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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

In 1909 when Willa Cather wrote for McClure's 
her account of the cemeteries of Europe, she made 
special note of the inscription above the tomb of 
Alexandre Dumas, the younger» "I am keenly interested 
in my life, which pertains to time, but I am more in
terested in my death, which pertains to eternity."1 
Judging from her own preoccupation with these subjects, 
the statement might have suited her equally well.
George Kates in commenting on this essay has said that 
this was *'a subject that was never afterward to leave 
her« the mystery and meaning of life and its end."1 2

In order to comprehend Miss Cather*s unusual ab
sorption with death, it is necessary to understand the 
author's background. She had been b o m  in the beauti
ful Shenandoah Valley in Winchester, Virginia in 1873 
where she lived until she was ten. At that impression-

1Willa Cather, Willa Cather in Europe. ed. George 
Kates (New York, 195&), P* 108.

2Ibid., p. 102.
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able age her family had left the house with "its shady 
front porch behind blooming honeysuckle vines"^ to 
join the senior Gathers who five years previously had 
moved to Nebraska. "The move at such a tender age 
from the damp, shady, mountainous beauty of the Shen
andoah Valley to a raw, treeless, and nearly waterless 
land had been cruel for the child." When in 1905 a 
member of McClure's Magazine staff questioned her as 
to why her stories in The Troll Garden were so bleak, 
she seemed surprised by the impression but replied 
that she had lived in Nebraska. All her life Willa 
Cather never got over the bleak vastness of the plains. 
"An unreasoning fear of being swallowed by the dis
tances between her and everything else jumped out at 
her."^ Once she confided to a friend the fear she had, 
whenever she visited her home, that she would die in 
a -cornfield. Upon her friend's expressed surprise she 
replied, "You could not understand. You have not 
seen those miles of fields. There is no place to hide

^E. K. Brown, Willa Cather; A Critical Biography (New 
York, 1953), P. 7.

LlElizabeth Shipley Sergeant, Willa Cather: A Memoir 
(Lincoln, 1953), P. 1?.

5Ibld., p. 79.
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in Nebraska,"^ This was the feeling Miss Gather 
referred to in The Song of the Lark when she had Mrs. 
Kohler become concerned that Herr Wunsch, the music 
teacher, "would die off alone somewhere and be stuck 
under the prairie."

But it was not the endless stretch of land alone 
which gave her this sense of bleakness. To some ex
tent her impressions of the difficulties of life 
gave her this feeling. Many of the people living 
about the countryside near her grandfather's ranch 
twenty miles west of Red Cloud were foreigners. Life 
on the Nebraska plains was far different for them 
than their former lives in Germany, Bohemia, Sweden, 
Denmark, or Norway had been. During that first year 
in Nebraska, before her father moved the family into 
Red Cloud, Willa spent many days riding about the 
countryside on her pony, delivering mail to these 
immigrant settlements. The stories she heard of the 
changes which this transplanting into a strange 
country had made in the lives of her new friends im
pressed her deeply. Their feelings of discouragement 
and loneliness were things she never forgot.

Already in 1896 in her story "On the Divide" she

•Ibid.. p. 496
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was to speak of the Norwegians as a timber-loving 
people to whom the barren bleakness of the grasslands 
became so unbearable "if it had not been for the few 
stunted cottonwoods and elms . . .  Canute would have 
shot himself years ago.” The dismal winters of the 
area were dreaded by all, she said, but so were the 
hot, dry summers. "Insanity and suicide are very 
common things on the Divide. They come on like an 
epidemic in the hot wind season." Fighting the ele
ments and changing the habits of a lifetime were not 
easy matters for these immigrants.

It is worthy of note that in spite of the 
multiplicity of her death references, Wiila Cather 
creates, not a sense of morbidity, but rather a sense 
of reality. Nor is her purpose to dispose of her 
characters without reason. In 1895 when writing 
critical reviews for the Courier she had condemned 
the Scottish novelist, Ian Maclaren, because he had 
"everybody dying at the end. . . .  Of course, every
one dies," she admitted, "but there is no use in in
viting the whole world to the funeral obsequies of 
the entire population of Scotland. Death is not the 
especial privilege of the Scotch, sometimes English-
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men die, occasionally even Americans.
After a statement such as this, one is forced to 

search for a justification of the numerous corpses and 
graveyards strewn through her own novels and short 
stories. One need not search long to become aware 
that they serve a definite purpose. Moreover, Wiila 
Cather often uses the same death for more than one 
purpose. A soul is not forgotten once it is dead and 
buried. Over and over it may be resurrected to serve 
in yet another capacity in the entire plan of the 
book. The deaths therefore are not ends in themselves 
for, as E. K. Brown has stated, "her vision is of es
sences. "8 She did not care for graveyards simply be
cause they were of the dead, just as "she did not 
care for old things because they were old or curious
or rare-- she cared for them only as they expressed

9the human spirit and the human lot on earth."
Bartley Alexander in Alexander’s Bridge had spoken of 
death as "the only other thing as strong as love." 
Apparently this was a feeling that was Wiila Cather*s

^Willa Cather, The Kingdom of Art, ed. Bernice Slote 
(Lincoln, 1966), pp. 3T5-3IT0 •

^Brown, p. 314-0.
^Edith Lewis, Wiila Cather Living (New York, 1953).

p. 120.



own. Wherever a human story was told, there too 
would be found the elements of love and death.

The purpose of this thesis therefore is to study 
the manner in which Willa Cather deals with death in 
her fiction in order to discover how her use of it 
portrays her own values of life as a preparation for 
death. To understand her thought more clearly, it 
will be useful also to study the way death is used as 
an artistic tool in presenting her characters, for 
through her character presentations she leads her 
readers to discover the value of the characteristics 
they portray. This function of death will be dis
cussed in chapter two.

Chapters three and four study Willa Cather’s two 
major death themes: the influence of the dead on the 
living and the fulfilling of man's potential. Chap
ter five is devoted to the themes of justice and reli
gion as discerned through death.

Russell Coleburnt maintains that ”it would be 
very cynical indeed to hold that men were not greatly 
influenced most of their lives in some subtle, silent 
way by what they believed in their hearts to be worth
while.”10 The paraphrase is also true: it would be

10Russell Coleburt, The Search for Values (New York,1960), p. 2.



very strange if authors were not greatly influenced 
in their writings in some subtle, silent way by what 
they believed in their hearts to be worthwhile. 
Therefore, the sixth and final chapter draws the con
clusions of Willa Cather's own attitudes toward life, 
formulated from those values which she portrayed in 
her fiction as worthy of consideration, and substanti
ated wherever possible by her own non-fiction writings.

Death, as presented in this study, then, must be 
understood not in itself but as it shows forth the 
values by which men live. Through the study of char
acter portrayal and the themes involving death it is 
possible to establish the realization of those things 
which Willa Cather considered essential in man's pre
paration for death.

7



CHAPTER I I

CHARACTER STUDIES
Death is one of the main devices used by Willa 

Cather as a means of character study. Mainly this is 
done through one of two techniques* 1 ) by using death 
to contrast characters, and 2) by using it to high
light some particular character trait. In both cases, 
especially in her later works, the point is often 
emphasized through symbols.

In her article "My Antonia: A Dark Dimension", 
Sister Peter Damian Charles has pointed out an ex
ample of the first of these techniques. Mr. Shimera, 
Antonia's father, is seen as a Thanatos-nature whose 
"spirit creates, as it were, a single dark shadow
which emphasizes the brilliance of Antonia's life-

1 \ force." Even before his death Mr. Shimera's face
looks "like ashes-- like something from which all
the warmth and light had died out," Antonia's eyes,
on the other hand, are "big and warm and full of life,
like the sun shining on brown pools in the wood,"

Sister Peter Damian Charles, "My Antonia: A Dark 
Dimension," Western American Literature, ii 
(Summer, 1967) 91-108.
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0 Ploneer31 likewise exemplifies this technique. 
Amedee had died of sudden abdominal disorders. The 
calm and joy of his haooy married life together with 
his neaceful burial threw into sharp relief the illi
cit love affair of Emil and Marie which resulted in 
their violent deaths. While the last rites for Ame
dee found him surrounded by friends, the deep conso
lations of religion, and the murmured remarks of his 
companions "that Amedee had always been a good boy," 
Emil and Marie, after being shot by Marie's husband 
had only old Ivor's numb announcement, "It has fallen.' 
Sin and death for the young ones I" Even months later 
when, in trying to comfort her, the old man reminded 
his mistress that "'the dead are in Paradise,' . . . 
he hung his head, for he did not believe Emil was in 
Paradise."

Here the nature symbol is in evidence. Pefore 
the tragedy Emil had compared his own dissinated life 
with the fruitful fulfillments of Amedee by likening 
the two of them to his sister's seed-corn: "from two 
ears that had grown side by side, the grains of one 
shot up joyfully into the light, projecting themselves 
into the future, and the grains of the other lay still 
in the earth and rotted."
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The symbols surrounding the tragic end of the 
lovers are more numerous than usual. Like Emil and 
Marie, who were killed the first time they sought 
each other's intimate companionship, a number of 
ducks, just beginning their flight, were shot by the 
two young peoole on a morning hunt. Emil saw no harm 
in what he had done, even as at his murder he was un
aware of what had occurred. For him "the chanter had 
been short. He was shot in the heart, and had rolled 
over on his back and died." Marie, however, cried 
over the ducks, regretting that she had encouraged 
Emil to bring them down: "They're too hanpy to kill.
. . . They were scared, but they didn't really think 
anything could harm them." She, in turn, was the one 
to live long enough to regret the act which caused 
her husband to destroy her and the man she loved. 
Finally, when Ivor found them dead beneath, the mulber
ry tree, Miss Cather interjected a new symbol of the 
young love destroyed in its beginning, by stating,
"and in the long grass by the fence the last wild 
roses of the year opened their pink hearts to die."

In the same novel the death of John Bergson 
contrasts his attitudes toward the land with those 
held by his daughter Alexandra. Here the nature sym-
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bol of the land itself-- presented, as Edward and
Lillian Bloom have said, as the "macrocosm, the es-

2sence of the omnipotent divinity.” To John Bergson, 
land itself was a desirable thing. In the old coun
try it had given a man stability and prestige. But 
this new land to which he had come was unconquerable.
”lt was like a horse that no one knows how to break 
to harness, that runs wild and kicks things to pieces,"3 
and the sentiment he had had for it turned to hatred. 
”And so he dies, destroyed by the land which he had 
once coveted ardently. His daughter, however, by her 
own admission looks to the land only with 'love and 
understanding,' waiting passively and subm* sslvely 
for the land to redeem her f a i t h . T h e  land, as 
though it were a living thing, responded to her sub
missive affection. For her "the brown earth . . . 
yields itself eagerly to the plow . . .  with a soft 
sigh of happiness" in a manner wholly unknown to her 
father.

The nature symbol of Death Comes for the Arch-

^Edward and Lillian Bloom, Wllla Cathsr's Gift of 
Sympathy (Carbondale, 19&2), p. 30.

3Ibid., p. 32.
^Ibid., p. 32.
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bishop characterizes not mere Individuals but general
izes in pointing out the contrast between the American 
missionary dying for Christ and the martyr of the old 
world. A man who came to the hostile new land needed 
a faith even beyond that possessed by the Aoostles 
themselves. "Whatever the early Christians suffered, 
it all hanpened in that safe little Mediterranean 
world, amid the old manners, the old landmarks. If 
they endured martyrdom, they died among their breth
ren, their relics were piously preserved, their names 
lived in the mouths of holy men." hut the new land 
needed men of tougher mettle, with an endurance be
yond anything a European could imagine. As in the 
case of John Bergson, Willa Cather shows nature in 
the New World as an enemy of man.

