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History of Nebraska
"Now let us climb Nebraska’s loftiest mount,
And from its summit view the scene below.
The moon comes like an angel down from heaven;
Its radiant face is the unclouded sun;
Its outspread wings the over-arching sky;
Its voice the charming minstrels of the air;
Its breath the fragrance of the bright wild-flowers.
Behold the prairie broad and grand and free— -
’Tis God’s own garden,unprofaned by man!'*

’’Nebraska- A Poem-” 1854.
1
**The state of Nebraska is part of the great plain 

which stretches west of the Missouri River,gradually 
rising until it reaches the Rocky mountains. The charac
ter of all this country between the river and the moun
tains is essentially the same throughout its extent: 
a rolling,alluvial plain,growing gradually more sandy 
toward the west until it breaks into the white sand
hills of western Nebraska and Kansas and eastern Colo
rado. Prom east to west this plain measures something 
over five hundred miles;in appearance it resembles the 
wheat lands of Russia,which fed the continent of Europe 
for so many years. Like Little Russia it is watered 
by slow-flowing,muddy rivers,which in midsummer lie 
low and shrunken,their current split by glistening white 
sand-bars half overgrown with willows.

"The climate with its extremes of temperature, 
gives to this plateau the variety which,to the casual
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eye at least,it lacks. There we have short,bitter 
winters;windy.flowerladen springs;long,hot summers;
triumphant autumns that last until Christmas--- a
season of perpetual sunlight.blazing blue skies,and 
frosty nights. In this newest part of the New World 
autumn is the season of beauty and sentiment,as spring 
is in the Old World.

•»Nebraska was a state before there were people in 
it. Its social history falls easily within a period 
of sixty years,and the first stable settlements of 
white men were made within the memory of old folk 
now living. The earliest of these settlements----
Bellevue.Omaha,Brownsville,Nebraska City-- were found-
edalong the Missouri River,which was at that time a 
pathway for small steamers. In 1855-60 these four 
towns were straggling groups of log houses,hidden 
away along the wooded river banks.

"Before 1860 civilization did no more than nibble 
at the eastern edge of the State,along the river bluffs. 
Lincoln,the present capital,was open prairie;and the 
whole of the great plain to the westward was still a 
sunny wilderness,where the tall red grass and the 
buffalo and the Indian hunter we^e undisturbed.
Fremont.with Kit Carson,the famous scout,had gone
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across Nebraska in 1842,exploring the valley of the 
Platte. In the days of the Mormon persecution fifteen 
thousand Mormons camped for two year8,1845-46,six 
miles north of Omaha,while their exploring parties 
went farther west,searching for fertile land outside 
of government jurisdiction. In 1847 the entire Mormon 
sect,under the leadership of Brigham Young,went with 
their wagons through Nebraska and on to the desert 
beside that salty sea.

"In forty-nine and the early fifties,gold hunters, 
bound for California,crossed the £tate in thousands, 
always following the old Indian trail along the Platte 
valley. The state was a highway for dreamers and ad
venturers ;men who were in quest of gold or grace,free
dom or romance. With all these people the road led 
out,but never back again.

"While Nebraska was a camping-ground for seekers 
outward bound,the wooden settlements along the Missouri 
were growing into something permanent. The settlers 
broke the ground and began to plant the fine orchards 
which have ever been the pride of Otoe and Nemaha 
counties. It was at Brownville that the first tele
graph wire was brought across the Missouri River.
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The first message flashed across the river into Nebraska 
was not a market report,but a line of poetry:"West
ward the course of empire takes its way.*'

"The Union Pacific,the first transcontinental rail
road,was completed in 1869. With the railroads came 
the home-seeking people from overseas. The early popu
lation of Nebraska was largely transatlantic. The poli
tical emigration resulting from the revolutionary dis
turbances of 1848 was distinctly different from the 
later emigration resulting from economic causes,and 
brought to the United States brilliant young men both 
from Germany and Bohemia.

"Unfortunately,their American neighbors were 
seldom open-minded enough to understand the Europeans, 
or to profit by their older traditions. Our settlers 
from New England,cautious and convinced of their own 
superiority,kept themselves insulated as much as possi
ble from foreign influences. The incomers from the 
South--from Missouri.Kentucky and the two Virginias-- 
were provincial and utterly without curiosity. They 
were kind neighbors--lent a hand to help a Swede 
when he was in trouble.

"The rapid industrial development of Nebraska 
which began in the latter eighties was suddenly
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arrested by crop failures and financial depressions 
which covered the entire country. These years of 
trial were not without salutary effects upon the 
new state,for many of the inhabitants who were seek
ing a land where man does not live by the sweat of 
his brow,left for other scenes. The strongest charact
ers survived,and within ten years those who had weath
ered the storms came into their reward." These inhabi
tants were mostly Scandinavians and Bohemians,and of 
their struggles and privations we learn through the 
Novels of Will* Sibert Cather.

1 “ “ — —
Nebraska: The End of the First Cycle. The Nation
September 5,1923.Vol.ll7. pp 236-37.
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Biographical Sketch

"On a Nebraska prairie some years ago,a little 
girl rode about on her pony,among settlements of 
Scandinavians and Bohemians,listening to their conver
sations .fascinated by their personalities. This little 
girl was the Willa Sibert Cather,who as a woman,was to 
give in her novels the story of their struggles against 
almost unsurmountable obstacles."
1
Bookman May 1921--Life and Works of Cather--by L. 

Carroll.Yol.53. pp 212-16.

1

2 "Although Willa Cather is generally spoken of as 
a Western writer,she was born in Virginia,on a farm 
near Winchester,and there she lived until eight years 
of age. Her ancestors had come from England,Ireland 
and Alsace. When Willa Cather was eight years old her 
father took his family to Nebraska and bought a ranch 
near Red Cloud,a little town on the Burlington rail
road named for the famous Sioux warrior.

"Life on a Nebraska ranch in those days when the 
country was thinly settled,was full of adventure. 
Farming was then a secondary matter. The most impor
tant occupation was the feeding of great herds of
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cattle driven from Texas,and most of the great prairie 
country from the Missouri river to Denver was still 
open grazing land. The population of the country around 
Red Cloud was largely foreign— Swedes.Danes,Horwegians, 
Bohemians,Germans,a few Russians,and to the north the 
prosperous French Canadian colony of St.Anne.

"Much of Will a Cather's time was spent riding 
about the country getting acquainted with the neigh
bor whose foreign speech and customs she found intense
ly interesting. Had she been born in that community, 
she no doubt would have taken these things for grant
ed. But she came to this strange mixture of peoples 
and manners from an old conservative society;from the 
valley of Virginia,where the original land grants 
made in the reigns of George 11 and George 111,had 
been going down from father to son ever since,where 
life was ordered and settled,where the people in good 
families were born good,and where the poor mountain 
people were not expected to amount to much. The move
ment of life was slow there,but the quality of it was 
rich and kindly. There had been no elements of struggle 
since the Civil War. Foreigners were looked down upon, 
unless they were English or persons of title.
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"An imaginative child,taken out of this definite
ly arranged background and dropped down among struggl
ing immigrants from all over the world,naturally found 
something to think about. Struggle appeals to the child 
more than comfort and picturesqueness»because it is 
dramatic. No child with a spark of generosity could 
have resisted throwing herself heart and soul into the 
efforts these people were making to master the langu
age, to master the soil,to hold their land and somehow 
get along in the world. Those friendships that Willa 
Cather made as a little girl still count immensely for 
her; and she says she could never find time to be 
bored in that community where the life of every family 
was like that of the Swiss Family Robinson.

