WILLA CATHER AND THE PAST

When death came to Willa Cather 1n 1947, she left behind her
a production of twelve novels and many distinguished short stories,
not to mention sorne slight verse and some significant eriticism*. In
the decade since her death, her position as an American heton writer
has become steadily more secure. And it 13 safe to say that in the

years to come she will be looked back upon with more and morc

appreciation, and will eventually take her proper place among such
other genuine American novelists of the hrst rank as Cooper,
Hawthorne, I'wuin, James, and Faulkner. To me one key to her
greatness, as it is in differing ways to theies, is her sense of the past.

It was impossible for Willa Cather to understand today without
an awareness of vesterday; in fact, she once remurked that she could
write only when she stopped trying to do so and began to remem-
ber %, and her companion Edith Lewis once wrote of her that « She

1 The mevels are s follows: Alevander's Bridee (Boston and New York:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1912}, 0 Pigneers! (Boston and New York: Houphoen
Miflin Company, 1913), The Song of ¢he Lark {Boston and New York: Houghton
Miflin  Company, 1915; tov. od., 1937, My Antopiy (Boston and New York:
Houghton Miffin Company, 1918), One of Oury (New York: Alfred Ao Knopf,
1522}, 4 Lost Lady (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1923), The Profeser's Hoense
{(Now York: Alfred A, Konopf, 1925), My Mortal Bnemy (New York: Alfred A
Knopt, 1926), Desth Comer Jor the Archbichop (New York: Alfred A, Knopf, 1927
Shadows on the Kok (New York: Alfred A, Koopf, 1931), Luey Gayhewi (New
York: Alfred A, Knopf, 1935), and Sepphora end the Sleve Girl (MNew Yark: Alfred
A, Knopf, 1940) Three important backs of short stories are Yowrh and the Bright
Medura (New York: Alfred A, Eropf, 1920), contuinng o Coming, Aphrodite! 5,
& The Diamond Min=», «A Gold Slipper»: < Scandsl », & Pauls Cazes, & A Wagner
Matinée 5, « The Sculpter’ Pumerals, and «°A Death in the Desert’s, ome of
which had been published much earlicr; Ofscure Destpies (New  York: Allced
A. Koopf, 19373, containing & Neighbonr Rasicky s, & Old Mrs, Furtis s, and « Twa
Tricads o+ and The (ld Beauty snd Others (New York: Alfredl A, Knopf, 1048)
comtaining « The Old Deauty », « The Hest Years», and ¢ Before Breakfaste. The
verse it collected in Aprid Tanliphre (Mew York: Alfred A Knopt.. 1523), The
crifigism s most ausily read in Net Under Fordy (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1436)
and Wills Cather on Writing: Citical Stwdies on Wrting o5 an At (New York:
Alfrml AL Knnp‘f, ]ﬁ‘H}

% graster [, Kvanrz and Howsno HaveRarT, eds; Torestietk Contry Aduthors:
A Blographicel Dictionary of Modern Literature (New Yorlk: The H. W. Wilscn
Company, 19425 p. 258,
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210 ROBERT L. GALE

never altogether lost the past in the presents . Like many other

writers, Willa Cather made a false start, with ler first novel,
Alexander's Bridge; she began to find herself only when she turned
back to her ewn past, discovering it to be a literary mine, Three
excellent novels were the outcome—0 Proneers!, The Song of the
Lark, and My dnzora—ull based solidly upon her Nebraska years.
The last word in My Antonia is the word pust, and it occurs in this
fine closing sentence. which cspresses the marrator Jim's joy in re-
membering the subject Antonia Shimerda: « Whatever we had miss:
ed, we possessed together the precious, the incommunicable pasts
‘Then came World War I, which almest destroyed not merely half
4 continent but time itself for Wills Cather®. Her response took
the form of a transitional novel, One of Ours, beginning bitterly
in the Nebraska of the generation alter the heroic pioneers and
during the time of the materialiss, those of shallow feelings, Iis
hero, Claude Wheeler, is lost until he can board 4 troopship with
the classical name the dnehices and voyage in tiine as well s space
back to the Old World, where he sinks roots quickly into the ageless
soil of France, but where also he dies young, in combat. Willa
Cather was nearly ffty years of age when One of Ours was -
blished, in 1922, the year which she later said marked approximately
the time when the world ¢ broke in twos® The title of her next,
navel, d Lost Lady, is almost descriptive of herself ac this period
of her life, for Iike its heroine Marian Forrester, Willa Cather was
nearly moorless following the war™. Nest came The Proféssor's
House, the central character of which is a history professor, nor an
English or art teacher, as one knowing the novelist's background