The old countries were worn to the shape 
of human life, made into a vestiture, a 
sort of second body, for man. There the 
wild herbs and wild fruits and the 
forest fungi were edible. The streams 
were sweet water, the trees afforded shade 
and shelter. But in the alkali deserts the 
water holes were poisonous, and the vegeta
tion offered nothing to the starving man. 
Everything was dry, prickly, sharp; Spanish 
bayonet, juniper, greasewood, cactus; the
lizard, the rattlesnake,-- and man made
cruel by a cruel life. Those early mission
aries threw themselves naked upon the hard 
heart of a country that was calculated to 
try the endurance of giants. They thristed in its deserts, starved among Its rocks,
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climbed up and down its terrible canyons on 
stone-bruised feet, broke long fasts by un
clean and repugnant food. Surely these en
dured Hunger, Thirst, Cold, Nakedness, of a 
kind beyond any conception St, Paul and his 
brethren could have had,
ln The Professor*s House the dead Tom Outland 

rose like a legendary hero from a greater, more un
selfish past, to eclipse the mercenary figure of 
Marcellus. "Every single act and thought of Marcel- 
lus seemed to smear and falsify the values which Tom 
had brought to St, Peter,"5 Although possessing both 
the money earned by Tom and the girl he had once 
wooed, he was sorely lacking in true greatness, "I 
can't bear it when he talks about Outland as his af
fair," Professor St, Peter admitted to his wife. When 
Marcellus and Rosamond had built a country home with 
Tom's money and named it after the dead man, the pro
fessor exploded, "Hang it, Outland doesn't need their 
generosity! They've got everything he ought to have

i

had, and the least they can do is be quiet about it, 
and not convert his very bones into a personal asset," 

Besides being compared to Marcellus, Tom was 
looked upon by the professor as a projection of him
self, According to Elizabeth Shipley Sergeant, Willa 
Cather herself implied that the deep theme of the book

^Sergeant, p, 217.



"was the connection or opposition between youth and 
age, and the way they mutually stirred one another,"^ 
The whole of the middle-aged professor's present had 
become a miserable existence, so deeply had he in
volved himself in the unreality of young Outland's 
past. While he was working at annotating the diary 
Tom had kept while exploring the ruins of the Cliff- 
Dwellers, Godfrey St. Peter found himself enjoying a 
new idea-- a mental friendship. Although he had al
ways considered day-dreaming a thing to be laughed 
at, he now began to cultivate it. At first it was 
the memory of Tom himself which occupied his thoughts, 
then it became "the boy the Professor had long ago 
left behind him in Kansas, in the Solemn Valley— -the 
original, unmodified Godfrey St. Peter." The primi
tive ideal inspired by Tom reminded him that long ago, 
before he had settled his position in life, he, too, 
had been a primitive, and like Tom had been only in
terested in earth and woods and water. Now his inter
est in the individual he had been in his youth came 
back to him so strongly that the reality of his life

6Ibld., p. 204.



seemed unimportant. "He didn't regret his life, but 
he was indifferent to it. It seemed to him like the 
life of another person." The comparison noted here, 
although inspired by his thoughts of Tom, was really 
a contrast between St. Peter as he was now and as he 
had once been.

The technique of contrasting characters is also 
evident in the short stories. Although the dying of 
Blue Boy, the cat, in "Old Mrs. Harris" could truly 
be called an example of the often repeated nature 
symbol, the emphasis placed on it is so strong as to 
take on the character of a human element. Here the 
concern of Grandmother Harris for the sick animal ac
centuated the unconcern of the family for the failing 
old woman. The fact that the patient, gentle little 
grandmother could be roused to such indignation at 
the thought of a tom-cat being thrown on the trash- 
pile, made the lack of consideration of the family 
for her numerous inconveniences all the more pathetic 
Yet in contrast to the family, Mrs, Rosen, the Jewish 
neighbor, was concerned. When the time came to die, 
Mrs. Harris, with characteristic family loyalty, "was 
glad Mrs, Rosen was in Chicago. Had she been at home 
she would certainly have come in, would have seen
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that her old neighbor was very sick,"-- a thing which
those who were living with the old lady hadn't even 
noticed. Not only that, Mrs. Rosen would have been 
indignant about other things* "how hard her bed was, 
that she had no proper place to wash, and kept her 
comb in her pocket; that her nightgowns were patched 
and darned."

In "El Dorado; A Kansas Recessional" it was 
pointed out that although all the Gump brothers were 
worthless, Apollo differed from the others in that he 
alone had a spark of human feeling. This touch of 
human kindness resulted in his death. His desire to 
preserve his dead wife's belongings brought him back 
to El Dorado. "This was the supreme irony that life 
held in store for him, that when he had done evil 
without penalty and all his sins had left him scath- 
less, his one poor virtue should bring him to his 
death." Beside the hole where he had buried her pos
sessions he died of rattlesnake bite, just as the 
many El Dorado inhabitants had perished in the midst 
of their good deeds because of his own sneaky under
handed dealings. Even the old Colonel who found him 
could not refrain from drawing the comparison; "I 
always knew you were too good a fellow for your trade
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and that you'd trip up in It somewhere. This would 
never have happened to thsoe precious brothers of 
yours."

Mrs. Ebbling, dying in "On the Gull's Road," was 
able to recognize the realities of life, while her 
young gentleman admirer, still filled with vigor, lost 
himself in a romantic fantasy. Here again, the nature 
symbol was in evidence. The ocean waters were liken
ed to cold reality while the warm currents of the Med
iterranean Sea with their sunny beaches and profusion 
of flowers were compared to a romantic dream. In 
facing her coming death, Mrs. Ebbling admitted:"This 
is my own kind of water; the kind I was b o m  in. This 
is first cousin to the Pole waters, and the sea we 
have left is only a kind of fairy tale. It's like the 
bumt-out volcanoes, its day is over. This is the 
real sea now, where the doings of the world go on."
Her acceptance of life as it is, was brought more 
clearly to focus by his inability to face the folly 
it would have been to leave her husband and run off 
with him. She felt that "I don't love realities more 
than another, but I admit them, all the same," so 
that the vision of love and happiness held out to her 
by her young friend was like "the blue seas and pink
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islands . . .  as much a dream as they ever were."
"The Garden Lodge," in a few broad statements 

punctuated by death, pointed out the contrast between 
Caroline and the rest of her family. Caroline's 
father, a music teacher who neglected his pupils to 
write unfortunate orchestral compositions, had 
brought his family to the point of bankruptcy.
Heinrich, her indolent painter brother, saw nothing 
wrong in throwing away what little money he had on 
parties instead of paying the laundry bill. In the 
midst of drudgery and made-over clothes, her mother 
could find no fault with the empty idealism of the 
male members of the family. But when Heinrich blew 
his brains out and his mother went into decline and 
died over the affair, the real Caroline stepped onto 
the page. No unpaid bills, no much-turned gowns, no 
day-dreaming for her. She knew the kind of life she 
wanted and was willing to work for it.

"The Marriage of Phaedra" contrasted the attitudes 
of the servant and the wife of the dead artist, Hugh 
Treffinger. James, who since boyhood had worked in
timately with his master, was devoted to the least 
desire of the dead man. When Mr. MacMaster sought 
admittance to the studio, he was surveyed critical
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ly as though the faithful servant feared his master's 
work would be desecrated. However, when it was dis
closed that the visitor was a painter, he hastened to 
explain that although the studio was open to the pub
lic only on Saturdays and Sundays, he would make an 
exception for painters because "Sir 'Ugh's orders was 
that pynters was to *ave the run of the place."

He was interested even in the pose studies the 
artist had made before beginning the final picture.
"I don't like to lose account of them, but some 'as 
changed *ands since Sir 'Ugh's death," Mr, MacMaster 
felt "that, in James, he had discovered a kind of 
cryptic index into the painter's personality." "James 
had so long been steeped in that penetrating personal
ity that he fairly exuded it." "Prom James's attitude 
toward the picture (the "Marriage"3 MacMaster could well 
conjecture what the painter's had been. This picture 
was always uppermost in James's mind? its custodian
ship formed, in his eyes, his occupation. He was 
manifestly apprehensive when visitors . . . lingered 
near it." Once the picture was sold his only desire 
was to keep it from the dealers even if to do this he 
must resort to stealing it. When Mr. MacMaster plead
ed with him to think of what the consequences of such
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an act would be upon himself, he declareds "Wat do I 
want of a character? I'll chuck the 'ole thing."

In contrast to the loyalty of his servant, Hugh 
Treffinger's wife, Lady Ellen, had little sympathy 
for her husband's work. One picture, the "Marriage," 
which he considered his masterpiece, was especially 
distasteful to her because it had once caused a quar
rel between them. After that quarred, she never came 
near the studio again. In spite of the promise she 
had made to her dying husband to follow his wishes 
regarding his paintings, she lightly dismissed the 
selling of the unfinished masterpiece with the simple 
excuse, "I cannot find that he ever expressed any 
wish concerning the disposition of the picture to 
any of his friends. Unfortunately, Sir Hugh was not 
always discreet in his remarks to his servants,"

But MacMaster saw the contrast between the two. 
Having met Hugh Treffinger's wife and admired her re
finement, he "could well understand what manifold 
tortures the mere grain of the man's strong red and 
brown flesh might have inflicted upon a woman like 
Lady Ellen." The artist had never fit into his wife's 
world. Even the letters to the friends he had made 
in this world were formal and had apparently been in-
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sincere; "it was with James that he had laid aside his 
pose,"

Nowhere among the short stories was contrast 
more pronounced than in "The Sculptor*s Funeral," In 
this masterpiece which Mildred Bennett has described 
as "one of the most scathing denunciations of small-

7town smugness ever written in the English language," 
the very theme is the contrast of the non-conforming 
artist with a misunderstanding society. He who in 
life was labeled as "queer" was not even understood 
in death, Harvey Merrick on his deathbed had predict
ed that it would be so, "The townspeople will come in 
for a look at me; and after they have had their say I 
shan't have much to fear from the judgment of God," 

Only a few were willing to pass complimentary 
remarks about one whose life and ideals differed so 
greatly from the rest as to lose all contact with 
those around him. Even the sculptor's father was 
forced to admit, "He was a good boy, . . . only we 
didn't none of us onderstand him,"

Jim Laird, a drunkard and the town lawyer, 
clinched the situation with the scalding accusation

"^Mildred R, Bennett, The World of Willa Gather (New 
York, 1951). P. 198.



22

he poured upon the sculptor's critics:
There was only one boy ever raised in this 
borderland between ruffianism and civilization 
who didn't come to grief, and you hate Harvey 
Merrick more for winning out than you hate all 
the other boys who got under the wheels , , , . 
You'll stand there and throw mud at Harvey 
Merrick, whose soul you couldn't dirty and 
whose hands you couldn't tie , . . Now that 
we've fought and lied and sweated and stolen, 
and hated as only the disappointed strugglers 
in a bitter, dead little Western town know 
how to do, what have we got to show for it?
Harvey Merrick wouldn't have given one sunset 
over your marshes for all you've got put to
gether, and you know it. It's not for me to 
say why, in the inscrutable wisdom of God, a 
genius should have been called from this place 
of hatred and bitten waters; but I want this 
Boston man to know that the drivel he's been 
hearing here tonight is the only tribute any 
truly great man could ever have from such a 
lot of sick, side-tracked, burnt-dog, land-poor 
sharks as the here-present financiers of 
Sandy City-— upon which town may God have mercy!

But contrast is not the only means used in the 
Cather character studies. Death is used also as a 
means of emphasizing some particular character trait. 
Often this trait is noted in someone left behind al
though in several novels it reinforces the characteris
tics of the departed. This reinforcement is seen in 
the deaths of both Sapphira and Henry Colbert in 
Sap-phira and the Slave Girl. Throughout the story 
Sapphira was shown as a woman of strong will. Her 
husband admired "the intrepid courage with which she



23

faced the inevitable. . . .  He had never understood 
his wife very well, but he had always been proud of 
her. . . .  She was fearless and independent. . . .
She would make her death easy for everyone, because she 
would meet it with that same composure which he had 
sometimes called heartless, but which now seemed to him 
strength. As long as she was conscious, she would be 
mistress of the situation and herself." When the end 
came, "though her bell was beside her, she had not rung 
it. There must have been some moments of pain or strug
gle, but she preferred to be alone." Thus Sapphira’s 
death brought out the consistency of her strong will 
to the very end.

The manner of Henry Colbert*s death was like
wise a suitable closing to his life. A common miller, 
he had never fit into the aristocratic pattern of his 
wife’s household. The slaves had known that his would 
always be an understanding ear. It was he who had 
supplied the money for Nancy’s escape Into Canada. It 
seems normal therefore that he should meet his death 
"when he was working in the fields with the few negroes 
who had begged to stay on at the Mill Farm after the 
miller had freed all his wife’s slaves."

Other examples occur in Death Comes for the
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Archbishop in the characters of Father Joseph Vaillant, 
Ramon Armajillo, and Father Lucero. Throughout the 
novel Father Vaillant was characterized as a man who 
"wherever he went . . . soon made friends." In spite 
of an unimpressive appearance, Indians, Mexican half- 
breeds, criminals, and miners were won to him. As a 
fitting climax to the devotion which he had always 
inspired, we have the final incident of loyalty shown 
by his Vicar, Father Revardy. This priest, after 
having spent twenty years with Bishop Vaillant, had 
been sent to France on business. While there he dis
covered he had a fatal malady and when returning was 
seized with an acute attack. Hospitalized in Chicago, 
he heard of the Bishop's death, left his bed, and 
undertook the long ride to Denver. Although dying 
himself, he attended the last rites of his superior, 
resting his forehead against the Bishop's coffin. "It 
was one more instance of the extraordinary personal 
devotion that Father Joseph had so often aroused and 
retained so long, in red men and yellow men and white."