MA11 the while that she was racing about the 
country by day,Willa Cather was reading by night.She 
read a great many of the English classics aloud to 
her two grandmothers. She learned Latin early and read 
it with ease. She was taught by an old English gentle
man, who had the enthusiasm of the true scholar and 
with whom she used to read even after she entered the 
University of Nebraska. She received her A B degree 
from that University at nineteen and spent the next 
few years in Pittsburg teaching and doing newspaper
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work. She chose that city to work in rather than New 
York because she had warm personal friends there. These 
were the years when she was learning to write,doing 
all the work and experimenting that every writer and 
painter must do at some time or other to find and per
fect his medium.

•'But it was only the winters that Miss Cather 
spent in Pittsburg. Every summer she went back to 
Colorado and Nebraska and Wyoming. Although she says 
it was in these years she was learning to write,Miss 
Cather admits that she spent very little time sitting 
at a desk. She was much too restless for that and too 
much interested in people,east and west. She believes 
that there is no use beginning to write until you have 
lived a great deal,and lived among all kinds of people. 
But wherever she went.whatever ties she formed,she 
always went back to the prairie country. The first 
year she spent in Europe she nearly died of homesick
ness for it. "I hung and hung about the wheat country 
in central Prance," she says,"sniffling when I observed 
a little Prench girl riding between her father's feet 
on an American mowing machine,until it ©purred to me 
that maybe if I went home to my own wheat country 
and my own father,I might be less lachrymose. It's
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a queer thing about the flat country— it takes hold 
of you,or it leaves you perfectly cold. A great many 
people find it dull and monotonous;they like an old 
mill,a waterfall,a country all touched up and furnish
ed, like a German Christmas card. I go everywhere,I ad
mire all kinds of country. I tried to live in France. 
When I came home,I breathed differently.because of my 
great love of big spaces,of rolling open country like 
the sea--it’s the grand passion of my life. I tried for 
years to get over it. I have stopped trying. It’s in
curable .M

2 m ~
Willa Cather— A Biographical Sketch by Alfred A
Knopf,New York, pp 1-3.

3 "While Miss Cather was teaching in the Alleghany 
High School,she published her first book of verse,
April Twilights.and her first book of short stories,
The Troll Garden. The latter book attracted a great 
deal of attention,and six months after it was publish
ed, in the winter of 1905,Miss Cather went to New York 
to accept a position on the staff of the McClure’s 
Magazine. From 1908 until the autumn of 1912 she took 
a house in Cherry Valley,New York and wrote a short 
novel.Alexander’s Bridge.and a novelette.The Bohemian
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Girl. In the spring of 1913 Miss Cather went for a 
long stay in Arizona and New Mexico.penetrating to 
some of the many hardly-accessible Cliff Dwellers’ 
remains and the remote mesa cities of the Pueblo 
Indians. In 1915 she refused a tempting offer to 
write a series of articles on the war situation in 
Europe,in order to explore the twenty-odd miles 
of Cliff Dwellers’ remains. The chapters of The 
Song of the Lark which relate Thea Kronberg’s stay 
in the Cliff Dweller's region are outwardly explain
ed by Miss Cather's personal experience and interest 
in these ruins.

"When Miss Cather began to write she tried to 
put the Swedish and Bohemian settlers she had known 
in her childhood into her stories. "The results,we 
are informed,never satisfied her." She discussed 
this dissatisfaction afterwards. She says:"It is 
always hard to write about things that are near 
your heart." Prom a kind of instince of self-pro
tection you distort and disguise them. These stories 
were so poor they discouraged me. I decided I wouldn’t 
write anymore about the country and people for whom 
I had a personal feeling. There is a pitch of emo-
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at which the artist cannot workjhe can only see 
and feel."

3The Women Who Make our Novels hy Grant Overton 
1922.Moffat.Yard and Company,New York.pp 259-60

Miss Cather finds life fascinating;she is alert, 
quick-witted,vigorous-minded and assertive,not at 
all self-centered,preoccupied or diffident. Her 
views of life are broad and she is deeply sympathy- 
tic. Her conversation is staccato; she chops her 
spoken sentences out incisively,in short neat links.
She may not have had a richer creative endowment 
than many others,but she seems to have a more defi
nite aim in her writing. For the past twenty years,
Miss Cather has known the ways and workings of fame, 
yet it had no glamor for her.

Without doubt,Miss Cather was an artist who wrote 
fiction. She handled all her attempts with the force
ful grasp of a master journeyman. Her diction is fault- 
less;her conciseness makes one marvel;but a disconcert
ing trend of mind grew apparent in her last few novels; 
The Lost Lady and The Professor’s House for example, 
told the story of deteriorations. Happily she has now 
explored the road that leads upward in her last novel, 
Death Comes for the Archbishop. Her theme is sanctifi-
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cation and purification,rather than degeneration.

References: Arts and Decorations--Contemporary 
Reminiscences--B.Rascoe. Vol.20.Apr.28,1924-p 2 8 .
Hew Republic--V.fi 1 1 a Cather--by E.S.Sergeant .Vol 4 3 . 
pp 91-4.June 17,1925.

Affierica--1/Villa Cather Eulogizes the Archbishop--by 
Rev.Francis Talbot,S.J. Vol.37. Sept. 24,1927.pp 572-3.
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Influence of Environment on Her Work

"The books of Willa Cather.provided one does not 
take them too literally,are,in order of their writing, 
a better guide to her life story than any biographic
al sketch. In fiction,so far she has told us little 
or nothing about her native state.Virginia and her 
early childhood,except in recalling her revolts from 
certain polite feudal traditions which were borne 
away on a wild breeze when she reached the Divide.
0 Pioneers.we may think of as picturing rather close
ly the conditions which existed when she arrived at 
her grandmother’s. The turf dwellings of the early 
pioneers were being replaced by frame houses, and 
only great wills could dominate the wilderness,and 
great visions confront an uncertain future."My Antonia 
begins also on the Divide in an era more drastic, 
which she had learned from the stories of older people. 
This book,in historical time is about fifteen years 
earlier than 0 Pioneers.and it continues into a later 
day when Red Cloud, and the road by the creek and the 
cottonwoods superseded the Divide in Willa Cather*s 
daily experiences. She has not made herself the heroine

1

in any of her novels; but one cannot feel otherwise



than she is akin to her own heroines. In The Song of 
t.Vift T,ark.one of the characters say that Thea Kronborg, 
the main figure,"doesn’t sigh every time the wind blows. 
In mental sturdiness,Miss Cather herself is that sort. 
Since early childhood she has been studying people,until 
today she is one among that small group of American 
writers who tell of life with entire earnestness.

References: 1 The World Review:Nov.15,1926--A Novelist 
for Today:Willa Cather by Elizabeth Sergeant.pp 140-1. 
Bookman: May 1921.Vol.53.Life and Works of Cather by L. 
Carroll.pp 212-16.

