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ABSTRACT 

The T r o l l  Garden and My Morta l  Enemy make a  small b u t  d i s t i n c t  

group w i t h i n  the  Cather canon. A fundamental theme i n  bo th  books i s  the  

quest f o r  human greatness and i t s  i n e v i t a b l e  f r u s t r a t i o n s .  Un l i ke  so many 

Cather f i c t i o n s  i n  which the  pro tagon is ts  a t t a i n  he ro i c  s ta tu re ,  these 

s t o r i e s  desc r ibe  a  wor ld  where greatness i s  w i t h h e l d  and the  emphasis f a l l s  

on t h e  search r a t h e r  than on i t s  complet ion. For the characters,  t h i s  

i s  a l s o  a  w o r l d  o f  con t rad i c t i ons ,  where t h e i r  v i s i o n a r y  needs seem always 

t o  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  the  r e a l i t i e s  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s .  Cather 's  view o f  the human 

c o n d i t i o n  i s  bo th  i r o n i c  and t r a g i c ,  y e t  t he  characters achieve a  c e r t a i n  

n o b i l i t y  i n  the  process o f  t h e i r  search f o r  greatness. 

These issues a re  g iven d e f i n i t i o n  and substance i n  both books by 

Ca the r ' s  ex tens i ve  use o f  l i t e r a r y  sources. The I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h i s  t hes i s  

g i ves  a  b r i e f  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  the  books and t h e i r  themes. Pa r t  One examines 

The T r o l l  Garden s t o r i e s  i n  the l i g h t  o f  two sources, "The Forest  Children," 

a  s h o r t  p iece  o f  prose by Charles Kingsley,  and "Gobl in Market,'' a  poem by 

C h r i s t i n a  Rosse t t i .  Pa r t  Two c a r r i e s  on the  study o f  these same sources by 

l ook ing  a t  t h e i r  s i gn i f i cance  t o  My Mor ta l  Enemy, and considers a  t h i r d  

source, an essay by He in r i ch  Heine, t i t l e d  "The Gods i n  Ex i l e . "  



This investigation of sources uncovers some of the complexity that lies 

behind the seemingly simple prose of Willa Cather, and helps us to interpret 

with increased understanding her themes of greatness and duality. The Heine 

allusions, in fact, direct us to a whole structure of mythological thought 

which, in turn, reveals the novella's central character as an Olympian 

figure in exile. 
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l NTRODUCT l ON 

Two books by W i l l a  Cather, o f  the  same approximate l eng th  and publ ished 

I twenty-one years apa r t  make unusual compan ion-pieces. The T r o l l  Garden (1 905) 

i s  a c o l l e c t i o n  o f  seven sho r t  s t o r i e s ,  a l l  o f  which were w r i t t e n  i n  the  

p e r i o d  1902-1904, when the  author was around t h i r t y  years o l d  and employed 

as a h i g h  school teacher i n  P i t tsburgh.  The o t h e r  book, t he  nove l l a  My Mof ta l  

2 
Enemy (1926), i s  the  work of  a much o l d e r  and experienced w r i t e r ;  by 1926 

W i l l a  Cather had been an independent, p ro fess iona l  n o v e l i s t  f o r  four teen 

years. Although i n  a very r e a l  sense a l l  o f  Cather 's  w r i t i n g s  a r e  o f  a piece, 

her  books a r e  u s u a l l y  grouped and discussed according t o  some obvious 

s i m i l a r i t i e s .  l f h e r e  a re  the  p r a i r i e  f i c t i o n s  (0 Pioneers!, My i n t o n i a ,  - One 

o f  Ours, A Lost  Lady and Obscure ~ e s t i n i e s ) ,  the  s t o r i e s  about a r t i s t s   h he - 
Song of t he  Lark, Youth and the B r i a h t  Medusa, Lucy ~ a v h e a r t ) ,  t he  traged 

o f  middle-age ( ~ l e x a n d e r ' s  Bridge, The Professor 's  ~ o u s e ) ,  and the  h i s t o r  

novels ( ~ e a t h  Comes f o r  the  Archbishop, Shadows on the  Rock, and Sapphi ra  

and t h e  Slave ~ i r l ) .  The T r o l l  Garden and My Mor ta l  Enemy have a f f i n i t i e s  

w i t h  these books, y e t  t h e i r  c e n t r a l  preoccupations se t  them apart .  As a 

w r i t e r ,  W i l l a  Cather was i n  the  h a b i t  o f  t ak ing  new experiences and working - 

w i t h  them i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  former concerns. What I s h a l l  t r y  t o  show i n  t h i s  

t h e s i s  i s  t h a t  The T r o l l  Garden and My Mor ta l  Enemy share the  same thematic 

concerns and pr imary  sources, and t h a t  desp i te  t h e i r  d is tance i n  t ime, genre, 

and sub jec t  mat ter ,  they c o n s t i t u t e  w i t h i n  the  Cather canon a l i t t l e  grouping 

o f  t h e i r  own. 



A fundamental theme i n  both works i s  t h e  quest f o r  human greatness 

and i t s  i n e v i t a b l e  f r u s t r a t i o n s .  The sub jec t  o f  greatness was an obsessive 

one w i t h  Cather and informs a l l  her  w r i t i n g :  f o r  example, Alexandra ( i n  

o pioneers!) and Antonia achieve he ro i c  s t a t u r e  as pioneer women making a 

new land; Thea Kronborg i n  The Song o f  t he  Lark  becomes a wor ld  famous opera 

s inger ;  and the  Archbishop b u i l d s  the  g rea t  cathedral  o f  the  American South- 

west. i n  The T r o l l  Garden s t o r i e s  and i n  My Mor ta l  Enemy, however, the  

achievement o f  v i s i b l e  greatness i s  denied the  pro tagon is ts ,  and the  focus 

f a l l s  on the  search ra the r  than on i t s  completion. I n  these s to r ies ,  Cather 

tu rns  away from her romantic v i s i o n  o f  conquest t o  an i r o n i c  view o f  t he  

human c o n d i t i o n  where the  impulse towards greatness i s  compromised by such 

human f a i l i n g s  as pretension,  se l f -de lus ion ,  and by the  c u l t u r a l  poverty  o f  a 

young, m a t e r i a l i s t i c  country. 

, Butwhat e s p e c i a l l y  marks these s t o r i e s  i s  the  wor ld  of c o n t r a d i c t i o n  

which the  characters a r e  .obl iged t o  i nhab i t .  These a r e  people whose v i s i o n a r y  

needs c o n f l i c t  w i t h  the  r e a l i t i e s  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s  and who, as a r e s u l t ,  remain 

l a r g e l y  u n f u l f i l l e d .  I n  a l l  o f  these na r ra t i ves ,  Cather i s  exp lo r ing  the  

idea o f  opposi tes i n  tension. Two o f  t he  s t o r i e s  look a t  d u a l i t y  as 

represented by p a i r s  o f  characters. The o the r  s i x  examine c o n t r a d i c t i o n  as 

i t  p e r t a i n s  t o  the  i n d i v i d u a l  pe rsona l i t y ,  o r  what might be termed the d i v ided  

s e l f .  The dual s e l f  occurs by reason o f  c e r t a i n  human needs and des i res  t h a t  

come i n t o  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  one another. I n  some instances the  need i s  f o r  

emotional f u l f i l l m e n t  as against  t h a t  o f  t h e  imaginat ion; i n  another, a passion 

f o r  a r t  i s  p i t t e d  against  the  f e a r  o f  poverty ;  and i n  ye t  another, the  



oppos i t i on  l i e s  between the  need f o r  l ove  and the  exerc ise  o f  a p o t e n t i a l  

f o r  leadership w i t h i n  soc ie ty .  The reader i s  g iven t o  see not  o n l y  the  

d i v i s i o n  o f  s e l f  t h a t  a f f l i c t s  c e r t a i n  i nd i v idua ls ,  but a l s o  how these 

d i v i s i o n s  serve t o  f o o l  people, l eav ing  them perplexed and d i s i l l u s i o n e d .  

Cather 's  view o f  l i f e  i s  t r a g i c ,  'but i n  these t a l e s  the characters a t t a i n  a 

c e r t a i n  n o b i l i t y  i n  t h e i r  'search f o r  greatness. 

W i l l a  Cather 's  preoccupation w i t h  t h e  idea of greatness probably grew 

o u t  o f  her work as a c r i t i c .  I n  t h i s  capac i ty  e a r l y  i n  her w r i t i n g  career, 

she had the  j ob  o f  separat ing good a r t  from bad. Much o f  t h i s  work can be 

seen i n  The Kingdom o f  A r t :  W i l l a  Cather 's  F i r s t  P r i n c i p l e s  and Statements, 

1893-1896,' which conta ins some o f  her e a r l i e s t  publ ished w r i t i n g .  I n  her  

attempts t o  understand greatness i n  a r t ,  Cather developed a "h ierarchy o f  

t a l e n t ,  achievement, and values--a system o f  degrees t h a t  assumes the  

4 
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  greatness." She never i n  any way schematized these ideas 

- h e r s e l f ,  bu t  Bernice Slote,  who has worked through a l l  Cather 's known mate r ia l  

p e r t a i n i n g  t o  t h i s  subject ,  has suggested a c e r t a i n  p a t t e r n  i n  Cather 's  

th ink ing .  According t o  S l o t e ' s  summary, excel lence i s  d i s t i ngu ished  by two 

fea tu res :  f i r s t . p a s s i o n ,  o r  f e e l i n g ,  which Cather a l so  c a l l e d  the  l i f e  

p r i n c i p l e ;  and second, an easy r e l a t i o n  w i t h  elemental th ings,  such as b i r t h ,  

death, s i lence,  the  sea, and so on. A t  t h e  l e v e l  o f  med ioc r i t y  Cather placed 

such q u a l i t i e s  as languor, cleverness, and excessive charm. These t r a i t s  f a l l  

sho r t  o f  excel lence as Cather de f ines  i t, because lethargy,  cleverness, and 

charm a l l  exclude the  passion and s i m p l i c i t y  which she saw as fundamental 

t o  qreatness. A p o r t i o n  o f  S l o t e ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  these l e v e l s  o f  performance 



i s  worth quot ing  a t  length. W i l l a  Cather, she says, . 

be l ieved t h a t  poet ry  and a r t  must come from t h e  
elements nearest t o  t h a t  f i r s t  f i r e - -phys i ca l  
th ings ,  ac t ion ,  emotion (grammar and mathematics 
w i l l  n o t  do i t). She st ressed the  excitement o f  
animal courage . . . With her  phys ica l ,  passionate 
sense o f  t he  bas is  o f  l i f e ,  she understandably saw 
pu re l y  mental q u a l i t i e s  o f  a r t  as secondary . . . 
She discounted Wi lde 's  s k i l l  w i t h  epigrams . . . 
f o r  w i t  would n o t  save a p l a y  w i t h  s t i c k  f igures ,  
and Wi lde 's  characters had no body o r  passion a t  
a l l ,  she said. Cleverness, language f o r  i t s  own 
sake, conversat ion, problem-solving, and argument-- 
these a re  not  so good as character .  Character i n  
a c t i o n  i s  what t h e  1 i f e  p r i n c i p l e  i m p l  ies.5 

The lowest l e v e l  o f  performance i s  the  commonplace, "not the  common, which 

may be un iversa l  and the re fo re  important,  bu t  the  f l a t  deadl iness o f  t h ings  

w i thou t  i n d i v i d u a l  i t y  o r  s i g n i f  icance.'16 Characters o r  places t h a t  uphold 

conformi ty  t o  a norm a t  t h e  expense o f  i n d i v i d u a l  expression represent t h i s  

t h i r d  category. 

When W i l l a  Cather came t o  w r i t i n g  f i c t i o n ,  these ideas about human 

performance, about t h e  p o t e n t i a ~ l  f o r  greatness, became touchstones i n  her  

c r e a t i o n  o f  characters. I n  one o f  her  e a r l y  s t o r i e s ,  "A Resurrect ion" (1897), 

t he re  i s  a revea l ing  passage i n  which greatness i s  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  a character ,  

M a r j o r i e  Pierson, who, as i t  happens, has no a r t i s t i c  bent. Because t h e  

author  i s  no t  as s k i l l e d  as she w i l l  become, she t e l l s ,  r a t h e r  than shows 

what she i s  about. 

She was one of those women one sometimes sees, designed 
by na tu re  i n  her more a r t i s t i c  moments, e s p e c i a l l y  
fashioned f o r  a l l  t h e  f u l l n e s s  o f  l i f e ;  f o r  l a rge  



experiences and the  great  wor ld  where a commanding 
p e r s o n a l i t y  i s  f e l t  and valued, bu t  condemned by 
circumstances t o  poverty, o b s c u r i t y  and a l l  manner o f  
pe t t i ness .  There a re  p l e n t y  o f  such women, who were 
made t o  r i d e  i n  car r iages and wear jewels and grace 
f i r s t  n igh ts  a t  the  opera, who, through some unaccountable 
b lunder o f  stage management i n  t h i s  l i t t l e  comgdie 
humaine have the  wrong p a r t s  assigned them, and cook 
f o r  farm hands, o r  teach a country school . . . women 
who were made t o  ru le ,  but  who a r e  doomed t o  serve . . . 
The wor ld  i s t  f u l l  o f  waste o f  t h i s  sor t .7 

The passage d isc loses a candid i n t e r e s t  i n  greatness, as w e l l  as the  au tho r ' s  

tendency t o  invoke -opposites. Indeed, t h i s  paragraph, w i t h  i t s  statement o f  

b l i g h t e d  p o t e n t i a l ,  c u r i o u s l y  foreshadows the  s t o r i e s  t h a t  a re  t o  come i n  

The T r o l l  Garden and i n  My Morta l  Enemy. 

The seven t a l e s  o f  'The T r o l l  Garden seem, a t  f i r s t  glance, qu i ' te  

d ispara te ,  w i t h  s e t t i n g s  i n  London, New York, Boston, P i t tsburgh,  as w e l l  as 

the  American desert ,  the  Nebraska ! f r o n t i e r ,  and a small  Kansas town. They 

a l l  take p lace around the  t u r n  o f  t h i s  century, however, and i n  each s tory ,  

one o r  more characters i s  prompted t o  depart from some norm and t o  seek some- 

t h i n g  "higher." Also, d u a l i t i e s  o f  many s o r t s  abound, e s p e c i a l l y  t h a t  of the 

d i v ided  s e l f .  I n  "F lav ia  and Her A r t i s t s , "  F l a v i a  wants t o  be thought o f  as 

c lever ,  and t o  t h i s  end she f i l l s  her house w i t h  people she regards as " a r t i s t s . "  

But cleverness i s  no t  a mark o f  greatness, i n  Cather 's  view, and F l a v i a ' s  - 

ga ther ing  o f  so-cal.led great  people becomes, f o r  t h e  reader, a conglomeration 

 of double-faced characters. True greatness beckons two men i n  "The Scu lp to r ' s  

Funeral,' ' bu t  oppos i t i on  comes from t h e i r  p lace  o f  o r i g i n ,  both fami ly  and 

community, which r e s i s t s  the  f l ower ing  o f  l o c a l  genius. Caro l ine  Noble, i n  



"The Garden Lodge," who, con t ra ry  t o  appearances, i s  a  very  passionate 

i n d i v i d u a l ,  i s  t o r n  by her  two-fold need f o r  a  normal l i f e  and the  p u r s u i t  

o f  a r t .  For Cather, these were i r r e c o n c i l a b l e  goals and the  nex t  t h ree  

I II 
s t o r i e s ,  "'A Death i n  t he  Desert, "The Marr iage o f  t haed ra ,  ' and "A Wagner 3 
~ a t i n g e , "  present  somewhat s i m i l a r  c o n f l i c t s ,  i n  which var ious  attempts t o  

combine l o v e  and a r t i s t i c  ambi t ion r e s u l t  i n  acute s u f f e r i n g .  I n  the  f i n a l  

s to ry ,  "Paul 's Case," the  p ro tagon is t  i s  a  young man o f  C a l v i n i s t  background 

who has a  n a t u r a l  l o v e  f o r  beauty and pleasure. He solves h i s  dilemma f o r  a  

w h i l e  by i gno r ing  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  the fo rces  t h a t  oppose h i s  des i res ,  and, as 

one might  expect,  the  s t o r y  ends on a  t r a g i c  note. 

Twenty-one years o f  steady w r i t i n g  and the  pub l i sh ing  o f  several  shor t  

s t o r i e s  and seven novels fo l lowed The T r o l l  Garden. W i l l a  Cather 's  e i g h t h  

nove l ,  My Mor ta l  Enemy, i s  r e a l l y  a  nove l la ,  f i l l i n g  scarce ly  over one hundred 

pages i n  i t s  f i n a l ,  f inely-wo'rked form. Yet i t  seemed t o  the  author  t o  m e r i t  

separate p u b l i c a t i o n ,  which A l f r e d  Knopf agreed to, thus s e t t i n g  the  s t o r y  

apa r t  f rom o the rs  o f  s i m i l a r  length  t h a t  came ou t  i n  c o l l e c t i o n s .  

My Mor ta l  Enemy i s  a  s t o r y  o f  a  g rea t  woman who was made both  f o r  love  

and f o r  "a p lace  i n  t he  world" (p. 75). Myra D r i s c o l l  comes from a  we l l - to -do  

home i n  t h e  l i t t l e  town o f  Pa r th ia ,  I l l i n o i s ,  and f a l l s  i n  l ove  w i t h  Oswald 

Henshawe, who i s  somehow a less-promising i n d i v i d u a l .  Myra's unc le  v i o l e n t l y  

opposes t h e  match and d i s i n h e r i t s  h i s  n iece  when the  l ove rs  elope. Because 

o f  these circumstances under which Myra seeks f u l f i l l m e n t  i n  love, t he  o the r  

s i d e  o f  her  dual na tu re  remains fo reve r  blocked i n  i t s  outward, wor ld l y ,  



expression. I n  N e l l i e  B i rdseye,  W i l l a  Cather has c rea ted  a n a r r a t o r  f o r  

t he  s t o r y  who f a i l s  t o  see a l l  t h i s  v e r y  c l e a r l y ,  and whose account o f  Myra 

i s  a c c o r d i n g l y  ambiguous and somewhat mis leading.  

The t a l e  begins w i t h  t h e  Henshawes' one and o n l y  r e t u r n  v i s i t  t o  

P a r t h i a ,  where N e l l i e ,  a t  age f i f t e e n ,  meets them f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t ime. 

Somehow, t h e  Henshawes do n o t  measure up t o  N e l l i e ' s  expec ta t ions .  A v i s i t  

t o  New York by N e l l i e  and h e r  aunt ,  Lyd ia ,  f o l l o w s  a few weeks l a t e r .  The 

Henshawes l i v e  i n  an a t t r a c t i v e  apartment on Madison Square and he re  W i l l a  

-9, 
Cather g i v e s  a d e l i g h t f u l  p i c t u r e  o f  New York as i t  was a t  t h e  beg inn ing  o f  

t h i s  century .  A smal l  New Year ' s  Eve p a r t y  takes p lace,  a t  which t h e  Henshawes 

e n t e r t a i n  severa l  wel l -known a r t i s t s .  A t  t h e  end o f  t h e  evening when most o f  

t he  people have gone, t h e  l i g h t s  a r e  dimmed and one o f  t h e  remain ing guests  

s i ngs  t h e  Casta Diva a r i a  f rom t h e  opera, Norma. The scene leaves N e l l i e  

w i t h  a  s t r ong  sense o f  some "hidden r ichness"  i n  Myra (p. 48), a  sugges t ion  

o f  h e r  p o t e n t i a l  greatness. Another h i g h l i g h t  o f  t h e  New York v i s i t  i s  a  

smal l  consp i racy  which takes p l a c e  between Lyd ia  and Oswald. A t  h i s  request ,  

Lyd ia  p re tends  t o  have come by a p a i r  o f  c u f f - b u t t o n s  through an o l d  

f r i e n d ,  when i n  f a c t  they  have been g i v e n  t o  Oswald by a woman. I n  f r o n t  

o f  Myra, L y d i a  makes a "present"  o f  them t o  Oswald, b u t  t h e  decep t ion  i s  soon 

d iscovered  and Myra i s  f u r i o u s .  The scene, which evokes such d i s i  1  lus ionment  

i n  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  suggests t h a t  l i m i t a t i o n s  and weaknesses have appeared i n  

t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Oswald and Myra. 



The second h a l f  o f  t h e  nove l l a  takes p lace on t h e  west coast o f  t he  

Uni ted States t e n  years l a t e r .  By chance, N e l l i e  and the  Henshawes a r e  

l i v i n g  i n  the  same shabby apartment-hotel. N e l l i e  has a teaching j o b  i n  

a c o l l e g e  o f  quest ionable m e r i t ;  Oswald, a "humble p o s i t i o n ,  poo r l y  paid" 

(p. 69 ) .  Myra i s  very  i 11. The i r  one and o n l y  f r i e n d  now, N e l l  i e  spends 

t ime w i t h  the  Henshawes du r ing  the  l a s t  few months o f  Myra's l i f e .  The a c t i o n  

o f  t h i s  p a r t  o f  t he  s t o r y  l i e s  i n  the  interchanges among t h e  th ree  characters.  

