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			To my family

		

	
		
			
			The unexpected favors of fortune, no matter how dazzling, do not mean very much to us. They may excite or divert us for a time, but when we look back, the only things we cherish are those which in some way met our original want; the desire which is formed in early youth, undirected, and of its own accord.

			—The Song of the Lark
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			If there were an instrument by which to measure desire, one could foretell achievement.

			—The Professor’s House
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			She was christened Wilella Cather, but the name displeased her and she tried out, in childhood, various modifications: Willa Love Cather, William Cather, M.D., William Cather, Jr., and then, at twenty-eight, Willa Sibert Cather, which stuck till 1920. She was her own raw material and self-transformation was her game. The writer who leapt into the forefront of American letters with O Pioneers! (1913), The Song of the Lark (1915), and My Ántonia (1918) was already middle-aged, and had generated hundreds of thousands of words of journalism, copy she regarded as a closed chapter of her life after 1912 and wished never to speak about. Slow emergence—by way of theater and book reviews and human-interest features at the Nebraska State Journal, Lincoln’s leading newspaper, then as an editor and contributor at the Home Monthly in Pittsburgh (a would-be competitor to the Ladies’ Home Journal), then teaching at two Pittsburgh high schools, then as managing editor and contributor at an important muckraking periodical, McClure’s Magazine, in New York—did not deter her from the ultimate goal, which was literary immortality. Writing to her friend Mariel Gere in August 1896, she said: “There is no God but one God and Art is his revealer. That’s my creed and I’ll follow it to the end, to a hotter place than Pittsburgh if need be.”

			Her story begins in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, in the town of Winchester, where she lived until the age of nine (and whose native speech she seems to have preserved traces of all her life). She was exposed early by her maternal grandmother to the Bible, The Pilgrim’s Progress, and Peter Parley’s Universal History. When she was nine a reversal of the family’s never-very-stable fortunes induced her father to try his luck in the West. They settled in Nebraska, on the high plains between the Little Blue and Republican Rivers near a town called Red Cloud. The bare-as-sheet-iron landscape was at first frightening. James Burden surely speaks for Willa’s nine-year-old self when he says in My Ántonia: “There was nothing but land: not a country at all, but the material out of which countries are made . . . I had never before looked up at the sky when there was not a familiar mountain range against it.”

			Red Cloud and environs would prove the abundant seedbed of her imagination, and granted her a kind of exposure she could never have had in the Shenandoah Valley. A few doors down in Red Cloud were the Weiners, a Jewish couple (vividly captured as the Rosens in “Old Mrs. Harris”) whose paintings and library and collection of Victrola records were a first taste of contemporary arts and letters. There was William Ducker, a store clerk with whom Willa studied Latin and Greek, advancing far enough to read Homer, Virgil, and Ovid.

			More profoundly, there were Swedes, Czechs, Norwegians, Russians, French Canadians, Mexicans, and more on the sparsely settled plains. She heard a babel of languages and observed ways of life very different from her own. These deep influences made her a cosmopolitan while she was still a provincial. They seem one key to her deeper theme: the nation as a gathering of peoples from elsewhere, adding Americanness to some earlier identity—as in her favorite book, The Aeneid, Aeneas founds Rome, thereby adding an Italic identity to his Trojan origins; as she herself added a Midwestern identity to the Virginian self she began with. I find this grafting of later onto earlier the central trope in her work—and the transformations of westwardness and escape from old trammels her chief theme. As she puts it in The Song of the Lark, the United States is “a place where refugees from old, sad countries were given another chance.” Her books are in effect a critique of Frederick Jackson Turner’s famous and outmoded frontier thesis: Turner has little to say about the disproportionate number of immigrants defining the westward movement of the nation.