2 U
In A Lost Lady and One of Ours.one feels a great

er modification of memory by mature experience,and there 
fore less of sheer poetry. The former relates a literal 
human history of the Red Cloud region in the days when 
the railroad building aristocracy lived along the Bur
lington. One of Ours brings the Nebraska farmer up to 
date--at least up to the dull,rich period before the 
war,when machinery had replaced hand labor,and sharp 
business methods the hardy faith of the pioneer.
The great war--which one thinks of as the only"world 
event" which has greatly affected her--enabled her 
to make up to her "rough-neck"hero,Claude,for the 
sterility of the present mid-farmer’s destiny.
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One of the most endearing things about this vivid, 
and distinguished writer,Miss Cather, is a suspicion, 
that she herself is aMrough-neck" in disguise who has 
only happened into fame.

"When Claude’s adventure took him to France.it 
dimmed before our eyes. The prairie farm was the 
center where the War affected Willa Cather,and the 
image of Claude and his mother clinging together "in 
the pale square of the west window,as the two natures 
in one person meet and cling in the fated hour" is 
the one that will survive. For this woman has to touch 
life at first hand,in order to create it.

"So much for the Western novels as bearing on sym
bolic biography. The Song of the Lark.the theme of 
which is the artistic evolution of a singer,carries 
over from the western childhood to the period of in
evitable artistic and youthful revolt which whirl 
Willa Cather out into the great world,as it did her 
heroine,to seek gifts and advantages which Nebraska 
could not give. As soon as possible after graduation 
she plunged eastward to cultivate joys like music, 
and human relations of which she had heretofore been 
deprived. Willa Cather’s passion for artists,especially 
musical artists,has been only second to her passion



for pioneers. Yo.ut.fr. and the Bright Medusa, a collec
tion of short stories,wholly concerned with art and 
artists,may be regarded as a sort of commentary on 
the contacts of the full and ardent Pittsburg years.

"On the feeling side it appears that Willa Cather' 
satisfaction flows from the fact that her novels are 
transcriptions of people and places that mean so much 
to her. Although she has become completely absorbed 
in her art,she has preserved intense and complete 
her relation to her central character or country."
2 -------------------------- — ------------------------------- ■— ------------------- — -----------

World Review— A Novelist of Today— by Elizabeth
S.Sergeant, pp 140-1. Nov.15,1926.
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 ̂ Historical Background
"My Antonia seems to symbolize the soul and spirit 

of the middle west more clearly than any other of her 
novels. Both 0 Pioneers and My Antonia give us a 
record of life in its more primitive aspect divorced 
for the time being from those traditions by which 
man lives, both of these novels have a tendency to be 
pedantic. Incidents and characters linger in the 
mind of the reader; they are infinitly brave and 
touching. The arrival of the Shimerda family from 
Bohemia friendless and uncomprehending in a land 
whose tongue they do not understand; the immensity 
of night on the prairie; lightning, hail and prairie 
fires, drouths and blizzards always threatening 
to extinguish one family or another. Miss Cather 
seems to hand over her landscape with something 
of the tenderness of its own early sky. Her talent 
has had its nourishment and inspiration in that 
section of the American scene which foras the subject 
of her novels?

A Biographical Sketch--Willa Cather--By Alfred A.Knopf 
Page 1-3.

1



2"Miss Cather's preoccupation with the pioneer 
brings her work within the main trend of American 
literature during the past century. At its best,as 
in the work of Emerson and Whitman,the literature 
of this trend gave philosophical as well as emotional 
direction to the national life. It established the cult 
of the individual; it distinguished between individual
ism and egotism by formulating the democratic ideals; 
it taught the pioneer virtues of independence,self-re
liance and perseverance;it substituted for the repudiat
ed discipline of the past an epic vision of the national 
future. In these ways the literature of our main trend 
spoke with authority for its time.

"For nearly a century the pioneer ideal expressed
a vital necessity in our national life,and the energies
of the country were largely absorbed by the enterprise
of extending human control over the conditions of material
existence. The impulse to that enterprise is reflected
in the literature of the time. Reading it we learn that
the frontier was to be conquered that a national destiny
might be inaugurated;the task of subduing a continent was 
undertaken that,once subdued,it might yield a richer
harvest of life and greater freedom for nobler uses.
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"Such was the account given hy our earlier writers 
of the national spirit and the national life. Their 
accounts were remarkable for their visions of the 
future. The epic attitude to them was congenial and 
natural; it was so to speak,the only adequate express
ion of the American life which they knew, if our 
literature had continued its direct contact with the 
current of our national life,we might reasonably expect 
to discover in Miss Cather's novels a renewal of the 
epic vision of our earlier writers and a new dedication 
of the spirit. For Miss Cather,writing chiefly at the 
close of that century of pioneering,gives the material 
fulfillment of its earliest aspirations. The conquest 
of physical environment has been accomplished,a complex 
and efficient organization of material life has been 
perfected throughout the land,and the national dream 
of the past has partly become the reality of the present.

"But Miss Cather,writing of the close of an epoch 
in our national history and the beginning of a new 
one,discerns no fresh direction given to American 
life and therefore asserts no convinced visions of its 
future. When she reflects on the immediate present,as 
she did in the first half of One of Ours.she conceives
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it to be chiefly engaged in securing the perpetuation 
of the mechanical organization of material existence 
which is inherited from the conquest of the pioneers.
Her farmers of today continue to struggle for mere 
existence which has largely been made unnecessary by 
their comprehensive mechanical vast success,apparently 
because they perceive no other significance or purpose 
in life. Miss Cather*s artists— a second favorite type-- 
transfer this competitive attitude,knowing no other,to 
the channels of creative expression. They are pioneers 
who happen to be instinctive artists rather than artists 
who happen to be instinctive pioneers. This distinction, 
obvious to Miss Cather’s readers,suggests why she celebrates 
the traditional pioneer virtues.

"The explanation of Miss Gather’s attitude 
probably lies in the fact that,like many of her liter
ary contemporaries,she is unable to discover in Ameri- 
life at the moment either the grounds for a national 
faith or the prospect of a national destiny. Another 
writer might have summoned us,as pioneers,to a new 
task: That of subduing the material organization of our 
life to human uses and the service of the race as our 
predecessors once subdued the continent material organi
zation. Having like many of her contemporaries among
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our writers,done so much as she has,quite unlike most 
of them sought refuge in the past. She does not like 
Mr. Hergesheimer,retire to the worship of a merely deco
rative loveliness,or like Mr.Cabell,blend beauty with 
irony in purely imaginative forms. Her dissatisfaction 
with contemporary America is chiefly expressed in a revi
val of more heroic days when the competitive attitude,the 
instinct of self-preservation and the traits of the pioneer 
were consecrated to the necessary details of the race.

"Whatever we had missed,we possessed together the pre
cious the incommunicable past.» These words,which con
clude My Antonia, supply an epigraph to Miss Cather’s 
work to date. It is our past,rather than our present 
or our future,that she invites us to contemplate.»