N e l l i e  reads poe t ry  t o  Myra, and takes her  f o r  d r i ves  t o  a f a v o r i t e  c l i f f  

over look ing the  sea. We f i n d  t h a t  Myra, who broke w i t h  t h e  church when she 

marr ied, has renewed her r e l i g i o u s  a f f i l i a t i o n .  Inconsiderate people l i v i n g  

u p s t a i r s  keep Myra i n  d i s t r e s s  w i t h  t h e i r  noise. As outspoken as ever, she 

shows both anguish and b i t t e r n e s s  i n  these weeks, the  c l imax o f  which i s  her  

whispered quest ion:  "Why must 1 d i e  l i k e  t h i s ,  a lone w i t h  my mor ta l  enemy?" 

(p. 95). A t  t h e  end, w i t h  the  assistance o f  a t a x i - d r i v e r ,  she escapes the  

wretched apartment t o  d i e  a lone on the  c l i f f  over look ing the  sea. Th is  

dramatic c lose  t o  her  l i f e  suggests again her p o t e n t i a l  f o r  greatness. 

I n  bo th  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  and the  nove l l a  the  themes o f  greatness and 

d u a l i t y  a re  t i g h t l y  interwoven, ye t ,  f o r  t he  purpose o f  d iscussion,  I propose 

t o  separate them and deal w i t h  them i n  tu rn ,  through t h e  d i f f e r e n t  sources 

t h a t  in form them. The tex tu res  o f  The T r o l l  Garden and My Mor ta l  Enemy a re  

layered and i n t r i c a t e ,  and a c e r t a i n  amount o f  t a k i n g  a p a r t  i s  essen t ia l  t o  

make study o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  threads manageable. Th is  method may seem, a t  

t i m e s , ' t o . d i m i n i s h  the  a r t i s t i c  wholeness o f  t he  s t o r i e s .  Occasional ly ,  i n  

the ana lys i s  t h a t  f o l l ows ,  a complete statement concerning some passage o r  



event i s  delayed, because the  d iscussion has n o t  y e t  adyanced t o  the  source 

t h a t  can p rov ide  a f i n a l  i l l u m i n a t i o n .  Nevertheless, t he  drawbacks o f  

t h i s  approach g r a d u a l l y  disappear as the  argument proceeds. 

Th i s  s tudy o f  W i l l a  Cather 's sources and t h e i r  work i n  The T r o l l  

Garden and My Mor ta l  Enemy begins w i t h  the  e a r l i e r  book. There, the  great -  

ness theme i s  examined f i r s t  i n  con junc t ion  w i t h  a  parab le  by Charles 

Kingsley. The r e s t  o f  P a r t  One explores the  use o f  a  second source, 

C h r i s t i n a  R o s s e t t i ' s  poem, "Goblin Market," and the  theme o f  doubleness. 

My Mor ta l  Enemy i s  t he  cen t re  o f  a t t e n t i o n  i n  P a r t  Two. There, a  t h i r d  

major in f luence i s  considered. This  i s  an essay by H e i n r i c h  Heine t h a t  

. encompasses the  two c h i e f  themes, a  prose p iece desc r ib ing  a  wor ld  i n  which 

the  r e j e c t i o n  o f  greatness i s  c a r r i e d  ou t ,  pa radox i ca l l y ,  i n  o rder  t o  honour 

greatness. 
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PART ONE 

A b r i e f ,  four-page parable by Charles Kingsley t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  an 

i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  a l ec tu re ,  "The Forest ~ h i l d r e n , " '  i s  an important i tem 

among W i l l a  Cather 's sources. Th is  l i t t l e  n a r r a t i v e  i s  K ings ley 's  v i s i o n  o f  

t h e  nature  o f  t h e  s t r u g g l e  between Rome and her barbar ian enemies, those 

who overthrew t h e  c a p i t a l  o f  the once mighty empire, I n  the  parable, Rome 
I 

i,s represented as an enchanted garden whose inhab i tan ts  a r e  t r o l l s ,  e v i l  

creatures who, nevertheless, have power t o  c reate  th ings  b e a u t i f u l  and rare.  

Another race, t h a t  o f  the  ingenuous and p r i m i t i v e  f o r e s t  ch i l d ren ,  l i v e s  

contentedly i n  the  wi lderness ou ts ide  the  w a l l s  o f  the  garden. Eventual ly ,  

these ch i l d ren ,  who a re  by nature  adventurous, become bored w i t h  t h e i r  f o res t  

wor ld  and begin t o  covet the  t r o l l s '  f a i r y  palace and t h e i r  cunningly-made 

possessions. A f t e r  many va in  assau l ts  upon the wa l led  garden, t h e  c h i l d r e n  

a t  l eng th  seize i t  f o r  themselves. But  they l ack  the  c r a f t i n e s s  o f  t h e  t r o l l s ,  

who bewi tch and madden t h e i r  a t tackers ,  s e t t i n g  them aga ins t  one another i n  

an "unnatural f i gh t , "  u n t i l  they almost t o t a l l y  destroy themselves. 

"How important t h i s  idea [K ings ley 's  parable2 was t o  t h e  young W i  1 l a  

Catherlwe could no t  know," S l o t e  comments, " u n t i l  reading her f i r s t  pieces, 

we f i n d  numerous v a r i a t i o n s  o f  the theme . . . "* Insofar  as The T r o l l  

Garden i s  concerned, two aspects o f  K ings ley 's  s t o r y  seem t o  have had spec ia l  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  Cather. A quote from the parable appears on t h e  t i t l e  page: 



A f a i r y  palace, w i t h  a f a i r y  garden; . . . i h s i d e  
the  t r o l l s  dwel l ,  . . . working a t  t h e i r  magic 
forges, making and making always th ings  r a r e  and 
s t  range. 

I n  t h i s  passage, the  palace represents t h e  v i s i o n  o f  pe r fec t i on ,  t h a t  i s ,  

anyth ing sought as a l i f e ' s  goal. To one person, the  v i s i o n  means a l i f e  

dedicated t o  a r t ;  t o  another, love and marrfage; t o  y e t  another, mastery on 

a h i g h  sca le  o f  some job  o r  profession.  The f a i r y  palace means d i f f e r e n t  

th ings  t o  d i f f e r e n t  people, bu t  always i t  comes t o  a person w i t h  the  power 

o f  an obsession, as the v i s i o n  o f  greatness f o r  t h a t  person. K ings ley 's  

f a i r y t a l e  f u r t h e r  declares the extreme danger o f  t r y i n g  t o  possess the  v i s ion ,  

and t h i s ,  too, Cather a f f i rms .  So many th ings  can go wrong once a person 

has begun t o  "worship1' the v i s ion ,  t h a t  she can f i n d  enough mate r ia l  f o r  

seven shor t  s t o r i e s  i n  simply exp lo r ing  t h a t  issue. Kingsley ls  myth o f  t he  

v i s i o n  o f  p e r f e c t i o n  w i t h  i t s  i n e v i t a b l e  dangers i s  a p a t t e r n  o f  events t h a t  

had profound meaning f o r  Cather. 3 

She a l s o  der ives a complex o f  images from Kingsley t h a t  has t o  do w i t h  

the  f o r e s t  c h i l d r e n ' s  nature. Here i s  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  these creatures:  

c h i l d r e n  i n  frankness, and p u r i t y ,  and af fect ionateness,  
and tenderness o f  conscience, and devout awe o f  t he  
unseen; and c h i l d r e n  too i n  fancy, and s i l l i n e s s ,  and 
ignorance, and love  o f  excitement and adventure, and 
the  mere spo r t  o f  over f lowing animal heal th.  They p lay  
unharmed among t e f o r e s t  beasts, and conquer them i n  e t h e i r  p lay  . . . 



I n  t h i s  l i s t  Kingsley d e t a i l s  q u a l i t i e s  o f  character  t h h t  Cather viewed 

as essen t ia l  t o  the  at ta inment  o f  human greatness, q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  are, as 

she f e l t ,  the  raw ingred ients  o f  t r u e  achievement. The f o r e s t  c h i l d  i s  

impuls ive (which Cather t rans la tes  i n t o  "passionate"), c h i  1 d l  i ke (possessing 

a f i n e  simp1 i c i  t y ) ,  adventurous, f rank ,  laughter - lov ing ,  and f i n a l l y ,  has 

a l i v e l y  sense f o r  the  myst ica l .  One can see how these features,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  passionate and mys t i ca l  categor ies,  predispose a person 

t o  seek v i s i o n s  o f  greatness. A f u r t h e r  p o i n t  about these "chi ldren" i s  

t h a t  they represent the  barbar ian i n  K ings ley 's  fal l -of-Rome fable.  Inf luenced, 

no doubt, by Romantic thought, Cather was i n c l i n e d  t o  admire what she 

perceived as the  archetypal  p r i m i t i v e ,  the  "noble savage." She took, S lo te  

says, "a k i n d  o f  del i g h t  i n  the  barbarian, l t5 i n  t h e i r  f ie rceness and, on 

occasion, i n  t h e i r  c rue l t y .  Hence from Kings ley ts  parable Cather i n h e r i t s  

not o n l y  a powerful  myth about the  human tendency t o  pursue v i s i o n s  o f  

pe r fec t i on ,  bu t  a l s o  a p o r t r a i t  o f  what i n c i p i e n t  greatness looks l i k e  i n  

human character .  I t s  image i s  1 inked f o r  Cather w i t h  t h a t  o f  t h e  p r i m i t i v e ,  

and f o r  convenience, the  terms "pr imi t i ve , "  " f o r e s t  ch i ld , "  and "barbarian" 

a r e  used interchangeably throughout the  remainder o f  t h i s  paper o f  persons 

who possess t o  a s i g n i f i c a n t  degree q u a l i t i e s  o f  the  Kingsley "barbarian." 

While the  f o r e s t  c h i l d r e n  proved important t o  Cather when she came 

t o  c r e a t e  her  characters, she d i d  not  take ho ld  o f  the t r o l l s '  image i n  the  
. # 

same way. The t r o l l s  have meaning i n  her f i c t i o n  on ly  as a p a r t  o f  the f a i r y  a 

palace, t h a t  i s ,  as p a r t  o f  the  e n t i c i n g  bu t  dangerous v i s i o n  o f  per fec t ion .  



ca the r  does n o t  t r a n s l a t e  t he  e v i l  t r o l l s  i n t o  people . i n  her  s t o r i e s .  

I n  he r  regard  f o r  the  barbar ian ,  Cather shows a c e r t a i n  b e l i e f  i n  

t h i s  

c i v i  

n a l  g rea tness- -no t  o r i g i n a l  goodness, as t h e  Eden myth suggests.  She 

b e l i e v e d  t h a t  human greatness cou ld  be harmed, and t h a t  one o f  t h e  ways 

happened was th rough t h e  o v e r - r e f i n i n g  i n f l u e n c e  o f  a  decadent 

i z a t i o n .  K ings ley  i n  h i s  s t o r y  s e t s  t h e  c o n f l i c t  between t h e  f o r e s t  

c h i l d r e n  and t h e  t r o l l s .  But Cather l o c a t e s  h e r  c o n f l i c t  between f o r e s t  

c h i l d  be fo re  and f o r e s t  c h i l d  a f t e r  e n t r y  i n t o  t h e  garden, between t he  

p o t e n t i a l  f o r  human greatness and human greatness f r u s t r a t e d  o r  damaged. 

I t  i s  wo r th  n o t i n g  t h a t  t he  damaged person i n  Ca the r ' s  s t o r i e s  i s  f r e q u e n t l y  

q u i t e  a t t r a c t i v e ,  w h i l e  t he  one who has managed t o  remain i n t a c t ,  whether 

o r  no ts /he  has managed t o  ach ieve t h e  h e a r t ' s  d e s i r e ,  may w e l l  j a r  t he  reader.  

Cather i s  o f t e n  hard  on t h e  charac te r  she favours .  She i s  ve ry  i nvo l ved  

w i t h  those who, i n  one way o r  another ,  honour greatness,  and these  cha rac te r s  

f u n c t i o n  as a s i n g u l a r l y  c r e a t i v e  f o r c e  i n  he r  f i c t i o n .  

The T r o l l  Garden dea l s  i n  a  w ide  assor tment  o f  t h e  marks o f  human 

greatness and o f  t h e i r  negat ions.  These l a t t e r  a r e  impor tan t .  A q u a l i t y  

t h a t  runs coun te r  t o  any one o f  the  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  marks o f  greatness i s  a  

s i g n  o f  d i s o r d e r  i n  t h e  c rea ted  un i ve rse  o f  these s t o r i e s .  The f i r s t  t a l e ,  

" F l a v i a  and Her A r t i s t s , "  revo lves  around issues o f  shal lowness and 

p re tense .  As a paren t ,  F l a v i a  engages w i t h  he r  young c h i l d r e n  i n  a  

s t u d i e d  way, read ing  t o  them "every morning i n  the  most p i c t u r e s q u e  p a r t  

o f  t h e  garden . . . [seeing h e r s e l f  as2 t he  mother o f  t h e  Gracchi"  (p.  163). 



Her d e s i r e  t o  be known as c l eve r ,  t h e  p re ten t i ousness  6f some o f  t h e  

guests,  and everyone 's  masquerade o f  enjoyment i n  a  house " tu rned  i n t o  

a  h o t e l "  which i s  "shunned l i k e  a l a z a r e t t o , "  combine t o  c r e a t e  an a i r  o f  

make-bel ieve (p. 164). M. Roux, whose f r u s t r a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  

e rup t s  i n  a  b r u t a l l y  f r ank  statement t o  t h e  p ress  about F l a v i a ,  has some 

o f  t he  marks o f  t h e  ba rba r i an .  A r t hu r ,  F l a v i a ' s  husband, i s  more endearing 

i n  h i s  manner than  Roux, b u t  he i s  an enigma. H i s  i n f a t u a t i o n  f o r  h i s  

w i f e  i s  a  p o i n t  i n  h i s  favour; he i s  capable o f  pass ion.  But  t h e r e  i s  a  

sense o f  f a i l u r e  i n  t h e  s t o r y  t h a t  cen t res  m o s t l y  i n  A r t h u r ,  and which i s  

s i g n i f i e d  by h i s  "s leepy and apa the t i c "  eyes (p. 155). U n l i k e  F l a v i a ,  he 

i s  b r i g h t  enough and s e n s i t i v e  enough t o  p e r c e i v e  f a l s i t y  i n  o t h e r s .  He 

r e f e r s  t o  t h e  guests  as " t he  f a c i l e s , "  and sees lmogen as " g i r t  about 

w i t h  i l l u s i o n s ' '  (pp. 161, 172). But he does n o t  observe t h e  f a l s i t y  i n  

F l a v i a  no r  i n  h i m s e l f .  

That  he i s  p r o t e c t i v e  o f  h i s  w i f e ,  i n s u l t i n g  guests  i n t o  l e a v i n g  

i n  o r d e r  t o  keep he r  from seeing what Roux has sa id ,  one can admire--almost.  

I A f t e r  a l l ,  l o v e  i s  b l i n d .  But can he p o s s i b l y  n o t  be aware o f  t h e  

condescension and contempt h i s  w i f e  has f o r  him, t h a t  she sees him as hav ing  

no " a e s t h e t i c  sense whatever . . . a b s o l u t e l y  - n i  1 LsicI], s tone  deaf and 

s t a r k  b l i n d  . . . 1 have spent my l i f e , "  F l a v i a  says, " apo log i z i ng  f o r  

him and s t r u g g l i n g  t o  conceal i t  . . ." (p. 169). What k i n d  o f  person i s  

A r t h u r  t h a t  he i s  con ten t  t o  s a c r i f i c e  h imse l f  f o r  t h i s ?  I n  a  s h o r t  scene 

"where  A r t h u r  and F l a v i a  come c l o s e  t o  be ing  f r ank  w i t h  each o the r ,  he goes 

I 



t o  s l eep  i n  h i s  c h a i r .  The a c t  i s  symbol ic  o f  h i s  a t t i t u d e  gene ra l l y ,  

and however d i f f i c u l t  i t  may be t o  p i n p o i n t  t he  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  f a i l u r e ,  

f a i l e d  o r  damaged greatness i s  f e l t  i n  him. 

Sand C i t y ,  i n  "The S c u l p t o r ' s  Funeral  ,I' i s  

Kansas town where t h e  people esteem what they c a l  

o f  r u t h l e s s  money-making ( p .  181). Aga ins t  t h i s ,  

t h e  recent ly -deceased a r t i s t ,  Harvey Mer r i c k ,  and 

a  depress ing l i t t l e  

1  t h e  " p r a c t i c a l "  va lues  

Cather s e t s  t h e  genius o f  

t h a t  o f  t h e  n o n - a r t i s t ,  

J im L a i r d ,  b o t h  o f  whom had s t a r t e d  o u t  want ing  f o r  themselves something 

beyond monetary success. I n  a  f i t  o f  f r u s t r a t e d  anger, n o t  u n l i k e  t h a t  o f  

M. Roux i n  t h e  p rev ious  s t o r y ,  L a i r d  pays t r i b u t e  t o  Mer r i c k ,  who never 

a l lowed h imse l f  t o  be h e l d  back by o t h e r s '  narrowness o f  v i s i o n .  But i t  

i s  L a i r d  h imse l f  who commands t he  reade r ' s  sympathy. I f  M e r r i c k  c o u l d  be 

c a l l e d  a  p r i m i t i v e  who gained access t o  t h e  f a i r y  t reasure ,  unscathed, f o r  

"whatever he touched, he revea led  i t s  ho l  i e s t  secre t "  ( p .  180), L a i r d  

embodies an a u t h e n t i c  b a r b a r i a n  too,  n o t  o n l y  i n  appearance--he i s  

Barbarossa w i t h  h i s  "as ton i sh ing  c a t a r a c t  o f  red  beard" (p.  173)- -but  

i n  s p i r i t .  He speaks t h e  t r u t h  t o  people who do n o t  want t o  hear  i t . I n  

him, t h e  s c u l p t o r ' s  p u p i l  recognizes "what he had been h e a r t s i c k  a t  n o t  

f i n d i n g  be fo re - - t he  f e e l i n g ,  t h e  understanding,  t h a t  must e x i s t  i n  someone, 

even here1'  (p. 178). L a i r d ' s  f a i l u r e  t o  f o l l o w  h i s  own career  i n  a  way 

t h a t  he h i m s e l f  c o u l d  respec t  has made him i n t o  an angry man and an 

a l c o h o l i c .  L i k e  A r t h u r  i n  " F l a v i a  and Her A r t i s t s , "  t h e r e  i s  f a i l e d  g r e a t -  

ness' i n  L a i r d .  Bu t  u n l i k e  A r thu r ,  L a i r d  knows h i s  own f a i l u r e  and i s  angry 



both w i t h  h imsel f  and w i t h  the soc ie t y  t h a t  helped i n  h i s  defeat.  Th i s  

anger, f o r  a l l  i t s  ugl iness,  i s  a  more c r e a t i v e  response, i n  Cather 's  

view, than the  t u r n i n g  o f  a  b l i n d  eye t o  t roub le ,  and, con t ra ry  t o  

appearances, i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  the  l i f e  p r i n c i p l e  i s  a l i v e  and s t rong i n  

La i  rd. 

The p o i n t  on which "The Garden ~ o d ~ k ' '  turns,  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  the  

Kingsley source, i s  the  myst ica l  sense: '"he p a r t  o f  one t h a t  se ts  up 

an i d o l  and the  p a r t  o f  one t h a t  bows down and worships i t t '  (p. 190). 

Fear fu l  o f  her  own s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  f o r  worship, Caro l ine  Noble, a t  age 

t h i r t y ,  has s e t  as ide  a  promis ing career  i n  music and mar r ied  f o r  s e c u r i t y  

r a t h e r  than love.  A c r i s i s  occurs,as a  r e s u l t  o f  a  month-long v i s i t  from 

a  Me t ropo l i t an  Opera s t a r ,  whose s ing ing  Caro l ine  d a i l y  accompanies on the 

piano. Two weeks a f t e r  h i s  departure, i n  order  t o  make room f o r  a  summer 

house, C a r o l i n e ' s  husband suggests the d ismant l ing  of  the  garden lodge, 

a  k i n d  o f  s t u d i o  where she has r e c e n t l y  spent many hours o f  i n t e n s i v e  

musical e f f o r t  w i t h  the  now-departed guest. The lodge i n  some.way represents 

f o r  Caro l ine  a l l  her  suppressed yearnings, both as an a r t i s t  and as a sexual 

being, and the  idea o f  des t roy ing  i t  puts her a t  a  c r i t i c a l  t u r n i n g  p o i n t .  