The same novel presents the incident of Ramon 
Armajillo, the murderer from Chlmajo. A gentle, soft- 
spoken youth whose love for cock-fighting had led him 
to murder the killer of his beloved bird, Ramon re-
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mained to the end a simple, unspoiled village boy.
His confidence in the faith of his childhood supported 
him as he awaited execution. Father Vaillant found 
him in his cell making a tiny pair of buckskin boots 
"and Ramon told him they were for the little Santiago 
in the church at home. His family would come up to 
Santa Fe for the hanging, and they would take the boots 
back to Chimajo, and perhaps the little saint would 
say a good word for him."

Again in the same novel Father Lucero's miserliness 
is graphically demonstrated by his death scene. When 
Father Vaillant came to administer the final rites of 
the Church to the dying man, he found the sick-room 
full of women and candles. But when the women began 
to withdraw "the sick man called, 'No, no, do not 
take away the lights! Some thief will come, and I will 
have nothing left.'" His last thoughts were turned 
so strongly on the money beneath the floor of his 
chamber that when Trinidad knelt near the spot to pray, 
"his uncle, though all thought him asleep, began to 
struggle and cry out, 'A thief! Help, help!'”

Thus, at times, Willa Cather shows a character 
trait brought out strongly in the dying. At other 
times it is the characteristics of the living which are
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highlighted by the deaths which take place* Mrs* 
Forrester of A Lost Lady had appeared to Neil Herbert 
as a special kind of person, a charming hostess, and a 
perfect lady* But with "her husband’s death she seem
ed to have become another woman* • • • Without him, she 
was like a ship without ballast, driven hither and 
thither by every wind* She was flighty and perverse* 
She seemed to have lost her faculty of discrimination; 
her power of easily and graciously keeping everyone in 
his proper place*” Yet in his heart Neil knew that the 
deterioration of this woman he had once admired had 
not just begun with her husband’s death* That event 
had only taken away her reason for keeping up a front. 
Already during Captain Forrester's life, a private love 
affair between his wife and Frank Ellinger was making 
her in secret the woman which her husband’s death would 
show her publicly to be.

The same is true in some of the short stories*
The deaths of Larry O’Toole in ”The Affair at Grover 
Station" and of Denis in "The Dance at Chevaliers" 
bring out the villiany of the men who envied them* In 
each case, being unable to succeed in honest courtship, 
Freymark and the Mexican determine to do away with 
the lovers of the girls they themselves could not win*
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Larry did not arrive for the dance because his rival 
had shot him in his sleep. Denis was poisoned and 
died in the arms of the girl he loved, after he had 
been tricked into believing that she was false to him.

In two of Miss Gather*s novels the dedication to 
an ideal which characterized her women was emphasized 
by the death of a mother. In The Song of the Lark 
Mrs. Kronberg was dying, not from disease, but from 
having given up the will to live. Thea, who was sing
ing in Germany, had to choose between her career or a 
trip to her mother*s bedside. Her dedication to her 
art cost her her mother. "It was not that she chose to 
stayi she had to stay-- or lose everything."

An even more inhuman dedication was seen in Shadows 
on the Rock. Jeanne Le Ber had broken the hearts of her 
family by her vow of seclusion. For five years she had 
lived apart in a room in her father's house. Then her 
mother was fatally stricken and pleaded a farewell 
kiss from her daughter, only to receive the answer,
"Tell her I am praying for her."

Death Comes for the Archbishop characterizes a 
number of individuals through the death of another:
(1) the savagery of the Indians is seen in the account 
of the tortures and deaths of the missionaries.
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his death scene, also found portrayal in the story of 
the man he had killed to defend his treasure. Although 
ailing himself, he had struggled with and slew an armed 
thief far younger than himself, ”a feat which became 
one of the legends of the countryside.” (3) Dona Isa
bella Olivares’ desire to be admired for her youth 
reached an unforgettable climax after the death of her 
husband. Unwilling to admit she was old enough to be 
the mother of Mademoiselle Inez, she was ready to lose 
her share of her husband’s property rather than to be 
considered old. ”Je voudrais mieux etre .jeune et men
dicants, que n* etre que vieille et riche, certe, ouil” 

But the traits are not always derogatory.
Sapphira Colbert was presented earlier as a strong- 
willed woman. Her jealousy of Nancy because of an 
affair she imagined between her husband and the 
slave girl, and her efforts to have Nancy seduced, 
made her appear heartless and selfish. If Betty and 
Jezebel had not died, one part of this woman’s char
acter might have passed unnoticed. Through these 
incidents we see that while she was almost Inhuman in 
her dealings with Nancy, she was, in her own stern 
way, considerate of almost everyone else. Her differ
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ences with her daughter Rachel were completely forgot
ten when Rachel’s little girl Betty died. At once 
Rachel was asked to live with her parents. In order 
not to wound the pride of her daughter, Sapphira was 
even willing to make it appear that because she her
self was failing, she was in need of Rachel’s help in 
managing the household.

The death of the old Negress Jezebel shows that 
Sapphira was not insensible to the feelings of her 
other slaves as she was to Nancy's. The dying woman 
was attended with care. She was buried in one of her 
mistress’s embroidered nightgowns. Neighbors and re
lated slaves from Winchester were invited to help 
solemnize the funeral.

In the same book Willa Cather characterized an 
entire community by relating the death of Willie 
Gordon, Iii the little country neighborhood of Hay- 
field the Civil War made few enmities. When Willie, 
a Rebel, was wounded at Bull Run, Mr. Cartnell, a 
Unionist, went through the enemy lines with a hay- 
wagon to bring him home. "While the boy lay dying 
from gangrene in a shattered leg . . . the Hayfield 
people, regardless of political differences, came in 
relays, night and day," to do what little they could
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to relieve his pain.
Everett Hilgarde manifests unselfishness and 

compassion in his dealings with Katharine Gaylord in 
"A Death in the Desert," A singer dying of consump
tion in a lonely spot in Wyoming, Miss Gaylord found 
her one joy in Everett's physical resemblance to his 
musical brother Adriance whom she had secretly loved. 
In compassion for the dying woman, Everett canceled 
all business engagements to relieve her loneliness. 
"It was not the first time that his duty had been to 
comfort, as best he could, one of the broken things 
his brother's imperious speed had cast aside and for
gotten. . . .  He felt Katharine Gaylord's need for 
him, and he accepted it as a commission from his 
brother to help this woman die."

In "Neighbor Rosicky" old Mr. Rosicky himself, 
on the morning of his death, recalled how his fatal 
heart attack made him realize Polly's true worth 
"and how he might never have known what a tender 
heart she had if he hadn't got sick over there."
Any worry he had had of this American city girl who 
had married his son vanished when he saw her tender 
concern during his illness, "Either a woman had that 
sweetness in her heart or she hadn't. You couldn't
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always tell by the look of them; but if they had that, 
everything came out right in the end,"

ln MZ Antonia the laundryman is presented as "a 
kind, wise old fellow, who paid his girls well, looked 
out for them, and gave them a good home," But, as he 
admitted to Jim Burden, the death of his daughter was 
responsible for his fatherly concern for his Danish 
laundry girls. He had lost her just when she was 
getting old enough to help her mother.

Thus by contrast, and by using it to highlight 
the traits of the dying and to affect the personality 
of the living, Willa Cather makes death function as a 
character study in her stories. In the later works 
she reinforces the portrait by symbols that add beauty 
and depth of understanding of human values. But 
that is not the whole of her message. Death also 
speaks of and to the living.



CHAPTER III
DEATH-- mTHE SEED”

"Unless the grain of wheat falls into the ground 
and dies, it remains alone. But if it dies, it brings 
forth much fruit" (John 12:2ij.-25)* This thought of 
new life and new ideals springing forth from death is 
a favorite concept of Willa Cather, John Randall has 
said that the "Garden of the World" is the basic meta
phor underlying the pioneer novels, 1 but to some ex
tent this theme exists in nearly all of Miss Cather’s 
works. Like seeds planted in soil, ideals take root 
and flourish in others, or, in other instances, the 
seed does not germinate and death becomes the symbol 
of the dying out of an age,

Man, to Willa Cather, has been placed on the 
earth for a purpose. He influences others or does 
what he has to do and passes on, but his work or 
memory continue to live and his spirit hovers over 
those who are left behind. He is, in other words, 
not merely an individual, but has been "dissolved 
into something complete and great"-- a member of

1John H, Randall III, The Landscape and the Looking 
Glass (Boston, i960), p, 13d.
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humanity and a seed of the living universe. His love, 
his care, his tenderness and interest in those who 
follow, keep him very near, almost as though he were 
not gone at all.

John Bergson died at the beginning of 0 Pioneersi, 
yet his influence continued throughout the story. His 
feelings about the importance of the land and the re
sponsibility he had placed in Alexandra’s hands, caused 
her to cling tenaciously to the farm. It was this 
which gave her the authority to stand up against her 
brothers* wishes to sell the place. The thought of 
leaving the spot where he had been buried prompted 
Mrs. Bergson to side with Alexandra against the boys,
"I won’t move! If the rest of you go, I will ask some V
of the neighbors to take me in, and stay and be buried 
by father. I*m not going to leave him by himself on 
the prairie for cattle to run over."

Sixteen years later the Nebraska landscape is 
presented from the vantage point of the graveyard:
"a vast checkerboard, marked off in squares of wheat 
and cornj light and dark, dark and light. . . .  Prom 
the graveyard gate one can count a dozen gayly painted 
farmhouses." -The impression created is that John 
Bergson's spirit still lingered there and at any mo-
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ment might choose to stand by that gate counting the 
houses and proudly surveying the accomplishments of 
his children. This was not the same world he had left, 
rather it was the result of the ideal he had planted. 
"The shaggy coat of the prairie, which they lifted to 
make him a bed, has vanished forever,'1 and the white 
shaft that marks his grave "gleams across the wheat- 
fields" as though it cast a paternal benediction.

Emil, as a young man, also made his first appear
ance in a cemetery. Standing on the grave of his 
father, reverently swinging his scythe, the most pro
mising seed of the Bergson line gave the first inkling 
that unconsciously Alexandra had failed her father's 
trust. The fruits of the earth she had tended to 
healthy maturity, but the youngest son which her father 
had left in her care, she had not cultivated as well. 
Standing in the grass on his parents' graves, he gave 
the first hint that he was lusting after Prank Shaba- 
ta's wife.

Somehow the dead seemed to conspire against Emil. 
Not only was it in the Norwegian cemetery that he 
chanced upon Marie, but the death of his best friend 
Amdde'e, having deprived him of his closest legitimate 
friendship, threw him even more desperately into a
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position where he felt the need for Marie’s love.
The graveyard on the border of Rosicky’s farm in 

Obscure Destinies« like the Norwegian cemetery in 0 
Pioneerst, assumed the aspect of a spot in which the 
spirits remained along with the bodies of the departed. 
Because Rosicky loved his home, "he wasn’t anxious to 
leave it. And it was a comfort to think that he 
would never have to go farther than the edge of his 
own hayfield. • . . And they were all old neighbors 
in the graveyard, most of them friends.” One is 
tempted to feel that this was a gathering of little 
old retired grandfathers reclining quietly under the 
sod discussing their grandchildren. The same feeling 
prevailed after Rosicky had died. His mowing machine 
was left standing close to the graveyard fence "where 
one of the boys had been cutting hay all afternoon; 
his own work horses had been going up and down there," 
and we are convinced that Rosicky himself had been 
observing the whole performance commenting to his 
"old neighbors in the graveyard" on the qualities of 
that boy and the prospects of this year’s crop. He 
knew the work he had begun had been left in capable 
hands.