2 North American Review— Willa Cather— by Lloyd Morris 
Voi.219. pp 641-43.
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The Hovels of Willa Gather 
"Each of Miss Cather's novels has been a desired 

event, of which one could safely predict nothing but 
a style with the translucency of sky; a beauty, cool, 
grave, pervasive; deep feeling under perfect control; 
and a criticism of life both profound and acute— a 
criticism which deals as nobly with the simple ele
ments as with the fine complexities of human ex
perience." Miss Cather’s characters interest one
even more than her themes, although the latter is

2
very outstanding in all her novels. "The theme 
underlying each novel from the first to the last 
is the struggle of some individual to outgrow the 
restrictions laid upon him--or more frequently her. 
Her Americans, Pioneers and Artists in Miss Cather's 
understanding of their natures, are practically 
equals in single-mindness; at least they work much 
by themselves, contending with definite though 
ruthless obstacles and looking forward, if they win, 
to a freedom which cannot be achieved in the routine 
of crowded communities. For the most part her 
pioneers are unreflective creatures, driven by some 
inner force which they do not comprehend; they are 
primitive and epic in their dispositions. Her
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heroic days endure hut a brief period before extinc
tion comes. Then her high-hearted pioneers survive 
half && curiosities in a new order, and their spirits, 
transmitted to the artists who are their legitimate 
successors, take up the old struggle in a new guise?

3  H AA group of characters intervenes between her 
pioneers and her artists, those who, unable to domi
nate their environment, have succumbed to it and are 
thereby defeated. Of that group are the little old 
lady of Miss Cather’s finest short story, A Wagner 
Concert, Old Shimerda and Professor Wunsch. Of 
that old group also is Marian. Forrester, who dallies 
with cheap excitements to escape complete frustration. 
Bartley Alexander, though not of the prairies, is 
also of that group?

Critical Woodcuts— Wiila Cather and the Changing
World by Stuart Shermam Page 32 

2

Contemporary American Novelists— by Van Boren—
1921-22 page 114-17

3
North American Review— Wiila Cather--by L.Morris 

Vol.219. May 24, 1924. Page 654.



25

•’Miss Cather *s first book, Alexander^ Bridge 
( 191^, is a short novel presenting a crucial moment 
in the career of Bartley. He came out west and 
distinquished himself as a bridge builder. He 
married a woman of talent and wealth and settled 
firmly into the imposing structure of established 
society in Boston. But in his dangerous middle 
age his unexhausted youth fermented within him; he 
renewed a liaison of his student days with an 
Irish actress in London. When he returned to 
inspect his biggest bridge, then building.it collapsed 
and he was drowned in its ruins. Miss Cather, in 
this story has treated her theme in accordance with 
the New England tradition, established by Hawthorne 
and more or less perpetuated by Mrs. Wharton. She 
has moralized the story as Hawthorne would have done; 
the collapse of the bridge is an obvious symbolical 
device for emphasizing the "collapse" of that pillar 
of society, Bartley Alexander.

"In 1913, Miss Cather wrote 0 Pioneers? along
side of which is placed My Antonia (1918). In these 
books, she tells us that she did not "build" her 
story. The story shaped itself inevitably in a

1
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loose, anecdotal, yet intensely vivid and poignant 
memoir. Here she is dealing not with the domain 

of convention, hut with the domain of necessity. She 
is presenting the Bohemians, Germans, Swedish and 
Native American farmers of Nebraska battling with 
the soil and the elements, against heavy odds. This 
is her picture of "romance" in its most elementary 
form.

" Miss Cather has taken the pioneers into her 
brooding heart. She extenuates nothing, but she 
sets down nothing through malice. She cannot, like 
so many of our Jolly young novelists, write satir
ically or even bitterly of the long, lonely roads 
that led to Maine Street or of”the big, lonely country 
where people worked hard with their backs and got 
tired like the horses, and were tcP sleepy at night

to think of anything to say«
'•The heroine of 0 Pioneers! demands special mention 

as one of Miss Gather’s important contributions to 
contemporary "feminism". Alexandra is one of sev
eral children on a poor Nebraska farm. At the death 
of her father, she is the only one that rises above 
her conditions and reacts positively and creatively 
to the demands of her new circumstances, Her brothers
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have little or no ambition. They desire to continue 
in the same old downward path of poverty, while 
Alexandra finds "romance1* in buying up unvalued and 
forsaken farms, and competing with men in all details 
of farm management. In the end she takes a husband, 
but the husband’s place in her life is perforce in
cidental. She lived out her personal and domestic 
potentialities without interrupting the big construc
tive "romance" which had for so many years been the 
source of her joy and happiness."

1 Critical Woodcuts— V/illa Cather and the Changing 
World--by Stuart Sherman, pp 40-3

2
"My Antonia is considered less epical but of 

more historical value than 0 Pioneers 1 because of its 
minute and colorful depicting of life in Nebraska 
towns. The book is really a chronicle of people and 
their surroundings, a mosaic of character sketches and 
scenes brought within a single ken. The material 
ranges from tragedy, horror, and repellant occurrences 
to pathos, humor and farce."
2 --------------------
Women Who Make our Novels— by Grant Overton. 1522.pp265.
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The difficulties that Antonia overcomes are 
numerous,the way in which she meets them and never 
falters even though her very future seem an impossi
ble success,is very characteristic of Miss Cather, 
never does she scorn the misfortune of Antonia,who 
is too good to believe anything bad of those she 
loves,but instead the sympathy of the reader is arous
ed for the poor unfortunate girl,not in an approving
way,but in a compassionate way.

3
From the pioneers,Miss Cather turns to her 

second major theme in The Song of the Lark (1915).
It is the story of a Swedish pastor’s daughter in 
Colorado. Gradually it is discovered that this daugh
ter has a voice of first quality. All her childhood, 
all her labors,all her love, her struggles and triumphs—  
all are converted into music,into beauty. Everything 
else is incidental. The motto of this young girl is 
"all for love'.' The object of her unfailing love is 
her art."

4"The Song of the Lark.together with 0 Pioneers.’ 
and IJjr Antonia, weaves a sort of tapestry pattern 
where the most radiant of Willa Cather*s early memo
ries , intuitions and impressions of primeval Nebraska
stand out like a golden l e g e n d . " _____________
3 Critical Woodcuts— Willa Cather and the Changing 

World— Stuart Sherman.pp 42-3.
4 The World Review— Willa Cather--by E.Sergeant.1926.p 141.
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One of Ours
"The war tried in vain to divert Miss Cather 

from the development of her theme* in One of Ours, 
(1922), she wrote a story of the world war. She was 
rewarded for this work being presented with the 
Putlizer Prize, which was given for the novel which 
"best presents the wholesome atmosphere of American 
manners and manhood."

"In this story, the hero,is a Western boy from 
the farm whose deepest impulses and aspirations have 
been frustrated by hard frugality and thrift; by the 
influence of a narrow denominational religion; by the 
average American man’s contempt for gracious manners, 
art and things of the mind; and by a frigid wife who 
neglects her husband to carry on her social activi
ties."

"Claude has the physical vitality and courage 
of the pioneer, and the instinctive idealism, the imagi
native restlessness and the sharpened capacities of 
the artist. The intensity of Claude's aspirations is 
neutralized by their incoherence, and the force of his 
energy is deflected by his inability to conceive an 
end upon which to direct it. The immediate conditions 
of material existence have already been conquered, and
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the conquest has made life on the Wheeler farm a 
monotonous,routine subserviency of man to mechanism. 
Claude's environment offers no incentive adequate to 
absorb his life;there is material well-being without
spiritual significance,contentment without beauty,

\

leisure without either capacity ox purpose for its 
employment.