A f t e r  several  hours of  s t rugg le ,  she manages t o  subdue her  v i s i o n a r y  

impulses, and the  next  day advises her  husband t o  proceed w i t h  h i s  . 
demo l i t i on  p lans f o r  the  lodge. The p i c t u r e  g iven o f  Caro l i ne ' s  background, 

o f  t he  fami ly  who harbored "poet ic  ideals"  amid "sord id  r e a l i t i e s "  of 



" indolence and poverty" (p. 1891, has none o f  the  appkal o f  t he  "happy, 

use fu l ,  we l l -o rdered l i f e "  Caro l i ne  has chosen (p. 195). Yet the  s t r u g g l e  

she undergoes fo l l ow ing  the s i n g e r ' s  v i s i t  shows t h a t  the den ia l  o f  her  

own v i s i o n a r y  na ture  has l e f t  t o  her  an ex is tence t h a t  i s  "not even rea l1 '  

(p. 195). A t  t he  end, Carol i ne's  q u i e t  laugh and 1 i g h t  s e t t i  ng-aside 

of  "sentiment," as she c a l l s  i t  (p. 197), have the  echo of  s e l f - b e t r a y a l  

i n  them, and the  Caro l ine  o f  t he  f i r s t  page o f  the  s t o r y  reappears, t he  

damaged f o r e s t  c h i l d ,  who wanted a  dependable " b a r r i e r  . . . between her  

and t h a t  w o r l d  of  v i s i o n s  and quagmires and f a i l u r e "  (p. 190). 

Ca ro l i ne  never a l lows h e r s e l f  t o  worship, e i t h e r  a t  the  sh r ine  

o f  love  o r  o f  a r t ,  a  s t r i k i n g  c o n t r a s t  t o  Kathar ine  in" 'A Death i n  t he  

Desert!" who does both. The l a t t e r ,  who i s  dy ing of  t ube rcu los i s  i n  the  

Wyoming deser t ,  has l i v e d  f o r  her  a r t  and f o r  love  of  Adriance H i lgarde,  

a music ian o f  some note. This  man i s  so accustomed t o  adu la t i on  t h a t  he 

has never known o r ,  perhaps, cared t o  know, o f  Kathar ine 's  i n f a t u a t i o n .  

Though she s u f f e r s  the  pangs o f  unrequi ted l ove  and now, i n  her  i l l n e s s ,  

phys i ca l  e x i l e  from h igh  c u l t u r e ,  t he re  i s  no f e e l i n g  t h a t  she has 

wasted h e r s e l f  o r  denied her  own nature.  She has the  a i r  o f  a  Roman 

goddess, " imperatr ix , "  t h a t  cor robora tes  her  s ta tus  as a  Teuton become 

  om an,^ i n  t he  best  sense (p. 205). She i s  t he  r a r e  fo res t  c h i l d  who has 
'* 

su rv i ved  the t r o l l  garden experience. Yet t he re  i s  defeat too, i n  her  

hopeless l ove  and e a r l y  death. Adriance does not  en te r  the  s t o r y ,  b u t  he 

i s  f e l t  from f i r s t  t o  l a s t  through her  and through Evere t t ,  h i s  younger 



bro ther  who bears a  remarkable l i keness  t o  him. 

Eve re t t  comes i n t o  Kathar ine 's  l i f e  by chance dur ing  her  l a s t  

and the  s t o r y  takes p lace  around h i s  d a i l y  v i s i t s  t o  her u n t i l  her  

death. Though he i s  musical ,  he i s  no t  a  t r u e  a r t i s t .  S t i l l ,  he 

p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  greatness i n  h i s  own way. Unknown t o  Katharine, he has 

loved her  s ince  he was young, and he does no t  draw back from the  sad task  

of w a i t i n g  ou t  her  death w i t h  her.  As f o r  Adriance, there  i s  a  suggest ion 

tha t ,  i n  s p i t e  of  h i s  ded ica t i on  t o  a r t ,  he somehow f a l l s  sho r t  o f  h i s  

p o t e n t i a l ,  t h a t  t he  making o f  " th ings  r a r e  and strange" has gone t o  h i s  head. 

His f a i l u r e  l i e s  i n  the  reg ion  o f  s u p e r f i c i a l i t y  and charm. He does no t  

engage w i t h  people as people, b u t  as r e f l e c t o r s  of  h i s  own b r i l l i a n c e .  

Kathar ine describes him: 

He has a  genuine fondness fo rveve ryone  who i s  
no t  s t u p i d  o r  gloomy, o r  o l d  o r  p r e t e r n a t u r a l l y  
ug l y  . . . I shared w i t h  the  r e s t :  shared the  
smi les and the  g a l l a n t r i e s  and the d r o l l  l i t t l e  sermons. 
I t  was q u i t e  l i k e  a  Sunday-school p i c n i c ;  we wore 
our bes t  c lo thes  and a  smi le  and took our tu rns  
(P. 215). 

"The Marr iage o f  Phaedra" takes p lace  i n  London, and t e l l  s  o f  

two people brought together  i n  an i l l -matched marr iage. The deceased 

pa in te r ,  T r e f f i n g e r ,  i s  one o f  Cather 's  g rea t  people, according t o  the  

Kingsley-Cather paradigm, f o r  he had q u a l i t i e s  such as "freshness and 

spontanei ty  . . . f r a n k  b r u t a l i t y  . . . r e l i g i o u s  mysticism," and, a t  one 

time, a  great  passion f o r  t h e  Lady E l l e n  (p. 225) .  Now h i s  widow, she i s  



I 

one o f  those cha rac te r s  who i s  meant t o  r e f l e c t  t he  damage done by t o o  much 

S o c i a l  re f inement .  Her "repose" (P. 228) and p lac idness  a r e  extreme, 

and suggest t h e  absence o f  pass ion a l t o g e t h e r .  Frankness, h e r  husband's 

b iographer  d iscovers ,  i s  n o t  p o s s i b l e  w i t h  h e r  (p. 228), and she seems l a c k i n g  

in. unders tand ing  o f  e i t h e r  t he  a r t i s t  o r  h i s  work, a  f e a t u r e  she shares 

w i t h  h e r  s i s t e r ,  Lady Mary. The p a t r i c i a n  E l l e n ,  i t  seems, even thought  

t o  re form T r e f f i n g e r  when she f i r s t  ma r r i ed  him, t h a t  i s ,  t o  h e l p  him 

a c q u i r e  a  s o c i a l  ref inement e q u i v a l e n t  t o  he r  own. O f  course, i n  Ca the r1s  

es t imate ,  n o t h i n g  would have dest royed h i s  greatness more e f f e c t i v e l y .  

The s t o r y  i s  t he  p i e c i n g  toge ther  o f  d e t a i l s  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  l i f e  by 

ano ther  p a i n t e r ,  McMaster, who ge t s  most o f  h i s  impor tan t  i n f o rma t i on  from 

James, T r e f f i n g e r ' s  se rvan t .  A t  t h e  t ime  o f  h i s  death, t h e  a r t i s t  l e f t  

u n f i n i s h e d  a  p a i n t i n g  e n t i t l e d  "The Mar r iage  o f  Phaedra" which McMaster 

regards as a  masterp iece.  Th i s  p a i n t i n g  c o n s t i t u t e s  a  k i n d  o f  "p lay  

w i t h i n  t h e  p lay . "  I t ,  a long  w i t h  t h e  many p r e l i m i n a r y  s tud ies ,  i s  a  

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  T r e f f i n g e r ' s  c o u r t s h i p  and marr iage.  The " p l o t 1 '  o f  

h i s  p a i n t i n g  i s  Greek myth, t h e  s t o r y  o f  Phaedra and he r  i n f a t u a t i o n  f o r  

her  new husband's son, H ippo ly tus ;  b u t  T r e f f i n g e r ' s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  i s  based 

on medieval  legend- - fo r  him a  p r imary  source as K ings ley  was f o r  Cather.  

The sexes a r e  reversed  i n  t h e  p i c t u r e :  H i p p o l y t u s  represen ts  Lady E l l e n  

and Phaedra, T r e f f i n g e r .  I n  medieval terms, "a v e r y  C h r i s t i a n  k n i g h t "  p l ays  

t he  p a r t  o f  E l  l en ,  and "a daughter o f  heathenesse1'(s i c )  , "Blanche of Cast i l e "  

p l a y s  T r e f f  i nger  (P. 225) . Ca the r1s  re fe rence  t o  "heathenesse" and "a 



very C h r i s t i a n  kn igh t "  suggests she i s  work ing i n  Chauter 's  "Prologue" 

t o  The Canterbury Tales, s p e c i f i c a l l y  w i t h  the  kn igh t .  The oppos i t i on  

between t h e  two medieval f igures  i s  s t a t e d  thus: the  r e l i g i o u s  zeal o f  

the kn igh t ,  veteran of  many campaigns aga ins t  t he  i n f i d e l ,  v i s - 2 - v i s  

the "daughter o f  heathenesse," Blanche, a r u l e r  who s t r o n g l y  opposed her  

troops going o f f  on the  crusades. I n  the p o r t r a i t ,  the  fu l l -b looded 

pagan, Blanche, looks w i t h  love  a t  a c rea tu re  who, by the f i n a l  pa in t i ng ,  

has been c r i  t i c a  

u n c ~ n ~ c i o u s n e s s "  

f o r  her .  The pa 

'A Wagner 

l l y  damaged: "deflowered o f  something o f  i t s  serene 

(p. 225), and who i s ,  therefore,  no longer a f i t  love r  

i n t i n g  i s  a m i n i a t u r e  of  the  s t o r y .  

~ a t i n e ' e "  i s  a s t o r y  about Georgiana, a woman who g ives up 

a f l o u r i s h i n g  career  i n  music t o  f o l l o w  h e r  new husband t o  the Nebraska 

p l a i n s .  The s t o r y  takes p lace t h i r t y  years l a t e r  when she re tu rns  b r i e f l y  

t o  Boston, where she i s  taken under the  p r o t e c t i o n  o f  her  nephew, Clark.  

He i s  genuinely  fond o f  h i s  aunt, who had looked a f t e r  him as a boy, bu t  

even he i s  a b i t  shaken by her appearance now. Her body i s  much misshapen 

from years of hard work; her c lo thes  do n o t  f i t .  Worst o f  a l l ,  she seems 

t o  be i n  a dazed s ta te ,  "semi-somnambulant" (p. 237) C la rk  c a l l s i t ,  and 

one i s  reminded o f  A r thu r  w i t h  h i s  sleepy eyes and o f  Lady E l l e n ' s  "repose." 

C la rk  had intended t o  g i v e  h i s  aunt "a l i t t l e  pleasure" by tak ing  her  t o  

a Wagner matinge, bu t  she seems so i n t i m i d a t e d  by the  c i t y  and so absent 

t o  t he  here and now t h a t  he begins t o  grow "doubt fu l  about her enjoyment" 

of such an event (p. 237). 



The music does i t s  work, however. Under i t s  i i f l u e n c e ,  t h e  

Slumber ing a r t i s t  i n  Georgiana begins t o  rouse, and a b u r i e d  metaphor 

l i k e n s  he r  t o  t h e  o rches t ra ,  bo th  hav ing  power t o  qu icken  and c rea te .  

para1 l e l s  a r e  i n f e r r e d  between Georgiana as " t he  g r a n i  t e  Rameses" 

watching, and " t h e  c l e a n  p ro f  i 1 es o f  t h e  musicians;"  between he r  "1 i nen dus te r "  

and t h e  1 inen worn by t h e  members o f  t h e  o r ches t ra ;  he r  "b lack  s t u f f  dress" 

and " t he  d u l l  b l a c k  o f  t h e i r  coats;" " s k i n  . . . as y e l l o w  as a Mongol ian 's"  

and t he  "patches o f  y e l l o w  l i g h t "  on t h e  inst ruments;  and t h e r e  i s  a l s o  

the be loved a u n t ' s  "misshapen f i g u r e "  ( w i t h  p a r t i c u l a r  ment ion o f  h e r  

abdomen) and " t h e  be loved  shapes o f  t h e  inst ruments"  w i t h  emphasis on t h e i r  

" b e l l i e s "  (pp. 236, 238-239). As t h e  t a l e  unfo lds,  i t  t u r n s  o u t  t h a t  

Georgiana's s t r a n g e  appearance c loaks  one more o f  Ca the r ' s  g r e a t  people,  

whose looks  i n  no way b e t r a y  her  excep t i ona l  s t a t u r e  as a person. A t  t he  

end o f  the  mat inke,  Georgiana s i t s  w h i l e  t h e  members o f  t h e  o r c h e s t r a  leave  

and, t o  c a r r y  t h e  metaphor through, i t  i s  as i f  she were watch ing  t h e  

dapar tu re  o f  he r  own c r e a t i v e  s e l f .  A f t e r  a l l  t he  p l a y e r s  have gone, b o t h  

the  s tage  and t h e  l i f e  Georgiana i s  l e f t  w i t h  remain "empty as a w i n t e r  

c o r n f i e l d "  (p.  241). It i s  a s t r o n g  s ta tement  by Cather about t h e  

u l t i m a t e  des t ruc t i veness  o f  a  s a c r i f i c e  l i k e  Georg iana 's .  

he l a s t  o f  The T r o l l  Garden s t o r i e s  i s  "Pau l ' s  Case," wh ich  takes 

p l ace  i n  b o t h  P i t t s b u r g h  and New York. Paul i s  one o f  those  awkward 

teen-aged boys who cannot make h i m s e l f  f i t  t h e  d rea ry  image, as i t  seems t o  



him, demanded by home and school. He f i n d s  temporary' re lease i n  a j o b  

as usher a t  Carnegie H a l l ,  and by f requent ing the  a c t o r s '  dressing room of  

one o f  t he  l o c a l  s tock  companies. But complaints from the  school 

p r i n c i p a l  cause P a u l ' s  fa ther  t o  f o r b i d  him these pleasures, and f i n a l l y ,  
-1 

t o  take  him o u t  of school and p u t  h i m  t o  work. The f i r s t  chance he gets, 
% 

Paul s t e a l s  a l a r g e  sum of  money from the  company, and goes t o  New York 

where he checks i n  a t  the  Waldorf Hote l .  There, he no t  on l y  f e e l s  a t  home 

b u t  f i t s  w e l l  i n t o  t h e  luxur ious  surroundings. Th is  r e s p i t e  l a s t s  on l y  

a few days. H is  t h e f t  i s  discovered, and r a t h e r  than r e t u r n  t o  what seems 
I 

t o  him the  unbearable circumstances o f  h i s  P i t t s b u r g h  l i f e ,  he k i l l s  h imse l f  

by jumping in  f r o n t  of a t r a i n .  

"Pau l ' s  Case" uses the t r o l l  garden myth t o  advantage, n o t  o n l y  
I 

as a p a t t e r n  o f  events, b u t  i n  i t s  images, such as the  p i c t u r e  of  Paul, 

. I standing i n  t he  r a i n  l a t e  a t  n i g h t ,  gazing up a t  the  Schenley Hote l  w i t h  

' %  1 i t s  "orange glow" windows, and going, i n  h i s  imaginat ion,  ins ide ,  i n t o  

' I  an e x o t i c ,  a t r o p i c a l  wor ld  of  shiny, g l i s t e n i n g  sur faces and basking ease" 

- 1  (p. 247). I n  t h i s  s to ry ,  -the f a i r y  palace assumes an i d e n t i t y  d i f f e r e n t  

from those o f  t he  preceding t a l e s .  For Paul, greatness cons i s t s  i n  I 
1 beauty and p leasure,  anyth ing t h a t  d e l i g h t s  the  senses. 

Another important  mo t i f  t h a t  pervades the  s t o r y  i s  the  w o r l d  of  the 

stage. Paul o f t e n  behaves as though he were being observed by an audience, 

and the  n a r r a t i o n  i t s e l f  tends t o  s l i p  i n t o  imagery o f  t he  stage. When he 



reads 

i s  com 

orches t r a  had suddenly stopped, t he  s i n k i n g  sensat ion t h a t  the p lay  was 

i n  the papers t h a t  h i s  t h e f t  has been discovered and t h a t  h i s  f a the r  

ing  t o  New York t o  look f o r  him, he has " the o l d  f e e l i n g  t h a t  t he  

over" (p. 2 5 8 ) .  Cather has o v e r l a i d  t r o l l  garden imagery w i t h  t h a t  of 

t he  stage, and i t  makes an e f f e c t i v e  combinat ion i n  t h a t  both imageries 

represent  "a wor ld  apart117--which i s  where Paul longs t o  be. The stage 

a l s o  stands f o r  a r t  which, f o r  a l l  i t s  beauty and per fec t ion ,  i s  n o t  

, r e a l  l i f e .  P a u l ' s  dilemma i s  t h a t  he can f i n d  self-esteem on ly  i n  t h a t  
1, 

wor ld  apar t .  (' l n  the r e a l  wor ld,  he i s  a nobody, a f a i l u r e .  Consequently, 
- _ /--- ---.- --.-III_--CL----- 

he ac ts  the  dandy, ac ts  the  p a r t  o f  what he most admires, and one has t o  

,give him c r e d i t  f o r  the  manner i n  which he c a r r i e s  h i s  r o l e  through t o  the  

.end o f  the  "play." L i k e  a t r u e  ac to r ,  when every th ing  i n  h i s  personal 

l i f e  i s  f a l l i n g  t o  pieces, "he would show h imse l f  t h a t  he was game, he would 

f i n i s h  the  t h i n g  sp lend id ly "  (p. 2 5 9 ) .  

Analys is  o f  Paul f o r  Kingsleyan greatness does no t  c o n t r i b u t e  

much towards our  understanding of  him. On the o the r  hand, t he re  i s  a s t rong 

f e e l i n g  t h a t  he has su f fe red  damage o f  some s o r t ,  and t o  t h i s  t he  

Kingsley model can speak. Frankness i s  essen t i a l  t o  the human greatness 

t h a t  Cather proposes i n  these s t o r i e s ,  and Paul i s  prone t o  l y i n g .  

U n l i k e  F l a v i a  i n  the f i r s t  storyL, he i s  aware o f  h i s  deceptions, though no t  

f u l l y ,  and d i s l i k e s  p r a c t i s i n g  them. There i s  a compulsiveness i n  P a u l ' s  

l y i n g  tha t ,  pa radox i ca l l y ,  almost seems t o  come out  of a need t o  know 

h imse l f  as r e a l .  I n  t he  h o t e l  i n  New York, he f e e l s  t h a t  h i s  surroundings 



e x p l a i n  him and t h a t  a t  l a s t ,  he no longer  needs t o  1 i 6 .  But  t h e  e l egan t  

backdrop r e f l e c t s  h i s  dreams, h i s  f a i r y  pa lace,  n o t  t h e  r e a l i t i e s  o f  h i s  

P i  t t s b u  

because 
- -. 

f o r  W i l  

Wal do r f  

rgh l i f e .  I n  New York, he no longer  needs t o  l i e ,  v e r b a l l y ,  
--l__.-.--.-- -.----- I--- --_--x.. - -- - -^ ---I 

t h Yet, 

1 a Cather-%-dreams -..-, - a r e  an ' impor tant  p a r  - . Paul a t  t h e  

i s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  c o u n t e r f e i t .  

Cather does n o t  condone P a u l ' s  l y i n g ,  b u t  t h e  s t o r y  suggests 

t h a t  t h e r e  i s  more than d ishones ty  r espons ib l e  f o r  h i s  unhappy l i f e .  

He i s  s t range  i n  ways t h a t  h i s  dabb l ings  w i t h  f a l s i t y  do n o t  e x p l a i n .  

H i s  eyes have a " h y s t e r i c a l  b r i l l i a n c y , "  h i s  s m i l e  i s  "haunted," and 

when asleep, h i s  f ace  looks  "whi te ,  b lue-ve ined  . . . drawn and w r i n k l e d  l i k e  

an o l d  man's" (pp. 243-244).  The n a r r a t o r  may be speaking f o r  t h e  au tho r  

as w e l l  as P a u l ' s  teachers when he says: ItThere was something about  

t h e  boy which none o f  them understood" (p .  244).  Paul i s  p robab l y  homosexual, 
&= 

- c ^ l l c ^ l l - ^ I I ~ ~ ~ . .  I-",-- d--- 

a f a c t  t h a t  would tend t o  a l i e n a t e  him from s o c i e t y  and, no doubt,  p u t  h im 
P-,- nr l.----D.r," --rr---;a w* .____._------------ - 
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i n t o  t h e  h a b i t  o f  lying&, i n  t h e  f i r s t  p lace .  Does homosexual i ty ,  i n  
7- ----- - - - 

i t s e l f ,  undermine g rea tness - - t ha t  i s  t o  say, i s  i t  a m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  t h e  

damaged f o r e s t  c h i l d ?  Cather seems unprepared t o  say. E a r l y  i n  t h e  s t o r y ,  

one o f  h i s  teachers suggests t h a t  Paul may have been i n j u r e d  by a severe 

i l l n e s s  wh ich  h i s  mother s u f f e r e d  around t h e  t ime o f  h i s  b i r t h - - s t i l l  ano ther  

reason p r o f f e r e d  f o r  P a u l ' s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  su rv i ve .  



I n  t he  f i n a l  ana lys is ,  one senses t h a t  the author h e r s e l f  does n o t  

completely understand her character- -nor  does she need to.  She knows him, 

and t h a t  i s  what mat ters.  The Kingsley pro to type seems no t  t o  have been 

broad enough t o  encompass Paul, and there fore  he l i v e s  ou ts ide  o f  i t ,  as 

i t  were, even though i n  the  mythology of  the  s to ry ,  he i s  t he  na ive  f o r e s t  

c h i l d ,  standing, entranced, ou ts ide  the  w a l l s  of  the garden. 

