial settlers from Ireland who had built up what Cather called (in an anonymous biographical sketch written for Knopf)18 an ‘old conservative society’. The land passed down from father to son – a secure patrilineal inheritance19 – and ‘generations of Cathers already filled the graveyards in the valley’.20 Just a few years before her birth, the area had been hotly contested in the Civil War, and the Cathers, like many back-country Virginians, where there was not a strong slave-holding tradition, were bitterly divided between the Union and the Rebels. But the society, as Cather described it, was ‘ordered and secure’, hierarchical: ‘People in good families were born good, and the poor mountain people were not expected to amount to much.’ The history of these divisions and hierarchies would be the subject of her last novel, Sapphira and the Slave Girl, and I will come back to them, as she does, at the end of her life.


There were some strong fathers in the Cather family. Great-grandfather James Cather, born in 1795, was an intelligent farmer and magistrate, a Presbyterian and a Rebel sympathizer, with a house on Flint Ridge, Frederick County, where people liked to go for good talk. His son William (1823–1887), Cather’s grandfather, who built Willow Shade, is described by her biographers as ‘a taciturn, strong-willed patriarch’, with the ‘face of a zealot’ and the air of an ‘Old Testament prophet’. (Jim Burden, meeting his grandfather in My Ántonia, ‘felt at once his deliberateness and personal dignity, and was a little in awe of him’ [MA, p.14].) William’s eldest son George inherited the paternal firmness: it was he, and then his father and mother, who pioneered the Cather family move to Nebraska in the 1870s. But like many sons of strong patriarchs, Willa’s father Charles, the second son, a law student turned sheep-farmer, was a much milder character, an easygoing, gentle, Virginian gentleman, with his ‘boyish, eager-to-please manner, his fair complexion and blue eyes and young face’ [OD, p.112], as she describes his likeness in ‘Old Mrs Harris’. (The name she gives him there, Hillary Templeton, perfectly expresses his weakness and charm.) He was just a sweet Southern boy, she says of him wistfully and fondly, giving him back his youthfulness in a letter written soon after his death.21


[image: image]


But in this extended family, with its ramifications of neighbouring in-laws, its close connections between the generations and its proliferations of young Cathers (between 1873 and 1892 Willa Cather’s parents had seven children, their brother George and his wife five), the outstanding, influential characters were women.


Great-aunt Sidney Gore, William’s sister, a devout evangelical and a powerfully competent woman, was in her early fifties when Willa Cather was a child. She had single-handedly turned her husband’s farm, after his death, into a big health resort called Valley Home, which she managed, and where during the war she looked after the wounded of both sides. She was also a postmistress and teacher, and an eloquent diarist and letter-writer. The village where she lived was renamed after her when she died.


Grandmother Caroline Cather, William’s wife, was a tough, efficient farming housewife and pioneer (the grandmother in My Ántonia is ‘quickfooted and energetic in all her movements … a strong woman, of unusual endurance’ [MA, p.13]). She upped and left for Nebraska with her husband in her mid fifties, and her letters to her daughter (who died young) are full of resilient advice against life’s trials. But Caroline herself was getting advice from her old mother-in-law back on Flint Ridge, here (in 1875) sending a wonderfully wry message to Caroline and William via their daughter-in-law, George’s wife: this ironical old lady, though not a prominent figure in the Cather story, eloquently suggests the powerful assurance of the Cather matriarchs, and the firm family lines stretching between Virginia and Nebraska:






I suppose they think that they are such large children that they can take the liberty of running abroad as far as they please and staying away as long as they please; but never mind there is some very good hickory switches still growing on Flint Ridge and we will try to have some of them in soak for them by the time they get back to Virginia. Why I never learnt William to hunt squirrels and now he aspires to be a buffalo hunter; but it is often the case when children get from under the eye of their parents that they run a little wild!22