Similarly, the influence of Madame Auclair in
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Shadows on the Rock permeated her household* Before 
dying, she was careful to instruct Ce'cile in all the 
proprieties of French culture* It was important to 
her to keep alive "a feeling about life that had come 
down to her through so many centuries and that she 
had brought with her across the wastes of obliterat
ing, brutal ocean* The sense of »our way»— that was 
what she longed to leave with her daughter* She want
ed to believe that when she herself was lying in this 
rude Canadian earth, life would go on unchanged*”

In a more vivid sense Sister Catherine, Superior 
of the H&tel Dieu, received her inspiration from those 
who had gone before. In a life filled with mortifica
tion, manual labor, and the rigor of religious discip
line, she was sustained long before her death "by 
visions in which the spirit of Father Bre’beuf, the 
martyr, appeared to her, told her of the glories of 
heaven, and gave her counsel and advice for her per
plexities in this world*” Again, in order that her 
administrative work might continue, she was directed 
by the saint to "choose Jeanne Franc Jushchereau de la 
Ferte to succeed her as Superior, and trained her to 
that end,”

The great things that had happened to those who
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had died in Quebec were not sad events but rather a
source of inspiration to Cecile,

At twelve years it is impossible to be sad 
on holy days, even on a day of sorrow; at 
that age the dark things, death, bereavement, 
suffering, have only a dramatic value,— - 
seem but strong and moving colours in the 
grey stretch of time. On such solemn days 
all the stories of the rock came to life 
for Cecile; the shades of the early martyrs 
and great missionaries drew close to her.
All the miracles that had happened there, 
and the dreams that had been dreamed, came 
out of the fog.
In The Song of the Lark it was not the dreams 

of the departed that lived on; rather the departed 
Ray Kennedy made Thea*s dreams possible. Had he 
lived to marry the girl he loved, she would hardly 
have become the famous singer for whose training his 
life insurance policy supplied the initial cost.
Even so, although the dream was Thea»s own, it was 
the deceased Ray who had first encouraged her to dream. 
He had told her stories of his own adventures and 
the places he had seen. He had even given her an 
opportunity to widen her Moonstone horizons and to 
strengthen her sense of freedom by taking her on 
rides to the Turquoise Hills. And it was he whose 
sense of empire and appreciation of the art and 
achievements of the Indian Cliff-Dwellers first in
spired her with the realization ’’that one ought to do
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one’s best and help to fulfill some desire of the 
earth that slept.n It was only after Ray was dead 
and she had begun to realize her dreams that she 
could look back on these words and say, "Yes, Ray 
Kennedy was right.”

The attitude found throughout is the belief 
that others will profit by the things which those 
who went before have begun. Father Vaillant’s la
ment on leaving the vineyard he had planted reempha
sizes this: WI tell you, the shores of Lake Erie will 
be covered with vineyards one day. I envy the man 
who is drinking my wine. Ah well, that is a mission
ary’s life; to plant where another shall reap.”

This same thought of those who were to come, 
permeated the mind of Bishop Latour in planning the 
Cathedral of Santa Fe. When Father Vaillant express
ed surprise at the fine plans because they themselves 
were poor, the Bishop replied, "But the Cathedral is
not for us, Father Joseph. We build for the future--
better not to lay a stone unless we can do that.”

Even before the Archbishop had died, Father 
Joseph reflected on the effect the good man’s life 
might have: ’’Perhaps after all, something would remain 
through the years to come; some ideal, or memory, or
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legend,M
According to Bloom, religious faith is not the 

least among the things which endure to influence 
others in the Cather books.

Always, whether she treats the religious 
faith of the Mexicans or the mysterious cere
monies of the Indians, Miss Cather succeeds 
in creating an atmosphere of religious con
tinuity which can be stifled only temporarily 
but never destroyed. She creates, in short, a sense of spiritual timelessness rooted in the 
unrecorded past and extending toward the un
fathomable future. This emanation of pious 
continuity is symbolized in part by the four
teenth century Spanish bell, , , . For over a 
hundred years the bell hung in the Church of 
San Miguel at Santa Fe, and then lay for another 
hundred in a cellar from where it was once more 
resurrected, this time by Father Joseph, A 
thing of metal, the bell yet had been founded 
for an inspirational cause that made inevitable 
its restoration so that it could help celebrate 
an eternally true devotion. The same tones 
that had been heard centuries ago in the desert 
would continue to remind the devout that they 
were Christians,2
The same enduring influence manifested itself 

in a single incident related by Father Joseph, A 
Pima Indian convert had once led him far off across 
the desert to a wild secluded spot. There in the 
depths of a dark cave beneath a canyon of black rock, 
a treasured secret had been disclosed: "a golden 
chalice, vestments and cruets, all the paraphernalia 
for celebrating Mass, His ancestors had hidden these

2pp. 232-233.
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sacred objects there when the mission was sacked by 
Apache, he did not know how many generations ago.” 
Father Joseph was the first priest to awaken the 
slumbering faith and restore God to his people.

Other departed souls had left less wide-spread 
but nevertheless personal influences on those who 
followed. Jack-A-Boy, in the story by that title, 
had died when he was but a child. During the short 
span of time he had spent on earth he had managed 
to make friends with a number of isolated individuals, 
to bring a spark of happiness into their lonely lives. 
After he had gone, the memory of what he had been to 
each of them brought the individuals together as 
though to do for one another what he had done for 
them. Each had gone to Jack-A-Boy's grave on May 
Day and "returned to the city together, . . .  as 
though we had always known each other."

Perhaps Miss Gather best expressed the relation
ship of blood-ties in "The Namesake." A young artist 
having returned to M s  ancestral home learned not 
only the story of the heroic uncle whose name he bore 
but also came upon the venerated objects of that uncle's 
boyhood. This new knowlege gave "the feeling of union 
with some great force, of purpose and security, of
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being glad that we have lived. For the first time I 
felt the pull of race and blood and kindred, and felt 
beating within me things that had not begun with me.
It was as if the earth under my feet had grasped and 
rooted me, and were pouring its essence into me. I 
sat there until the dawn of morning, and all night 
long my life seemed to be pouring out of me and run
ning into the ground.”

Willa Cather projected her ”seed of life” symbol 
into much of her writing. She once said, "When I stop 
at one of the graveyards in my country, and see on the 
headstones the names of fine old men I used to know:
Eric Ericson, born Bergen, Norway . . .  died Nebraska; 
Anton Pucelik, born Prague, Bohemia . . .  died Nebraska, 
I have always the hope that something went into the 
ground with those pioneers that will one day come out 
a g a i n . S h e  contended that if something endured after 
death one had not lived in vain.

For this reason the destruction of Nelly Deane’s 
human possibilities did not result in a total tragedy. 
Her life was carried on in the person of her new-born 
son. "He was so warm and tingling with life, and he

3HNebraska,” Further Adventures in Essay Reading, ed. 
Thomas E. Rankin et al. (New York, 1928"), p. ?2.
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had the flush of new beginnings of the new morning 
and the new rose. He seemed to have come so lately 
from his mother's heart! It was as if I held her 
youth and all her young joy."

Not only the continuation of physical generation 
made living worthwhile. At times the mere living in 
the company of others was sufficient to give one a 
part in the development in the life of another. Jim 
Burden in Antonia came to realize the part his past 
associates and experiences had to play in his present 
existence, the awareness that his contact with them 
had made him what he was. "Whenever my consciousness 
was quickened, all those early friends were quickened 
with it, and in some strange way they accompanied me 
through all my new experiences. They were so much a- 
live in me that I scarcely stopped to wonder whether 
they were alive anywhere else, or how."

Antonia showed that she felt the presence of the 
departed when she said good-by to Jim, reminding him 
that even if he never returned, "You're here, like my 
father." Gabriel Longstreet in "The Old Beauty" had 
similar feelings toward her departed friendss "My 
friends mean more to me now than when they were alive. 
I was too ignorant then to realize what remarkable
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when they were my living friends,-- "because I under
stand them better." Even Professor St. Peter, bereaved 
of his friend, Tom Outland, felt the anguish of his 
personal loss "softened by the conviction that a man 
may endure nobly even in the remembrance of his uncor
ruptible ideals."

"Old Mrs. Harris" is an example of unappreciated, 
forgotten old-age. Only after the old woman was dead 
did those she had left behind realize all that she had 
been to them. Then they began to "think a great deal 
about her, and remember things they had never noticed," 
Miss Cather makes it plain that as Victoria and Vickie 
grow older, their lives will come closer to being like 
that of Grandma Harris and they will find in themselves 
a repetition of what had happened to her. Other young 
people would be unfeeling toward them also and like 
Mrs. Harris they would be unnoticed and lonely.

Somehow Miss Cather*s dead seem less dead than 
the word is wont to imply. They are gone but they are 
still present. After Father Vaillant's death Archbishop 
Latour wrote to his friend's sister, "Since your broth
er was called to his reward . . .  I feel nearer to him
than before. For many years Duty separated us, but
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distant when I shall join him."

After Jim Burden returned from the city to see 
Antonia, it was to the unplowed patch of earth at the 
crossroads where Mr. Shimera was buried that they 
went to talk. Somehow it seemed natural, as though 
the departed man would be interested in hearing what 
they had to say. In many ways Antonia's father had 
never been lost to her. "Look at my papa here," she 
told Jim. "He's been dead all these years, and yet 
he is more real to me than almost anybody else. He 
never goes out of my life, I talk to him and con
sult him all the time." The picture which Willa 
Cather had drawn in One of Ours to symbolize the 
relationship of Claude Wheeler to those who remained 
close to him after his death would have fit equally 
well into Antonia's story: "the thought of him is al
ways there, beyond everything else, at the farthest 
edge of consciousness, like the evening sun on the 
horizon."

Although Mr. Shimerda had been dead for many 
years by the time of Jim Burden's graduation, the 
philosophy displayed in the young man's commencement 
speech reminded Antonia of the dead man, "I just sat
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there was something in your speech that made me think 
so about my papai”

Even so small a thing as an elder blossom could
/recall to Antonia the memory of her dead father#
"We have this flower very much at home, in 

the old country. It always grew in our yard and 
my papa had a green bench and table under the 
bushes. . . .  You think, Jimmy, that maybe my 
father’s spirit can go back to those old places?”

I told her about the feeling of her father's 
presence I had on that winter day when my grand» 
parents had gone over to see his dead body and 
I was left alone in the house# I said I felt 
sure then that he was on his w ay back to his own 
country, and that even now, when I passed his 
grave, I always thought of him as being among 
the woods and fields that were so dear to him#
An even stronger awareness existed in Alexander’s

Bridge# After Bartley Alexander had been killed In the
collapse of the bridge, his presence was still felt in
the lives of those who had known him# Professor Wilson,
his old teacher, on having visited his home, could not
refrain from saying, MIt always seems as if Bartley were
there, somehow, and that at every moment one might hear
his heavy tramp on the stairs. Do you know, I kept
feeling that he must be up in his study# • • • I should
really have liked to go up there# That was where I had
my last long talk with him#” He had sat with Mrs#
Alexander "evening after evening In the quiet of that
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the river, and felt him,” For, as Professor Wilson 
stated, "He left an echo* The ripples go on in all of 
us," The effect of his memory on the Professor and on 
Hilda was to enable them to face the fact that he had 
been a part of their lives, to recognize life for what 
it was, to share their memories of him, and to go on 
living*

To Mrs, Alexander, who had always been a little 
proud and cold, the effect was the reverse* She want
ed the memory of Bartley to be her own personal rela
tionship, a thing not to be shared with others* As a 
result she seldom went out among others but kept things 
•‘almost as if he were there* In a way he really is 
there* She never lets him go*M Hilda resented the 
fact that the Professor had not been taken to Bartley* s 
study, for she jealously perceived that the woman who 
had possessed the man she herslf had loved in life, 
would not even share him after death*

To those who had known Bartley, Mrs, Alexander 
seemed to be enshrining in her heart a one-sided 
image* Because she would not share her memories with 
others, she saw only her own personal relationships 
with him. The Professor felt "that my image of him
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was just a little different from hers. No relation is 
so complete that it can hold absolutely all of a per
son. And I liked him just as he was; his deviations, 
too.”

Although for the most part Willa Cather’ s dead 
produce an inspirational or nostalgic effect on their 
friends, a few instances relate more haunting exper
iences* Long years after SapphirA» s death, when Till 
spoke of it, she was convinced of one thing. Sapphi- 
ra’s spirit had not been alone in her journey to the 
Promised Land. Somewhere out in that darkness where 
the candle-flames seemed to be repeated in the lilac 
arbour, other spirits were waiting. The gay spirits 
of the young people who used to come to Chesnut Hill 
long years before had come for her.