The T r o l l  Garden has two epigraphs, the Kingsley q u o t a t i o n  on the  

t i t l e  page, and opposi te,  a verse from C h r i s t i n a  R o s s e t t i ' s  poem, 

"Gob1 i n  Market:" 

We must no t  look  a t  Gobl in  men, 
We must no t  buy t h e i r  f r u i t s ;  

Who knows upon what s o i l  they fed 
Thei r hungry t h i  r s t y  roo ts?  

Cather admired C h r i s t i n a  Rosse t t i  and e s p e c i a l l y  "Goblin Market," 

her "one p e r f e c t  poem . . . v i v i d  enough t o  d e l i g h t  a c h i l d ,  profound 

enough t o  qharm a sage. 118 i n  some f i v e  hundred shor t ,  r i ch ly -sensua l  1 

the  poem t e l l s  o f  gob l i ns  t h a t  peddle t h e i r  wares, succulent f r u i t s  o f  

every d e s c r i p t i o n .  When the  two s i s t e r s ,  L i z z i e  and Laura, f e t ch  water  

from the  brook, they hear t he  gob l i ns  u rg ing  them t o  buy. Desp i te  L i z z  

caut ion ing ,  Laura gazes upon the  forb idden s i g h t  o f  the market. Her 

nes, 

e ' s  

c u r i o s i t y  leads he r  t o  make a barga in  w i t h  the  l i t t l e  men: she g ives  them 

a l ock  o f  h a i r  and, i n  re tu rn ,  i s  permi t ted  t o  gorge he rse l f  on the  f r u i t .  

Afterwards, she stumbles home, and a t  f i r s t  appears t o  resume a normal 

l i f e .  But her  a p p e t i t e  f o r  t he  f r u i t  has taken charge, and when, on the  



f o l l o w i n g  evening she looks  f o r  t h e  g o b l i n s ,  d e s p a i r  over takes  h e r  when 

she r e a l i z e s  t h a t  she can no longer  hear  t h e i r  c r i es - -a l t hough  L i z z i e  can. 

I n  t h e  absence o f  g r a t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  h e r  one pass ion,  Laura 's  young body 

begins t o  waste, her h a i r  t o  t u r n  grey.  F i n a l l y ,  when t h e  end seems n o t  

f a r  o f f ,  L i z z i e ,  i n  s p i t e  o f  obv ious danger t o  h e r s e l f ,  undertakes t o  g e t  

f r u i t  f o r  her  s i s t e r .  She goes t o  t h e  g o b l i n s  and g i v e s  them he r  penny; 

she w i l l  no t  eat,  however, ask ing  o n l y  f o r  f r u i t  t o  c a r r y  away i n  he r  apron. 

Enraged, t he  gob l ins  a t t a c k  her ,  b a t t e r i n g  he r  w i t h  f r u i t  i n  an a t tempt  t o  

make h e r  ea t .  L i z z i e  w i l l  no t  open h e r  l i p s ,  and when t h e i r  f u r y  i s  spent,  

she rushes home t o  Laura, b i d d i n g  h e r  suck and k i s s  t h e  j u i c e s  o f f  he r  body. 

The f r u i t ,  so much des i red  by Laura, t a s t e s  l i k e  wormwood t h i s  t ime, and she + 

f a l l s  i n t o  a dea th l i ke  t rance .  E a r l y  nex t  day, she wakes "as f rom a dream," 

her  you th  and innocence res to red ,  he r  bondage t o  t he  magic f r u i t  ended. 

No doubt "Gobl in Market" appealed t o  W i l l a  Cather f o r  a v a r i e t y  o f  

reasons, b u t  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  o u r  concern i s  w i t h  those elements t h a t  a r e  

r e l e v a n t  t o  The T r o l l  Garden. The most obv ious  o f  these i s  t h e  f a m i l i a r  

s t o r y  o f  seduct ion and b e t r a y a l ,  s i m i l a r  i n  some respec ts  ( though v e r y  

d i f f e r e n t  i n  o thers)  t o  t he  t r o l l  garden myth. I t  i s  p a r t l y  f o r  t h e i r  

s ta tement  o f  enticement and danger t h a t  Cather c i t e d  exce rp t s  f rom b o t h  t h e  

R o s s e t t i  and Kingsley sources a t  t h e  f r o n t  o f  The T r o l l  Garden. A second 

f e a t u r e  important t o  bo th  t he  e a r l y  c o l l e c t i o n  and t h e  n o v e l l a  i s  t h e  idea  

o f  " con t ras t i ng  double se lves  (one s i s t e r  t a s t e s  and t h e  o t h e r  one saves), 119 

- 
the  p u l l  between des i re  and d i s c r e t i o n .  I t  i s  one o f  many d u a l i t i e s  t h a t  

Cather exp lored over t he  years.10 There i s  i n  a l l  h e r  works, S l o t e  comments, 



"an i n s t i n c t i v e  p a i r i n g  o f  t h e  major  d u a l i t i e s  w i t h  c o n f l i c t s  w i t h i n  

c o n f l i c t s  . . . i t  was n o t  s imp ly  a  m a t t e r  o f  s t y l e ;  she thought  t h i s  way, 

i n  doubleness and c o n t r a s t .  "l I n  The T r o l l  Garden, Cather i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

concerned w i t h  t h e  idea o f  two se lves  i n  o p p o s i t i o n ,  t h e  double s e l f .  T h i s  

theme i s  p layed  w i t h  v a r i a t i o n s  throughout  t he  s t o r i e s  o f  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n .  

A s t r ong  component o f  "F l av i a  and Her A r t i s t s "  i s  a  qua1 i t y  o f  

unconscious d u p l i c i t y  t h a t  pervades human r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  There i s  always 

t e n s i o n  between what people a r e  i n  t h i s  s to r y ,  and how they  a r e  perce ived.  

Thus Imogen, who i s  s t i l l  h a l f  i n  l o v e  w i t h  t h e  f a i r y - t a l e  A r t h u r  o f  h e r  

ch i ldhood,  ass igns  h im h e r o i c ,  even C h r i s t l i k e  v i r t u e s :  "He has bared h i s  

back t o  t h e  tormentor"  (p. 171). Jimmy, on t h e  o t h e r  hand., who views h im 

w i t h  more detachment, has a d i f f e r e n t  image o f  A r t h u r :  "Caius Mar ius among 

t h e  r u i n s  o f  Carthage," a  man o f  f u t i l e  endeavours (p. 172). Some o f  F l a v i a ' s  

guests  a r e  presented as p r e t e n t i o u s ,  f o o l i s h  people;  y e t  F l a v i a  sees them 

as among t h e  g r e a t  ones o f  t h e  world.  Indeed, t h a t  i s  t he  work o f  t h e  s t o r y :  

t o  t a k e  t h e  reader  among people who do n o t  know where t r u e  greatness l i e s  

and who grasp a t  much l e s s e r  t h i ngs .  Confusion spreads as a r e s u l t  o f  

c o n f l i c t i n g  se lves  t h a t  adhere t o  t h e  charac te rs ,  and d u a l i t y  m u l t i p l i e s  

i n t o  a  Tower o f  Babel s i t u a t i o n ,  which Jimmy p r e d i c t s  when she says: "Chaos 

has a l r e a d y  begun i n  t h e  se rvan t s '  qua r te r s .  There a r e  s i x  d i f f e r e n t  

languages spoken t h e r e  now" (p. 164). 

Wh i le  d u a l i t y  occurs  by way o f  d  

.Her A r t i s t s , "  i n  "The S c u l p t o r ' s  Funera 

i f f e r i n g  percep t ions  i n  " F l a v i a  and 

1" t h e r e  a r e  two cha rac te r s  who have 



i n  common t h e i  r hometown and, a t  one t ime, t h e i  r goals: t o  be "great  men" 

(p. 184). Though one i s  an a r t i s t  and one a lawyer, and the  f i r s t  gains 

wide r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  h i s  genius w h i l e  t h e  lawyer remains, i n  h i s  own eyes, 

a smal l- town "shyster" (p. 184), as i t  tu rns  o u t  t h e i r  d i f f e r i n g  from 

each o t h e r  i s  n o t  as g rea t  as t h e i r  mutual a l i e n a t i o n  from t h e i r  f e l l o w  

townsnen. Th is  becomes ev ident  when L a i r d  d e l i v e r s  h i s  angry speech, 

which i s  a k i n d  o f  funera l  o ra t ion .  One guesses t h a t  L a i r d  has no rea l  

hope o f  changing anyone's mind about Mer r ick .  He speaks o u t  o f  personal 

necess i ty ,  and h i s  words reveal h i s  own i n t e g r i t y  as much as t h a t  o f  h i s  

f r i e n d .  D u a l i t y  i n  t h i s  s t o r y  does not  cause d i s i n t e g r a t i o n ,  b u t  issues 

i n  t h e  k i n d  o f  enigma t h a t  i n t r i g u e d  W i l l a  Cather: one man so f i n e l y  tuned 

as t o  seem, i n  the  eyes o f  "normal" people, d e f i c i e n t  i n  manly s p i r i t ;  the  

o t h e r  e x h i b i t i n g  the  weakness o f  t he  a d d i c t  and so v i o l e n t  a na tu re  t h a t  

he appears too  i n s e n s i t i v e  t o  m e r i t  regard. Yet,  t he  two men a r e  bro thers  

under t h e  sk in,  a double man i fes ta t i on  o f  p r i m i t i v e  greatness. That q u a l i t y  

i s  t h e  connect ion the thought fu l  observer,  Steavens, ponders: "He cou ld  

no t  he lp  wondering what l i n k  there  cou ld  have been between the  po rce la in  

vessel [ ~ a r v e y  ~ e r r i c k ]  and so sooty a lump o f  p o t t e r ' s  c l a y  [ ~ a i r d ] "  

(p. 178). 

"The Garden Lodge" invo lves  a t h i r d  t ype  o f  doubleness, an 

ambivalence t h a t  shows i t s e l f  e n t i r e l y  w i t h i n  the  p ro tagon is t .  Ca ro l i ne  

has two selves: cool  -headed, p r a c t i c a l  "L i zz ie "  and v i s iona ry ,  h igh-  

s p i r i t e d  "Laura.11 But L i z z i e ,  i n  t h i s  instance,  i s  a f r a i d  o f  Laura. To 



l e t  onese l f  be c a r r i e d  away by f e e l i n g  leads t o  idol-worship, i n  Caro l i ne ' s  

mind. Th is  idea p e r t a i n s  t o  Cather 's  view o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  predicament, 

f o r  t o  her, a r t  i s  l i k e  r e l i g i o n  i n  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  ded ica t ion  i t  demands 

from i t s  be l ievers .  
12 

I n  t h i s  s to ry ,  Caro l ine  chooses "1 i f e "  above a r t ,  

and Cather explores t h a t  choice, which tu rns  ou t  t o  be inadequate. 

" 'A Death i n  the  ~ e s e r t " ' p i c k s  up and works again w i t h  the  types 

of d u a l i t i e s  i n  t h e  f i r s t  two s to r ies .  L i k e  "F lav ia  and Her A r t i s t s , "  t he  

desert  t a l e  has t o  do w i t h  i ndu lg ing  i n  wished-for percept ions. There i s  

a l s o  a  dual man i fes ta t i on  o f  greatness i n  the  two brothers,  one an a r t i s t ,  

one not ,  s i m i l a r  t o  the  p a i r i n g  o f  t he  two men i n  "The Scu lp to r ' s  Funeral." 

The f a c t  o f  t he  two l o o k - a l i k e  brothers--and the  resemblance appears t o  go 

i n  one d i r e c t i o n  only--does not  r e s u l t  i n  a  bond o f  sympathy, such as e x i s t s  

between L a i r d  and Merr ick.  Instead, each o f  the brothers i n  h i s  own, 

i n d i v i d u a l  exper t i se  has the  e f f e c t  o f  showing up the o t h e r ' s  weak po in t .  

Adriance's success as an a r t i s t  reveals Evere t t ' s  mediocr i ty  as a  musician, 

w h i l e  the  l a t t e r ' s  largeness o f  s p i r i t  exposes the  shallowness o f  h i s  

charming e l d e r  bro ther .  

A  cur ious t w i s t  occurs i n  t h i s  f o u r t h  and middle story.  What i s  

a r e a l  d u a l i t y  i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  denied. The characters, even those who a r e  . 

c l o s e  t o  the  b ro the rs  ( l i k e  t h e i r  mother and ~ a t h a r i n e ) ,  indu lge themselves 

by imagining Evere t t  t o  be Adriance, thus t r i v i a l i z i n g  E v e r e t t ' s  existence. 

Towards t h i s ,  h i s  own a n n i h i l a t i o n ,  Eve re t t  shows a  bland courtesy, even 

though Cather has depicted him as a  passionate i nd i v idua l .  What does he 



r e a l l y  f e e l ,  one wonders. The s t o r y  i s  s i l e n t  on t h i s  

Cather seems t o  suggest t h a t  something i s  very  amiss w 

may e i t h e r  ha te  h imse l f  o r  ha te  h i s  brother .  The game 

*po in t ,  by which 

i t h  Eve re t t ,  t h a t  he 

o f  p re tend ing  Eve re t t  

i s  Adriance and the  younger H i lgarde 's  consent ing t o  i t ,  as i t  seems, 

i n d i c a t e  i t  i s  E v e r e t t ' s  death i n  t he  deser t  as w e l l  as Ka tha r ine ' s  t h a t  

we wi tness i n  t h i s  s to ry .  

A lso  i n  a  d i s t u r b i n g  vein, "The Marr iage o f  Phaedra" p lays  w i t h  

doubleness. F i r s t ,  t he re  i s  a  p a i r i n g  between T r e f f i n g e r  and h i s  man, 

James. The a r t i s t ' s  biographer, McMaster, f i n d s  i n  James a  unique combination. 

He has no pre tens ions  t o  a r t i s t i c  judgement wh i le ,  on the o the r  hand, he has 

known the  a r t i s t  i n t i m a t e l y  i n  the  context  o f  the  s tud io ,  where T r e f f i n g e r  

was most h imsel f .  For these reasons, James i s  t he  one who prov ides t h e  

most accurate p i c t u r e  o f  h i s  master f o r  the  biographer. i t  i s  app rop r ia te  

t h a t  James wears t h e  great  man's cas t -o f f  c lo thes,  and, t h a t  they a r e  too  

b i g  f o r  him. He r e f l e c t s  h i s  former employer as the  p o r t r a i t  r e f l e c t s  t he  

s t o r y  i t s e l f .  

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  "The Marr iage o f  Phaedra" suggests a  doubleness t h a t  

betrays i n  t h e  c o n f l i c t i n g  images T r e f f i n g e r  e i t h e r  received o r  conceived 

(o r  both)  o f  t he  Lady E l l en ,  over  the per iod  spanning t h e i r  c o u r t s h i p  and 

marr iage. On t h i s  d u a l i t y  t he  s t o r y  res ts .  I t  i s  t he  source o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  

unhappiness, t h e  impetus t o  h i s  f i n a l  masterpiece, and the  cease h i s  

death. 



The conf l  i c t  i n  Georgiana's 1 i f e  i n  "A Wagner ~ a t i n g e "  1 i es  i n  

t h e  oppos i t i on  between a r t  and love,  f o r  her,  mu tua l l y  exc lus i ve  profess ions.  
13 

Cather expresses t h i s  d u a l i t y  i n  two ways, f i r s t ,  by jux tapos ing  the  

environments i n t o  which each o f  these passions has l e d  her heroine. The 

b r i e f  l e t t e r  Georgiana's sympathet ic kinsman, Clark,  receives a t  t he  

beginning i s  enough t o  open "before my f e e t  a g u l f  o f  r e c o l l e c t i o n  so wide 

and deep [ tha t ]  . . . I f e l t  suddenly a s t ranger1 '  i n  the  f a m i l i a r  surroundings 

o f  t h e  Boston study (p. 235).  Th is  f i r s t  separa t ion  i n  C la rk ' s  mind 

i n i t i a t e s  a s t o r y  o f  d i s t u r b i n g  cont ras ts .  Cather repeatedly  crowds t h e  g r im  

w o r l d  o f  f r o n t i e r  l i f e  up aga ins t  t he  excitement and grandeur and beauty o f  

t he  Boston concer t  h a l l .  A second man i fes ta t i on  o f  the  same cleavage between 

a r t  and l o v e  i s  represented by the  var ious  composit ions performed a t  t h e  

Wagner matinge. The musical program as a whole dramatizes f o r  Georgiana 

the  " b a t t l e  of  the  two motives" t h a t  have animated her  l i f e  (p. 239), and 

we recognize t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  her  dilemma by her  deeply f e l t  response t o  

these pieces. N ~ h e  P i l g r i m ' s  Chorus"is i n d i c a t i v e  o f  a sacred c a l l i n g :  f o r  

Georgiana, a l i f e  g iven t o  music. The Venusberg theme stands f o r  the  

"impetuous p u r s u i t  o f  phys ica l  love:" 
14 

Georgiana's marr iage a t  t he  age o f  

t h i r t y  t o  an " i d l e  and sh i f t l ess1 '  v i l  lager  o f  twenty-one (p. 236). "The 

P r i z e  songUf rom Die Meisters inger  announces t h e  t r i  umph o f  l ove  (over an 

a r t i s t i c  career,  i n  Georgiana's case), and the  l a s t  p a r t  o f  t he  matinge 

fea tu res  f o u r  numbers from the  e p i c  saga, The Ring, ending w i t h " s e i g f r i e d l s  

Funeral   arch." Th is  composi t i o n  ce lebra tes  the  death o f  a hero who was 



- k i l l e d  by treachery, and f b e l i e v e  i t  i s  n o t  s t r e t c h i n g  Cather 's imag inat ive  

- i n t e n t  t o  take t h a t  theme o f  grandeur and tragedy as belonging a l s o  t o  

- Georgiana. The Wagner matinge, 1 i k e  the p o r t r a i t  i n  "The Marr iage o f  Phaedra," 

i s  a r e p l i c a  o f  the s t o r y  surrounding it. 

I n  "Paul 's Case," t he  con t rad ic to ry  urg ings t h a t  Paul experiences a re  

those o f  a r t i f i c e  and r e a l i t y ,  bu t  u n l i k e  Caro l ine  and Georgiana, he i s  

not  drawn towards both but  o n l y  one o f  the  p o l a r i t i e s  o f  h i s  l i f e .  I t  i s  

the  wor ld  around him t h a t  would push him i n  the  d i r e c t i o n  o f  the  o the r .  H is  

one des i re  i s  t o  l i v e  permanently i n  the  i n f i n i t e l y  expandable atmosphere o f  

a r t i f i c e ,  of t h a t  which i s  created f o r  e f f e c t .  He perceives the a l t e r n a t i v e  

course, t h a t  i s ,  r e a l  l i f e ,  as drabness, monotony, entrapment--in shor t ,  

as death t o  h i s  s p i r i t .  Th is  being so, he r e a l l y  has l i t t l e  choice. The 

,. d i r e c t i o n  o f  h i s  l i f e  seems s u i c i d a l  from -the s t a r t .  According t o  a l l  

th ree o f  these double-sel f  s t o r i e s ,  d u a l i t y  w i t h i n  t h e  person p re  

' some measure o f  suic ide.  Carol i ne  opts  f o r  what i s  "not even rea 

Georgiana's genius i s  wasted i n  the wretched circumstances o f  her  

determ 

1" (p. 

f r o n t  

I nes 

195) ; 

i e r  

ex is tence;  and Paul commits phys ica l  su ic ide .  The idea o f  the ambivalent 

s e l f  must have haunted W i l l a  Cather, because several years l a t e r  she c reates  

another t r a g i c a l l y  d i v ided  person i n  her  s t o r y  o f  Myra Henshawe. 
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PART TWO 

Almost immediately on the  f i r s t  page of  My Mor ta l  Enemy one meets 

again the  t r o l l  garden n o t i o n  o f  the  reck less p u r s u i t  o f  an i dea l .  Myra's 

elopement w i t h  Oswald, her  grasping o f  love, i s  j u s t  such an event, and i t  

se ts  the  stage f o r  a1 1 t h a t  comes a f t e r .  The mythology o f  the  parab le  i s ,  

there fore ,  s i g n i f i c a n t  t o  the nove l la ,  not  o n l y  i n  t he  i n i t i a l  no te  s t ruck ,  

bu t  i n  the  v a r i a t i o n s  t h a t  fo l low.  However, the  mythology i s  much entangled 

i n  t h i s  book w i t h  ma te r i a l  from o the r  o f  Cather 's  sources. Accordingly ,  

we s h a l l  no t  t ake  up the t r o l l  garden myth-pat tern d i r e c t l y .  A b e t t e r  

approach i s  t o  leave i t  as ide  f o r  now, and deal w i t h  i t  l a t e r  i n  con junc t i on  

w i t h  the  o the r  sources. 