			What sets her apart from her younger contemporaries—Hemingway, Faulkner, Fitzgerald, Dos Passos—is that this idealism about American possibility was unironic. What makes her the greatest of anti-modernists is that ideals were what were most real to her. In The Song of the Lark she calls them “instinctive standards for which one is bound to suffer.” Compare the authors of The Sun Also Rises, The Sound and the Fury, The Great Gatsby, and Manhattan Transfer, men who wrote mockingly about the illusoriness and deceptiveness of ideals. To Alfred Knopf she would declare in 1932: “If all the great ‘loyalties’ are utter lies—why then, they are ever so much better than the truth. And that is what brought ideals out of the dung heap in the first place—because creatures weren’t content with dung, though it is always there and in a sense more ‘real.’ ”

			“All my stories,” she told a Nebraska journalist, “have been written with the material that was gathered—no, God save us! Not gathered but absorbed—before I was fifteen years old.” There’s truth in this, of course. Temperament is established early and does not change. But what is most striking about Cather’s life is the catalytic role of experience on temperament. It was an ever-expanding knowledge of the world that would propel her to greatness. At twenty-five she spent an unforgettable week in New York, visiting museums and galleries, attending the Metropolitan Opera, writing reviews of plays for the New York Sun, lunching with Helena Modjeska, the great Polish actress. At twenty-nine she visited Europe for the first time: London and the west of England, Paris, Marseille, the cities and towns of Provence.

			Momentous, yes. But of still greater import would be a 1912 journey to Winslow, Arizona, to visit her brother Douglass. She was captured for good and all by the harsh beauty of the Southwest—“hard bit by new ideas,” as she called it in a letter to her young friend Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant. It seemed to her the landscape of an inner life hitherto unknown. Here she first became aware of eleventh- and twelfth-century Anasazi ruins honeycombing the canyons and mesas. As she writes to S. S. McClure: “I feel as if my mind had been freshly washed and ironed, and were ready for a new life.” Three years later she returned to the Southwest with Edith Lewis—the companion with whom she’d spend close on half a century—for an ecstatic summer-long stay. (“Happiness is something one can’t explain,” Tom Outland will say in The Professor’s House, remembering his months on the mesa. “Troubles enough came afterward, but there was that summer, high and blue, a life in itself.”) In addition to Mesa Verde, her inspiration for the Tom Outland inset (a glorious novella in its own right), they visited Taos and Santa Fe, both of which would prove crucial to her later work.

			With that 1915 trip, the mold of her life was set. She was deep into middle age: forty-one. She had followed, as she calls it in “Old Mrs. Harris,” “the long road that leads to things unguessed at and unforeseeable.” She did not make of herself a myth, as had Whitman and Frost. Her life does not have the beautiful or dire shape of parable, like Emily Dickinson’s or Hart Crane’s (or Hemingway’s, for that matter). She was bedeviled by neither mental illness nor alcoholism nor any other occupational hazard. She grew to hate most of modernity, declaring in 1936 in a famous adage, that “the world broke in two in 1922 or thereabouts,” and that she belonged to the severed past. Perhaps not surprisingly, her later work reached back deeper and deeper into history, to the early French settlers of Quebec in Shadows on the Rock, to slaveholding Virginians in Sapphira and the Slave Girl. At the end of her life she was at work on a long story or perhaps a novel meant to take place in fourteenth-century Avignon.

			How to dramatize the slow, steady fire she was? All scholars of Cather are indebted to Edith Lewis’s Willa Cather Living: A Personal Record and Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant’s Willa Cather: A Memoir, both from 1953. Also from 1953 is Edward Killoran Brown’s Willa Cather, the first biography. Two additional biographies on the shelf are noteworthy. There is, from 1987, Willa Cather: A Literary Life by James Woodress, a vast tabulation of the data. And there is Sharon O’Brien’s Willa Cather: The Emerging Voice, from 1986, which covers only the first half of the life.

			As well, Cather has been lucky in the critics she’s attracted, particularly Hermione Lee, whose Willa Cather: Double Lives remains the best single book. Also worthwhile is Joan Acocella’s witty, spirited excursion into the world of Cather studies, Willa Cather and the Politics of Criticism.

			Lee and Acocella simply take Cather’s strong preference for her own gender as a given, much as Cather herself seems to have done. And they are both good at revealing how effortlessly androgynous she was in her imagination. (But is androgynous imagination not a feature of all the most cherished novelists—Emily Brontë, Dickens, George Eliot, Tolstoy, Proust, and so on? They effortlessly inhabit the skins of men and women characters.)