S Eovvar Lewts, Willa Gaher Living: A Persomat Record (Meiw: York: Alred
A, Emopt, 19335, p. 57,

4 Op. b, p. 372,

9 She said av much when, in ke Profesmrt Homse, disoassing the Jeath of
Tom QOutand, she wrote of the war which causel it s 4 Ons preat catsstrophe
[which] swept sway nll yeuth aod all palma, and almest Trme: iell 5- (i L 1
pe 260, Quoted in E. K. Hnowy, Willa Cwherr A Critical Brograghy, comepleted
by Leony Emx (New York: Alfred A, Knupf, 1953), p 239, where see alse fnotnote.

b Wora Catner: Ner Lindsr Forey. 1. 45

T eHer [Willa Cather's] new anvieties comitiden with middle life, and the
very Utle and the substince of 4 Log Lady suggesied Willn Cathers sense of bring
Adeift in 2 world with which she na Jogiger felr in harrnony 2 Baows, ag o o XV,
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might have predicted, As he ages, the historian, as learned as Willa
Cather herscll, has difficulty coming to terms with his past and toys
with the idea of suicide: but he survives and faces the future stoically.
The last word 1n this novel is the word fasure, At this point, Willa
Cather’s fiction moves forward in a slightly different direction, as—
after the unrepresentative short novel My Mortal Enenry — she turns
to the past and explores in succession the American Southwest of
1850 ‘to 1890 in Death Gomes for the Arehbishop, late seventeenth-
century Quebec 1n Shadows on the Ruck; and—alter a wistful glance
back again to Nebraska in Lucy Gaypheart—Ffinally pre-Civil War
Virginia, where she was born, in Sapphire and the Slave Girl, It is
interesting to append here the fact that in the seven years before her
death, Willa Cather thought much though evidently she wrote rather
little—and that lule she ordered destroved—of a short novel te be
cast ' fourteenth-cenoury Avignon ot the tume of Pope Bene
dice X1,

All of Willa Cather’s liction may be more profitably and more
pleasurably read, T think, if ene of their keys—the past—is kepr in
mind. Over and over Willa Cather shows that life js impoverished
when one is cut from hise past and enrichid when he finds and
treasures it. Examples abound, Mr, Shimesds, father of Antonia, is
too old to survive being transplanted from Czechoslovalkia, with its
nourishing talk of religion, nature, and music; so he kills himself
on his miserable Farm at Black Hawk, Nebraska. In O Piogeers]
Carl Linsirum leaves the overpoweriog fiem in his vouth for life
in the aty, only to return home in his later years to Alexandra
Bergson, the heroine, and be whole again, Thea Kronberg, whose
struggle 1o become a brillkint operatic singer s told 1n The Song of
Lark, receives necessary spiritual stimulus 1o continue her studies
when, at one point in the novel, she s able to live briefly among
the aystere remains of the clilf-dwellers of the American Southwest,
Claude Wheeler, the doomed American soldicr in One of Ouwrs,

S Lewis, op, of, pp. 190, 195-106: Geenen N, Kares, « Willa Cathers Un-
fimished] Avipoon Story s, pp 175214, In Wmia Cavser, Fiee Srorier with an
Ariticle by George N. Kates om Miss Cather's Lam, Unjinighed, wnd Hapablished
Asigdon Srovy (Mew York: Vintoge Books 1956)
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212 RGBERT L. GALE

faces cast to France, and when he gets there he rhinks about staying
as a farmer after the War; his conclusion 15 summarized thus:

Life was so short that it meant nothing at all unless it were continually
reinforced by something that endured; unless the shadows of individual
existence came and went against a background that held together®.