On the  o t h e r  hand, the  Kingsley image o f  the barbar ian  can r e a d i l y  

be s i n g l e d  o u t  f o r  examination. John D r i s c o l l ,  f o r  example, who i s  Myra's 

uncle, e x h i b i t ~ ~ m a n y  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  the p r i m i t i v e .  He has had l i t t l e  schoo l ing  

f o r  he was "so u n l e t t e r e d  t h a t  he made a  poor showing w i t h  a  pen," and h i s  

burn ing  o f  t reasu ry  notes on which he had s p o i l e d  h i s  s igna tu re  seems l i k e  

the  a c t  o f  a  c h i l d ,  t h a t  i s ,  a  f o r e s t  c h i l d  (p. 13) .  That "he would h e l p  

a  f r i e n d ,  no ma t te r  what i t  cost  him, and over  and over  aga in  . . . r i s k e d  

r u i n i n g  h imse l f  t o  crush an enemy" shows passion and da r ing  (p. 81);  and t h a t  

he was frank, Myra bears witness: "He gave me f a i r  warning, and then he 

kept  'h is word. I knew he would . . . I' (p. 81). Humour and ea r th iness  a r e  

apparent i n  h i s  fondness f o r  "naughty rhymes . . . t h e  k i n d  bad boys w r i t e  



on fences" (p. 80). F ina l  l y ,  he was a re1 ig ious  man, no t  a Father 

 ato our,' i t  i s  t r u e  (he could not  be, he was uneducated), bu t  a staunch 
i 

Catho l ic ,  i n  h i s  own way. His funera l  w i t h  i t s  c o l o r f u l  pageantry i s  the 

, crowning mark o f  D r i s c o l l ' s  barbar ian  status, The ceremony i s  described 

. i n  r i c h l y  pagan terms: 
2 

: 

. > 
The h igh  a l t a r  blazed w i t h  hundreds o f  candles, t he  
c h o i r  was e n t i r e l y  f i l l e d  by the  masses o f  f lowers.  

t 
The bishop was there, and a f l o c k  o f  p r i e s t s  i n  
gorgeous vestments. When the  pa l l -bearers  a r r i ved ,  
D r i s c o l l  d i d  not  come t o  the  church; the church went 
t o  him. The bishop and c le rgy  went down the  nave 
and met t h a t  great  b lack  c o f f i n  a t  t he  door, preceded 
by the  cross and boys swinging cloudy censers, fo l lowed 
by t h e  .cho i r  chanting t o  the  organ. They surrounded, 
they received, they seemed t o  ass im i la te  i n t o  the  body 
o f  the  church, the  body o f  o l d  John D r i s c o l l .  They bore 
i t  up t o  t h e  h i g h  a l t a r  on a r i v e r  o f  co lou r  and incense 
and organ-tone; they claimed i t  and enclosed i t  (p. 18). 

Though N e l l i e  i s  no t  a Catho l ic ,  she f i n d s  D r i s c o l l ' s  funera l  c u r i o u s l y  

s a t i s f y i n g .  Myra, on the  o ther  hand, does not  need the  t rappings o f  

greatness t o  know what manner o f  person he was: "My unc le  was a very  unusual 

man,'.' she t e l l s  N e l l i e .  Ne i ther  she nor  the  book condemns D r i s c o l l  f o r  h i s  

savage ways. One hears the  unmistakeable vo ice  o f  the  author i n  Myra's 

statement: "Yes, he had v i o l e n t  p re jud ices ,  b u t  t h a t ' s  r a t h e r  good t o  

remember i n  these days when so few people have any rea l  passions, e i t h e r  

o f  l o v e  o r  hate" (pp. 80-81). 



There i s  a spec ia l  k i n s h i p  between Myra and her .g rea t -unc le .  "As 

we grow old,"  she says, "we become more and more t h e  s t u f f  ou r  f o rbea rs  

p u t  i n t o  us. I can f e e l  h i s  savagery s t reng then  i n  me . . . the  n a t u r e  ou r  

s t r a i n  o f  b l ood  c a r r i e s  i s  i n s i d e  t he re ,  w a i t i n g ,  l i k e  ou r  ske le ton"  

G>. 82). L i k e  D r i s c o l l ,  Myra i s  a barbar ian ,  though h e r  n a t u r e  has been 

tempered by t h e  advantages o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  Pass ion leads her  i n t o  a runaway 
t 

mar r i age  b u t  a l s o  g i ves  her ,  as Oswald says, many "generous f r i endsh ips "  

(P. 76). "Her c h i e f  extravagance," N e l l  i e  remembers, "was i n  c a r i n g  f o r  so 

many peop le  and i n  c a r i n g  f o r  them so much" (P. 43). When Myra f e e l s  her  

t r u s t  has been bet rayed,  her  anger i s  t e r r i f y i n g  t o  N e l l i e .  And again,  i t  

i s  Myra 's  c a p a c i t y  f o r  h i g h  f e e l i n g  t h a t  makes he r  s u f f e r  on b e h a l f  o f  he r  

f r i e n d ,  Anne Aylward, who i s  dy ing,  and f o r  h e r s e l f  i n  t h e  c l o s i n g  months 

o f  h e r  1 i f e .  

S t r a i g h t  speaking on Myra's p a r t  accounts  f o r  severa l  o f  t he  

uncomfor tab le  moments i n  N e l l i e ' s  t a l e :  t h e  p a i n f u l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  between 

Myra and Lyd ia  ove r  t h e  c u f f - b u t t o n s  (P. 54), and again,  between Myra and 

Oswald i n  t h e  m a t t e r  o f  t h e  key (pp. 49-50). She does n o t  h e s i t a t e  t o  

v i o l a t e  t h e  norms o f  p o l i t e  t a l k  when i t  comes t o  say ing  what she sees as 

t r ue :  "We've des t royed  each o ther .  I shou ld  have s tayed w i t h  my u n c l e  . . . 
We were never r e a l  l y  happy" (p. 75). 1 f she was reck less  when she th rew 

away a f o r t u n e  and mar r i ed  Oswald, she was a l s o  dar ing ,  a q u a l i t y  she never 

loses ,  as we see i n  t h e  manner o f  he r  death. As f o r  he r  sense o f  humour, 

Myraks  l a u g h t e r  i s  a symbol o f  her  presence. Three t imes  N e l l i e  hears he r  

l augh  b e f o r e  she sees her  (pp. 26, 49, 53), and over  and over ,  Myra 's  



appearance i s  accompanied by her laughter  which i s ,  a s p N e l l i e  says, rea l  

"mir th,  no t  hys te r ia "  (p. 10). 

An a f f i n i t y  between Myra and t h e  phys ica l  wor ld  appears i n  her  fondness 

f o r  wearing furs.3 She i s  "swathed i n  fu rs "  when she meets N e l l i e  and her  

aunt i n  New York (P. 20). And on th ree  f u r t h e r  occasions, N e l l  i e  re fe rs  

t o  Myra's f u r s :  on the  t r a i n  (P. 53) ,  a t  "Gloucester 's C l i f f "  (P. 72), 

and when she disappears a t  the  end (p. 99). Oswald, too, a f f i r m s  the  1 i n k  

between Myra and p r i m i t i v e ,  animal fo rces  when he says t o  N e l l i e :  " I ' d  

r a t h e r  have been clawed by her, as she used t o  say, than pet ted  by any o t h e r  

woman 

t o  have 

broke w 

o f  bad 

've ever known" (p. 104). As f o r  Myra's mys t i ca l  side, she may seem 

re jec ted  t h i s  aspect o f  her na ture  when she marr ied Oswald and 

t h  the  church. However, her  s u p e r s t i t i o n s  about opals as harbingers 

uck, her  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  have her  fo r tune  t o l d ,  and, most o f  a l l ,  

her r e c e p t i v i t y  t o  the a r t s  wi tness t o  a l i v e l y  myst ica l  sense. One i s  n o t  

surpr ised t o  see her r e t u r n  t o  r e l i g i o n  i n  l a t e r  l i f e .  

I n  +add i t i on  t o  these marks o f  excel lence, as Cather conceived i t ,  she 

bestows on Myra o ther ,  more conventional signs o f  greatness. An a l l u s i o n  t o  

her ha i  r "done h igh  on her head, l a  Pompadour" creates a  w h i f f  o f  

exqu is i  te ly-dressed hauteur coupled w i t h  po l  i t i c a l  and sexual prowess (p. 6). 

The moon, and Diana, goddess o f  t he  moon, a r e  a  shadowy presence i n  t h e  

f i r s t  p a r t  of Myra's s tory ,  w h i l e  i n  Par t  Two, f o u r  o f  t he  k ings  o f  o lden 

times a r e  summoned: Solomon, i n  Myra's suggest ion t h a t  the  p o r t r a i t  o f  

4 
Ne l l i ' e ' s  grandfather  be cu t  i n  two (P. 65), John, Richard 1 1 ,  and King Lear. 



These l a s t  t h ree  monarchs l o s t  t h e i r  kingdoms, but  they' knew and declared 

t h e i r  r i g h t f u l ,  roya l  inher i tance.  Another symbol o f  greatness from t h e  

anc ient  wor ld  i s  the  co lour  purple,  which i s  f requent ly  associated w i t h  

Myra: t h e  amethyst necklace; the  garnet  fea the r  i n  her hat;  Eng l ish  

v i o l e t s ,  v i o l e t  b u i l d i n g s  and the  v i o l e t  sky o f  Madison Square; the  plum- 

co lored c u r t a i n s  and cha i r s  " l i k e  r i p e  pu rp le  f r u i t "  (P. 26); and Myra's 

"Chinese dressing gown," her " b r i  1 1 i a n t  wrappings" when she holds cour t ,  

as i t  were, i n  her  i l l ness - -no t  purp le ,  bu t  a pagan b r i l l i a n c e  and m ix tu re  

o f  co lou r  s u i t a b l e  t o  a barbar ian queen (pp. 61, 65). 

According t o  the  Kingsley-Cather p a t t e r n  f o r  human greatness, John 

D r i s c o l l  and h i s  n iece possess t h e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  g reat  p r i m i t i v e s .  The 

e l d e r  o f  t h e  two i s  the "ancestor." He echoes Myra's na ture  i n  the  drama, 

i n  sharper, cruder, tones. Through him, Cather bestows a consciousness o f  

l ineage,  a p r i d e  o f  being on Myra. She, o f  course, i s  i n  the  fo re f ron t .  It 

i s  her  s tory ,  bu t  her background augurs excel lence. 

A 'cursory glance a t  t h e  o t h e r  charac ters  i s  i n  order  a t  t h i s  po in t .  

One of the  th ings  t h a t  N e l l i e  emphasizes about Oswald i s  h i s  l e t h a r g i c  

manner, h i s  "ha1 f -moon eyes ,I1 "1 imp, droopi ng moustache ," and the  "courage 

and force which s l e p t "  (pp. 52, 8). He a l s o  possesses a c e r t a i n  qua1 i t y  o f  

charm i n  h i s  deal ings w i t h  Lydia,  N e i l  ie ,  and t h e  young repor te r  ( i n  Par t  

TWO). Ewan Gray i s  ra ther  l i k e  Oswald. He i s  a "lamb,"5 " the s o r t  o f  boy 

t h a t  women p i c k  up and run o f f  i n t o  t h e  j u n g l e  w i th"  (p. 23), which suggests 

both  meekness and great  charm. I n  s p i t e  o f  t he  f a c t  t h a t  Gray i s  supposed 



t o  be madly i n  love, bo th  N e l l i e ' s  remark about h i s  I tcobl,  d e l i b e r a t e  

fast id iousness" and Myra's "Oh, t h e  d e l i b e r a t i o n  o f  him! I f I could o n l y  

make h i m  hu r ry  once," suggest a r a t h e r  passionless nature  (pp. 28, 22). 

The remaining characters,  Lydia and N e l l i e ,  a re  each tw ice  described by 

Myr,a as "clever" o r  an equ iva lent  word (pp. 7, 36 rtwicel], 61). Whether 

t h e i r  cleverness i s  the  k i n d  t h a t  compromises greatness remains t o  be 

seen. According t o  t h e  Kingsley schema o f  p r i m i t i v e  greatness and, 

depending on t h e  ex tent  t o  which the author  i s  invoking i t ,  the reader may 

have reason t o  expect a "flawed performance" from fou r  o f  the  s i x  main 

characters. 

My Morta l  Enemy cons is ts  s imply  o f  two sect ions, Par ts  One and Two, 

evenly balanced i n  s i z e  and importance. The s t r u c t u r e  echoes the  content ,  

- which i s  a s t o r y  about a two fo ld  greatness. Myra Henshawe i s  deeply 

d i v i d e d  w i t h i n  he rse l f .  She was made f o r  love and a l s o  f o r  "success and a 

p lace i n  t h e  world" (p. 75).  For some people, these a re  no t  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  

impulses. But f o r  many o thers ,  they are--as W i l l a  Cather knew very  we l l .  

She was aware o f  how "the personal s e l f  might endanger the  a r t i s t "  and, i n  

6 
t h i s  regard, t h a t  "marriage was one hazard." "A Wagner ~ a t i n k e , "  i n  which 

Georgiana t h e  musician i s  destroyed by Georgiana the  lover ,  exemp l i f i es  t h i s  

s p l i t .  For Myra, l i kew ise ,  though not  an a r t i s t ,  i t  i s  the  e r o t i c  s e l f  

t h a t  thwarts t h e  o the r  and i t s  powers of expression. The quest ion i s :  

what, i n  Myra's case, i s  t h e  p rec i se  nature  o f  t h a t  o the r  s e l f ?  



42 

She h e r s e l f  pu ts  i t  t h i s  way, as she contemplat6s her  marriage: 

I should have stayed w i t h  my uncle. I t  was money 
t needed . . . We [j lyra and OswaldS] were never 
r e a l l y  happy. I am a greedy, s e l f i s h  w o r l d l y  woman; 
t wanted success and a p lace i n  the  wor ld  (p. 75). 

"Greedy" and " s e l f i s h "  a re  harsh words. They speak o f  Myra's desi re,  the  

s t reng th  of t h a t  o the r  s e l f ' s  need f o r  expression. "Worldly" r e i t e r a t e s  

the phrase "success and a p lace i n  the  world," and here i s  where Myra's 

vocat ion  i s  t o  be found. We catch a glimpse o f  what t h i s  means i n  concrete 

terms i n  the  New York sec t i on  o f  t he  s to ry ,  where Myra l i v e s  i n  t h e  

gracious surroundings o f  the  Madison Square apartment and mainta ins a l i v e l y  

contac t  w i t h  her  g i f t e d  f r iends.  Myra's se l f -de f  i n i  t ion  (above) lacks  a 

sympathy t h a t  t he  author  f e e l s  f o r  her  pro tagon is t ,  and t h a t  somehow comes 

through i n  the  st rong,  bo ld  st rokes by which she de l ineates  her  heroine. - 

I n  t h i s  regard, t he  e a r l y  s tory ,  "A Resurrection," w i t h  i t s  expl i c i  t 

statement about a c e r t a i n  s t r a i n  o f  women t h a t  Cather had observed, p rov ides  

a more f e e l i n g  view o f  such a person as Myra, one t h a t  i s  f e l t  i n  the  n o v e l l a  

but  which i s  no t  spe l l ed  out.  Here again i s  p a r t  o f  the  passage from the  

1897 s to ry :  

She was one of those women one sometimes sees . . . 
e s p e c i a l l y  fashioned f o r  a l l  the  f u l l n e s s  o f  l i f e ;  
f o r  l a rge  experiences and the  great  wor ld  where a 
commanding p e r s o n a l i t y  i s  f e l t  and valued . . . 
made t o  r i d e  i n  carr iages and wear jewels and 
grace f i r s t  n i g h t s  a t  the  opera . . . women who 
were made t o  r u l e  . . .7 



But t o  l i v e  t h i s  k i n d  o f  l i f e  requ i res  money, as Myra p o i n t s  out .  And 

by a "hideous i n j u s t  i c e  ,I1 t o  use her own words (P. 6 5 ) ,  when Myra marr ied  

f o r  love, she doomed h e r s e l f  t o  being always and inc reas ing ly  sho r t  o f  

money. T h i s  i s  due, f i r s t ,  t o  her  unc le 's  a c t  o f  revenge and, second, t o  

8 
Oswald's i n a b i l i t y  t o  earn. Myra's d u a l i t y ,  then, i s  de f ined i n  terms 

o f  l ove  (and marr iage] o r  remaining i n  her own m i l i e u  and s tay ing  s ing le .  

tn o t h e r  words, t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  a re  love o r  c h a s t i t y - - c l e a r l y  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  

opt  ions. 

The n o t i o n  o f  fo rb idden love and d i v i n e  r e t r i b u t i o n  i s  suggest ive 

o f  the  gods and r e l i g i o u s  myth, a f a m i l i a r  presence i n  Cather 's f i c t i o n .  

I n  Myra's s to ry ,  the gods and t h e i r  escapades serve the  w r i t e r ' s  purposes 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  w e l l ,  s ince myths prov ide  a ready embodiment o f  d e s t i n i e s  l i k e  

those o f  love and c h a s t i t y . -  Several i l l u s t r i o u s  f i g u r e s  t u r n  up on the  

i 

pages o f  t h i s  s l i m  novel, such 

the  s t o r y  d i r e c t s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  

a l l us ions ,  she i s  associated w 

as Diana, Hyperion, and others,  bu t  i n i t i a l l y ,  

Venus, the  goddess o f  love. Through 

t h  Myra. 

N e l l i e ' s  f i r s t  impression o f  "Mrs. Myra," which she acquired as a 

c h i l d  by l i s t e n i n g  t o  fami ly  t a l k ,  i s  t h a t  o f  a J u l i e t  who s a c r i f i c e d  every- 

t h i n g  f o r  l ove  o f  her  Romeo. Th is  i s  an e a r l y  Myra who became legendary . 

through her  elopement, "when Love went ou t  t he  gates," as N e l l i e  says, "and 

gave the  dare t o  Fate" (p. 17). Myra's laugh t h a t  so o f t e n  announces hey 

a r r i v a l  i s  a reminder o f  Homer's Venus, " laughter - lov ing  Dame. "' Another 

emblem of  Venus i s  the  dove, N e l l i e  says: "When she was peaceable she was 



l i k e  a dove w i t h  i t s  wings folded" (p. 351. This  i s  a . s ide  of Myra t h a t  

somehow gets  l o s t  i n  the  t e l l i n g  o f  t he  s tory ,  bu t  i t  i s  N e l l i e  h e r s e l f  

who p o i n t s  i t  ou t .  Myra has a tendency t o  engage i n  matchmaking. This,  

i n  conjunct  i o n  w i t h  her  " i nexp l i cab ly  mischievous hands,It suggests the  

cap r i c ious  work of Aphrodi te 's  son, Cupid Cp. 6 3 ) .  

a1 l u s i ~ n s  

c rea tu re  

according 

But the  Venus s ide  o f  Myra i s  no sooner es tab l ished than she begins 

t o  change, and t o  show another i d e n t i t y .  By f a r ,  the  g rea te r  number o f  

a l l u s i o n s  assoc ia te  Myra w i t h  the  goddess o f  chas t i t y ,  i n  her  many forms. For 

the  tens ion o f  t he  novel e x i s t s  i n  revea l ing  Myra's thwarted side. The 

a r e  myr iad and complex. As one o f  Diana's fo l lowers ,  Myra i s  a 

intended f o r  a l i f e  o f  unwedded b r i l l i a n c e  and in f luence,  and Oswald, 

l y ,  l i k e  Endymion i n  Keats' poem, welcomes whatever might be the  

consequences o f  l o v i n g  her. I n  the  myth, Endymion may no t  possess the  

goddess, and r a t h e r  than experience loss o f  her, he chooses t o  s tay  young and 

sleep fo rever .  Thus N e l l  i e  speaks o f  Oswald's "ha1 f-moon eyes ,I1 h i s  "courage 

and f o r c e  which slept,"  and h i s  s t range pose dur ing  the  s ing ing  o f  "Casta 

Diva," hymn t o  the  moon:" . . . standing l i k e  a statue,  o r  a sent inel , "  

conveying " i n d e s t r u c t i b l e  constancy . . . almost i n d e s t r u c t i b l e  youth" 

(pp. 52, 103). The p i c t u r e  N e l l i e  conjures c l o s e l y  resembles Keats' image 

o f  Endymion: 

But i n  the  self-same f i x e d  t rance he kept ,  ' 

L i k e  one who on the  e a r t h  had never s tep t .  
Aye, even as d e a d - s t i l l  as a marble man, 
Frozen i n  t h a t  o l d  t a l e  ~ r a b i a n . 1 0  



A t  t h e  1.i t e r a l  l e v e l ,  Oswald 

v i s i o n  of  Mo l l y  D r i s c o l l .  Ne 

enchantment o f  Madison Square 

st ruck"  in t h i s  t a l e  (p. 26). 

l ives 

1 1  i e ,  

, b u t  

i n  the  past,  haunted by h i s  o r i g i n a l  

indeed, f a l l s  under the  Diana- 

i t  i s  Oswald who i s  p r o p e r l y  "moon- 

I n  ' the Keats poem, Roman "Diana" i s  the  moon goddess, chaste 

huntress, b e a u t i f u l  beyond human imagining. But i n  another  ve rs ion  o f  the 

myth, her  name i s  Selene, the moon, and daughter o f  the  T i t a n  sun god, 

Hyperion. Both forms o f  the myth a r e  present  i n  the  p a i r i n g  o f  Oswald and 

Myra. One guesses t h a t  legends o f  t he  T i tans ,  a once mighty race o f  g i a n t  

gods t h a t  was conquered and u l t i m a t e l y  destroyed, appealed s t r o n g l y  t o  W i l l a  

Cather. I n  MJ Mor ta l  Enemy, t h e i r  s t o r y  o f f e r e d  a ready metaphor f o r  her  

character,  John D r i s c o l l  , whose unusual qua1 i t i e s  had become r a r e  i n  the 

t ime s e t t i n g  o f  the nove l la .  He i s ,  on one l e v e l ,  Hyperion, one o f  t he  

l a s t  o f  the  T i tans ,  and " fa ther "  o f  t he  moon goddess, Selene, who took  the  - 

mor ta l ,  Endymion, f o r  her  lover .  As i n  Myra, so i n  her  uncle, my th i c  

beings converge, f o r  he i s  a l s o  Apo l lo ,  the  Olympian sun god, who d a i l y  

t raverses the  sky w i t h  h i s  c e l e s t i a l  steeds. D r i s c o l l  "kept f a s t  horses" 

(p. 12) and, 1 i k e  Apol l o ,  d i v i n e  pa t ron  o f  music, supported and encouraged 

the l o c a l  t w n  band. Hyperion's daughter was s a i d  t o  have had an e a r l y  a f f a i r  

w i t h  the  goat- footed Pan, i n  token o f  which he had g iven her  a b e a u t i f u l  - 

f leece. A reminder o f  t h i s  g i f t  i s  captured i n  N e l l i e ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  

Myra's ha i r : "  ..- . . there  were curious, zigzag, c u r l y  s t reaks  of  g l i s t e n i n g  

w h i t e  Fn i t ,  which made i t  look  l i k e  the  f l e e c e  o f  a Pers ian goat o r  some 



animal t h a t  bore  s i l k y  f u r "  (p. 6). 