It was Willa Cather’s maternal grandmother, though, whose house she was born in, and who moved with the family to Nebraska and lived with them until her death in 1893, who was of most importance to her. She is very touchingly ‘drawn’, late in Cather’s writing, as Rachel Blake in Sapphira and the Slave Girl and as ‘Old Mrs Harris’. And Cather’s early volume of poems began with a sentimental dialect poem (naively indebted to Robert Burns, whom Cather adored at the time) called ‘Grandmither, think not I forget’. Rachel Seibert, who grew up in Virginia, was married at fourteen and went to live with her husband in Washington. After he died she returned to Back Creek Valley with five children. She was known locally for her nursing skills, and she taught Willa Cather to write and to read – from the Bible, The Pilgrim’s Progress, and Peter Parley’s Universal History. In Red Cloud she was cook, housekeeper, and something of a drudge, for the big Cather family. ‘Old Mrs Harris’ dwells on her self-denial, stoicism, and kindness to her grandchildren.


Willa Cather’s mother is noticeably absent from her daughter’s pleasant early memories, which are of helping to herd sheep with her father, or listening to the talk of the family’s many visitors and guests, or going up to Timber Ridge to hear local stories from gossipy old Mrs Anderson (whose daughter Marjorie went with the Cathers to Nebraska as houseservant, and was fondly memorialized in the novels). But in spite of all the strong, alternative ‘mothering’ figures in Cather’s childhood, her real mother, as O’Brien is at pains to establish in her biography, was Cather’s main challenge, and would be one of her main subjects. She had to separate herself from her, to come to terms with her, and to recognize their likeness.


Virginia Cather was a well-bred, imperious, handsome Southern belle, fussy about dress and social graces in the old genteel tradition, strong-willed (she reconciled the Civil War division in the family) and dominating over her indulgent husband and numerous children, whom she is said to have disciplined with a raw-hide whip.23 But, like many Southern ladies turned housewives, she was subject to prolonged bouts of depression and illness. (Similar cases are fictionalized by Harriet Beecher Stowe in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and in the character of Mrs Birdsong in Ellen Glasgow’s The Sheltered Life.) This may have made her a difficult mother, resented by her children. But Cather seems to have come to terms with her, imaginatively. In her late work, alarming mature women like Myra Henshawe and Sapphira, who bitterly resent their loss of beauty and authority through illness, are very well understood. And in ‘Old Mrs Harris’ Cather poignantly imagines her mother’s frustration and homesickness in Nebraska.


Cather owed a great deal to the women who brought her up: her own ruthless drive towards independence, her ambitiousness, her resilience and adventurousness, her competence in organizing the shape of her life, her great capacity for work, her impatience with the illnesses she suffered in later years. And those strong nurturing female figures with, at the centre, the difficult mother whose approval was hard to gain, must in part have shaped Cather’s lifelong emotional dependency on, and affectionate comradeship with women. Above all, her childhood gave her a sense of possibilities for women. Witness to the negotiation, for all her ‘mothers’, between fulfilling conventional female roles and asserting great powers, it was no wonder that her youthful admiration – and identification – went to exceptional women playing larger-than-life roles on an elevated stage, women as heroes rather than women as mothers.






O, yes; of course it’s unwomanly to do anything well, and it’s shockingly unwomanly to be great. But it would be a dull old world if a few women were not unwomanly to that degree. And while these strong women, these Brünnhildes, go out and fight with fate, and with art that is so much more relentless than fate, their amiable sisters sit back behind a fortification of cradles and tea-towels and carp at them!24








In all her writing there was to be a see-saw between the epic and the quotidian, the heroic and the domestic, the ‘unwomanly’ and the ‘womanly’, which derived from her earliest relationships.