But the best example of one coming to an understanding with a far-
reaching past 15 Father Jean Marie Latour, who in Death Comes
fur the Avchbichop leaves his native, beloved France—which he
never [orgets—to sink roots in New Mexico and become part of an
ageless tradition absorbing Indians, Mexicans, Spaniards;, and Ame-
ricans.

In Willa Cuther’s shorr stories too the same point is mide
repeatedly. Thus, to take the first of thres examples, in « A Wagner
Matinée» the narrator witniesses nothing less than a resurrection
when he tkes his aunt, remurned from a2 quarter-cenmiry on a
frantier farm, to a musical program in Boston: the poor woman,
once a competent musician hersell, 15 sn entranced that she wants
never to leave the concert hall. And Harvey Merrick, the now-dead
artist 1n « The Sculptor’s Funeral,s has achieved victory because
he ignored the crassaess of his birthplace and escaped to link himself
with his cultural heritage. Finally, «neighbour Rosicky, s hern of
a story with dhat tide and o man patterned closely after Willa
Cather’s father, survives migration to the New World not so much
by adapting himself to a new way of life—though he docs that well,
once he begins farming—as by contentedly living over his past with
anyone who will listen, and understand,

In a sense, the Rerion of Willa Cather is a living over of her
past. In her life there were four momentous emotional experiences,
all of which she transmuted into are: ( 1) when she was about ten,
she migrated from Virginia with her beloved parents to Red Cloud,
Nebraska; (2) in carly adulthood she fallowed a knowledge of lite-
rature with @ university-town introduction o the world of ;.}':era,and
drama; (3) in 1902 she made the first of several trips to Burope,

B 0w ar, p. 406.
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where she found France of an especial appeal™; and (4) in 1912
she discovered Ameriea’s great Southwest, All of these stirring reve-
lations made Willa Cather in subtle ways discontent with the mere
present and anxious to explore the past, The form her exploration
took was fiction, which we shall now consider under these headings:
immigrants, art, Europe, and the Southwest,

[mmigrants are important characters in the Nebraska novels and
in several of the short stories, Having been uprosted herself at a
tender age and thrust into an alien soil, Wills Cather was unusually
sympathetic toward the problems of Czechs, Swedes, Russians, Ger-
mans, and other immigrants whom she portrays i her hetion. For
example, in My Antonia the narrator like Willa Cather leaves Vie-
ginia to move hrst to 2 farm and then to o town in Nebraska, where
he observes tradition-rich European immigrants doing valiant battle
to tamc the raw land. The names slone of some of the characters
in the novel suggest the diversity of their origing: Otn Fuchs, Am-
brosch Shimerds, « Russion Peter, » Lena Lingard, Cusak. As their
stories unfold, often in elabarare Hashhacks, the conclusion is clear
that no one’s past is escapable and further that no good person wants
it to be. For instance, the pavrator sees in his grandfather’s hired
hand Otto a man on whom a full past is broadly written, indeed,
almost carved: his cheek is searred, the top of one ear is gone, he can
talk of Austria, of mining and cowpunching in the Far West, of
carpeniry and farming everywhere, For another instance, ¢ Russian
Peter » and his friend Pavel could talk, it they wished, of once
feeding piccemenl to the pursuing wolves a wedding party off careen-
ing sleds in frozen Russias this story from the past emerges only
after Pavel has srrained himself lifting timbers and lies dying in
delirium. But a better section of My Angonsa is entitled « The Hired
Girls, » so named because the forcign families were often obliged to
send their older daughters from the farms to work as damestics for
the mare elegant, longer-established ¢ American s townspeople. Wiila
Cather effectively praises the foreigners as {ollows:

0 Ser Willa Cather fn Euraper Her Oum Story of the Firsr Journey: With an
Introduction and Incidemtal Notes by George N. Kot (New York: Alfred A.
Kuopk, 1956). .
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214 ROBERT L. GALYL

One result of chis family solidarity was that the foreign farmers in our
country were the first to become prosperous.  After the fathers were out
of debt, the daughters married the sons of neighbours — usually of like
mationality — and the gidds who onee worked in Black Hawk kirchens
are today managing big farms and fine families of their own: their
children are better off than the children of the town women they usad
o serve '

A somewhay similar contrast is expressed in Ope of Ours, a
novel alse concerned in part with immigrant familics, but here with
the materialism of their descendents, of whorn ar a crucial point the
hero Claude is described as thinking thus;

The people.. had changed. He could remember when al! the farmers
in this community wore friendly towatd each other: now they were
continually having lawsuits, Their sons were either wingy and graspiig,
or extravagant and lazy, and they were always stirring up trouble 12

Fortunately this gloomy note, struck by Willa Cather in her
melancholy year of 1922"* was not the last coneerning her beloved
Middlewest: it is refreshing to learn thar in her final short stary,
entitled ¢ The Best Years, » she pictured again what she called « the
beautiful Nebraska land which lies between the Platte Rover and
the Kansas line s '*; here it is the area in which is enacted the tragic
but rewarding life of Lesley Ferguesson, evidently of second- or
third-generation Seandanavian extraction. The wirl is a sixteen-year-
old school teacher whose devotion binds together an assortment of
children sent by farmers ta a country school at Wild Raose. The
whole story is a pastoral evocation of rhe aurhor's never-forgotien
childhood in Nebtaska amid others also born elsewliere and migrant,

Her parents teansported her through space to Nebraska, but
Willa Cather by reading books and attending the thearer moved
herself through time back m previous ¢pochs—to ante-bellum Vi

L1 @p. o, p. 200,

12 Op, cir, p, 102,

18 And steark apain g vear later, when o 4 Logr Lady she pactures (e gallant
Caprain Eorrester and fis kind vielding 61 the unscrapulos, pushing lvy Peters and
all that he symbolizes in the younger seneration ;

8 In The Gld Beaury and Others, T |
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ginia, to Quehec during the reign of Louis X1V, to the time of the
Spaniards in New Mexico, to medieval France, to Virgilian Italy.
It is fashienable, T suppose, to regard the Nebraska of seventy years
ago as backward, which it was in some ways but not intellecrually :
Wills Cather read English classics, repearedly including Shakespeare
and Bunyan, with both her grandmothers; she learned o read Latin
at home, and she read it and Greek—Virgil, Ovid, Homer, Ana-
creon, ete—with a friendly old dreamer in Red Cloud; *® and when
she went on to the University at Lincoln, the theater there was the
scene of superb performances by stars of stock companies—which
performances, by the way, Willa Cather not only saw but also
described maturely in her column for the Stute Jowrnal'® So it
should not be surprising thut even Willa Cather’s earliest novels,
these of the frontier, contain many references to the classics and o
the theater. For example, My Antonia has for its inseription the
Virgilian proncuncement Optima dics.. prime fugis, which indeed
is one moral of the book. Jim, the narrator, goes to Lincoln to study
under a brilliant young Latin scholar, who talks to him of Pompeii,
of Virgi] at Brindisi, of Dante's adoration of that ¢ sweet teacher. s
It 15 not by chance nor is it extravagant that a recent critic should
call Willa Cather’s Alexandra Bergson, heroine of O Pronsers!, «a
kind of Earth Mother or Corn Goddess, 3 Ceres who presides over
the fruittul land, s and should also label as ¢a rustic poddess... Pro-
serpinie # her Lesley Ferguesson of « The Best Years, s iwelf a story
siid to have ¢a fine paswaral freshness» and to be a «pastoral
elegy.» 17 Willa Cather read Virgil and other classical writers long
and passionately, and their view of things was often hers.