"Critics were rightly troubled that Miss Cather 
solved Claude's problems and brought her novel to a 
conclusion by the simple expedient of having him kill
ed in war. Yet none of them apparently,remarked the 
irony of the conclusion. It is only when Claude 
arrives in France that his capacities for loyalty find 
an appropriate object. He perceives that the French 
have cultivated the spirit as intensively as they have 
cultivated the soil,that to them intelligence and beauty 
and the opportunity to lead a humane life are immediate
ly important. Claude seems to die not for the life he had 
known in America,but for the life he had discovered in 
France.

"The total absence from Miss Cather's work as an 
epic outlook upon American life is strikingly revealed 
in the concluding section of One of Ours. It is not 
without significance that Miss Cather,one of the 
most thoughtful of our contemporary novelists,
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has failed to isolate in our national life and ideal 
faith or noble purpose deserving the allegiance that 
awaits its discovery.”

1 Critical Woodcut s— Willa Cather and the Changing 
World— by Stuart Sherman pp 42-5.2

North American Review— Willa Cather— by Lloyd Morris. 
Vol.219.pp 645-6.

Percy H.Boynton says: "In One of Ours, an aftermath 
of the war, Miss Cather allowed herself to be warped 
out of her own orbit, as she vacillated between a life 
that she knew to the heart's core and a life which 
she had only a remote and idealized conception. Yet, 
on the whole, the romantic conception of war as a puri
fying spirit belongs to the hopes of a new recruit and 
to the cherished recollections of the mourner. Miss 
Cather’s real creative work has been with really creative 
and colorful people; she is one of the many who seem to 
have been carried off their true course by cross-winds 
and chop seas. Pew of the men who have suffered this 
experience have even started back to port; most of those 
who have not foundered are hopelessly adrift. Yet one 
still hopes that this woman of clear vision and firm 
touch will find her way back to the elemental people 
whom she really knows. She was at her best when she
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was not distracted by the consciousness of current 
events or current problems. There are plenty of 
writers of less distinction to dabble with these*:

English Journal— Willa Gather— by P.H.Boynton— Vol. 13 
June 1924-pp 373-80.

Dorothy Canfield pays this tribute to One of Ours.
"It is an amazingly rich book, rich as no other living 
American could write, many peopled, complicated as life 
itself is complicated, but composed with a harmony and 
unity which only art can have. All its rich complica
tions of varying backgrounds, all its characters, events, 
periods, have an unvarying purpose, to tell the story of 
Claude, whom we know as we know one of our very own?

Book Review Digest— by H.W.Wilson Co.,New York. 1922. p.96.

With Miss Canfield I agree that One of Ours is 
an amazingly rich book and complicated as life itself.
No ordinary writer could have so plausibly and clever
ly disposed of such a peculiar situation as the one 
in which we find Claude in the first half of the book.
But Miss Cather’s genius found a way for Claude to 
realize the best that was in him.
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 ̂ A Lost Lady
"In 1923, Miss Cather gave the world another novel,

A Lost Lad£. Like the Song of the Lark, this is a story 
on her great theme of living out of one's potentialities. 
But in this case the potentialities to which the heroine 
gives all are not artistic, but personal and specifically 
erotic, and to a certain extent illicit. Mrs. Forrester 
is a woman who, as we may vulgarly put it, "trades" on her 
charms. She is animated and consumed by the passion for 
giving and receiving pleasure. She cannot bow or give 
one a passing glance without establishing a personal 
relation of an indescriable sweetness.

"Mrs. Forrester is the radiant Venus Anadyomene 
united in the bonds of matrimony to an honorable, crippled, 
corpulent, bug-jowled railway man who looks and acts like 
Grover Cleveland. She is, in her own sense, unflinchingly 
loyal to this fine old wreck. But this is not enough for 
her. She is in her sense loyal to all men. Personal charm 
is her one talent. In all circumstances, worthy or un-

t

worthy, she lives out its potentialities. She uses it 
as the musician uses music, to expend the alloted in
terval; and like a public performer of music, she wishes 
to please all.

"The Captain, on whom his wife depends, grows old and
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dies; their friends and money soon disappear; the slow 
coarsening of the lovely Mrs. Forrester and the life 
she had inspired about her crumble until she too dis
appears, to be heard of afterwards only by rumor."

"Many of the critics have disagreed upon this 
novel. Henry S.Canby said it was like a piece of 
Oriental fabric, with a color and texture that catches 
the interest at once. Carl Van Doren was happy that 
Miss Cather alone among the peer in this decade, under
stands that human character for its own sake has a 
claim upon human interests." Percy Boynton said the 
book was a sign that Miss Cather had lost her bearings 
altogether." Mr. Robert L.Lach says: "I am quite sure
time will prove A Lost Lady the most perfect of her 
works.

"The book is realistic, but it is not the realism 
of Flaubert, for one finishes it with the knowledge that 
tragedy is all the more tragic because this is such a 
beautiful world. At no point are we ask to applaud or 
denounce this novel. The reader is reduced to his 
proper function of being allowed to watch and observe and 
keep his mouth shut. Capt.Forrester and Marian Forrester 
are typical of an age and a class in America."

With Mr. Lasch, I agree that when one finishes the
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novel he feels that "tragedy is all the more tragic 
because this is such a beautiful world? The book 
is colorful from the beginning to the end;the pictures 
she gives us are vivid and exquisite. The Lady herself 
is beautiful and charming,but she makes this beauty 
and charm the idol of her existence. When time deprives 
her of these she seems to disappear,and when she dies 
one feels a satisfaction somehow that she is gone.
1 --  -- -------- —
Critical Woodcuts— Willa Cather and the Changing

World by Stuart Sherman— Page 45-7.
2
Prairie Schooner— Willa Cather— by Robert M.Lasch. 
Vol.l. 1927. Pa«e 1 6 7 - 9 . __________________
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The Professor’s House
"In 1925,Miss Cather wrote The Professor*s House.

It is a disturbingly beautiful book,full of meaning,
full of intentions. Everything in it has it own bright 
surface meaning.

"The novel presents Godfrey St.Peter— a man of 
mixed French and American ancestry--professor of Euro
pean history in a state university near Lake Michigan; 
his wife.Lillian- a woman of some elegance and beauty, 
with whom he seems to have almost nothing to do;the two 
married daughters and their husbands;the seamstress, 
Augusta;the Professor's favorite pupil,Tom Outland, 
explorer of cliffdwellings and inventor.killed in the 
war,and a colleague or two. The professor has completed 
his life work,an eight volume history of the Spanish 
Adventurers in North America. He has received a big 
money prize from Oxford. And the family is moving 
into the new house which he,or perhaps rather his wife, 
has built with the reward of his labors.

"The professor’s former house was a poor old place, 
lacking many modern improvements,inconvenient,and as 
ugly as a house could be. It had a tin bathtub which 
the professor used to renovate with porcelain paint.
It had a garret study. The professor wrote his "Spanish
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Adventurers" in a wretchedly hare little room under 
the mansard roof.without filing apparatus,and heated 
by a most dubious old stove. The room was further en
cumbered by a number of ancient dress forms,and he had 
to share it at times with Augusta,the sewing woman.