The T i t a n  myth f u r t h e r  enriches the  nove l l a  i n  the  r e l a t  

I 

Myra and her  uncle. I f  we bear i n  mind t h a t  a t  one l e v e l  she 

i o n  between 

i s  the  sun 

god's " d a ~ g h t e r , ~ '  t h e  s ign i f iZcance  o f  c e r t a i n  remarks and events takes a 

sharper focus. When, e a r l y  i n  t h e  s tory ,  Myra uses the  expression "sa lu te  

the  morn" (p. 21), she quotes from the f i r s t  l i n e  o f  t h e  Christmas caro l ,  

r 
"Chr is t ians   wake"' l - -appropr iate ly ,  s ince the  day happens t o  be Christmas 

Eve. But he r  words which seem, a t  t he  time, simply a manner of speaking, 

a r e  no t  j u s t  t ha t .  As Selene, Myra has spec ia l  reason f o r  s a l u t i n g  the  

morning. Perhaps Ewan Gray who i s  w i t h  her and inc luded i n  her  remark-- 

"we planned t o  s a l u t e  the morn together1'--has spec ia l  reason, too, Could 

he be Apo l l o ' s  one-time lover ,  Hyacinthus, f o r  l a t e r  he wears a s p r i g  o f  

t h a t  f lower  i n  h i s  coat? As f o r  Myra, her  use o f  the  word "salute"  

r e f l e c t s  what w i l l  l a t e r  become more apparent: a k i n d  o f  courtesy, even 

awe t h a t  she f e e l s  towards the  coming o f  day, t h a t  i s ,  o f  t he  sun. She 

t h i n k s  o f  dawn as a " f o r g i v i n g  time," t h a t  moment when the  sun god re tu rns  

t o  a del inquent  w o r l d  t h a t  no longer has any use f o r  t he  o l d  gods, and t o  
. - .  

a daughter t h a t  has d isappointed him: 

" I ' d  love t o  see t h i s  p lace a t  dawn," Myra s a i d  
suddenly. "That i s  always such a f o r g i v i n g  time. 
When t h a t  f i r s t  cold, b r i g h t  s t reak  comes over the  
water,  i t ' s  as if a l l  our  s ins  were pardoned; as 
i f  the  sky leaned over the  e a r t h  and k issed i t  and 
gave i t  absolut ion.  You know how the great  s inners  
always came home t o  d i e  i n  some r e l i g i o u s  house, 

? * and the  abbot o r  the  abbess went ou t  and received 
them w i t h  a k iss?"  (p. 73). 



Thus when Myra f e e l s  t h a t  death i s  c l ose ,  she r e t u r n s  "home." She goes 

t o  t h e  c l i f f  o v e r l o o k i n g  the  sea and awa i ts  t h e  sun 's  " f i r s t  co ld ,  b r i g h t  

s t reak,"  t he  l e a n i n g  o f  t he  sky over  t h e  e a r t h  wh ich  s i g n i f i e s  t o  her,  he r  

adop t i ve  f a t h e r ' s  k i s s  o f  abso lu t i on .  T h i s  f i n a l  r e l ease  i s  t h e  moment 

t o  which t h e  n a r r a t i v e  b u i l d s ,  I t  i s  t he  denouement o f  t he  c o n f l i c t  Myra 

u n w i t t i n g l y  en te red  when she e l o p e d - - s i g n i f i c a n t l y  t he  deed was done a t  

n i g h t ,  i n  t h e  absence o f  t h e  sun. N e l l i e  suggests a  s p e l l  has been c a s t  

and names a f a i r y  t a l e  i n  which a k i s s  f rom ? p a r t i c u l a r  person i s  t h e  

f r e e i n g  agent:  "I thought  o f  t he  r D r i s c o l l ]  p l a c e  as be ing  under a  s p e l l ,  

l i k e  t h e  S leep ing  Beauty 's  palace; i t  had been in a t r ance ,  o r  lain in i t s  

f l o w e r s  l i k e  a b e a u t i f u l  corpse, ever  s i nce  t h a t  w i n t e r  n i g h t  . . . I I 
(p. 17).  Note t h e  reve rsa l  o f  cause and e f f e c t :  i n  t h e  f a i r y  t a l e ,  i t  i s  

the  a r r i v a l  of  l o v e  i n  t h e  form o f  a  k i s s  f rom the  p r i n c e  t h a t  breaks t h e  

s p e l l ,  whereas i n  Myra 's  s t o r y ,  i t  i s  t he  y i e l d i n g  t o  l o v e  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e  

t h a t  induces t h e  s p e l l .  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t  i t  w i l l  be obv ious t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  d iscrepancy between 

t he  two ve rs i ons  o f  t he  Endymion s t o r y .  Accord ing t o  Keats '  render ing ,  

the  moon goddess was Diana who remained f o r e v e r  chaste,  whereas Selene was 

s a i d  t o  have had many c h i l d r e n  by he r  l o v e r .  T h i s  was n o t  a  problem t o  

Cather because h e r  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  myth t o  f i c t i o n  g e n e r a l l y  e n t a i l e d  a 

loose a f f i l i a t i o n .  Myra i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  h e r s e l f ,  n o t  Venus o r  Diana, though 

she i s  meant t o  waken echoes o f  these and o t h e r  legendary be ings.  



. I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  Selene and Diana, t he  moon, "one o f  the  most deeply 

a f f e c t i v e  and complex" o f  Ca ther ' s  symbols, l2 appears i n  t h i s  novel  l a  

as Tan i t h ,  c h i e f  goddess o f  the  once proud c i t y  o f  Carthage, and another  

m y t h i c  f i g u r e  t h a t  f i r e d  t he  w r i t e r ' s  imag ina t ion .  salammbe, a  novel  

by F l a u b e r t ,  was a lmost  c e r t a i n l y  W i l l a  Ca the r ' s  source f o r  t h i s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  

o f  t h e  l una r  d i v i n i t y . 1 3  The novel ,  f i r s t  pub1 ished i n  1862, b r i n g s  

v i v i d l y  t o  l i f e  t h e  c i t y  o f  Carthage i n  t h e  t ime  o f  t he  g r e a t  genera l ,  

Hami lcar .  A t a l e  o f  incessant  wars between Carthage and her  mercenaries,  

renegades h i  r e d  by her  t o  f i g h t  Rome, SalammbG i s  a  spec tac le  o f  pass iona te  

under tak ings ,  a t r o c i t i e s  co rm i t t ed ,  and s u f f e r i n g s  endured, a l l  t o l d  w i t h  

e x t r a o r d i n a r y  a u t h o r i a l  detachment. I n  i t s  day, t he  book drew a  ve ry  mixed 

r e a c t i o n  as, appa ren t l y ,  i t  cont inues t o  do. l4 W i l l a  Cather l i k e d  i t  

b e s t  o f  F l a u b e r t ' s  w r i t i n g s ,  p a r t l y ,  one would t h i n k ,  f o r  h i s  "hand l ing  

[ o f ]  b r i e n t a l  c ~ l o u r , " ~ ~  a  f e a t u r e  o f  t h a t  w r i t e r ' s  s k i l l ,  as w e l l  as 

f o r  h i s  " p e c u l i a r  i n t e g r i t y  o f  language and v i s i on , ' '  as she w ro te  on 

ano ther  occas ion,  " t h a t  coldness which, i n  him, i s  somehow noble."16 One 

t h i n g  * t ha t  must have s t i r r e d  her  adm i ra t i on  i s  t h e  French mas te r ' s  genius 

f o r  c r e a t i n g  i n t e n s e l y  v i v i d  and memorable tab leaux--a f a c i l i t y  t h a t  W i l l a  

Cather h e r s e l f  possessed--and t h e r e  a r e  grounds f o r  t h e  c o n j e c t u r e  t h a t  

one such ep isode  s tayed w i t h  her  throughout  h e r  l i f e :  h i s  p i c t u r e  i n  

Chapter Three o f  t h e  young v i r g i n ,  salammb;, i nvok ing  t h e  goddess, T a n i t h .  17 

I n  a  h i g h l y  e v o c a t i v e  scene t h a t  takes p l a c e  under a  c rescen t  moon on a  

t e r r a c e  o f  t h e  pa lace  a t  Carthage, Salammb6 h a i  1s t h e  goddess: 



. . . m is t ress  of  t h e  gloomy sea and o f  t he  azure 
shores, 0  Queen o f  t h e  wate ry  wor ld ,  a l l  h a i l !  . . . 
When thou appearest,  qu ie tness  i s  spread abroad . . . 
Thou a r t  wh i t e ,  gen t l e ,  luminous, immaculate, 
he lp i ng ,  p u r i f y i n g ,  serene! 
But thou a r t  a  t e r r i b l e  m i s t r e s s !  . . . t h i n e  eyes 
devour t h e  stones o f  b u i l d i n g s ,  and t h e  apes a r e  
ever  ill each t ime thou  growest  young again.  

Whither goest thou? Why dos t  thou  change t h y  
forms c o n t i n u a l l y ?  Now, s l ende r  and curved thou 
g l i d e s t  through space l i k e  a  mas t less  g a l l e y ;  and then . . . Sh in ing  and round, t hou  dos t  g raze  t h e  mountain- 
tops  1 i ke t he  wheel o f  a  c h a r i o t  . I 8  

The whole chap te r  has t o  be read i n  o r d e r  t o  f u l l y  app rec ia te  Tan i t h ,  

b u t  one can see i n  these few l i n e s  c e r t a i n  o f  he r  a t t r i b u t e s ,  wh ich  

a l s o  i n f o r m  t h e  charac te r  o f  Myra Henshawe. 

S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  T a n i t h  stands f o r  t h r e e  t h i n g s  i n  Myra 's  s t o r y .  

F i r s t ,  she r e i n f o r c e s  t he  c h a s t i t y  theme. L i k e  Diana, she can be 

t e r r i b l e  i n  t h e  f i e r c e  demands she makes o f  he r  f o l l o w e r s .  I n  t h e  

mythology o f  t h e  s t o r y ,  i t  i s  she who provokes i n  Myra a sense o f  d i s q u i e t  

ove r  t h e  v a r i o u s  l o v e  matches t h a t  she encounters.  U l t i m a t e l y ,  T a n i t h  

c l a i m s  h e r  own, w inn ing  t h e  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  Venus and he r  in f luence ,  as 

Myra moves f u r t h e r  and f u r t h e r  away f rom be ing  a b l e  t o  a f f i r m  t h e  event 

o f  he r  marr iage.  Second, T a n i t h  i s  august,  subl ime, a  m a j e s t i c  presence 

o f  d i v i n e  f e m i n i n i t y ,  and as such she enhances t he  aura o f  greatness 

sur round ing  Myra. Tani  th ,  "Queen o f  t h e  wate ry  world,"  p res ides  ove r  t he  

Casta D iva  scene. I t  i s  she whom t h e  music invokes,2o t h e  a r i a  "which 

beg ins  so 1  i k e  t h e  q u i v e r i n g  o f  moonbeams on t h e  water"  (p. 47) ; she 

i n  whose presence t r u e  human greatness, i n  t h e  person o f  Madame 



Modjeska, can calmly s i t ;  and she who c a l l s  f o r t h  i n  Myra the "hidden 

r ichness"  (p .  48). The t h i r d  f a c t o r  Tani t h  b r i n g s  t o  the  s t o r y  i s  her  

changeableness, f l u c t u a t i o n s  between f ie rceness  and gent leness, between 

the  images o f  destroyer  and helper .  A s  ~alammbG p o i n t s  ou t  i n  her 

invocat ion ,  t he  moon i s  cons tan t l y  changing i n  form, and Myra, too, 

undergoes dramat ic  changes. Her laugh can be a welcome sound a t  one time, 

and f r i g h t e n i n g  a t  another (p. 10). N e l l i e  goes on t o  say t h a t  f o r  Myra 

t o  l e t  h e r s e l f  " t h i n k  harm o f  anyone she loved seemed t o  change her nature,  

even her  features" (my emphasis), (p. 54).  Thus the author  se ts  one dual i t y  

w i t h i n  another.  Myra's capac i ty  f o r  change between tenderness and f i e r c e -  

ness i s  s e t  w i t h i n  the l a r g e r  d u a l i t y  o f  her  twofo ld a l l e g i a n c e  t o  love  

and t o  having a p lace i n  the  wor ld.  

I n  a l l ,  t he re  a re  f i v e  e x p l i c i t  references t o  the moon, four  

o f  which occur du r ing  the v i s i t  o f  N e l l i e  and her aunt t o  NeN York. The 

f i r s t  happens i n  assoc ia t i on  w i t h  N e l l i e ' s  i n i t i a l  look a t  the great  c i t y :  

The boat was p u l l i n g  ou t  and I was s t r a i n i n g  
my eyes t o  catch, through the  f i ne ,  r e l u c t a n t  snow, 
my f i r s t  gl impse o f  the c i t y  we were approaching. 
We passed the Wilhelm der Grosse coming up the  r i v e r  
under tug, her s ides covered w i t h  i c e  a f t e r  a stormy 
crossing,  a f l o c k  of  seagu l ls  i n  her  wake. The snow 
b l u r r e d  every th ing  a l i t t l e ,  and the  b u i l d i n g s  on the  
Ba t te ry  a l l  ran together- - looked l i k e  an enormous f o r t r e s s  
w i t h  a thousand windows. From the  mass, the  d u l l  go ld  
dome o f  the World b u i l d i n g  emerged l i k e  a ruddy autumn 
moon a t  t w i  1 i g h t  (pp. 22-23). 



T h i s  passage wh ich  r e f l e c t s  W i l l a  Ca the r ' s  own remembered f i r s t  impress ion 

o f  New york2 '  e s t a b l i s h e s  a  v i s i o n a r y  backdrop f o r  Myra 's  s to r y .  The 

snow a c t s  as a  k i n d  o f  v e i l  t h a t  a l l o w s  a  w o r l d  o t h e r  than t h a t  o f  New York 

t o  i n t r ude ,  j u s t  as l a t e r  i n  t h e  novel  Helena Modjeska, by her  presence, 

b r i n g s  i n t o  t h e  Henshawe apartment "another race and another  per iod ' '  

(p. 45).  Through t he  b l u r r i n g  snow, N e l l i e  sees "an enormous f o r t r e s s  

w i t h  a  thousand windows." The image i s  o f  some g r e a t  s t r ongho ld  o f  a n t i q u i t y ,  

s t e e l e d  a g a i n s t  an enemy, and t h e  essence o f  t he  image i s  f ierceness.  The 

re fe rence  t o  t h e  sh ip ,  i n c l u d i n g  i t s  name,22 suggests t he  comple t ion  o f  

an h e r o i c  voyage, r e i t e r a t i n g  t h e  greatness m o t i f :  w h i l e  t he  dome "moon" 

evokes v i s i o n s  o f  a huge, red, hemispher ic  moon and p r i m i t i v e ,  s a c r i f i c i a l  

r i t e s .  Here, f o r  a  moment, " t he  remote and c r u e l  past"  t h a t  F l a u b e r t  

was a b l e  t o  c o n s t r u c t  so g rand ly ,  as Cather says,23 surfaces i n  New York. 

W i th  i t  come t h e  ghosts  o f  ques t i ng  heroes and t he  v i s i t a t i o n  o f  something 

as e lementa l  as a  b i g ,  ha rves t  moon. The f a c t  t h a t  N e l l i e  imagines i t  

a lmost  as soon as she s teps o n t o  Myra 's  t e r r i t o r y ,  as i t  were, r e f l e c t s  t h e  

power o f  Myra 's  person. And t h e  s e l f  t h a t  i s  be ing  a f f i rmed i n  t h i s  f i r s t  

a l l u s i o n  t o  t h e  moon i s  Tan i t h ,  s t rong ,  magn i f i cen t ,  barbar ian .  

The nex t  moon episode takes p l a c e  on the  f o l l o w i n g  page, when 

N e l l i e  i s  l e f t  t o  en joy Madison Square w h i l e  Myra and Lyd ia  go shopping. . 

What N e l l i e  f i n d s  t h e r e  on t h a t  snowy a f te rnoon represents  a l l  t h a t  she 

loves  i n  Myra. I t  i s  Myra gen t led .  The t r e e s  and t he  shrubbery a r e  "we l l -  

groomed and soc iab le , "  t h e  S a i n t  Gaudens' Diana " s t e ~ ~ e d  o u t  f r e e l v  and 



breaths . . . the  sound was musical,  seemed t o  come from the t h r o a t  of  

spr ing." N e l l i e  sums up her  experience: "Here, I f e l t ,  w i n t e r  brought  

no deso la t ion ;  i t  was tamed, l i k e  a p o l a r  bear l e d  on a leash by a 

b e a u t i f u l  lady1' (pp. 24-25). The moon's gaze has changed from t h a t  of  

T a n i t h  t o  a benign and grac ious Diana. Yet the  p o l a r  bear metaphor reminds 

us t h a t  Myra has no t  l o s t  her  passionate s e l f .  We a re  merely seeing the  

o the r  s i d e  o f  her.  

I t  i s  a measure of  the au tho r ' s  c r a f t  i n  t h i s  passage t h a t  she a t  

no p o i n t  says the re  i s  a moon v i s i b l e  overhead. Even so, the e n t i r e  

sec t i on  i s  immersed i n  lunar  presence:24 the  s ta tue  o f  the goddess, t he  

grove o f  t rees  and the  founta in--both fea tures  o f  Diana's shr ine- - ,  and the  

co lours  o f  moonl ight,  w h i t e  on b lack ,  pa le  b lue  shadows, and a v i o l e t  sky. 

Only Myra's comment t o  N e l l i e  a t  the  end imp l ies  there  might be an ac tua l  

moon: "You're f a i r  moon-struck, N e l l i e ! "  (p. 26). The same k i n d  o f  

understatement i s  ev ident  i n  the f i r s t  moon passage discussed. As f a r  

as we know, the re  i s  no moon t o  be seen i n  t h a t  s e t t i n g  e i t h e r .  Yet 

N e l l i e  d iscerns a moon-shape through the  b l u r r i n g  snow. I t  seems t h a t  t he  

moon goddess i s  very much a t  l a rge  i n  New York C i t y ,  one o f  those 

25 - " i n e x p l i c a b l e  presence[s]l' t h a t  W i l l a  Cather was so s k i l l e d  a t  c rea t i ng .  

Thus i n  the  space of  a few pages the  goddess appears f i r s t  i n  t he  aspect 

o f  anc ien t  and savage grandeur, and then i n  t h a t  o f  i d y l l i c  happiness. 



I n  t h e  t h i r d  moon passage, t h a t  c e l e s t i a l  body a c t u a l l y  m a t e r i a l i z e s .  

As we walked home she s l i p p e d  her  arm through 
mine, and we f e l l  a  l i t t l e  behind the  o t h e r  two. 
"See t h e  moon coming ou t ,  Ne l l i e - -beh ind  t h e  tower.  
I t  wakens the  g u i l t  i n  me. No p l a y i n g  w i t h  love ;  
and I ' d  sworn a  g r e a t  o a t h  never t o  meddle again.  
You send a  handsome f e l l o w  l i k e  Ewan Gray t o  a  f i n e  
g i r l  l i k e  Es ther ,  and i t ' s  Chr istmas eve, and they  r i s e  
above us and t h e  w h i t e  w o r l d  around us, and t h e r e  
i s n ' t  anybody, n o t  a  tramp on t h e  pa rk  benches, t h a t  
w o u l d n ' t  w i sh  them we l l - - and  very  l i k e l y  h e l l  w i l l  
come o f  i t ! "  (p. 31). 