And the fact thar she artended the opera as devotedly as she
read is proved by her splendid novel The Song of the Lark, in which
Thea Kronberg, daughter of a Swedish minister in Colorado, rises
ahove the restrictions of her hometown to hecome an opera singer
as great as Willa Cather’s obvious model, the American soprano

1 Lewas, op, it pp. 14, 2122

MW ophd., po 37

LT Draviny Ducsigs, Bills Cather: A4 Criticel Iatroductfon (Ithaca, Mew York:
Corncll University Press, 19513 pp. 28, 170, 171
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Olive Fremstad, Miss Lewis tells the curious story of Willa Carher’s
first meeting with Mme. Fremstad in 1913, during an abertive in-
teeview one afternoon in connection with a magazine article on opera
which the novelist was preparing.*® The singer had returned late
from a drive and was cold and too tired to talk above a whisper,
and so the interview was postponed. That same night at the opera—
The Tales of Hoffmann was heing offered—whils Willa Cather was
telling her companion of Mme. Fremstad's condition, an announce-

ment was made from the stage that the regular soprano had become
sick and thet Olive Fremstad would substitute; and she did, surpris-
ingly and gloriously,™ Of this realldife incident Willa Cather made
one of the most effective episodes in e Song of the Lark, in which
Thea rushes to substitute as Sieglinde in Wagner's Dic Walkiire,

Among numerous short stories dealing with art folk, «The
Diamond Mine » is one of the best. In it the much-married heroine,
bearing the hoary name of Cressidi but unlike Troilus’s friend in
most ways, is a veritable « diamond mines to many peaple simply
because «she appealed to the acquisitive instinct in men 32 Her
warmly hurman life in America and Furope as an opera singer and
a wife is superbly told in a series of flashbucks—Fflashbacks which
are, as we shall see in a moment, proot in the realm of technigue
af the importance of the past in Willa Cather's thinking,

Furope had been near Willa Cather from her earliest conscious-
ness, through fFamily talk of Welsh and English ancestors, through
her countless friendships in the Middlewest with immigrants of
many racial strains, and through her reading in literature und history:
therefore she was abundantly prepared for her first excited contact
with the Old World, which came in 1902

Characteristically, impressions gathered during this tour through
England and down to France, together with memories of other
vacations following i, were left to mellow in her richly stored un-

18 Willa Cather never wrots fletion based on her expericnces: gs a writer of
newspaper - and magazine arocles or ss &n editor—proof enough that she did not
tegard that work ‘as part of her usable past,

1 Lewis, op. eit, pp. 50:02,

=Y In Youth and the Bright Medusz, p. Bl
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conseious while she turned back 1o her childhood and youth in Ne-
braska to write her first novels. Not until One of Oars in 1922 did
she take a fictional character back along her path to Europe. Soon,
however, others followed army lientenant Claude Wheeler. The
history teacher Gudlrey St. Peter, of The Professor’s House, is given
student days in France and Spain to live over in retrospect; Bishop
Latour and his aide Father Joseph Vaillant of Death Comes for the
Archbishop are provided French backgrounds and several wips home
and to Rome from thear missionary ares in the American Southwest;
Shadows on the Rock is almost as much a study of people in late
seventeenth-century France as it is of Frenchmen in Canadg; and
the titular heraine of Lucy Guyheart follows if only in imagination
her Jover Clement Sebastian’s wider experience, which ends with
his death by drowning in Lake Como.