But the most gruesome effect that any of Willa 
Cather’s dead had upon the living was found in "The 
Affair of Grover Station." Larry O’Toole had disap
peared and although a friend suspected foul play on 
the part of Freymark, a rival for the attentions of 
Helen Masterson, he had been able to find no proof 
nor had he been able to obtain information of Larry’s 
whereabouts. Finally in the middle of the night 
while the searcher was resting in the stationhouse he
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became aware of the figure of his friend chalking the 
number of a railroad car on the blackboard# Yet his 
appearance was such as to prevent one from wishing to 
communicate# ”His eyes were colorless jellies, dull 
as lead, and staring straight before him • • • and 
the lower jaw had fallen and was set rigidly upon his 
collar, the mouth was wide open and was stuffed full 
of white cottonj” There was no doubt in the mind of 
the observer that he was beholding a dead man# Fol
lowing the clue chalked on that board, car No. l£l 
was opened to reveal the dead body of Larry O’Toole, 
dressed as he had been seen that night in the station, 
his mouth full of cotton, ”and the ends of the fingers 
were covered with blue chalk#”

Yet not only the beloved dead made their presence 
felt# To Blinker, the king’s torturer in Shadows on 
the Rock, it was the ghosts of those he had tormented 
that haunted him# He told himself he had done no evil# 
It was his profession and the law must be carried out# 
But the dead gave him no peace. ”He never knew when 
or why, these things would rise up out of the past 
# # • faces • • • voices • • • even words, things they 
had said#” He told Euclide Auclair, ”They are inside 
me, monsieur, I carry them with me.”
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In one sense, then, Willa Cather*s dead live on* 
In another sense a number of them fail to cast their 
seeds on fertile soil and instead come to symbolize an 
era which is gone forever. Although Antonia»s father 
existed for her in a very personal way even after his 
death, to Jim the suicide of Mr. Shimerda was a lesson 
in understanding the homesickness of those who had 
come from other lands* He realized that life in 
that God-forsaken dug-out was torture for the refined 
old man and he ”wondered whether his released spirit 
would not eventually find its way back to his own 
country.” But the way to Bohemia led far into the 
distance and then across the icy ocean. Jim knew of 
no place in America where Mr*. Shimerda would feel 
willing to linger before beginning so long a trip un
less it were the house of Grandfather Burden. As he 
sat thinking over all he knew of the old Bohemian and 
his native land, it seemed as though the dead man was 
sitting there with him reviewing those haunting memo
ries, Still, although these thoughts awakened Jim*s 
sympathy, they did not engender a rebirth of Mr. 
Shimerda*s ideals. As a result, the suicide became a 
symbol of the death of the Old World culture*

In Willa Cather»s first story wPeter" published
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In the Hesperian in 1892 we have another suicide 
which symbolized the dying out of the old life.
Peter Sadelack like Mr. Shimerda pulled the trigger 
of the shotgun with his own toe. He too had come to 
America against his will and found the new life un
bearable without his violin playing and his old 
friends.

A third example of a disappearing European cul
ture occurs in Shadows on the Hock. Pierre Charron 
had told Cecile that since she had left France at a 
very young age, she was not "Frenchified" as those 
of the Old World were likely to be. Rather, like 
himself, she was Canadian. Of all those from the old 
country, Count Frontenac and Bishop de Laval best 
symbolized the French tradition, and the old order 
died with them. Euclide Auclair had said, "The Count 
and the old Bishop were both men of my own period, 
the kind we looked up to in my youth." With their 
deaths he began to realize the days he had known 
"have gone by, I do not wish to outlive my time." 
Then for the first time since he had come to the New 
World "he felt . . .  wholly and entirely cut off from 
France, a helpless exile in a strange land."

Not only do Willa Cather»s Europeans present
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images of a vanished life, even among Americans there 
are similar figures. In ”E1 Dorado: A Kansas Reces
sional” a poor pioneer woman told how her husband had 
been gored by a bull, ”He didn*t want to die there,” 
she said, ”he craved to die in Mizzoura,” But their 
civilized life in Missouri was at an end and a new 
dangerous, rugged life lay before them.

In the story of ”The Enchanted Bluff” the mass
acred Cliff-Dwellers were a sign of an entire civiliz
ation which had died.

The age of the missionary came to an end in 
Death Comes for the Archbishop, Bishop Latour had 
lived a long life as missionary in southwestern United 
States, He had endured long, strenuous weeks on short 
rations, journeying over the wide territory of his 
diocese. He had burned out his life in the wilderness, 
loving its natural beauty, its people, and the strength 
of their primitive culture. He too, like so many 
Cather characters, outlived his time and the Age he 
symbolized died with him. The tribes among whom he 
had worked were nearly destroyed by settlers, the 
adobe dwellings were eclipsed by poorly-built American 
houses, the plowed earth and grain-bearing harvests 
had destroyed the light, dry aromatic odor of the
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desert air, those who had shared so much of his life 
were gone,---"Father Joseph dead, the Olivares both 
dead, Kit Carson dead, only the minor characters of 
his life remained," With the passing of Bishop 
Latour the great western missionary epic had ended. 

To Willa Cather, materialism was one of the 
greatest forces in the destruction of the idealism 
of the western pioneers. Bloom has stated that the 
rise and fall of the idealistic west are typified by 
the rise and fall of Captain Forrester in A Lost 
Lady,

His physical deterioration is a metaphorical 
extension of the frontier's decay, sped by 
the inroads of opportunism. Miss Cather 
patterned his growing debility after the 
fading resistance to materialism that destroy
ed many pioneers of the captain's generation,
, , , His death elicits from Miss Cather the 
obvious symbolical comparison with the arriv
al of winter. After the funeral: "The grey 
day was darkening, and • , , swift squalls of 
snow were falling over the wide meadows be
tween the hill and the town, and the creaking 
of the big cottonwoods about the house seemed 
to say that winter had come," An era had 
passed and the philistines had come to rule 
the land. It is, as Neil reflects, "the sun
set of the pioneers," The nearly vanished 
glory of the West is like the remains of a buffalo hunter's fire somewhere on the prairie. 
Only the warm ground and flattened grass tell 
the" traveller that the hunter had been there. 
Now the pathbreakers are old and weary, "It 
was already gone, that age; nothing could ever 
bring it back,"4

^pp. 71-72
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John Randall has spoken of Gabrielle Long- 
street as "a symbol of a civilization which has al
most vanished* * * * The modern world rejects the 
civilization of which Madame Longstreet was a part, 
and Willa Cather symbolizes this rejection by show
ing its changed attitude toward women*"'’ Gabrielle«s 
dignified womanliness no longer caused a stir in a 
society that accepted rude young women with bobbed 
hair and dirty breeches-— women who smoked cigarettes 
and swaggered about like thoughtless school-boys,
Mr, Seabury looked upon the death of Gabrielle as 
the passing of a social epic. He realized that "Lord 
H- would recognize that this death was more than the 
death of an individual. To him her death would re
call a society whose manners, dress, conventions, 
loyalties, codes of honour, were different from any
thing existing in the world today,"

Nowhere in Willa Cather»s works is the dying 
out of a family depicted so tragically as in "The 
Conversion of Sum Loo," Sum Chin was a wealthy 
Chinaman but he was old; so when his only son died 
he was disconsolate "for what is wealth to an old 
man who has no son? Who would now pray for the

^p. 2l)Z



peace of his soul or for that of his father? The 
voice of his old father cried out to him from the 
grave in bitterness against him, upbraiding him for 
his neglect to provide offspring to secure rest for 
his spirit* For of all filial crimes, childlessness 
is the darkest*M

Through these methods of dealing with the spirits 
of the departed, Willa Cather has death serve as a 
means of portraying those things which endure and 
those which have ceased* But she goes still further* 
In her hands death reveals more of man* s reasons for 
being*



CHAPTER IV
FRUIT-- MATURED OR WITHERED

Relinquishing a vision into the custody of one 
who appreciates it and will carry it on may be a 
vague consolation to someone unable to live out his 
personal dreams, but how much greater it is to be 
able to fulfill one’s own reason for being. In 
Obscure Destinies Willa Cather has unfolded the ac
count of two old people who had lived their lives to 
the full. Before dying, both gazed back on their 
existence with a realization that regardless of what 
others might think, life had been a worthwhile ac
complishment.

Mr. Rosicky "had a good deal to remember, reallyi 
life in three countries." His activities had been 
varied and his life well-rounded. In both London and 
New York he had labored as a tailor. The ability to 
read English, which he had acquired at night school, 
helped him to appreciate his new culture. Eventually, 
as a happily married man, farming had provided a live
lihood and contentment. After those first struggling 
years, life had been comfortable for him, "They were
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out of debt, but they didn’t get much ahead. Maybe 
. . . people as generous and warm-hearted as the 
Rosicky's never got ahead muchj maybe you couldn’t 
enjoy your life and put it into the bank too.” On 
the whole, Rosicky was glad things were this way. 
"Suppose he were still in a tailor shop on Vesey 
Street with a bunch of pale, narrow-chested sons 
working on machines, all coming home tired and sul
len." No, he was better off to have made the choices 
just the way he had made them. It was better to en
joy the things one had and make the best of them, 
for as his wife Mary said, "Our neighbors wasn’t a 
bit better off for bein’ miserable." Life was satis
factory after all. Even Doctor Ed had to admit,"You 
are one of the few men I know who has a family he can 
get some comfort out of."

Old Mrs. Harris was rather satisfied with her 
life, also, even though the neighbors speculated on 
the way her daughter took her for granted. "Every
thing that’s alive has got to suffer," she believed; 
so she expended herself, alleviating misery when she 
could. Back in her old home in Tennessee, where 
those stricken by illness had frequently summoned 
her, she had even prepared the dead for burial.
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Whatever her prominence might be elsewhere, however, 
her primary significance was her status in the 
Templeton household. Yes, they took her for granted. 
One rarely considered Grandma's comfort. She was so 
uncomplaining, so occupied with the exigencies of 
others, so engrossed in what she deemed her place in 
the family activities, that it never occurred to 
anyone that circumstances might be burdensome to her. 
She herself, when reminiscing on her past life a few 
days before she died, did not advert to the hardships 
but "fell to thinking of her blessings." The family 
misfortunes contributed to her self-abnegation and 
consideration for others, which finally culmimated in 
her development as a priceless old woman. The incon
veniences of the crowded house went unquestioned.
"Grandmother*s own lot could improve only with the
family fortunes-- any comfort for her, aside from
that of the family, was inconceivable to herj and on 
the other hand she could have no real unhappiness 
while the children are well, and good, and fond of 
her and their mother." Because she felt that this 
was what she had been made for, "whenever Mrs. Har
ris' grandchildren were about, tumbling all over her, 
asking for cookies, teasing her to read to them, the
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old lady looked happy."
When Archbishop Latour's work was finished and 

his death was drawing near, Father Bernard did not 
believe his illness could be fatal; one did not die 
of a cold. Realizing that his life was fulfilled, 
the old bishop responded, "I shall not die of a cold, 
my son. I shall die of having lived." His life was 
consummated. "He had come with the buffalo, and he 
had lived to see railway trains running into Santa 
Fe." His mind lingered on all those events now. 
"Sometimes, when Magdalena or Bernard came in and 
asked him a question, it took him several seconds to 
bring himself back to the present. He could see they 
thought his mind was failing; but it was only extra
ordinarily active in some other part of the great 
picture of his life." He was not sorry to be going. 
Death after such a life was inevitable. Nothing 
could be gained by lingering.

This was the same reasoning which prompted Count 
Frontenac to reject Euclide Auclair*s medical help,
"We will have no more remedies, A little repose and 
comfort. The machine is worn out." He too had lived 
a long full life and was ready to die.

Not all the characters who satisfied their reason
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for existence were old people. Jack-A-Boy had died 
so young it scarcely seemed as though so short a life 
could be complete. During the few years he had 
lived on the terrace, he had impressed the lonely 
terrace people as no other child in the vicinity was 
able to do. His mother "was proud of her little 
son’s elasticity and charm and his power to bring 
gladness into people's lives." Truly it seemed that 
this was why he had come to earth, to bring that ray 
of gladness through the simple beauty of his life.
The Greek professor whose days had formerly been 
filled with nothing but Sanskrit roots and Greek ac
cent marks, felt that the child had been for all of 
them a revelation of beauty, and perhaps Pater had 
been correct in saying, "It is the revelation of 
beauty which is our redemption, after all," It was 
not length of years, then, which made Jack-A-Boy's 
life complete. Instead, it was the accomplishment of 
that special work of which only he had been capable.

To the men of Sandy City in "The Sculptor’s Fune
ral," the life of Harvey Merrick was a total failure. 
He "never was much account of anything practical."
The making of money was nothing to him. Instead, the 
beauty of nature which those who ran his mean little
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home town never saw, held more significance to him 
than all their business deals and shrewd swindling.
His life was fulfilled, not by financial riches, but 
by producing the artistic works of those things which 
had touched him to the very soul. His was a sensitive 
mind, "What ever he touched, he revealed its holiest 
secret. . . . Upon whatever he had come in contact 
with, he had left a beautiful record of the experi
ence-- a sort of ethereal signatures a scent, a
sound, a colour that was his own," He died young, 
without accomplishing any of the things people 
thought should be achieved. Instead, he had succeed
ed in unfolding that gift which was his own to devel
op.