‘The only thing very noticeable about Nebraska was that it was still, all day long, Nebraska.’ [MA, p.8] So thinks the orphaned Jim Burden, making his first train journey from Virginia to a country where ‘there was nothing but land: not a country at all, but the material out of which countries are made’ [MA, p.10]. Dramatic early dislocations often make a writer – Conrad’s from Poland to the sea, Kipling’s from India to Southsea, Elizabeth Bowen’s from Ireland to Kent. In the spring of 1883, when Willa Cather was nine, she made the most important formative journey of her life. The Cather family – Charles and Virginia, four children and a niece, Grandmother Boak and Margie Anderson – followed the older brother and the grandparents to Webster County, recently settled territory halfway across Nebraska and just north of the Kansas line. Charles, typically, was bowing to his grandfather’s pressure. But there were more positive reasons for the move. Like many other Virginian farmers, they went in search of better air (tuberculosis was rife in their part of Virginia and the Cathers were susceptible to it), richer and flatter farmland, and escape from the post-War South. To the nine-year-old migrant, it seemed a pioneering into nowhere:






We drove out from Red Cloud to my grandfather’s homestead one day in April. I was sitting on the hay in the bottom of a Studebaker wagon, holding on to the side of the wagon box to steady myself – the roads were mostly faint trails over the bunch grass in those days. The land was open range and there was almost no fencing. As we drove further and further out into the country, I felt a good deal as if we had come to the end of everything – it was a kind of erasure of personality.


I would not know how much a child’s life is bound up in the woods and hills and meadows around it, if I had not been jerked away from all these and thrown out into a country as bare as a piece of sheet iron.25








No marks, no boundaries, no signposts, hardly any wooden houses – mostly sod houses made from the earth or dug-outs buried in the flanks of the hills or ‘draws’ – red grass running everywhere, faint cart tracks, larks singing, and endless undulating prairie: out of this frighteningly formless ‘material’, like the settlers digging in and making their marks, Cather would make the shape of her writing.


When the first telegraph wire was brought across the Missouri river at Brownville (Cather recounts, in The Song of the Lark, and again in her 1923 essay on Nebraska), ‘the first message flashed across the river into Nebraska was not a market report, but a line of poetry: “Westward the course of empire takes its way”. The old West was like that’.26 This chauvinist romanticizing of expansionism will strike us dubiously now: the unstoppable ‘course’ of any ‘empire’ seems less of a self-evident good to us, probably, than it did to Bishop Berkeley, whose line of poetry that is. As Edwin Fussell says of Whitman’s late pioneering poetry, this sort of language could easily become ‘the merest sentimentality or empty rhetoric’.27 But, in fact, the settling of the ‘old West’ was an amazing process. When the Territory of Nebraska was created in 1854, a census recorded 2,732 inhabitants – squatters, soldiers, hunters, teamsters. (The Indians, presumably, were not counted.) Then, with the silver-mining boom in Colorado, the ‘freighters’ came through, taking supplies six hundred miles from the Missouri to the camps at Denver, long trails of oxen and wagon crossing the north-south buffalo tracks. After the Homestead Act of 1862, which meant that settlers could claim up to 160 acres as their own if they farmed the land they had ‘staked’ for five years, thousands of Americans and immigrants poured into the state. Through the ’70s and ’80s, the uncounted Indians of the Great Plains fought desperate battles for their territories (one of the Sioux chieftains was called ‘Red Cloud’); there were blizzards and droughts and plagues of grasshoppers; farmers tangled with cowboys and ranchers over land-claims.


Willa Cather’s family arrived in comparative luxury. They didn’t spend their first night, as her Aunt Franc did a few years earlier, in a tent which burnt down in a sudden prairie fire. They were not going to live in a cave in the ground, and they had not had to cross Nebraska on foot, like some of the first immigrant pioneers, or in a ‘prairie schooner’, as the covered horse-drawn wagons were called. The railways had made all the difference. The Union Pacific lines had been opening up this great flat central plain, between the Missouri and the Rocky Mountains, since the 1860s, and by 1879 the Burlington branch, following the line of the Republican River valley, had reached Red Cloud. The great transcontinental trains and the men who planned and laid their tracks inspired Willa Cather from the first. ‘All our great West has been developed from such dreams,’ muses the old railroad man in A Lost Lady. ‘We dreamed the railroads across the mountains.’ [ALL, p.50] From early poems and stories to nostalgic late works like Lucy Gayheart and ‘The Best Years’, the ‘night express’ was remembered as one of the excitements of childhood:






On Saturdays the children were allowed to go down to the depot to see Seventeen come in. It was a fine sight on winter nights. Sometimes the great locomotive used to sweep in armoured in ice and snow, breathing fire like a dragon, its great red eye shooting a blinding beam along the white roadbed and shining wet rails. When it stopped, it panted like a great beast. After it was watered by the big hose from the overhead tank, it seemed to draw long deep breaths, ready to charge afresh over the great Western land. [OB, pp. 109–10]








Trains hardly ever stop at Red Cloud nowadays, and the population is down to 1,300 and falling. But in the 1880s, when it had about 2,500 inhabitants, Red Cloud was a busy stop-off for the Burlington, and a shopping centre for the outlying farmers. It had a school, an opera house, and a tall ugly red building (now the Cather Museum), the Farmers’ and Merchants’ bank, built by Silas Garber, the State Governor who founded the town in 1870.


For the first eighteen months, Charles Cather tried to farm. By 1884, he and Virginia had four children – Willa, Roscoe (born in 1877), Douglass (born in 1880), and Jessica (born in 1881) – and the family lived on the grandfather’s homestead, up on the ‘Divide’, the high prairie land between the Republican and the Little Blue River. Cather would idealize this landscape, but in reality it seemed, at first, extremely bleak. Her early Nebraskan experiences, she says in a letter of 1905, were of ‘discovering ugliness’.28 Anything remotely resembling a landmark – a small muddy creek, a few poplars – would be hailed with cries of wild enthusiasm by her and her brothers. But as she rode around this unpromising scenery on her pony, she discovered what was, to her, a completely new cultural world.


The Germans had come first to Nebraska, fleeing the revolutions of 1848. Then the Czechs, or Bohemians – more of them than to any other American state – from feudal villages where they had no experience at all of isolated farming. From the ’60s, the Scandinavians began to come in, hearing of cheap farming land from countrymen in Wisconsin and Minnesota. There were also French communities, and, by the end of the century, a large number of Russo-Germans in Lincoln. In her 1923 article on Nebraska, Cather regretted the Americanization of these distinct ethnic groups:






The county in which I grew up, in the south-central part of the State, was typical. On Sunday we could drive to a Norwegian church and listen to a sermon in that language, or to a Danish or a Swedish church. We could go to the French Catholic settlement in the next county and hear a sermon in French, or into the Bohemian township and hear one in Czech, or we could go to church with the German Lutherans.








In 1910, she estimates, the proportion of foreign to native stock was nine to three. A local Czech historian, Rose Rosicky, described these people’s lives in the Omaha World Herald for October 27, 1929:






The first home was a dugout. These dugouts preceded the sod houses. They were built about four feet in the ground by excavating that much, and were very common. Sometimes they were built in the side of a bank. For the roof, rafters were laid, a few boards or poles placed over them and the whole covered with sod. If the homesteader came by wagon, the interior furnishing usually consisted of what he had brought in that vehicle … Sometimes even a bed was lacking … Featherbeds, those prized possessions of immigrant housewives, did valiant service … There was a scarcity of shelter, food, wells, fuel – in fact everything was scarce except the great outdoors.


Five acres were usually broken the first year and the price charged was five dollars. Settlers did not have money to pay for more, nor were there enough teams in the neighbourhood to break more ground. Corn was planted by cutting cracks in the sod with an ax, dropping two or three kernels in each and closing the cracks by stepping on them. Fuel was lacking … [so] sunflowers growing along creeks and ravines were gathered and stacked for winter use – a pathetically poor protection against blasts and snow. Such were the beginnings of thousands of immigrants.