Here Myra i d e n t i f i e s  one o f  the  dilemmas o f  t he  book: t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i n  

s p i t e  o f  t h e  i r r e s i s t i b l e  power o f  l ove  i t  so o f t e n  seems t o  founder .  A t  

t he  s t o r y ' s  c e n t r e  a r e  Oswald and Myra, t he  f o c a l  example o f  l o v e  t h a t  

d i sappo in t s  and f r u s t r a t e s  and which, t he re fo re ,  i s  ." forbidden." Others 

a r e  ranged around them: Oswald's mother, a  " g i r l  o f  good f a m i l y "  who 

mar r i ed  a  "poor and i m p r a c t i c a l "  man (p. 13); Ewan Gray and Es ther ;  and 

t h e  son o f  Myra 's  f r i e n d  who commits su ic ide ' "because  o f  some s o r d i d  l ove  

a f f a i r "  (p. 86).  A  sense o f  g u i  1 t comes over  Myra under t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  

t h i s  t h i r d  moon presence, t h a t  seems t o  be a  b l end  o f  T a n i t h  and Diana. 

T h i s  t ime t h e  goddess comes i n  c l a r i t y  and v i s i b i l i t y ,  b u t  she i s  a l s o  

f i e r c e  i n  t h a t  she r e q u i r e s  o f  those who belong t o  her  a b s o l u t e  

c h a s t i t y .  

Each o f  t h e  t h r e e  moon passages examined en la rges  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  p o r t r a i t  

o f  Myra. The Casta D iva  scene marks t h e  f o u r t h  moon episode and i t  i s  

t h e ' c u l m i n a t i o n  of  t he  p rev ious  th ree .  I t  takes p l ace  a f t e r  t h e  Henshawes' 



New 

sma 

Year's Eve pa r t y ,  l a t e  when a l l  bu t  a few guests have 

11 group gathers t o  hear the impromptu s ing ing  o f  an a r  

opera , Norma . 26 I t i s  a hymn t o  the chaste goddess o f  t he  

54 

gone home. A 

i a  from B e l l i n i ' s  

moon. During t h i s  

invocat ion ,  t h e  room i s  f looded w i t h  moonl ight w h i l e  t he  ac t ress ,  Modjeska, 

a statuesque f i gu re ,  s i t s  by the  window. She i s  a f r i e n d  o f  Myra and the  

embodiment o f  human greatness f u l f i l l e d .  One could say Modjeska i s  one o f  

the  Immortals, a  T i t a n .  When she i s  present,  greatness o f  the  pas t  i s  a l s o  

power fu l l y  present ,  no t  o n l y  former t imes o f  human achievement, b u t  a l s o  

the days o f  t h e  gods i n  t h e i r  ascendancy. Even young N e l l i e  i s  s t r u c k  

by the  majesty o f  the woman and o f  t h i s  scene which she mot ivates.  

I n  f a c t ,  Modjeska i s  a k i n d  o f  double f o r  Myra, something a f t e r  the 

fash ion  o f  James i n  "The Marr iage o f  Phaedra," who r e f l e c t s  f a i t h f u l l y  who 

h i s  master was. The great  ac t ress  does not  r e f l e c t  Myra, however.   at her 

, she matches her ,  suggests greatness i n  Myra by touching her  w i t h  her  own, 

Myra's genius has n o t  assumed v i s i b l e  expression as Modjeska's has; i t  i s  

hidden. Accordingly ,  there  i s  much emphasis on dark and l i g h t ,  sensory 

d u p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t he  concealments and reve la t i ons  t h a t  a re  t a k i n g  place. 

Fur ther ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  e f f e c t  the idea o f  d isc losure ,  Cather uses the  Romantic 

mid-point ,  t he  p lace  between two extremes a t  which one may perce ive  the  

essence o f  r e a l i t y .  She uses t h i s  device no t  o n l y  here, b u t  i n  the  f i r s t  

two moon scenes as w e l l .  I t  i s  through the mid-po in t  o f  l i g h t  and dark t h a t  

N e l l i e  experiences another world, f i r s t  through the  b l u r r i n g  snow, the 

" fo r t ress"  and the  " d u l l  go ld  dome;" l a t e r  she experiences the  enchantment o f  



the  square through the "grey a i  r" (p. 25) o f  a December a f te rnoon i n  

l i g h t l y  f a l l i n g  snow. Madame Modjeska seems almost t o  e x i s t  a t  t h i s  

c r i t i c a l  po in t .  

. . . she s a t  by the  f i r e  i n  a high-backed c h a i r ,  
her  head r e s t i n g  l i g h t l y  on her  hand, her  b e a u t i f u l  
face  h a l f  i n  shadow (p. 46). 

She s a t  by the window, ha l f -d raped i n  her  c loak,  
t he  moonl ight f a l l i n g  across her  knees . . . (p. 47). 

"crouch i ng 

shadow, i n  

N e l l  

N e l l  i e  t e l  

I n  t h i s  scene, Myra i s  i n  shadow. Even her  face i s  hidden: she s i t s  

. . . her  head i n  bo th  hands" (pp. 47-48). Myra belongs i n  the 

keeping w i t h  the  hiddenness o f  her  powers. 

i e  and her  aunt a re  i n v i s i b l e  t o  the  reader a t  t h i s  po in t ,  f o r  

1s no th ing  o f  t h e i r  whereabouts. Oswald stands behind Modjeska's 

c h a i r  " l i k e  a statue," t r a n s f i x e d  by the  events o f  the  moment. As 

Endymion, he becomes a "marble man," as he l i s t e n s  t o  the  i nvoca t i on  o f  the  

goddess. As Oswald Henshawe, he i s  simply spel lbound by fo rces  he does n o t  

understand. As f o r  Myra, she i s  who l l y  absorbed i n  the  moment. Whatever 

the  characters a r e  exper iencing i s  o f  the na ture  o f  mystery. I n  terms o f  

t he  n o v e l l a ' s  mythology, t he  s p e l l  i s  cas t  by " the f i e r c e  and sp lend id  

goddess o f  cosmic mot ion and changing forms, the  mother goddess T a n i t h  

robed w i t h  a mant le o f  pu rp le  and gold. I ,27 

I n  the  contex t  o f  t h a t  scene, t he  s e l f  i n  Myra t h a t  was made f o r  

greatness i n  t h e  wor ld  (as opposed t o  her  vocat ion  as a l ove r )  i s  f e l t .  I t  

i s  he r  moment o f  v a l i d a t i o n  as a person o f  except iona l  powers. She says 



she i s  ' k ~ r l d l y ; ~ '  i t  i s  i n  the  pre lude t o  the  Casta Diva scene t h a t  we 

f i n d  what meaning Cather can g i v e  t h a t  word. N e l l i e  i s  speaking o f  

Modjeska's hands : 

How w e l l  1 remember those long, b e a u t i f u l l y  
model led hands, w i t h  so much humanity i n  them. 
They were w o r l d l y ,  indeed, bu t  fashioned f o r  a 
nob le r  wor ld l i ness  than ours; hands t o  h o l d  a 
sceptre,  o r  a chal ice--or ,  by courtesy,a 
sword (p. 46). 

Here, "wor ld ly1 '  r e f e r s  t o  a qua1 i t y  t h a t  one recognizes i n  leaders o f  

d i s t i n g u i s h e d  a b i l i t y  i n  bcrnan a f f a i r s ,  leaders such as a great  queen, 

o r  an abbess, o r ,  perhaps, a Joan o f  Arc. Th i s  i s  the k i n d  o f  wo r ld l i ness  

f o r  which Myra was dest ined, though we see her  o n l y  as a matronly  f i gu re ,  

s t r u g g l i n g  i n  t he  meshes o f  a marr iage t h a t  has trapped her  husband as 

w e l l  as h e r s e l f .  For t h i s  reason, a1 lus ions  t o  a g rea te r  des t iny  seem 

laughable. Yet a l l  t h ree  areas o f  leadersh ip  t h a t  N e l l i e  associates w i t h  

Modjeska's hands a r e  elsewhere mentioned as being app rop r ia te  f o r  Myra: 

A s t r o n g  cable o f  grey-black h a i r  was wound on 
t h e  top  o f  her  head, which, as she once remarked, 
"was no head f o r  a woman a t  a1 1, bu t  would have 
graced one o f  t he  wickedest o f  t he  Roman 
emperorS1 (p. 63). 

"She's a most unusual woman, Mrs. Henshawe . . . 
I wonder whether some o f  the  s a i n t s  o f  t he  e a r l y  
Church weren' t  a  good deal 1 i ke her" (p. 93). 

"Ah, bu t  she i s n ' t  people! She's Myra D r i s c o l l ,  
and the re  was never anybody e l s e  l i k e  her. She 
can' t endure, bu t  she has knough desperate courage 
f o r  a reg i ment" (P. 76) . 



A f t e r  t he  New Year's Eve par ty ,  t he  moon's presence i s  no longer 

f e l t ,  and ten  years l a t e r  Myra t e l l s  N e l l i e  t h a t  she and Oswald a re  

s u f f e r i n g  a "temporary e c l  ipse" (P. 62). Th is  darkening o f  t he  moon 

s i g n i f i e s  the most t roub led  per iod  o f  Myra's 1 i f e .  

But unhappiness does not  s imply s p e l l  de fea t  i n  Myra's s to ry .  We 

have seen t h a t  t he re  i s  a p o t e n t i a l  f o r  greatness i n  her,  as i n  many o f  

the  characters i n  The T r o l l  Garden, t h a t  corresponds c l o s e l y  t o  the  Kingsley 

p r o p o s i t i o n  about human endeavour. "Gobl in Market1' and i t s  theme o f  the  

double quest,  a long w i t h  the problems t h a t  t h i s  ra ises,  i s  a l s o  a v i t a l  

p a r t  o f  t he  n o v e l l a ' s  statement. To cont inue the  ana lys is ,  however, and t o  

see where Cather takes these fea tures  i n  My Mor ta l  Enemy, i t  i s  necessary 

t o  l ook  a t  another l i t e r a r y  i tem t h a t  became a major source f o r  Cather 's 

work. 

I n  an 1896 Journal a r t i c l e , 2 8  W i l l a  Cather r e f e r s  t o  an essay e n t i t l e d  

"The Gods i n  E x i l e "  by the  German poet,  H e i n r i c h  ~ e i n e . ~ ~  I t  i s  a small 

bu t  important  i tem i n  the Cather schema o f  sources. I n  it, Heine deals 

w i t h  greatness as represented by the  o l d  Greek gods. He suggests there  i s  

a p o s t s c r i p t  t o  the known, e x i s t i n g  myths, an ep i logue t h a t  has never been 

t o l d .  I t  has t o  do w i t h  the " v i c t o r y  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  over heathenism. 1130 

According t o  Heine, as the C h r i s t i a n  r e l i g i o n  f i n a l l y  took r o o t  i n  the  

anc ien t  wor ld,  i t  propagated an a t t i t u d e  towards l i f e  t h a t  was "dismal, 

meagre and over-spi  r i  t u a l  . l t 3 1  I t  s e t  i t s e l f  aga ins t  the  o l d  Greek r e l i g i o n ,  

and proc la imed the  pagan gods demons and d e v i l s .  The e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n  fa the rs  



were unable t o  recognize anyth ing o f  wor th  i n  these anc ien t  d e i t i e s ,  o r  

t o  apprec ia te  t h e  "He l len ic  joyousness and love  o f  beauty and o f  f resh  

p leasure  i n  l i f e "  f o r  which they stood. 3 1  I n  t h e i r  i c o n o c l a s t i c  zeal,  

t he  C h r i s t i a n s  destroyed no t  o n l y  much o f  the a r t  which Greek r e l i g i o n  

had produced, bu t  what was worse, Heine th inks ,  they d u l l e d  people's 

capac i t y  f o r  b e l i e f  a l together .  I n  h i s  preface t o  the  essay he says: 

Yes, creeds are  f l e e t i n g  and t r a d i t i o n s  too; they 
a r e  vanishing l i k e  bu rn t  o u t  tapers, no t  o n l y  i n  
en l igh tened lands, b u t  i n  t he  most midnight  p laces 
i n  t he  world, where n o t  long ago the  most s t a r t l i n g  
s u p e r s t i t i o n s  were i n  bloom. The miss ionar ies  who 
wander over these c o l d  regions now complain of  the  
i n c r e d u l i t y  o f  t h e i r  i nhab i tan ts .  I n  the  r e p o r t  o f  
a Danish clergyman o f  h i s  journey i n  t he  Nor th  o f  
Greenland, the  w r i t e r  t e l l s  us t h a t  he asked o f  an 
o l d  man what was the  present  s t a t e  o f  b e l i e f  among 
them. To which the good man rep l i ed ,  "Once we be l i eved  
i n  t he  moon, bu t  now we be1 i eve  i n  i t no longer. 32 

The essay i t s e l f  conta ins several  1 i t t l e  s t o r i e s ,  "legends" which 

Heine c la ims t o  have p icked up here and there,  about the  unhappy gods i n  

t he  days o f  t h e i r  diminished g l o r y .  He t e l l s  o f  Apo l l o  and what b e f e l l  

him; o f  Bacchus, Mercury, o f  J u p i t e r  h imse l f ,  and others.  Each o f  these 

legends has t h e  same se t  o f  bas i c  i ng red ien ts ,  more o r  less: (1 )  A pagan 

god, perce ived by ignorant  people as demonic ra the r  than d i v ine ,  i s  d r i v e n  

i n t o  e x i l e ;  (2) He manages t o  surv ive ,  u s u a l l y  i n  miserable c i  rcumstances, 

i n  some remote o r  u n l i k e l y  p a r t  o f  t h e  world, and he achieves t h i s  by 

d i s g u i s i n g  h imse l f ,  sometimes as t h e  oppos i te  o f  what he i s .  But, as 

Heine says, " the very con t ras t  be t rays  the  i d e n t i t y ;  i'33 (3) Always t h e r e  



person migh t  be a b l e  t o  p i e r c e  t h e  d i sgu i se .  To be recognized, however, 

i s  dangerous t o  the  god, as he i s  i n  a  w o r l d  t h a t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  h o s t i l e  

t o  greatness,  t h a t  i s ,  a  w o r l d  o f  l o s t  b e l i e f .  For Heine, greatness draws 

r e j e c t i o n  upon i t s e l f ,  n o t  because i t  wants t o  b u t  because o f  t he  t imes,  

because o f  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  i n t o  t h e  w o r l d  of  a  narrow r e l i g i o u s  o u t l o o k  

t h a t  exc ludes eve ry th i ng  b u t  i t s e l f .  

W i l l a  Ca the r ' s  s t o r y ,  "A Resur rec t ion , "  shows an at tempt  t h a t  p reda tes  

The T r o l l  Garden s t o r i e s  t o  r e l a t e  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p i e c e  o f  He ine 's  p rose  

t o  he r  f i c t i o n .  S e t t i n g  i s  a l l - i m p o r t a n t  i n  t h i s  t a l e .  B rownv i l l e ,  on 

t he  M issou r i  R i v e r  i n  sou theas te rn  Nebraska, i s  a  r e a l  town. I t  was 

a boomtown w h i l e  t r a d e  came up t he  r i v e r ,  u n t i l  the. b u i l d i n g  o f  t he  r a i l -  

road changed the  course o f  i t s  h i s t o r y .  I n  the  t ime s e t t i n g  o f  t he  s t o r y ,  . 
the  town i s  de func t .  There a r e  two main charac te rs ,  i n  t h e i r  t h i r t i e s ,  

who were, a t  one t ime, i n  love.  The man, M a r t i n ,  who runs a f e r r yboa t ,  

meets t h e  "mis fo r tune  o f  h i s  1  i f e "  (p. 432) when he mar r i es  a p r e t t y  b u t  

f o o l i s h  young g i r l  who a c c i d e n t a l l y  drowns, a f t e r  p resen t i ng  he r  husband 

w i t h  a  baby. The o t h e r  main cha rac te r ,  M a r j o r i e ,  teaches school,  and 

though j i l t e d  i n  a  seemingly c r u e l  fash ion  by Mar t i n ,  r a i s e s  t he  c h i l d  f o r  

him. "A Resur rec t ion"  takes p l a c e  when t he  c h i l d  i s  f i v e  years o l d .  Having 

1 i v e d  down " t he  memory o f  h i s  d isg race"  (pp. 433-434), M a r t i n  f i n a l  l y  

asks M a r j o r i e  t o  marry him. A t  f i r s t  she t h i n k s  she i s  t oo  o l d  f o r  love,  

hue M a r t i n  soon persuades he r  o therw ise .  I n  t he  end, they p l a n  t o  leave  



Brownvi l le,and go down the  r i v e r  t o  S t .  Louis,  where together  they bo th  

can b u i l d  anew. 

"A Resurrect ion" i s  no t  a s t rong s t o r y ,  bu t  i t  

i n t e r e s t  t o  t h i s  study o f  the greatness theme. There 
L 

t h a t  the author  had Heine i n  mind when she wrote t h i s  

him by name (p. 429). The idea of  a former greatness 

i s  o f  spec ia l  

can be no doubt 

, f o r  she mentions 

t h a t  has departed 

i s  centered, i n  t h i s  s to ry ,  predominant ly i n  the town i t s e l f .  I n  a 

sense, B rownv i l l e  was once inhab i ted  by the  gods, t h a t  i s ,  by a people 

o f  unusual personal and c u l t u r a l  prowess. But by the t ime the  s t o r y  

takes place, greatness has vanished except i n  the persons of  M a r t i n  

Dempster and M a r j o r i e  Pierson. The s t o r y  goes on a t  some leng th  about 

M a r t i n  and h i s  c lose  k i n s h i p  w i t h  the  r i v e r .  He i s  a r i v e r  "gypsy" (p. 432), 

l i k e  one o f  t he  anc ien t  people o f  the  N i l e .  The r i v e r  has a spec ia l  aura 

o f  myth ic  p ropor t ions .  I t  g ives  l i f e  and takes i t ;  i t  i s  an elemental 

f e a t u r e  i n  the  B rownv i l l e  landscape. M a r t i n  i s  "great" by v i r t u e  of being 

a r i v e r  man and knowing it. I f  one looks f o r  myth ica l  equ iva len ts ,  he 

i s  Charon, the  t a c i t u r n  boatman of  the  Styx. Although he possesses none 

o f  Charon's grimness, he does have a d i r e c t  and bas ic  knowledge o f  l i f e ,  

no t  through books bu t  through h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  engage w i t h  the  r i v e r  wor ld.  

He t ranspor t s  M a r j o r i e  t o  a new l i f e .  F i r s t ,  by becoming her  l ove r ,  he - 

r esu r rec ts  the  passion i n  her t h a t  she had thought dead. And second, 

he l i t e r a l l y  tekes her v i a  the r i v e r  t o  a new l i f e .  



M a r j o r i e ,  too,  p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  greatness.  There i s  t h a t  passage 

i n  wh ich  Cather  e l abo ra tes  on women 1  i k e  M a r j o r i e  (p. 426), and desc r i bes  

a  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  greatness ve ry  l i k e  Myra Henshawe's. I n  a d d i t i o n ,  

M a r j o r i e  comes from "one o f  t h e  bes t  fami 1  i e s  o f  the o l d  days" (p. 426). 

She a l s o  combines i n  h e r s e l f  bo th  C h r i s t i a n  and pagan elements,  a  f e a t u r e  

t h a t ,  i n  l i g h t  o f  t he  Heine essay, would tend t o  v a l i d a t e  he r  excep t i ona l  

wor th .  She reminds M a r t i n  o f  " the  Ho ly  woman who i s  always p a i n t e d  w i t h  

l i l i e s "  (p. 429), and she i s  l i t e r a l l y  a  v i r g i n  w i t h  a  boy -ch i l d .  On t h e  

o t h e r  hand, she wears a  red  gown, and t h e  t h i n g  t h a t  i s  b rought  t o  l i f e  

i n  he r  i s  pass ion ,  a  " r i o t o u s ,  ach ing c u r r e n t  come th robb ing  . . . 
waking a  thousand undreamed-of poss i  b i  1 i t i e s  o f  p leasure  and pa in "  (p. 438). 

He ine 's  idea o f  l o s t  b e l i e f  i s  c a r r i e d  by a  town populace t h a t  

condemns M a r t i n  f o r  h i s  behaviour ,  and goss ips about M a r j o r i e  f o r  hers .  Mrs. 

Skimmons i s  a  p e r i p h e r a l  cha rac te r  who appears b r i e f l y  a t  t h e  o u t s e t .  She 

i s ,  a p p r o p r i a t e l y ,  a member o f  t h e  church, and she vo i ces  t h e  genera l  l a c k  

o f  regard  and d i sapp rova l  t h a t  M a r t i n  and M a r j o r i e  p u t  up w i t h .  A t  t h e  

t h e  s t o r y  has a  happy ending. 34 

As W i l l a  Ca the r ' s  s k i l l  i n  

s i m p l i f i e d  and s u b t l e  he r  n a r r a t  

l i k e  t he  one about  g r e a t  women i 

end, they l eave  t h e i r  " e x i l e "  and, u n l i k e  t he  tendency o f  t he  Heine fab les ,  

f i c t i o n - w r i t i n g  increased, t h e  more 

i ves  became. The type  o f  e x p l i c i t  comment 

n  "A Resurrect ion"  she learned  t o  avo id .  