"Money comes to the family from the professor's 
prize and from the marriage of a daughter to a Jewish 
engineer,who had grown wealthy by exploiting a patent 
of Tom (Jutland's. All sorts of comforts and luxuries 
now are made available-- cars,imported Spanish furni
ture, furs , j ewels , wine, country houses , travel . The pro
fessor's wife and his children take with alacrity to 
the new standard of living;they blossom out;the wife 
renews her youth.

"But the professor is a tree of which the trunk 
has been hallowed by fire. He is nearly burned out.
He haunts the old home. He clings whimsically to the 
old garret study.

"The professor is the intellectual spirit of our 
American "Victorian Era." The old house,which he can
not persuade himself to leave— that is what our famous 
Young People call Professorial America. His wife and 
daughters and sons-in-law--they are the celebrated 
Younger Generation,building themselves new homes,
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enriched with all sorts of new devices which the pro
fessor values little. His mind and imagination have 
been occupied,in a long historical retrospect;his dream 
has always drifted backward to former glories,Spanish 
Adventurers.Cliff-Dwellers,the storied past,which rises 
like a western mesa abruptly out of the flat present, 
affording his essentially romantic spirit a refuge and 
a retreat. And now the word is "forward*.* Young people 
may go forward,seeking a new romance amid the realities 
of the modern world and all its dizzying changes.But he 
has consumed himself,and will make no changes."
1 Critical Woodcut8--Wi'lia Cather and the Changing World 
by Stuart Sherman— pp32-48.

p
"Miss Cather studies the old generation and its con

servatism,and the new with its frothiness and commer
cialism. She makes the professor a startling real figure, 
a gentleman,kindly and eccentric and finely idealistic. 
Unfortunately he has never been taught the religion of 
his father;but Catholic references throughout the book 
are sympathetic."

^ America— Vol.34.1925. p 46.
- —  '■ ' — -    — - — -  ■
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My Mortal Enemy

The story,My Mortal Enemy,tells of Myra Henshawe,who 
was an orphan,and had been taken into the home of John 
Driscoll,her great uncle to be brought up, John Driscoll 
was richjhe had made his fortune employing contract labor 
in the Missouri swamps. He retired from business early, 
returned to the town where he had been a poor boy,and built 
a fine house in which he took great pride.
Myra's good looks and high spirits gratified the old man's 

pride. She was fond of him and he knew it. There was never 
a serious disagreement between them until it came to young 
Oswald Henshawe,an ulster Protestant,who fell in love with 
Myra at first sight, when old Driscoll found that. Osvrald 
was calling on his niece,he forbade his coming to the house. 
The young man was so persecuted by old Driscoll that he rous
ed himself and went to Hew York where he remained for two 
years. When he was in a position to marry,he wrote to John 
Driscoll , and told him his resources and prospects,and asked 
him for his niece's hand, it was then that John Driscoll 
had it out with Myra. He confronted her with a cold busi
ness proposition, if she married young Henshawe,he would 
cut her off without a penny. He would do so because he had 
never adopted her. if she did not she would inherit two- 
thirds of his property--the remaining third was to go to
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the Church.

Some months after this conversation,Myra went 
out with a sleighing party. They drove to a neigh
boring town where she met Oswald and in the presence 
of his parents and of Myra’s friends,they were marri
ed by civil authority. The hard old uncle was as 
good as his word, Mer name was not mentioned in his 
will. Me left it all to the Catholic Church and to 
institutions.

John Driscoll lived on for many years after the 
flight of his niece. At his funeral the high altars 
blazed with hundreds of candles,the choir was entire
ly filled by the masses of flowers. The bishop was 
there and many priests in gorgeous vestments. When 
the pall-bearers arrived,Driscoll did not go to the 
church;the church went to him. They bore his corpse 
up to the high altar on a river of color and incense 
and organ-tone; they claimed it and enclosed it.

Myra Henshawe is a person who cannot make her
self contented in poverty and its surroundings.
Her passionate infatuation for young Oswald passes 
into distaste for him,and later into deep rancor.

Her thwarted but indestructible romanticism finds
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its outlet in her attempt to wring from friendship

and from art something nohler than the mere routine 
of every day life. The happiness she so much craves 
and seeks comes to her never. She has a long sick
ness before her death,preceding which she asks for 
the priest and receives the Last Sacraments. 
Frequently she is heard to exclaim in the stillness
of the night: "Why must I die like this,alone with 
my mortal enemy?"

Ethel Wallace Hawkins says: "My Mortal Enemy 
is a brilliant study of temperament. Fothing that 
Miss Cather has written— not even A Lost Lady has 
more vitality;nothing is more relentless."

Book Review Digest-- 1926. p 127.

ME Mortal Enemy is an exquisite study of tem
perament. From the beginning to the end of the story
it is Myra’s strong,turbulent will that dominates 
the entire plot. One reads anxiously,anticipating 
most any unheard of outburst from Myra. There is 
something unusually fascinating about the story.
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Death Comes for the Archbishop 
The novel,Death Comes for the Archbishop, is tech

nically an historical biography dealing imaginatively 
though accurately with the life of a Catholic mission
ary in Hew Mexico during the years following 1848, 
when the United States acquired considerable foreign 
territory. It was a grand opportunity for those 

blessed with missionary zeal. For minds less zealous 
it appeared an unrewarding and desolate area where 
converts were few and funds were constantly needed.

"The two men who play hero in the novel are priests. 
It is no new thing for Willa Cather to speak well of 
Catholic Priests. Whenever she has had occasion for 
them and their calling in her stories,she has always 

shown a fine respect for them. She had,likewise,a 
reverent regard for their function and their faith.
But the passing references to people and things 
Catholic which she made use of in her earlier novels 
has now developed into the main theme of a story. As 
a result,Miss Cather has written an undeniably true 
and beautiful Catholic novel.

"The prologue is a violent contrast to the story.

She begins,"One summer evening in the year 1848,three 
Cardinals and a missionary Bishop from the United States 
dined luxuriously in the gardens of a villa in the Sabine
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Hills,overlooking Rome. The Cardinals were witty, 
suave,cultured and elegant;the Bishop was plain 
American. At this dinner,a decision of import to 
the Church in the United States was reached. The 
American Bishop had obtained the appointment of a 
young French priest,then laboring in his diocese 
along the Great Lakes,to the vicarate of the terri
tory newly acquired by the United States from Mexico. 
Jean Marie Latour was the priest named. His diocese 
embraced a territory larger than Central and West
ern Europe,barring Russia. Eut no man could define 
its limits or say what was its condition.

"From Rome,with its international character 
strongly stressed,the novel crosses to the vast, 
mysterious territory vaguely comprehended as New 
Mexico and Arizona. Father Latour,the new Vicar, 
leaves Cincinnati for Santa Fe;the journey consumes 
a year. Arrived at Santa Fe,he finds the clergy 
rebellious,and so he must travel some 1,500 miles 
to Durango,in old Mexico,where lives the Bishop 
from whose jurisdiction his diocese is carved.Ob
taining his credentials,he rode his horse back to 
Santa Fe and began the life work among the deserts
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and the mountains,among half-breeds and the degen
erates, that obedience had assigned to him as his 
garden and his fruits.