The story of the Shimerdas in My Ántonia is drawn from life: there is even a letter from Annie Pavelka, the model for Ántonia, written in 1955 at the age of 86 to a schoolgirl. It is worth quoting from this painstaking letter, since it touchingly corroborates what Annie Pavelka calls ‘the Book’, and sums up the hundred-year-old history of the Czech immigrants:






Thought I would please you and answer your quastions about our coming to this country from Bohemia 75 years ago last November 5. We started from our vilage Mzizovic 16th of October 1880 and got to Red Cloud in November 5 we were on the water 11 days, there was another Bohemia family came with us, rest on the ship were pollish, my father wanted to bring us to this country so we would have it better here as he used to hear how good it was hear as he had letters from here how wonderfull it was out here that there were beutifful houses lots of trees and so on, but how disapointed he was when he saw them pretty houses duged in the banks of the deep draws. You couldnt see them untill you came rite to the door just steel chimmeny in the roof, there were no roads just tracks from wagon wheels people cut across land to get anywhere at all well we came to Joe Polnickys by hiring a man at Red Cloud, and from there Mr Polnicky took us out to Charlie Kreick … and behold our surprise in sieng such beutifful building and our first meal there was corn meal mush and molasses that was what the people lived on and wild fowls and rabbits well my father boght 10060 [i.e. 160] acker farm, there was nothing on it except sod shack it had just a board bed and 4 lid stove, no well just 5 aikers of land broken that much the first homsteder had to on when he didnt live there all time just so many months so he could realy own it but the folks didnt live there they moved in with some German family and that was a bad winter lots of snow not much to cook nothing to burn no place to go nothing to read people had to burn corn stalk sunflowers and cow chips it was lucky mother brought feather beds as we had to sleep on the dirt floors with hay for mattres, that was hard on father in the old country he had weaved when it was cold and in the evening he would sit and make linens and any kind of wearing material allways and was allways joking and happy he was a man in a milion allways had lots of friends I was allways with when there was anything to do allways called me maminka, and mother maminka he never swore or used dirty words like other men nor he niver drank or play cards he was a clean man in everyway, then one nice afternoon it was 15 of feb he told mother he was going to hunt rabbits he brought a shot gun from the old country he never used it there nobody dared to shoot there that was all rich peoples property when he didnt return by five oclock mother older brother and the man we lived with went to look for him it was dark when they found him halfsiting in that old house back of the bed shot in the head and allready cold nearly frozen, the sherif said it was a suiside there no cemetery or nothing one of the near neghbors had to make a wooden box and they had to make his grave in the corner of our farm but my brother had him moved and him and my mother and brothers are sleeping in Red Cloud cemetery and they have a tumbstone I hope they are restting sweetly. most all is true that you read in the Book thoug most of the names are changed.29








Pavelka’s insecurity with American spelling, and the movement of her remembering voice over pauses and punctuation, makes a vivid late link back to the women Cather would listen to as a child, whose stories, ‘even when they spoke very little English’, made her feel, as she would as a novelist, that ‘she had got inside another person’s skin’. Those story-telling voices, which Cather would faithfully use and utterly transform (Annie Pavelka is both like and quite unlike the Ántonia of ‘the Book’), would set the tone for a great deal of her writing. What took her imagination from the first in Nebraska was not the action-packed success stories of cow-punchers and buffalo-hunters – the West did not have to be written about with jovial brutality, she said in 1919.30 In remote history, it was not (as yet) the indigenous Indian folklore which interested her but the legend of the first European pioneer, the sixteenth-century Spanish adventurer Coronado, said to have passed by the Republican River in his search for the Seven Golden Cities (a local farmer did find a Spanish sword) and – as Jim Burden remembers from his schoolbooks – ‘to have died in the wilderness of a broken heart’. [MA, p.195] From Coronado to Annie Pavelka’s father, the stories Cather appropriated had the same theme: the painful, heroic, often defeated attempt of the immigrants to adapt their habits and culture to the unforgiving landscape, and the marks they left on it.
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