			These earlier Cather scholars were obliged to paraphrase letters, never quote from them. But paraphrase is a poor substitute for Cather’s stylistic verve. The letters are an unmediated channel to her inner life. With the lifting at last of this stricture against quoting from them, the time has come for a new biography. I wish to frame the story as driven by Cather’s antagonism to the times in which she lived. She alone among the moderns wrote with unguarded admiration about the antique virtues: valor, loyalty, fulfillment of some high destiny. I think of two of her most memorable heroes, Professor Godfrey St. Peter in The Professor’s House and Father Latour in Death Comes for the Archbishop, men so triumphant at journey’s end as to call to mind Shakespeare’s hero estranged from his times, Prospero. Professor St. Peter, the famed and prematurely aged historian, reacquaints himself, after long neglect, with the original, unmodified Godfrey, the boy he was and whom he now feels to have been most real in his sequence of selves. By contrast, Father Jean Marie Latour in Death Comes for the Archbishop experiences, in the shadow of death, a simultaneity of all the Jean Maries he’s been, all of them now on an equal footing: “He sat in the middle of his own consciousness; none of his former states of mind were lost or outgrown. They were all within reach of his hand, and all comprehensible.”

			Cather’s genius, unmistakable from 1913, was belated. While her life was luckier than her contemporary Proust’s—he died at fifty-one, she at seventy-three—both vanquished lesser selves along the rough path to fulfillment of their aims. Both became geniuses through traceable feats of will. (Cather writes to her friend Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant: “If only I could nail up the front door and live in a mess, I could simply become a fountain pen and have done with it.—a conduit for ink to run through. And I like that well enough, too. I’m less trouble to myself than I am at any other time.”) She found herself more and more truly as she wrote.

			Richard Holmes, dean of contemporary British biographers, says: “The dead call to us out of the past. They ask to be heard, remembered, understood.” Who doubts it? The right distance, the right judgment, the right angle of vision—these bring a heroine or hero to life on the page. Holmes speaks of “the infinitely puzzling difference between chance and destiny in biographical narrative: between the contingent and the inevitable, between the phrase ‘and then . . . ’ and the phrase ‘and because . . . ’ ”

			In the case of Cather, the protagonist is from an early age driven by an inevitability or exalted sense of who she was fated to be; she is determined not to get ambushed by contingencies—as if she resolved in childhood that she would get everything out of life she wanted. The pitfalls were for others. She believed in luck, particularly her own, and believed in the luck-making power of desire. She had a destiny, devoutly believed in; she swept aside impediments; her goals were vividly before her.

			A chain of influence runs from Cather to Katherine Anne Porter, from Porter to Eudora Welty, from Welty to Alice Munro. These three venerated her. Munro’s story “Dulse” tells of a Mr. Stanley so besotted by Willa Cather that his joy in life is to come to Grand Manan Island in the Bay of Fundy—thirty-five miles off the New Brunswick coast—where Cather spent many summers, and sit in a folding chair beside her cottage, gazing out, imagining what Willa’s view of the Atlantic would have been before the trees obscured it. These pilgrimages arise from a debt of love: “ ‘I have been her admirer for over sixty years,’ he said. He paused, holding his knife over his plate. ‘I read and reread her, and my admiration grows. It simply grows. There are people here who remember her. Tonight, I am going to see a woman, a woman who knew Willa, and had conversations with her. She is eighty-eight years old but they say she has not forgotten. The people here are beginning to learn of my interest and they will remember someone like this and put me in touch.’ ”

			I own to a feeling of fraternity with Mr. Stanley. “What a lovely, durable shelter he had made for himself,” writes Munro. “He could carry it everywhere and nobody could interfere with it.” So Cather has been, for me—a lovely, durable shelter. This book arises from a debt of love.

		

	
		One

		To a Desert Place
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		The beautiful word “Shenandoah,” of unknown Native American origin, stands for a river and an opulently green valley. Willa Cather’s Virginia forebears on both sides had been there for four generations. Winchester township, seat of Frederick County, lies along the old turnpike between North and South and repeatedly changed hands in the course of the Civil War. Willa’s grandfather William Cather, of Welsh ancestry, had stayed resolutely Unionist. Her mother’s people, the Boaks, were secessionists. Her uncle William Seibert Boak had died of his wounds at Manassas. Willa’s mother, Virginia Boak Cather, revered the memory of this nineteen-year-old, her favorite brother, and kept his saber and Confederate flag with her always.