To pursue her characters, Willa Cather went often to Burope
herself, at least ance muinly to revivify her impressions of Count
Frontenac’s quarter of Paris® This imaginative feat of walking into
the past she was skilled in as her biographer E.K. Brown writes,
« Willa Cather had an extraordinary power of obliterating from a
historic scene its modern encristations, She had done so at Avignon,
and at Paris, more recently at Santa Feg she did so again at Que-
bec.s 2 Tt should be cbvions that she preferred the past to the
encrusted present; in fact, one of her lust short stories, sugpestively
entitled « The Old Beauty, » mukes the point thut before the First
World War all things were hetter than they have been since. With
Willa Cather, this was an old truism. Her essays, collected in 1936
under the provocative title Nt Under Forty—meaning that readers
under forty years of age would not understand themn—touch in va-
rious ways upon it, perliaps most effectively in the essay « A Chanee
Meeting, » which describes Willa Cather’s wonderful encounter with
a precious relic from the past, Madame Franklin Grout, the Cure
of Gustave Flauberr's Lestres & sa Nidee, and model of Gabrielle
Lady Longstreet, heroine of ¢ The Old Beauty.»

21 Lewss, op e, po 138
22 Do o, po 270,
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But the most inspiring travel Willa Cather ever did was not to
Europe at all bur to the American Southwest, seeing which in 1912
for the first of many visits was in Brown's words « the principal emo-
tional expericnce of... [her] mature life. » * She went out 1o Arizona
to spend some time with Douglas Cather, one of her brothers, and
with him she began to find the country. In Miss Lewis's words,

~ & whole new landscape — nor only a physical landscape, but 2 landscape
of the mind, peopled with wonderul imaginings, apensd out before her.
They made one journcy to Walnut Canyon, where there were some
cliftdwelling ruins, She had never scen any clifi-dwellings before; bur
she and her brothers had thought and speculated abour them since they

were childpen 24,

She had cven written about the diffdwellings before sesing them;
an carly tale, « The Enchanted Blufl,» published in 1909 in Harper's
Muguzine, pictures a group of boys about a camp-fire vowing to
seck put a huge, smooth-sided rock called the Enchanted Bluff and
said to contain an abandoned Indian village, « away up there in the
air,»*® The bhoys never go; but Willa Cather did, and a major
element in her fiction was the result. Thes Kronberg, heroine of
The Song of the Lark, hears of the region from railroaders like—
indeed, patterned after—Douglass Cather and his friends; later, in
carly maturity, when offered a chance Thea goes down to Panther
Canyon in nerthern Arizona, to find herself—in time, Seenc of only
a fraction of The Song of the Lark, the Southwest is the locale of
the solid middle third of The Professor’s House, Just before the se
cond book, called « Tom Outland’s Story, » the bemused, past-ridden
history professor, author himsclf of Spuntsk Adventurers in North
America, is pictured as turning to the manuscript diary of his finest
student, the now-dead Tom Cutland, What follows is Outland’s
account of his discovery of a cliffi-dweller establishment ab the Blue
Mesa. Thus Tom is seen as having lived the kind of adventure which
for the most part the professor hus only written about. Tt is of jntercst
to note here that the fantstic discovery of the cliflcity by Outland

B phd, p, xii,
& Op, b, pp. #0-BL,
W In Free Stories, p, 10,
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was based firmly upon historical fact: Willa Cather hersell wrote
a friend that

_the Blue Mesa (the Mesa Vierde) actually was discovered by a young
cowpunchcr in just this way. The great explorer MNordenskjtid wrote
1 ssentific book about this discovery, and I myself had the good fortune
to hear the story of it from 2 very old muan, brother of Dick Wetherell.
Dnck Wertherell as 2 young bey forded Mancos Rivier and rode into the
Mesi after lost cattle, 1 followed the real story very closely i Tom
Oratand’s narranve =¥ .