Another form of life which satisfied its goal, 
was that of the patriot. The story of Claude Wheeler 
in One of Ours was one of frustration until his part 
in the first World War made him a hero. The farm 
with its lack of cultural opportunities had been re
pugnant to him? his marriage had been unfortunate* 
in his own words, his whole existence had been to 
"make one blunder after another." It was only in 
dying for his country, albeit with a false idealism, 
that his life appeared worthwhile. Then his mother
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could say of the boy for whom all roads seemed to 
lead nowhere, that "somewhere among those perplexing 
names, he had found his place," To Bernard Baiun, 
Claude*s dying in battle was "the most meaningful 
thing that could have happened to him in the modem 
Waste Land, He redeemed himself thereby as a spiri
tual entity."-*- Edward Wagenkneckt asserts that 
"Claude knows before he dies that America will not 
achieve what she entered the conflict for, yet he 
accepts it as something that was 'put up* to his
generation for some reason he knows not what,--
perhaps for the sins of the fathers. But his dis
illusion over the cause does not at all lower his 
personal idealism or destroy his sense that in this 
glad giving of himself for an ideal he had at last 
found his place.** 2

Willa Cather wove an aura of romance about such 
heroes, as though whatever else they might have done 
or failed to do was unimportant. If one died through 
patriotism, that was enough. She relays this feeling

''"Bernard Baum, "Willa Cather*s Waste Land," The South
Atlantic Quarterly, xlviii (19^9)» 589-601.

2Edward Wagenkneckt, "Willa Cather," Sewanee Review, 
xxxvii (April-June, 1929), 221-239.
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in Sapphira and the Slave Girl,
Ashby fell In the second year of the war, 
shot through the heart after his horse had 
been killed under him, leading a victorious 
charge near Harrisonburg on the sixth day of 
June. Even today, if you should be motor
ing through Winchester on the sixth day of 
June, and should stop to see the Confederate 
cemetery, you would probably find fresh flow
ers on Ashby's grave. He was all that the 
oldtime Virginians admireds Like Paris hand
some and like Hector brave. And he died young. 
"Shortlived and glorious," the old Virginians 
used to say.
Even the horrors of battle can appear glamorous 

with such an outlook. In "The Namesake," when the 
soldier had a hand and forearm t om off by an explod
ing shrapnel, "he laughed and shouted something which 
his comrade couldn't catch, caught the flag in his 
left hand, and ran on up the hill. They went splendid
ly up over the breastworks, but just as my uncle, his 
colors flying, reached the top of the embankment, a 
second shell carried away his left arm at the armpit, 
and he fell over the wall with the flag settling about 
him." Here was a hero "who seemed to have possessed 
all the charm and brilliancy allotted to his family 
and to have lived up its vitality in one splendid 
hour."

Even an enemy soldier was admired for his patriot
ism in "A Night at Greenway Court." Old Nabob was one 
hundred and seven years old when he led the elephant
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cavalry against the French. A bullet struck his 
chest as he crashed through the enemy lines, but he 
charged gallantly on. When at last the elephant stop
ped, Nabob was dead, still sitting upright with his 
scimitar in his hand. "And I tell you now, gentlemen," 
Monsieur Maurepas admitted, "that I for one was right 
sorry that the bullet went home."

According to Lloyd Morris, Miss Cather*s books 
all reveal an explicit concentration on a single theme. 
"That theme is the effort of the individual to over
come the obstacles offered by circumstances and to

3control or dominate environment." These obstacles 
are both a test to man and the means of developing 
his potentiality. "Human experience is a graph of 
rising and falling events, corresponding to man*s for
tunes and misfortunes. And man, Willa Cather be
lieved, is responsible for his own moments of rise and 
decline. Once he begins to lose sight of ideals and
to give precedence to material gains, he nullifies his

Ahard-won progress." Unselfish souls like those al-

^Lloyd Morris, "Willa Cather," North American Review, 
ccixi (May, 1 9 2 A), 6 AI-6 5 2 .

ABloom, p. 23.
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ready mentioned in this chapter chose those events 
which made possible a growth of character.

On the other hand, among some who failed to
make such choices, materialism became a major factor

/in their destruction. In Mjr Antonia Wick Cutter was 
described as "the merciless Black Hawk money-lender, 
a man of evil name throughout the country;" of Apollo 
Gump in "El Dorado" it was said that "the great end 
of his life was to serve Mammon." Both of them 
thrived on high rates of interest until their vil
lainy destroyed them,

A typical incident in Death Comes for the Arch
bishop depicts the desolation brought on by material
ism. In spite of the religious vows he had once made, 
Fray Baltazar, the Padre of Acoma, spent his time in 
pursuit of good living. The flock he should have 
served became his feudal servants. He appropriated 
the best hides, the choice meat, the select crops 
produced by his people. His gardens flourished with 
peach trees and strange vegetables, flourished be
cause of the heavy tribute he demanded in the trans
porting of dirt and water to the mesa top. The aim 
of his existence had deteriorated into an infatuation 
for physical comfort and a fascination for an inter
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esting and varied diets fish procured by a five days* 
journey, roast rabbit, grape brandy, exotic sauces.
One day while the padre was dining with visiting 
priests, a servant boy accidentally spilled hot gravy 
over the head and shoulders of one of the guests. In
furiated, Baltazar struck the clumsy boy a blow which 
killed him. The terrified guests fled, leaving the 
guilty priest alone to face the consequences of his 
hasty deed. As the moon rose over the desert, the 
A'coma people rose in a body. Having borne their padre 
to the edge of the mesa, they dropped him to the desert 
floor below. Willa Cather makes it clear that after 
his death, the people, having divided his material 
goods, delighted in watching his luxuriant garden, a 
sign of his material prosperity, waste away and die.

Professor St. Peter did not actually die in The 
Professor*s House, although he nearly did, and the 
materialism of his family turned his condition into 
little more than a living death. Through the ingen
iousness of his son-in-law Marcellus, the research 
discovery of Tom Outland had brought them unaccustomed 
wealth. In this case the protagonist was nearly de
stroyed, not because he accepted materialism, but be
cause his unwillingness to share the materialistic
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views of those around him made his life lonely and un
bearable. His thoughts during those days when he had 
lost all desire to live, were filled with death imagery: 
"He was earth, and would return to earth, . . . When 
the seven pine-trees turned red in the declining sun, 
he felt satisfaction and said to himself merely: ’That 
is right.* . . . When the maple leaves along the street 
began to turn yellow and waxy, and were soft to the
touch-- like the skin on old faces,-- he said: 'That
is true; it is time."' Although the Professor did 
not actually go out to seek death, when a leaky gas 
stove nearly asphyxiated him, he did nothing to save 
himself and was only prevented from coming to an un
timely end by a pious old seamstress. It is noteworthy 
that the simple woman who saved St. Peter's life was 
the only individual of his acquaintance not bogged 
down by materialistic views.

Like Godfrey St. Peter, Myra Henshawe in My; Mor
tal Enemy seems "to symbolize heroic failure against 
odds. . . , Alike in that both married for love, and 
in middle life turned restlessly in their yokes, evad
ing . . . the usual human sense of responsibility to 
lifetime relationships,"^ they are, regarding material

's ergeant, p. 219
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istlc attitudes, direct opposites. While St. Peter 
was unable to fulfill his role as husband and father 
because financial gains had turned his family to tem
poral things, Myra, who had sacrificed her inheritance 
to marry for love, later turned against her husband, 
regretting that he had so little substance with which 
to provide the pleasures she craved. "I should have 
stayed with my uncle," she admitted before she died.
"It was money I needed, we've thrown our lives away.
. , . That's the cruelty of being poor, it leaves you 
at the mercy of such pigs! Money is a protection, a 
cloak? it can buy one quiet, and some sort of dignity."

At-times, suicide becomes the answer for those 
who cannot succeed in a materialistic world. In "Paul's 
Case" the protagonist, caught in a drab commercial en
vironment, unable to afford the artistic pleasures he 
craved, fled to New York with a thousand dollars stolen 
from his employer. Having squandered the money in a 
week of incredible luxury, and realizing that he had 
been discovered, he despaired, for "he knew now, more 
than ever, that money was everything, the wall that 
stood between- all he loathed and all he loved." By 
jumping in front of a speeding train, he avoided a re
turn to drudgery.
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Among the western pioneers there were also men in
capable of facing hardship. When crops failed or live
stock perished, the loss of these earthly goods became 
more than some could bear. Lou Sandberg in "The Bohe
mian Girl" hung himself when the cholera destroyed his

/pigs. Rather than face her brother Ambrosch, Antonia 
threatened to drown herself if their horse died.

Miss Gather had said in "The Diamond Mine" that 
"most people cannot become utterly poor; whatever hap
pens, they can right themselves a little. But one 
felt that Bouchalka was the sort of person who might 
actually starve or blow his brains out. Something very 
important had been left out either of his make-up or 
his education." This "something" lacking which makes 
it impossible for a man to pick up the frustrated 
pieces of his life and mold them into something worth
while, is an idea which Willa Cather constantly scat
tered through her works.

"On the Divide" emphasized the cruelty of the el
ements by stating: "It causes no great sensation there 
when a Dane is found swinging from his own windmill 
tower; and most of the Poles after they have become 
too careless and discouraged to shave themselves keep 
their razors to cut their throats with," Another ex
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ample of extreme discouragement over the hard times 
took place in Antonia, where a tramp, unable to 
drown himself because the ponds were dry, flung him
self into the threshing machine.

Strange as it may appear, even love, man's most 
ennobling emotion, an emotion empowering him to over
come numerous obstacles and bear unending hardships, 
is yet capable of producing such frustration as to 
prevent him from realizing the very purpose of his 
creation, Myra Henshawe had considered the young 
actor Billy "a most truthful, noble-hearted" fellow. 
Promising as life should have been for him, it did not 
prevent his shooting himself over a sordid love affair. 

In One of Ours a lonely grave in the shadow of a 
privet hedge recalled the story of a broken-hearted 
French girl, tom between loyalty to her country and 
love for an enemy soldier. Realizing that among her 
people reconciliation of the two was impossible, she 
ended it all with a bullet through her brain; where
upon the soldier promptly followed her example.

Finally, Lucy Gayheart presents an example of an 
unfulfilled life. The people of her home town knew 
her as an individual with ability and energy. She was 
forever "dancing or skating, or walking swiftly with
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intense direction, like a bird flying home........ Life
seemed to lie very near the surface in her." Her musi
cal talent would carry her on to greater horizons than 
those open to an ordinary Haverford student. It was 
significant that while the other boys and girls board
ing the train to return to school "would stop at Lin
coln; Lucy was the only one going through to Chicago." 
Although the silver star she had seen on the sleigh- 
ride seemed to lead her on, the great things it spoke 
of never took place. Clement Sebastian, a concert 
singer, hired her as his practice accompanist, and al
though he was older and already married, she lost her 
heart to him. His sudden death left her shattered and 
unable to pick up the fragments of her life. In the 
past her energy had made it appear "as if she were hur
rying toward something delightful. . . . Now it was as 
if she were running away from something." Like Godfrey 
St. Peter and Myra Henshawe, Lucy Gayheart turned in 
upon herself in solitary seclusion. She died unfulfill
ed, falling through thin ice which her excessive pre
occupation had prevented her from noticing.

Thus by portraying the maturity of man at the hour 
of death, Willa Cather stresses the importance of using 
one’s abilities to accomplish the best that is in him.
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She likewise shows the withering of his powers through 
the destructive force of materialism and selfish dis
regard for his responsibilities to his social commit
ments .



CHAPTER V
JUSTICE AND RELIGION-- SHADED BY DEATH

Willa Cather*s treatment of death indicates both 
an awareness that all men are worthy of just consider
ation, and a realization that man must answer for his 
actions to a Supreme Being who will strengthen and re
ceive him at his last hour.

In her first novel, Alexander’s Bridge, she at
tempted, rather unsuccessfully, to manipulate the plot 
to satisfy the promptings of justice. Raymond Thorberg 
has said, "It must be admitted that Willa Cather tries 
to link the failure of the bridge to something within 
Alexander's own character, so as to establish the idea 
of a correspondence between a 'tragic flaw' in Alexan
der and the structural weakness of the bridge. . . .
But the attempt thus to link the problem and the catas
trophe is doomed to failure in the rational atmosphere 
pervading the novel."1 In speaking of the same inci
dent John Randall has admitted that "what Willa Cather 
intended to show by her manipulation of the plot was

^Raymond Thorberg, "Willa Cather* From Alexander's
Bridge to Mjr Antonia," Twentieth Century Litera
ture, vii (Jan. 1962), 1^9-150.
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the workings of poetic justice." He contends, how
ever, that the hero's desire to seek freedom and shun 
restraints make him too childish to be universal; and 
that the catastrophe is based on mere coincidence.