		In Sapphira and the Slave Girl (1940), Cather’s final novel, published seven years prior to her death, she re-created the antebellum world of her grandparents. The setting is Back Creek, where her mother’s people, the Boaks (Blakes in the novel), had been long settled. The year of the novel is 1856. Sapphira Dodderidge Colbert, a dropsical invalid, fears that her husband, Henry, is on the verge of having an affair with their “half-caste” housemaid, Nancy, and wishes to sell the girl. Sapphira’s adult daughter—the warmhearted heroine of this otherwise chilly book—arranges for Nancy to escape across the Potomac and on to Canada via the underground railroad.

		There is substance to Toni Morrison’s objection that the novel submits its Black heroine to the white gaze of the Colberts; she is understood only from without. Yet in the end it is she, the slave girl, and Till, her mother—subject to the barbarity of the peculiar institution—who emerge as the only unmarred persons in the book. The moral mutilation of having owned chattel persists among the whites, an indelible sin.

		In the epilogue Nancy returns decades later to visit her former owners. Just such a visitation was among Willa’s earliest memories. It is as though she had all along been treasuring it up for last. “In this book my end was my beginning,” she wrote to Alexander Woollcott. What she knew during the first nine years of life was Back Creek and its environs and nothing beyond. The return of Nancy must have seemed to the little girl a visionary event.

		Edith Lewis felt Sapphira had been catalyzed by the deaths of Charles Cather, her father, and, three years later, her mother, Virginia Boak Cather. In relative old age Willa brought all powers to bear on her remotest family recollections, the scenes of early childhood. The valley of the Shenandoah, little on her mind for decades, grew luminous.

		Lands west of the Missouri were a strong lure for Virginians in the aftermath of the Civil War. Congress had passed the Homestead Act in 1862; if you were white and male there was land for the taking. As Woodress writes: “A man could plow a straight furrow as far as the horizon, and the rich top soil was said to be twelve feet deep.” This idealism would come up against the unforgiving reality of heat waves cooking the corn in its tassel, grasshopper invasions, howling winters—and the fundamental obduracy of a wild soil never before tilled, shaggy with the high red grass that covered plains as yet unbroken by any plow. Such had been the immemorial homeland of the hunting-and-gathering Cheyenne, Arapaho, Comanche, Kiowa, and other Indigenous nations. Such was the original West the first homesteaders came to. Its stubbornness was a trick nature played on the first settlers (some of whom gave up and went back to where they’d come from, or died by suicide, like Mr. Shimerda, Ántonia’s father, in My Ántonia). Here is how Alexandra Bergson puts it in O Pioneers!: “The land did it. It had its little joke. It pretended to be poor because nobody knew how to work it right: and then, all at once, it worked itself. It woke up out of its sleep.” The sea of grass that had covered for numberless ages the landmass from the Missouri to the Rockies became in the course of several decades a breadbasket to the world.

		Cather was not slow to note the compensations of the fierce new land: flower-laden springtimes and, above all, brilliant crisp autumns. “In the newest part of the New World,” she wrote in her essay on Nebraska, “autumn is the season of beauty and sentiment, as spring is in the Old World.” By 1882, the Burlington and Missouri River Railroad was running between Chicago and Denver. Red Cloud was a division point along the line, with its newspapers, banks, stores and hotels, smithy and mill. In Webster County, by the time of Willa’s arrival in 1882, there were more immigrants than native stock. She heard a variety of languages and seems to have embraced the confusion almost immediately. After all, she was an immigrant too, and suddenly a member of a minority: the Anglo-Saxon homesteaders.

		In the course of the first year on the Divide—as the high ground between the Republican and the Little Blue Rivers and between the Little Blue and the Platte are known—she thought she’d die of homesickness for northern Virginia with its rolling hills and temperate weather. She and the new land—“as naked as the back of your hand”—had it out before she came to love it. Then the desert place became home.

		The babel of Scandinavians and Central Europeans and Frenchmen and more captivated her. In this unlikely place she became a citizen of the world. She would say in a 1913 interview: “We had very few American neighbors. They were mostly Swedes and Danes, Norwegians and Bohemians. I liked them from the first and they made up for what I missed in the country. I particularly liked the old women; they understood my homesickness and were kind to me . . . These old women on the farms were the first people who ever gave me the real feeling of an older world across
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