"Associated with Father Jean Marie Latour in his 
apostolate was Father Joseph Vaillant,who was exceed
ingly homely but very holy and possessed the driving 
power of a dozen men in his poorly built body.

"These men were steel. Together they picked up, 
as though with naked hands,the embers of a dying 
faith and fanned them with their heaving breath to a 
consuming fire. They rode their mules through the 
wind-swept deserts and across the beetling mountain 
trails;they rode incessantly through rain and snow 
and scorching suns;they slept under the trees and 
ate in the native huts;and their souls were desolate 
more than once as they shouldered their heavy crosses. 
But they spent their lives for God and they did not 
count the beads of tears and sweat.

"When death came for the Archbishop and Bishop 
Vaillant.God had already advanced to them a share of 
the wages they had fully deserved.

"With beautiful and delicate weaving of words 
the author enriches her biography with legends of the 
period. She gives us a portrait of the famous Kit Carson.
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She tells of the good priest father Junipero Serra 
who was given shelter for a night by the Holy Family. 
We learn of the Bishop of Leavenworth,who begged for 
Father Joseph’s aid in bringing peace and decency to 
Colorado during the gold rush under the shadow of 
Pikes Peak.

"There is no real heroine with sharply defined 
sexual impulses in the story. The two men do not 
help to form a triangle. Neither of the men whose 
souls are laid bare has a thought about a woman. 
Nevertheless,this is a love story,a story of pass
ionate, flaming, consuming love.It tells of the love 
of two men,one for the other,of the devastating 
love of these two men for men,women and children,of 
the all-embracing love of God for these two men and 
of other men,and of their love for Him. If the 
theme of love be requisite for a novel,this is a 
romance of the highest caliber.

"The Catholic reader may possibly dislike cer
tain incidents retold in the story,that of Padre 
Gallegos for example,who was a gambler and a sports
man,who was a dancer and a drinker,and who contra
dicted in word and fact the Catholic practice of 
clerical celibacy,or that of the miserly Padre Lucero,
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or the legend of Pray Baltazar. But these incidents 
had as much historical foundation as those more edify
ing ones of Padre Jesus and of Pra Junipero,of Pather 
Latour and Pather Vaillant.

"One might have preferred Miss Cather to forego 
these old legends and tales just as one might beg a 
person not to speak of the corns on a beautiful lady’s 
toes. But Miss Cather is not so much concerned with 
scandal as with the opportunity these scandals afforded 
to show the nobility of her two priest-heroes. They were 
untouched by them personally and they exemplified in their 
reformation the cleansing sanctity of the Church.

In her narrative,Miss Cather seldom falters in her 
description of Catholic doctrine or belief. Curiously,the 
only mistakes are to be found on two pages in which she 
speaks of "The Blessed Sacrament of the Massy of the 
Blessed Virgin as "Divine? and of old Sada "adoring" the 
little silver medal. Otherwise,Miss Cather speaks as 
accurately of our religion as would a Catholic author."

America--Wi11a Cather Eulogizes the Archbishop--by Rev. 
Prancis Talbot.S.J. Vol.37.Sept 24,1927.Page 572-3.
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"The Archbishop is a scholar,end a son of scholars; 
the assistant is a baker’s son and a superstitious child 
of faith. The bishop is tolerant to weakness.Father 
Vaillant is fanatical. Clearly here are presented two 
good men of different kinds,not degrees,of goodness. 
Whether the bishop is real,actual,a few may question. 
Without doubt he was a character that could live in an 
epoch;he was a character for whom death could come as 
a climax. And what he saw in this era is worth our 
seeing,what he thought is worth our reading about.

"Thus the bishop is not a type. He is an individual. 
Most of us feel he is the ideal of what a good man should 
be--not too good to be true. He is made individual by 
his idiosyncracies--his pride,his vanity,his worldliness. 
He is made good by giving emphasis to his goodness which 
was great enough to outweigh his weaknesses. Yet he is 
the archbishop,not any archbishop. The author does not 
say he would be this same man in France. He sought the 
place where he could realize himself."

Creative Heading-- Death Comes for the Archbishop— by
Emily Newell Blair--Lesson 2.Page 19.

Miss Cather describes the archbishop as follows: 
"Under his buckskin riding-coat he wore a black vest 
and the cravat and collar of a churchman. A young priest

2
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at his devotions;and a priest in a thousand one knew at 
a glance. His bowed head was not that of an ordinary man; 
it was built for the seat of a fine intelligence. His 
brow was open,generous and reflective,his features hand
some and somewhat severe. There was a singular elegance 
about the hands below the fringed cuffs of the buckskin
jacket. Everything showed him to be a man of gentle birth_
brave,sensitive,courteous. His manners,even when he was 
alone in the desert,were distinguished. He had a kind of 
courtesy toward himself,toward his beasts,toward the juni
per tree before which he knelt,and the God Whom he was 
addressing."

"Willa Cather has brought this wonderful novel to 
us with a purpose— the purpose of making us see that the 
man lived out his potentialities,of making us recognize 
our connection with the past of Hew Mexico. But she did 
not do it by gathering facts to prove it to us. She merely 
gave us the facts that made her feel this purpose. Whether 
one considers Heath Comes for the Archbishop significant 
or not depends upon one's own set of values. It succeeds 
in showing us our heritage and something of our debt to 
the past. It shows us an era in our national life of 
which we may not be very proud. It shows us savagery as 
superior in some ways to our ways. It shows us ourselves
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through more civilized eyes. It shows us the value of 
life,how much of living it may yield— a revelation 
that must make the round of trivial conformities to a 
system of "get and Gain" seem pure waste. Surely for 
every sincere reader it proposes a most serious ques
tion. "When death comes for me what account shall I 
give of this,my life?"

"In all her hooks Miss Cather’s interest is in the 
full,rich life which realizes all the human being’s 

"potentialities'.' And in Death Comes for the Archbishop 
she has shown us a mind with great potentialities for 
living on a highly intellectual plane in a complex, 
highly organized society and for experiencing the most 
refined spiritual ecstasies placed among the illiterate, 
dull minds in a simple,rude society that takes its 
religion in highly seasoned,exaggerated,gross forms 
and apparently offers no opportunities to his abilities. 
Yet this great man of God does realize his potentialities, 
does live a rich,full satisfactory life,and can feel at 
the end that he has realized the ambition of his youth."
3 Creative Reading— Death Comes for the Archbishop--by 
Emily Newell Blair. Lesson 2. Page 7-19.
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"The style of the hook,Death Comes for the Archbishop 
is beautiful in its simplicity and orderliness. One feels 
that the author often restrains her desire to be lyrical 
or rythmic in order not to obscure the impressiveness or 
the power of her narrative.
Book Review~Digest— 1927--Mary 1.Chase, p 1331

"The book,though as clear as a dewdrop,is not super
ficial. Miss Cather is inspired to her best because she 
is working on a theme that is peculiarly sympathetic to 
her."
Book Review Digest— 192? Rebecca West.p 133.