A philosopher has stated: "By the truth of death 
and its consequences, and the truth of judgment, man 
is really set free from injustice done to him."3 
Willa Cather, however, is not satisfied to wait for 
the next world to pass judgment. The transgressions 
of justice with which she deals fall into two cate
gories: inequality in the Old World and unfairness or 
prejudice in America, The injustice of the Old Country 
is used to emphasize the greatness of the free New 
World. Shadows on the Rock painted a shocking picture 
of Paris: homeless people dying in the streets while 
the extravagances of the Court grew steadily more out
rageous. An old knife-grinder who had occupied a cor
ner in the Auclair's cellar during Euclid's boyhood, 
had been tortured and hung for stealing two brass pots. 
Poor Blinker, obliged to act as torturer in the King's 
prison, never overcame his feelings of guilt over the

2Randall, p. 4l.
3Walter Farrell, A Companion to the Summa (New York,19̂ 6), IV, ¿<-35.
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people put to death for crimes confessed under tor
ture; how many were actually innocent, he never knew. 
Knowledge of such violations of justice prompted 
Ce^ile to cry out, "I do not want to live there. I 
had rather stay in Quebec. . . . Why does the King 
allow such things?"

Although Willa Cather was not a writer of pro
test in the usual sense of the term, she revealed 
great concern at the smugness, disregard, and actual 
cruelty of American people toward those not of their 
race, nationality, or class. The hanging of Tap, the 
colored "half-wit" in Sa-pphira and the Slave Girl, 
the brutal strangling of Serge the Swede in "The Cle
mency of the Court," the hanging of Ramon Armajillo 
because the judge disliked Mexicans, and the persecu
tion of the Navajos in Death Comes for the Archbishop 
were all presented as incidents in which the govern
ment had degraded Itself by failing to meet its re
sponsibilities. The gross lack of principle of Fath
er Martinez was accentuated by his treatment of the 
rebelling Taos Indians. Having revolted at his in
stigation, and being sentenced to death by the mili
tary court, they appealed to him for assistance. His 
promise to save them on condition that they would
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deed their lands to him, was promptly forgotten once 
the conveyance had been carried out.

To one who understood and appreciated the plight 
of European immigrants, the prejudice shown against 
them caused considerable consternation. Miss Cather's 
early story "Behind the Singer Tower" portrayed her 
attitude toward the inconsideration given foreigners 
by their employers, Fred Hallet, foreman of the Ital
ian crew working on the foundation of the Mont Blanc 
Hotel, had reported a worn cabling on one of the 
steam shovels, but of what concern was dangerous 
equipment to his employer? Those foreign workers 
were cheaper than machinery; why be disturbed? When 
the cable broke, the "clam-shell" smashed young 
Caesarino and the debris buried five others, Willa 
Cather, like Fred Hallet, was not one who could stand 
by unconcerned as the manager, smiling good-natured
ly on the scene', casually remarked, "Well, I guess 
you got your new cabling out of me now,"

Nationality, race, difference in culture or so
cial standing were incidental to Miss Cather; depth 
of character counted above all. Since character 
draws on religious principle as its source, religion 
-- in particular, the Catholic religion---played a
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major role in her portrayal of death,
Augusta, a German Catholic in The Professor's 

House, had a religious faith that made her manner of 
speaking about "death seem less uncomfortable. She 
hadn't any of the sentimentality that comes from the 
fear of dying. She talked about death as she spoke 
of a hard winter or a rainy March, or any of the sad
nesses of nature,"

This feeling of serenity and hope intrigued 
Willa Cather, Again and again she would refer to it, 
lingering unduly at the bedside of her dying Catholics. 
The ceremonies of the Catholic funeral service held 
a fascination for her; it had "no dark conclusion to 
the pageant, no 'night of the grave' about which our 
Protestant preachers talked,"

The funeral of John Driscoll in M^ Mortal Enemy 
portrayed the consolation of dying within the Church, 
The stark loneliness that normally accompanies the 
traverse from time to eternity was banished by the 
sense of being able to share in the merits of Christ's 
death as a member of his professed followers,
"Driscoll did not come to the church; the church went 
to him, , , , They surrounded, they received, they 
seemed to assimilate into the body of the church, the
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body of old John Driscoll." The pageantry of the 
funeral service made it seem as though God's minis
ters were welcoming him into the next world. "In 
after years, when I went to other funerals, stark 
and grim enough, I thought of John Driscoll as hav
ing escaped the end of all flesh. . . .  From the 
freshness of roses and lilies, from the glory of the 
high altar, he had gone straight to the greater glo
ry, through smoking censers and candles and stars."

John Randall has said that this scene is no more
than "a fantasy about extreme wealth corrupting the
church itself and envisages a projection of a mon-

4eyed aristocracy into eternity." He appears to 
have overlooked the fact that although the story as 
a whole displays an exaggerated concern for money, 
it also exhibits the helpless loneliness of one who 
has left the faith of her fathers. "I broke with 
the Church when I broke with everything else and ran 
away with a German free-thinker," Myra told Nellie.
As the years went by, her husband came to confess,
"It is one of her delusions that I separated her 
from the Church. I never meant to."

The thought of this estrangement appeared to

^Randall, p. 237.
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have been on her mind, when she declared that the sun
rise made it seem "as if the sky leaned over the 
earth and kissed it and gave it absolution. You 
know how the great sinners always came home to die 
in some religious house, and the abbot or the abbess 
went out and received them with a kiss?" Seeing her
self in the sinner, she longed for the Church to re
ceive her back into its loving arms.

Even though Myra returned nominally to the 
Church during the last month of her life, her atti
tude toward it seemed immature, and there was little 
depth of true understanding for religion. Superfi
cialities like candles and Mass stipends, "holy 
words and holy rites" held an almost superstitious 
prominence in her mind. In place of generosity, for
bearance, and consideration of loved ones, she wished 
to substitute Masses said after death, as though any
thing could take the place of true Christian love.

The young priest's comment that some of the saints 
of the early Church must have been like Myra, was in
terpreted by E. K. Brown as an Indication "that this 
worldly woman has passed out of worldliness into pre
occupation with primary realities,"^ This appears

^Brown, p. 250.

1
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questionable. Miss Cather chose as Myra's Confessor 
a young inexperienced man» since an older, wiser 
priest would have recognized her childish, sentimen
tal spirituality for what it was. Myra had come to 
care for "light and silence and solitude, the sweep 
of the wind, the sight and smell of broad water, " 6 
but it would be difficult to find any indication of 
a real Christian spirit in this dying woman. So 
long a life lived in selfishness, without a thought 
for her Creator and only self-centered relations 
toward her fellow-men, had made returning to the 
faith little more than an outward form sought as a 
means of acquiring religious consolation.

The most outstanding comparison between Myra's 
uncle and herself as noted in their deaths, was that 
while he spent his money in charity for the needy 
and was buried with those he had helped surrounding 
him, she who thought only of herself, died alone on 
a headland, unwilling to the very end to give her 
husband the consolation of any tenderness.

Death within the Church, as pictured by Willa 
Cather, has lost its sensation of dread. When in 
Shadows on the Rock "a Sister said pleasantly: 'I

6Ibid., p. 250.
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hope we shall meet in heaven,' that meant nothing 
doleful,-- it meant a happy appointment, for tomor
row , perhaps!"

AmecLee's death in 0 Pioneers! received its note 
of hope because of his religious faith. "The red 
brick church which had played so large a part in 
Amedee's life, had been the scene of his most seri
ous moments and of his happiest hours. He had play
ed and wrestled and sung and courted under its shad
ow. Only three weeks ago he had proudly carried his 
baby there to be christened." His friends never 
doubted that the "invisible arm" of the church that 
had been his mainstay throughout life was still about 
him in death.

In Lucy Gayheart the death of the French singer, 
Madame Renee de Vignon, touched Clement Sebastian 
with anguish and despair. Lucy, who witnessed his 
depression, wondered whether it was "death itself 
that seemed horrible to him" or the thought of dying 
so alone " in a foreign land , . . far from every
thing one loved." The only consolation in the scene 
lay in the realization that the pageantry of the 
priests and censer-bearers which bore her body into 
the church was the one link which by its very uni
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versality still bound her to the faith she had loved 
in her homeland.

In Shadows on the Rock Mother Juschereau told a 
story of a destitute woman of Sister Catherine's 
home town who expressed a desire to be remembered by 
the Church. Her sinful life and the fact that her 
body had only merited to be thrown into a ditch, did 
not prevent her spirit from appearing to the Sister 
twelve years later in order to plead to be incorpo
rated into the prayers of the Church.

Although death is a very personal thing, the as
sistance of the minister of God has always been con
sidered a great aid at that final moment. For this 
reason Count Frontenac's death was attended by mem
bers of various religious houses representing his 
faith. Also when Michel Proulx split open a leg 
while hewing boards, his brother-in-law undertook a 
three days' journey to the Sault mission in inclement 
weather to obtain a priest. Although the worst storm 
of the year was raging, neither Father Hector nor his 
guide thought of abandoning Michel to die without the 
last Sacraments. Living on smoked eels and cold 
grease they fought their way to his bedside.

In Death Comes for the Archbishop Bishop Latour
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considered, it important to send a priest to Denver 
City because men were dying "from exposure and moun
tain pneumonia, with no one to give them the last 
rites of the Church," When Senor Olivares suffered 
his fatal attack while lighting the candles on his 
own supper table, the banjo boy was immediately dis
patched to summon the Bishop, Padre Jesus was 
scarcely mentioned in the story except in the state
ment telling that the Bishop had attended him on his 
deathbed. Even Father Lucero, who was satisfied dur
ing life to be excommunicated from the Church for re
volting against his Bishop, was quick to seek recon
ciliation when his hour of death approached. Al
though Eusabio*s son had departed for the next world 
before a priest could be notified, the Navajo consid
ered it important to inform Bishop Latour in order 
that he might commend the soul to its Creator.

One of the saddest aspects of Mr. Shimerda*s sui
cide lay in his family*s belief that one who had 
killed himself was cut off from the Church and could 
not be buried in a Catholic cemetery, Anton Jelinek 
even doubted that Mr. Shimerda*s soul could come to 
its Creator without a priest. During war time in 
his own country, he had accompanied the priest taking
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the Sacrament to the soldiers with cholera. Men who 
came near the camp died like flies; only he and the 
priest escaped illness, "So," he ended, "I feel very 
bad for my kawntreeman to die without the Sacrament."

Wllla Cather made only one brief reference to 
the death of Father Martinez. He "continued at the 
head of his schismatic church until, after a short 
illness, he died and was buried in schism, by Father 
Lucero." The very brevity of her statement accentu
ated the stark reality of the "aloneness" of one who 
had placed himself outside the realm of the comforts 
and companionship found within the Church.

Incidents in two of the novels described men 
whose religion was important enough to die for. In 
Shadows on the Rock Father Hector told the story of
Noel Chabanel-- how he had forfeited his position
and comfortable life in France to bring the Faith to 
the Huron Indians. Although a professor of rhetoric 
and a master of four languages, he found the Indian 
tongues impossible to learn. The dirt, the food, 
the indecencies of the savages were almost unbearable 
to his refined nature. It was not enough that he 
had sacrificed home, country, position, and culture 
for the conversion of the Indians; he was captured
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and tortured by an enemy tribe and, finally, murder
ed by those he had come to save.

In Death Comes for the Archbishop the religion 
which men died for was not the Christian faith. The 
Navajo Indians adhered to a cult inseparably bound to 
the land on which they lived. Kit Carson*s attempt 
to subdue the warriors who rebelled against the gov
ernment's plan to drive them out, was futile. They 
would die, but they would not submit. Life, three 
hundred miles from their gods and their ceremonial 
grounds, would be meaningless to them. Better to 
die fighting in an effort to return to all they held 
sacred.

These ideals of justice and religion delineated 
in Willa Cather's fiction, produce much of the under
lying force of her work. Her appreciation of the 
essentials of manhood which make all men worthy of 
just consideration, and her realization of the 
strength which upholds a man of spiritual conviction, 
are among the outstanding values of that philosophy 
of life which prepares a man to face death.