The Southwest 5 but ane «f several locales Eor Thea's story.
And it accounts [or but onethird of The Professor’s House. But
with Death Comes for the Arehbishop, it is the whole novel; its past
is made to come alive again there in a series of magnificent episodes
and flashhacks. To realize the grip on Willa Cather of the past
still living in that region, one has only to name over the subjects of
certain key chapters in Death Comes for the drehbishop: a Spanish
bell cast in 1356, the vision of Guadalupe, Kit Carson, an immemorial
wooden parrot; the legend of Fray Baltazar, the Fort Bent massacte,
the discovery of gold under Pike's Peak, and throughout the narra-
tive the missionary careers of Father Jean Latour und Father Joscph
Vaillant, fictional counterparts of reallife Bishops Jean Lamy and
Juseph Machebeuf,

It is of course ohvious that all writers use expériences from their
past, but it is, 1 think; now clearer that Wills Cather was more than
ordinarily conscious of the past when she wrote; and her usable past,
as [ huve tried to show, included 4 youth spent in observing immi-
grants in the Middlewest to which she herself was p migrant, further
a youth und indeed a long lifetime devoted to art as it came down
in many forms from the past to her, repeated visits to old Europe
for rest and stimulation atd even sustenance, and finally nothing
less than adoration of America's past as reflected in her Southwest.

Befare I fimish, let me now make two germane points concerning
Wills Cather’s technique in writing: ene, as 1 have insufficiently
suggested, she used reallile persons, known to her through obser-
vation or reading, as models for her created higures: and twuo, she

2 Wills Cather on Wrinng, p. 32
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indirectly shows the operation of the past in the present by use
of flashbacks.

We know through Miss Lewis and others familiar with Willa
Cather’s method that the novelist habinally placed relatives, friends,
celebritics, and historical personages in her fiction. This is Dot to
imply that she was deficient in inventive powers hut only that she
was — in words applied elsewhere by Henry James — one on whom
nothing was lost. Let us begin with her immediare family for g
few cxamples. Her muternul grandmother, Rachel Boak, became
Rachel Blake in Sapphira and the Slave Girl, cast in Virginia, where
the author had spent her early childhond ®. Her father provided a
few of Mr. Templeton’s traits in « ©1d Mrs. ITarris », while Rosicky’s
tatal hearr gilment in « Neighbour Rosicky s is identical to that of
the novelist’s father; further, the father-daughter relationships o
moving in Shadots on the Rock and Lucy Gayheart, amang other
works, are partly autobiograplical * The ariginal of Mahailey, the
queer old servant of the Wheelers in One of Owrs, was Margic
Anderson, wha worked for the Catliers in Virginia, went with them
to Nebraska, and staved on unol she died **,  Almest the entire
Cather family is re-creared in « The Best Years»®. As for friends
— the real Antonia Shimerds was ‘Anpie Sadilek, o Red Cloud
hired girl; Thea Kronberg’s friend Dr. Archie was drawn with a
Nebraska physician named McKechy occasionally in mind; Louie
Marcellus, the somewhit unctuous but not really repellent son inlaw
of Professor St. Peter, was modeled oy Jan Mombeourg, vielinist
husbund of Willa Cather’s intimate friend Tsabelle McClung #1.
Busabio, the Navajo Indian in Death Comes for the Archhishop,
who has ¢a face like a Roman geeral's of Republican timess %,

*T Lewis, op. @i, p. 4, «She had uiten been urged to write a Virginia novel;
but fur a long time somc sort of inhibiton — 4 relictunce, perhieps, to break through
o thosse old memoriss thar secmed 1o lh::l.:rng o anpiher life — hnd deteresd hiers
though she somctimes spolke of incideints, stones of the Virginia vears, which she
might wiite nbout some day »; LEWIS, pp, oi o 181-182, .

48 Lzwis, op. o, pp. 3-fi; BRows, om. ot pp. AFF2TE, 207,

£ Lewis, op o, p. 11.

30 1bid,, p, 196; Groroz N Kares, o, Willa Cuther in Furope, p. 142.