Miss Cather blends beauty with truth and gives us 
one of the best novels of 1927. The theory of Death Comes 
for the Archbishop is worthy of a Catholic writer, it 
is decidedly the best and most readable novel that Miss Cather 
has written.
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’»villa Gather in a letter to the Commonweal for 
November 23,1927 gives an account of how she happen
ed to write Death Comes for the Archbishop. She says:

"When I first went into the Southwest some fifteen 
years ago,I stayed there for a considerable period of 
time. It was then much harder to get about than it is 
today. There were no automobile roads and no hotels off 
the main lines of railroad. One had to travel by wagon 
and carry a camp outfit. One traveled slowly,and had 
plenty of time for reflection. It was then very difficult 
to find anyone who would tell me anything about the 
country,or even about the roads. One of the most intelli
gent and inspiriting persons I found in my travels was a 
Belgian priest.Father Halterraann,who lived with his sister 
in the parsonage behind the beautiful old Church at Santa 
Cruz,New Mexico,where he raised fancy poultry and sheep 
and had a wonderful vegetable and flower garden. He was 
a florid,full-bearded farmer priest,who drove about 
among his eighteen Indian missions with a spring wagon 
and a pair of mules. He knew a great deal about the 
country,Indians and their traditions.

"The longer I stayed in the Southwest,the more I 
felt that the story of the Catholic asfaurch in that 
country was the most interesting of all stories.
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The old mission churches,even those which were aban
doned and in ruins,had a moving reality about them; 
the hand-carved beams and joists,the utterly uncon
ventional frescoes,the countless fanciful figures of 
the saints,no two of them alike,seemed a direct ex
pression of some real and lively human feeling. They 
were all fresh,individual,first hand. Almost every 
one of those many remote little adobe churches in 
the mountains or the desert had something lovely that 
was its own. In lonely,sombre villages in the mountain 
the church decorations were sombre,the martyrdoms 
bloodier,the grief of the Virgin,more agonized,the 
figure of death more terrifying. In warm gentle 
valleys everything about the churches was milder.
I used to wish there were some written account of 
the old times when those churches were built;but I 
soon felt that no record of them could be as real as 
they are themselves. They are their own story,and it 
is a foolish convention that we must have everything 
interpreted for us in written language. There are 
other ways of telling what one feels,and the people 
who built and decollated those many,many little churches 
found their way and left their messages.

"During the twelve years that followed my first



53

year in New Mexico and Arizona I went back as often 
as I could,and the story of the Church and the Span
ish missionaries was always what most interested me; 
but I hadn’t the remotest idea of trying to write 
about it. I was working on things of a very differ
ent nature,and any story of the Church in the South
west was certainly the business of some Catholic 
writer,and not mine at all*

"Meanwhile Archbishop Lamy,the first Bishop of 
New Mexico,had become a sort of invisible personal 
friend. I had heard a great many interesting stories 
about him from very old Mexicans and traders,who re
membered him,and I never passed the life-size bronze 
of him,which stands under a locust tree before the 
Cathedral of Santa Fe without wishing that I could learn 
more about a pioneer churchman who looked so well-bred 
and distinguished. What I felt curious about was the 
daily life of such a man in a crude frontier society.

"Two years ago in Santa Fe that curiosity was 
gratified. I came upon a book printed years ago in a 
country press at Pueblo,Colorado. The life of the 
Right Rev. Joseph P.Machebeuf,by William Joseph 
Hawlett.a priest who had worked with Father Machebeuf 
in Denver. The book is an admirable piece of work,



54

almost as revelatory about Father Lamy as about Father 
Machebeuf.since the two men were so closely associated 
from early youth. Father Hawlett had gone to France 
and got his information about Father Machebeuf*s youth 
direct from his sister,Philomene. She gave him her 
letters from Father Machebeuf»telling all the little 
details of his life in New Mexico and Father Hawlett 
inserted dozens of them,splendidly translated,into 
his biography. At last,I found out what I wanted to 
know about how the country and the people of New Mexico 
seemed to those first missionary priests from France. 
Without these letters in Father Hewlett’s book to 
guide me,I would certainly never have dared to write 
my book. Of course,many of the incidents I used were 
experiences of my own,but in these letters I learned 
how experiences very similar to them affected Father 
Machebeuf and Father Lamy.

"My book was a conjunction of the general and the 
particular.like most works of the imagination.I had 
all my life wanted to write something,in the style 
of* legend,which is absolutely the reverse of drama«* 
tic treatment.

"What I got from Father Machebeuf*s letters was 
the mood,the spirit in which they accepted the acci-
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dents and hardships of a desert country,the joyful 
energy that kept them going. To attempt to convey 
this hardihood of spirit one must use language a 
little stiff,a little formal,one must not be afraid 
of the old trite phraseology of the frontier. Some 
of those time-worn phrases I used as the note from 
the piano by which the violinist tunes his instru
ment. Not that there was much difficulty in keep
ing the pitch. I did not sit down to write the book 
until the feeling of it had so teased me that I could 
not get on with other things. The writing of it took 
only a few months.because the book had all been lived 
many times before it was written,and the happy mood 
in which I began it never paled. It was like going

back and playing the early composer after surfeit 
of modern music.

"One friendly reviewer says that to write the 
book I soaked myself in a Catholic lore;perhaps it 
would have been better if I had. But too much in
formation often makes one pompous.

"Some things I had to ask about. I had no notion 
of the manner in which a missionary from the new 
world would be received by the Pope,so I asked an old 
friend,Father Dennis Fitzgerald,the resident priest
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in Red Cloud,Nebraska where my parents live. He 
was a student in Rome in his youth,so I asked him to 
tell me something about the procedure of a formal 
audience with the Pope. There again 1 had to exercise 
self-restraint,for he told me such interesting things 
that 1 was strongly tempted to make Father’s Vaillant's 
audience stand out too much. Writing this book,the title 
by the way,which has caused a great deal of comment,was 
simply taken from Purer's Dance of Death,was like a 
happy vacation from life,a return to childhood,to early 
memories. As a writer 1 had the satisfaction of working 
in a special genre which I had long wished to try. As a 
human being,I had the pleasure of paying an old debt 
of gratitude to the valiant men whose life and work 
have given me so many hours of pleasant reflection in 
fra-away places where certain unvoidable accidents and 
physical discomforts gave me a feeling of close kin
ship with them. In the main I followed the life stories 
of the two Bishops very much as it was,though I used 
many of my own experiences and some of my father’s.
In actual fact,of course,Bishop Lamy died first,and 
it was Bishop Machebeuf who went to his funeral,

"I hope that I have told you what you wished to 
know about my book and I remain

Willa Cather"
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Willa Cather remarked to one of her friends 
that she did not ordinarily answer or give any atten
tion to letters requesting information about herself 
or her books,but when Father McGinnis wrote and asked 
for a letter explaining how she came to write Death 
£.?i?A3. the Archbiahop she could not refuse,as 
Catholics had always been very kind to her.

Each new novel that Miss Cather gives to the 
public is an improvement over the last,and it is with 
eagerness that all lovers of good novels anticipate 
the announcement that Miss Cather has written another 
book.

In conclusion we may truly say of Miss Cather
that:

"She loved the prairie as a man with a heart 
shot full of pain over love.

Here we know she will hanker after nothing 
so much as one more sunrise or a sky moon of fire, 
doubled to a river moon of water."

Carl Sandburg.
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