CHAPTER VI
LIFE’S VALUES IN THE PACE OP DEATH 

Among the critics who have viewed Willa Gather*s 
figures of death, her biographers, particularly E. K. 
Brown, have taken great pains to introduce the friends 
and relatives who served as models for her characters* 
Mildred Bennett has furnished new insight by pointing 
out Miss Cather*s attitude toward time, which prompted 
her to pull forward her birth date, as though by so 
doing she hoped to cheat death for a few more years*^ 
Change and the fleeting of time had always been dif
ficult for her to accept. This feeling, in a more or 
less controlled fashion, has found its way into her 
fiction* The death of her father filled her with such 
distress that friends had difficulty convincing her
that eighty years of well-spent life was all that

2could be expected. Yet, when following this incident, 
she poured out her feelings in the heart-warming story 
of Mr* Rosicky, there resulted a ’’tone of quietness

1Bennett, p. 29*
2Ik¡A ., P. 29.
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itself, and perfectly sustained; the emotion has a
3flawless purity,”

MThe Garden of the World" notion which John H, 
Randall has developed in The Landscape and the Look
ing Glass, caused him to look upon death as a phase 
of plant life. The dying of Mr, Rosicky is "timely 
and welcome when it comes after a full life, in its 
proper place in the sequence of the vegetable cycle," 
In the same way, he acknowledged "Old Mrs, Harris" 
as a chronicle of "a timely and kindly death coming 
at the end of a long honorable life,"^ In keeping 
with his garden notion, it is necessary for Mr, 
Shimerda's suicide to take place in the winter, in 
order to complete the old vegetation myth which 
considers winter as the death of the year.6

Perhaps because she never married, Willa Cather 
hesitated in her works to attempt the development of 
a full-bloomed love. Lovers like Emil, Marie, Tom 
Outland, and Ray Kennedy died before the fulness of

^Brown, pp, 27^-276,
^-Randall, p, 30*
^Ibld., p, 31,
6Ibid., p. 127.
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their affections were realized. Randall has inter
preted this to indicate that Mthe love of the land 
is always safe, whereas love of human beings defi
nitely is not.”^ Willa Cather, he contended, manip
ulated the plot to prevent love or punished her char
acters for having loved.

In ’’Love and Death in Willa Cather* s 0 Pioneers I” 
Sister Peter Damian Charles did not accept Randall’s 
conclusion. She extolled the presentation of the 
death of the lovers as the accepting of a reality,

Osince ’’all love must accept its firm link with death. ” 0
The union of the two is ’’ultimately responsible for
the power and the glory of the human condition.”9
David Daiches, in commenting on the slaying of the
lovers, declared that Willa Cather deliberately
shattered the surface of the novel for the purpose
of suggesting that once life has put down its roots,

10anything might happen. * 9

^Ibid., p. 10i|..
8sister Peter Damian Charles, ”Love and Death in 

Willa Cather*s 0 Pioneersl” College Language 
Association Journal, ix (Dec., l~Qo'5), llj-O-T̂ O.

9Ibid., p. 150.
•^David Daiches, Willa Cather: A Critical Introduction 

(New York, 195>l),"p. ¿7.
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Willa Cather used death, however, not as isolated 
incidents but as a means of reiterating the values she 
expressed in both her fiction and non-fiction works# 
The subjects, conquest and death, which Leon Edel 
claims make up the essence of her novels, 11 can, in 
reality, be reduced to one: the story of a life of 
conquest# Death, to her, is only significant insofar 
as it throws into relief the life which preceded it or 
other lives connected with it. The values highlighted 
become so vital that the characters give all, even 
life itself, to uphold them.

Through a portrayal of death, Miss Gather has 
shown an appreciation of that which lives o n -  
work which endures, or an ideal which inspires others 
to carry on# Her fiction tells of men like John Berg
son, Ray Kennedy, and Hugh Treffinger-- men who would
die but whose visions of land and beauty and painting 
would inspire an Alexandra, a Thea Kronberg, and the 
undying loyalty of a simple servant# She maintained 
that such inspiration was vital to mankind and re
joiced that Katherine Mansfield had received such

11Leon Edel, ”Willa Cather: The Paradox of Success,”
Willa Cather and Her Critics, ed# James Schroeter 
(New York, 19577, p. ‘
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inspiration from her dead brother---a memory of tend
er beauty which was to distinguish the New Zealand

12stories of the young island writer*
Miss Cather realized that man’s experiences

/create for him his personal ideals* In Antonia 
she wrote of Jim Burden carrying his friends with 
him in memory. In her essay on the death of Mrs. 
Fields she spoke in a similar manner: "Marcel Proust 
somewhere said that when he came to die he would 
take all his great men with him: since his Beethoven 
and his Wagner could never be at all the same to 
anyone else. . . .  It was thus Mrs. Fields dies, in 
that house of memories, with the material keepsakes 
of the past about her.""^

The inspirations and ideals passed on by those 
who have died were of vital importance because 
"ideals . . .  were the real source of power among 
men*" Whether one’s own life appeared a failure 1

12Willa Cather, On Writing (New York, 19I1.9 ),
pp, 115-116.

•^^Willa Cather., Not Under Forty (New York, 1936),
P* 75*

1̂ Henry Steele Commager, "Willa Cather," Willa 
Cather and Her Critics, p. 210.
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did not matter* "So did Giordano Bruno fail when he
was burned in Italy, so did Huss fail when he was
burned in Switzerland, so did Christ fail when he
was crucified in Judea, Their kingdoms were not of
this world, their lives did not save this world but
their memories have. They gave the world the ideals

19by which we live, for which we die,” "
Willa Cather looked into the past at work which 

had endured: the vineyard of Father Vaillant, the 
cathedral of Bishop Latour, the Faith planted by the 
missionaries* She spoke of ancient civilizations and 
periods of immigrants and pioneers which were over— ■ 
yet stood as a past worthy of appreciation. This 
was not just a worthy subject of fiction, but a per
sonal value deserving gratitude. There had been in 
Nebraska, she said, "a group of rugged figures in 
the background which inspire respect, compel admira
tion, Her appreciation of the men of whom she
had written in Death Comes for the Archbishop was 
even more pronounced, "I had the pleasure of paying 
an old debt of gratitude to the valiant men whose

^Cather, The Kingdom of Art, p, 308, 
16Cather, "Nebraska," p, 75,
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life and work had given me so many hours of pleasant 
reflection,

In her critical works she had words of praise 
and gratitude for a creator whose work endured and 
inspired others. She appreciated Rudyard Kipling 
and Anthony Hope "because in their own small way 
they are carrying out the task of their great master

Louis StevensonJ who died down 
in the blue Pacific last winter when the winds of 
December were covering us with snow. We owe him 
much, • • • even his death blessed us, for it drew 
the world's attention to his work and the greatness 
of it, , • • Living, he enriched us by his life; 
dying, by his death,

Miss Cather's fiction told of man's need to 
fulfill himself by developing his talent. She ex
pressed this thought well when she wrote of Robert 
Burns: "Poor Burns made a sad mess of his life,
they say, but he never bungled in his song-- and it
was to sing that the Lord made him,"1^

^Cather, On Writing, p. 12,
18Cather, Kingdom of Art, p, 232,
19Ibid., p. 31(4.

and chief [Robert
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Of all the talents for which Willa Cather’s 
characters suffered even unto death, the artistic 
talent carried her strongest emphasis. Hugh Tref- 
finger and Harvey Merrick had died with their paint
ing and sculptoring unappreciated by those who 
should have loved and understood them. The musical 
world of Katherine Gaylord in ”A Death in the Desert” 
and Lucy Gayheart had made them strangers to their 
own relatives, so that they died without one member 
of their families being able to bestow a word of 
comfort upon their misunderstood souls. This, Willa 
Cather, believed, was the price one had to pay to 
perfect the abilities rooted within. This inner 
urge drew one away from all else one loved. As 
Bloom said, "According to Miss Cather*s creed, he 
who possessed this intuitive faculty must under
stand himself and recognize the prize of which he 
is g u a r d i a n . I n  spite of this emphasis on ar
tistic talent, in spite of the obligation to do as 
much a s possible with life before death halts devel
opment, Willa Cather does not make painting, drama, 
music, and literature ends in themselves. They 
have value only insofar as they add pleasure, en- 20

20p. 125.
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lightenment, or beauty to human life. She expected 
an artist to live deeply, richly, and generously, 
to understand life so that through literature, drama, 
or painting the world would experience truth and re
alize "that might have happened to me,"^ Men will 
do much to impart such truth and those who appreci
ate its worth will do much to obtain it. "Whole na
tions have died from spiritual famine as well as 
from famine of corn. The world must have ideals and 
emotions and it cannot always make them for itself.
It will pay any price for them, risk any peril for 
them. . . .  Most of us are willing to live and toil 
and die in our allotted place that from our nations 
and our people one great teacher and consoler of 
men may be born. n22

Willa Cather» s artist was forever in conflict 
with the world about him. He was torn between the 
desire "to pursue beauty and the necessity of the 
craftsman, if he is to live, to make some practical 
adjustment to the workaday w o r l d . W h e n ,  as in

21Cather, Kingdom of Art, p. lljĵ.
22_Ibid., p. 116.
23Howard Mumford Jones, "Excerpt from The Bright

Medusa," Willa Cather and Her Critic's, p. 239.
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"Paul’s Case” the conflict became more than he had 
the courage to bear, he destroyed himself,

Man’s physical and moral stamina, therefore, 
becomes a vital force in his ability to survive. 
Although a number of her characters commit suicide, 
the true artist and true pioneer is he who through 
sheer grit clings to his ideals and conquers, "To 
every man who has really great talent," Miss Cather 
said, "there are two ways open, the narrow one and 
the wide, to be great and suffer, or to be clever 
and comfortable."2^ Bloom stated, "She believed, 
as the Stoics did, that hard circumstances may have 
salutary effects. According to Seneca: »No man , . . 
seems to me more unhappy than one who has never met 
with adversity for such a man has never had an op
portunity to test himself.»"2^ Her own opinion of 
Nebraska’s depression years confirms this. Those 
hard years "winnowed out the settlers with a purpose 
from the drifting malcontents who are ever seeking 
a land where man does not live by the sweat of his 
brow. " 26

2k,

25.
26'

Cather,
P. 33.

Kingdom of Art, p. 391.

Cather, "Nebraska," p. 73,
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Willa Cather»s greatest heroines-- Alexandra,
/Antonia, Thea---were those who survived because they 
were capable of such sustained effort and strength of
will. This struggle had made them what they were--
strong, worthwhile individuals. "Success is never so
interesting as struggle-- " Willa Cather had said in
the Preface to The Song of the Lark, "not even to the 
Successful."

Once the struggle was over, nothing of consequence 
remained. Therefore Willa Cather let even those who 
had won the struggle die. Bishop Latour, Mr. Rosicky, 
and Mrs. Harris had nothing worthwhile left to accomp
lish. Life was fulfilled, and they died.

The dying of the Old World civilization which she 
had symbolized through the deaths of Mr. Shimerda and 
Count Frontenac brought her caustic criticism to rest 
upon her own state. "Nebraska is particularly blessed 
with legislation that restricts personal liberty,"2? 
she commented sarcastically to the Omaha Society of 
Fine Arts. The law forbidding children’s instruction 
in foreign languages was destroying the European cult
ure which had once enriched the West.

^undocumented newspaper clipping, Omaha Public Library.
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The condemnation of material goods which Miss 
Gather had shown by pe rmitting the craving for such 
possessions to destroy her pioneers, also was voiced 
in direct disapproval, she lamented Nebraska's 
"other side of the medal stamped with the ugly crest 
of materialism."23 "Surely," she hoped, "the materi
alism and showy extravagance of this hour are a pass
ing phasel"29

What Willa Cather is saying through the use of 
death in the themes and character studies of her 
fiction, is not a new idea to her. It would appear, 
however, that by using this means to repeat her fa
vorite themes she wishes to impress her readers with 
the truth that death is ultimate. Like Bartley Alex
ander in Alexander* s Bridge she sees death as "the 
only other thing as strong as love." it puts one face 
to face with life's values--— those values for which 
men of conviction are willing to sacrifice their very 
lives. The respect which Miss Cather held for those 
who are dead and the civilizations and cultures which 
they have left to posterity, made her a Traditionalist

28Cather, "Nebraska," p. 7^.
29Ibid., p. 76.
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in an age which had no regard for tradition. The moral 
integrity of the individual collided with mass standard
ization and materialism. She insisted that man, mature 
and responsible, contained within himself the working 
out of his own destiny. The accepting of this respon
sibility must ultimately decide his condition at the 
hour of death.
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