81 Lewis, of. cit., pp. 15, 27: BrowN, op, e, p, 112,

2 0p. ar, p. 220,
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is thought to have heen patterned in large measure after Tony, the
Indian husband of another friend, Mabel Luhan, whe had a hacienda
ar Taos*, Nor did puhﬁc figures past and present escape Willa
Cather's alchemyv. The state and the background are altered, but it
i5 apparent that the original of 4 Losz Lady was Nebraska Govern-
or Silas Garber’s wife **; Olive Fremstad, the opera singer, 1 have
already mentioned. Drawn with Willa Cather's father partly in mind,
Cécile’s father Fuelide Auclair, of Skadows an the Roek, is also given
many of the professional characeristics of Michael Sarrazin, an early
Canadian naturalist®, In the same novel, Count Louis de Buade
de Frontemnc is a real-life personage deriving largely from Francis
Parkman's history of the Briush and Freénch in Nerth America;
Bishop Laval derives not from the unsympathetic treatment of him
by Parkman but from the friendlier rescurches of Abbe Henri Arthur
Scot; whose writing and conversation en the subject Willa Cather
knew intimately ™. One has only to repeat the names ol Bishops
Lamy and Machebeuf, prototypes of Bishops Latour and Vaillant
in Death Comes for the Archbishup — as T have said — to make com-
plete enough a list of real models for Willa Cather's fictional creations,
a list which could be extended almost indefimitcly.

Likewise, a listing of flashbacks in the fiction could be prolonged
until half the muajor episodes were identified, so popular a technical
device did the flashback become in the hands of Willa Cather,
Often the flashback is short and simple, as when for example Lucy
Gavheart later remembers — and we learn for the first time — how
she left Chicago as soon as possible after hearing the news of Seba-
stian's death by drowning: or when the whole story of the dying slave
wornan [ezebel is finally twld in Sapphira and the Slave Girl, a novel
by the way contnining almost a dozen such episodes from carlier
times. Oceasionally the pattern of a narrative is a combination of a
loose forward moticn in time with seemingly artless digressions into
previous decades, und centuries. Deuth Comes for the Archbishop

BE Twwisoap, ity ppe 142-143
M Ihdl pp. 25206,
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1s so constructed — recall Fray Baltazar and Father Junipero, for
two instances — and so s Shadows an the Roew, with the sirias sp
given of such lowly or great persons as Count Frontenac's drunimer
boy Giorgio, Blinker a former torturer for the king, the religious
recluse Jeanne Le Ber, and the young Rishop Jean Baptiste de la
Croix de Chevrigres de Suint-Vallier. By the time of Supphire and
the Slave Girl, Willa Cather’s last nowvel, the flushback technique
has become so skillfully managed that to e the disgressions are
more interesting than the main action, which might almost be said
to exist only to support them.

The controlled release of information through flashbacks duri ng
an entire novel is exciting when employed by an expert. For twa
examples, let me mention A Logt Lady and Death Comes for the
Archbishop a final tme, Through all of the former novel we wonder
how Caprain Forrester met Marian, his wife and the lady of the vtle:
only in the lase significanr Aashback do we learn. And early in the
latter novel it is hinted that ence ling ago Latour inestimably sided
Vaillant during a spiritual crisis; not ontil the last book are we
sulficiently preparcd, Willa Catler seems to say, to understand the
implications of that crisis, and s not untl then — Fifteen PHIEZES
hefore the end of the entire novel — does she open that window on
the past.

I must not leuve anyone with (he mistaken umpression  that
Wills Cather foolishly turned her biuck ori the present and dreamily
lived in the neverneverland of the past. She was alive to her age
witnessed courage in it, and mer the illustrious of it. But when she
saw idealism and inmiative weikening as the generations advanced,
she concluded ever more strongly that the pust — perhaps withont
ever really containing « the good old dayss so cclebrated fin ansedate
— was best, best because the epic pioneers of the Middlewest were
better than their sons and grandsons, best because no one dge can
produce more than one or two supremcly fine artists and the past
is full of ages, and best becauee then — whether in Europe or in
the American Svuthwest — roots were deeper in time,

Roeepr L, Gate
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