By t h e  t ime  she was w r i t i n g  The T r o l l  Garden s t o r i e s ,  her  use o f  source 

m a t e r i a l  was becoming more n a t u r a l ,  though even there ,  i n  p laces,  i t  i s  



awkward. "'A Death i n  t he  Desert:" f o r  example, ment ions He ine 's  essay, 

" F l o r e n t i n e  Nights1 ' ,  by name (p. 21 I ) ,  and elements from bo th  i t  and 

"The Gods i n  E x i l e "  a r e  ev iden t  i n  t h e  s t o r y .  I n  s p i t e  o f  su r face  

apprearances, however, t he  dese r t  t a l e  c a r r i e s  l i t t l e  o f  e i t h e r  theme o r  

f e e l i n g  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  t he  second o f  these sources. I n  b o t h  "The 

S c u l p t o r ' s  Funera l "  and "Pau l ' s  Case," t h e r e  a r e  smal l -minded people who, 

i n  t h e  name o f  a r i g i d ,  un imag ina t i ve  r e l i g i o n  o r  system o f  e t h i c s ,  oppose 

any mot ion  towards i n d i v i d u a l i t y - - a  necessary premise f o r  human greatness--  

t h a t  occurs  i n  t h e i r  m ids t .  I n  "Pau l ' s  Case," when Paul appears be fo re  

the  h i g h  school f a c u l t y ,  t h e  teachers f a l l  "upon him w i t h o u t  mercy, h i s  

~ n ~ l  i s h  teacher  l ead ing  t h e  pack" (p. 244). The n a r r a t o r  c a l l s  t h i s  

behaviour  " t h e  grewsome game of in temperate reproach' '  and compares t h e  

s i t u a t i o n  t o  t h a t  o f  "a m ise rab le  s t r e e t  c a t  s e t  a t  bay by a r i n g  o f  

tormentors"  (p. 245). I n  1 i g h t  o f  He ine 's  comments, t h e  two p i c t u r e s  over  

Pau l ' s  bed t h a t  sum up the  ethos o f  h i s  environment, represen t  n o t  o n l y  a 

s t e r n  moral  o u t l o o k ,  b u t  one s p e c i f i c a l l y  a n t i - p l e a s u r e  and ant i -pagan.  

For Paul c l e a r l y  has something o f  t he  pagan i n  him, i n  h i s  quest  f o r  

p l easu re  and beauty- - though he mis takes t h e  t r app ings  f o r  t h e  r e a l  t h i ng .  

And dismay, l i k e  t h a t  o f  Heine f o r  h i s  l o s t  gods, can be f e l t  i n  t he  s t o r y ' s  

lament over  P a u l ' s  ve ry  r e a l  s t a t e  o f  e x i l e .  

I n  "The S c u l p t o r ' s  Funeral," t h e  "grewsome game o f  in tempera te  

reproach" takes  p l a c e  around t he  b i e r  o f  t he  dead "god." When h i s  f r i e n d ,  

L a i r d ,  can no longer  s tand the  s i t u a t i o n ,  he says t o  t h e  accusers: 



"You pretend t o  have some s o r t  o f  respec t  f o r  me; ' 

and y e t  y o u ' l l  s tand up and throw mud a t  Harvey 
Mer r i c k ,  whose soul you c o u l d n ' t  d i r t y  and whose 
hands you c o u l d n ' t  t i e .  Oh, y o u ' r e  a  d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  
l o t  o f  Ch r i s t i ans ! "  (p. 184). 

Sand C i t y ,  t he  s e t t i n g  f o r  t h i s  s to r y ,  p robab ly  d e r i v e s  i t s  name from 

t h e  New Testament parab le  about t he  house b u i l t  on sand. 35 I t  i s  s i t u a t e d  

on t h e  "border land  between r u f f i a n i s m  and c i v i  1  i z a t  ion" (p. 184) and 

c o n s t i t u t e s  a s b r u t a l  a  p l ace  o f  e x i l e  f o r  t h e  town's  excep t i ona l  sons as 

any t h a t  Cather created.  There i s  no sugges t ion  o f  t he  two men be ing  i n  

any sense " i n  d isguise,"  b u t  the  idea o f  l o s t  b e l i e f  i s  s t r ong .  L a i r d  

pronounces h i s  f e l l o w  townsmen "d isappo in ted  s t r u g g l e r s  i n  a  b i t t e r ,  dead 

l i t t l e  Western town . . ." (P .  185). A Heine q u a l i t y  o f  lamenta t ion  f o r  

unsung greatness cha rac te r i zes  bo th  L a i r d ' s  speech and t h e  tone  o f  t he  s t o r y  

i t s e l f .  

He ine 's  o u t l o o k  i s  a  s t r ong  presence i n  "A Wagner ~ a t i n 6 e "  a lso ,  

i n  wh ich  Georgiana exper iences the  p ioneer  w o r l d  as e x i l e .  There a r e  t imes 

i n  W i l l a  Ca the r ' s  w r i t i n g  when a charac te r  may touch greatness through 

na tu re ,  through be ing  w i l l i n g  t o  be open t o  anc ien t ,  b a s i c  f ea tu res  o f  the  

un iverse .  M a r t i n  Dempster i n  "A Resurrect ion"  i s  an example o f  someone who 

achieves t h i s ,  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t he  r i v e r .  But o l d  c i v i l i z a t i o n s  and o l d  

c u l t u r e s  may a l s o  be a preserve f o r  greatness, i n  Ca the r ' s  view. Greatness 

i s  human i ty ' s  n a t u r a l  i nhe r i t ance  from p r i m i t i v e  t imes, handed down through 

t he  many and v a r i e d  c i v i l i z a t i o n s  of  t he  past .  A new land, where people 

have no knowledge o f  o l d e r  c u l t u r e s ,  nor  any sense o f  need f o r  such 



knowledge, may fos te r  a t t i t u d e s  i n i m i c a l  t o  greatness--simply by v i r t u e  

o f  l o s t  b e l i e f .  I f  one does not  know something e x i s t s ,  one does no t  recognize 

i t  when one meets i t .  A g i f t  f o r  music, l i k e  Georgiana's, a t roph ies  i n  

an environment t h a t  ignores the ex is tence o f  f i n e  music. During 

a t  the  matinge, she reminisces about the  t ime a young man turned 

the  Nebraska farm, who cou ld  s ing  the  "P r i ze  Song." I t ' s  a sad 1 

i n te rm iss ion  

up a t  

i t t l e  t a l e  

she t e l l s ,  i n  which a "d i v ine  melody" m a t e r i a l i z e s  b r i e f l y  i n  the f r o n t i e r  

wasteland, then peters  ou t  (p. 241). Georgiana f i n d s  some solace f o r  her  

t r i a l s  i n  the  church, but  the s to ry ,  i n  l i n e  w i t h  Heine 's  comments about 

C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  does not  sznc t ion  t h i s  as an excuse f o r  the  waste o f  genius. 

"She was a p ious women," C lark  ssys, "she had the  conso la t ions  o f  r e l i g i o n  

and, t o  her  a t  leas t ,  her martyrdom was n o t  who1 l y  sord id"  (p. 237). 

Georgiana has no myth ic  prototype,  b u t  c e r t a i n l y ,  she i s  greatness i n  

d isgu ise .  A more u n l i k e l y  casing f o r  a woman o f  d i s t i n c t i o n  cou ld  ha rd l y  

be imagined than the wretched, grotesque f i g u r e  C la rk  describes. A t  the  

conclus ion t o  "The Gods i n  Exi le"  Hei ne says: "we . . . are  shocked a t  

the s i g h t  o f  f a l l e n  grandeur, and devote t o  i t  the  deepest p i t y  o f  our  

hear ts .  1'36 This  i s  p r e c i s e l y  the no te  C la rk  sounds i n  h i s  b r i e f ,  poignant 

account o f  h i s  aun t ' s  v i s i t  t o  Boston and o f  the matinge. More than any 

o f  the  o ther  s t o r i e s  i n  t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n ,  "A Wagner ~ a t i n 6 e "  betrays the 

in f luence of  Heine's vers ion  of  the  t w i l i g h t  o f  t he  gods. 

% Morta l  Enemy catches the f e e l i n g  as w e l l  as many o f  the  d e t a i l s  

o f 'He ine l s  essay, bu t  c h i e f l y  i t  i s  present  i n  t he  r e l a t e d  ideas o f  l o s t  

d i v i n i t y  and l o s t  b e l i e f .  Myra and her  uncle, as we have seen, c a r r y  



w i t h i n  them t h e  s t r a i n  o f  greatness: b o t h  t h e  ba rba r i an  marks o f  a  

p r i m i t i v e  wholeness and those o f  d i v i n i t y  as bestowed by myth. I n  t h i s  

book, Cather asks: What happens t o  such greatness i n  e a r l y  twen t i e th -  

cen tu ry  American s o c i e t y ?  W i l l a  Cather  b e l i e v e s ,  w i t h  Heine, t h a t  a l l  t o o  

o f t e n  t h i s  w o r l d  has no use f o r  greatness.  I n  a  sense, My Mor ta l  Enemy 

i s  Ca the r ' s  i n v e n t i o n  o f  her  own legend-epi logue f o r  a  goddess--who may 

o r  may n o t  be Selene. Her name i s  un impor tan t .  That she i s  assoc ia ted  

w i t h  t h e  moon, which has long been a  symbol f o r  femin ine d i v i n i t y ,  i s  

enough t o  des igna te  he r  as one o f  the  Immortals.  Cather se t s  he r  "goddess" 

down i n  New York C i t y  a t  the  beg inn ing  o f  t h i s  cen tu ry ,  and appo in ts  

N e l l i e  B i rdseye  he r  s t o r y t e l l e r ,  who, a p p r o p r i a t e l y ,  does n o t  r e a l i z e  "who" 

he r  s u b j e c t  i s .  I n  He ine 's  legends, what makes t h e  gods " l o s t "  i s  t h e  

f a c t  t h a t  no one b e l i e v e s  such be ings e x i s t .  B e l i e f ,  then, i s  c e n t r a l  t o  

t h e  s t o r y ,  and i t  becomes an i ssue  most o b v i o u s l y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  r e l i g i o n  

and a r t .  Yet  Myra i s  n o t  an a r t i s t .  She i s  a  "nobody" who comes from 

P a r t h i a ,  I l l i n o i s ,  a  f a c t  N e l l i e  i s  n o t  l i k e l y  t o  f o rge t .  

I n  t h e  mythology o f  t h e  s t o r y ,  Myra and her  unc le  a r e  T i t a n s ,  and 

though she does n o t  a t  f i r s t  r e a l i z e  i t ,  Myra 's  problems beg in  when she 

f a l l s  i n  l ove  w i t h  Oswald. He i s  a  " f ree- th inker , "  t h a t  i s ,  a  person who 

accepts  no e x t e r n a l  r e l i g i o u s  a u t h o r i t y .  He i s ,  t he re fo re ,  accord ing  t o  

Heine-Cather legendry,  a man o f  l o s t  b e l i e f .  37 I n  t h i s  con tex t ,  John 

D r i s c o l l ' s  a n t i p a t h y  t o  Oswald and h i s  P r o t e s t a n t  f a t h e r  i s  n o t  an 

a r b i t r a r y  t h i n g ,  nor  s imply  t h e  h a t r e d  o f  l r i s h  Cathol  i c  f o r  l r l s h  P ro tes tan t .  



As one of  t he  o l d  "gods," D r i s c o l l  knows tha t ,  above everyone e lse,  i t  

i s  t he  skept ic3*  who i s  h i s  (and Myra's) most dangerous enemy. Notwi t h -  

standing, she breaks w i t h  her  unc le  and w i t h  the  Ca tho l i c  church, and, 

i n  a c i v i l  ceremony, mar r ies  Oswald. She cannot l i v e  w i thou t  b e l i e f ,  

however, no t  w i t h o u t  denying both  s e l f  and her  immortal inher i tance.  She 

who i s  born t o  greatness can ha rd l y  deny the  ex is tence o f  greatness. And 

so, w i t h  Myra's marr iage t o  Oswald, the  idea o f  l o s t  d i v i n i t y  begins t o  

take shape. 

When N e l l i e  meets the Henshawes, the  "goddess" has surrounded 

h e r s e l f ,  as much as circumstances permi t ,  w i t h  her  peers, o thers  who a r e  

i n  some way g r e a t  people. These a r e  a r t i s t s  o f  var ious  f i e l d s .  The 

"moneyed" (p. 39) f o l k ,  w i t h  whom Myra associates i n  o rder  t o  he lp  Oswald 

i n  business, a r e  no t  her  k ind :  " t h e i r  so lemni ty  was too  much f o r  her  sense 

of humour," N e l l  i e  exp la ins  (p. 40). But w i t h  ac tors ,  musicians, and 

1 i t e r a r y  f o l k  she i s  "always a t  her  best," because she admires them (p. 38). 

Myra's a t t i t u d e  towards a r t  r e f l e c t s  t h a t  of  the author,  which i s  one t h a t  

sees a c lose  connect ion between a r t  and r e l i g i o n .  Besides the f a c t  t h a t  

a r t i s t s  a r e  Myra's p re fer red  company, she tw ice  expresses her reverence 

f o r  a r t i s t i c  wor th .  The f i r s t  occasion i s  her  s e l e c t i o n  o f  the  f i n e s t  h o l l y  

bush she can f i n d ,  "eas i l y  the  queen o f  i t s  companions," t o  b r i g h t e n  Madame 

Modjeska's Christmas i n  a ho te l  (p. 30). The second t ime Myra pays t r i b u t e  

t o  greatness i s  a f t e r  Modjeska's death, when she arranges, through N e l l i e ,  

t o  have a mass s a i d  f o r  " t h a t  noble a r t i s t ,  t h a t  b e a u t i f u l  and grac ious 

woman," as Myra says (p. 86) 
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Oswald, as b e f i t s  a man of  l o s t  b e l i e f ,  opposes t h i s  behaviour.  To 

him, i t  i s  a waste of  money. When Myra p icks  ou t  the  h o l l y  t ree ,  he 

shrugs and says, " I t ' s  n a t u r a l l y  t he  most extravagant" (p. 30). Ten 

years l a t e r ,  when Myra g ives  N e l l i e  a go ld  c o i n  f o r  the mass, we f i n d  Myra 

has made a h a b i t  o f  p u t t i n g  as ide  money f o r  "unearth ly  purposes," b u t  

t h i s ,  unknown t o  Oswald because "he wou ldn ' t  understand" (p. 86). 

The term o f  Myra's rea l  e x i l e  begins i n  Pa r t  Two. N e l l i e ' s  

d e s c r i p t i o n  here of  the  Henshawes' predicament has a l l  the  earmarks o f  

one o f  Heine's legends: "I had known t h a t  the  Henshawes had come on e v i l  

days, and were wandering about among the c i t i e s  o f  the  P a c i f i c  coast" 

(p. 60). The western s e t t i n g  i s  a p lace  so new as t o  have no knowledge 

o f  t he  o ld ,  i n  such a hu r ry  t o  spread i t s e l f  f u r t h e r  as t o  have no depths 

f o r  r e f l e c t i o n  o r  memory. The s e t t i n g  c o n s t i t u t e s  a p e c u l i a r  emptiness, l i k e  

t h a t  of  the  f r o n t i e r  i n  "A Wagner ~ a t i n g e . "  

. . . a sprawl ing  overdrown Western c i t y  which was 
i n  the throes o f  r a p i d  development-- i t  ran about 
the  shore, s tumbl ing a l l  over i t s e l f  and f i n a l l y  
tumbled u n t i d i l y  i n t o  the  sea . . . I found lodgings i n  - - 

an apartment-hotel  , wretchedly bu i  1 t and a1 ready 
f a l l i n g  t o  p ieces,  a l though i t  was new (pp. 57-58). 

Here i s  a wor ld  t h a t  has no eye f o r  greatness. The "goddess" and 

consor t  a r e  i n  a soc ie t y  o f  non-bel ievers,  t y p i f i e d  by the  people 

who "trample" on Myra w i t h  t h e i r  b r u t a l  noise.  I n  t h i s ,  the l a s t  

of  .her l i f e ,  Myra i s  ill, poor, and severed from f r i ends .  I n  her  

her  

ups ta i  r s  

year 

need, 

she tu rns  t o  a l l  she has l e f t  o f  her Olympian wor ld:  a r t ,  communion w i t h  



elementa l  t h i ngs ,  and r e l i g i o n .  Books from t h e  l i b r a r y ,  N e l l i e ' s  w i l l i n g n e s s  

t o  read t o  her ,  and Myra 's  memory i n  wh ich  much p o e t r y  i s  s to red ,  supp ly  

her  w i t h  a r t .  The smel l  o f  t he  sea, coming " i n  on t h e  n i g h t  wind" (p. 65), 

t he  d a i l y  r i t u a l  o f  t a k i n g  t r o u b l e  t o  "get  he r  tea  n i c e l y "  i n  h e r  s i l v e r  

teapo t  and "g lossy Eng l i sh"  ch ina,  and t h e  occas iona l  d r i v e  a l ong  t h e  coas t  

w i t h  an hour spent  s i t t i n g  i n  he r  f a v o r i t e  l o f t y  perch  o v e r l o o k i n g  t he  

sea: these a r e  t h e  s imp le  ways by wh ich  Myra g i v e s  he r  s p i r i t  nour ishment.  

And f i n a l l y ,  t h e r e  i s  r e l i g i o n ,  and l ong  t a l k s  w i t h  t h e  young p r i e s t ,  Fa ther  

Fay, who has "a f r e s h  face and p leasan t  eyes" (p. 93).  

For  Myra, hav ing  a mass s a i d  f o r  he r  f r i e n d  amounts t o  an a f f i r m a t i o n  

t h a t  greatness e x i s t s ,  an a f f i r m a t i o n  made i n  a  t ime  and p l a c e  o f  u t t e r  

barrenness: "It i s  a  so lace  t o  me," she says, " t o  know t h a t  tomorrow 

a mass w i l l  be s a i d  here  i n  heathendom f o r  t he  s p i r i t  o f  t h a t  nob le  a r t i s t  

. . ." (p. 86). By "heathendom" Myra means t h e  p l ace  o f  unbel i e v i n g  

people,  where t h e r e  i s  no "wonder a t  greatness,  beauty,  and t h e  mys te ry  o f  

t h i ngs .  113' It i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  t h e  idea o f  hav ing  a mass s a i d  i n  o r d e r  

t o  p r o p i t i a t e  a  s te rn ,  m o r a l i s t i c  god i s  q u i t e  absent f rom t h e  p o r t r a i t  

we a r e  g i ven  o f  Myra. Her r e l i g i o n  i s  n o t  a  w i thdrawa l  i n t o  m u t t e r i n g s  

of  p rayers  and t e l l i n g  o f  beads, l i k e  t h e  a s c e t i c i s m  o f  He ine ' s  C h r i s t i a n s .  

t h e  two a r e  n o t  

i e r s o n  i n  "A 

She i s  open 

1 y  term "pagan 

Myra r e c i t e s  poe t r y ,  n o t  p rayers ,  f o r  t h e  s imp le  reason t h a t  

a l l  t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  i n  W i l l a  Ca the r ' s  mind. As i n  M a r j o r i e  P 

Resurrect ion, "  C h r i s t i a n  and pagan elements combine i n  Myra. 

now t o  a l l  forms o f  greatness.  Many o f  what one cou ld  broad 



elements" c l i n g  

f u r ;  her wor ld1 

t o  Myra: her  assoc ia t i on  w i t h  the  moon; the  wearing o f  

iness; her  passionate nature; her  laughter ;  and even 

something as smal l  as having her fo r tune t o l d  by "a w ise  woman1' (p. 62). 

On the  o t h e r  hand, she has a way o f  evoking the  Judao-Chr is t ian 

t r a d i t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  the l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  the  s to ry .  Words f a l l  from her 

l i p s  t h a t  come almost, b u t  no t  q u i t e ,  d i r e c t l y  from the  B ib le .  

"Now wasn' t  i t  c leve r  o f  you t o  f i n d  us, N e l l i e ?  
And we so s a f e l y  h idden-- in  ear th,  l i k e  a p a i r  
o f  o l d  foxes!" (pp. 61-62). 

Speaking of  h i s  own sense of  a l i e n a t i o n  i n  the  wor Id ,  Jesus says: 

The foxes have holes, and the  b i r d s  of  
have nests; b u t  the Son of  man hath  no 
l a y  h i s  head.40 

the  a i r  
t where t o  

p t  . i s  t he  people u p s t a i r s ,  however, who provoke most o f  Myra's remarks about 

animals, l i k e  t h e  one about the " s t a l l e d  ox" which r i n g s  w i t h  the  s o n o r i t y  

o f  an Old Testament proverb. 41 "They tramp up there  a1 1 day long 1 i ke 

c a t t l e .  The s t a l l e d  ox would have t r o d  s o f t e r "  she says (p. 67). O f  Mrs. 

Poindexter,  t h e  woman who ren ts  the  apartment u p s t a i r s ,  Myra t e l l s  N e l l i e :  

"She'd t u r n  a deaf ear  t o  you. You know the  
B i b l e  says the  wicked a r e  deaf l i k e  the adder. 
And, N e l l i e ,  she has the  wr ink led ,  w h i t e  t h r o a t  
o f  an adder, t h a t  woman, and the  hard eyes of 
one1' (p. 74) . 



Another New Testament image i s  d i f f u s e d  throughout t he  several  references 

t o  "tramping" and "tramp1 ing" o f  the  people ups ta i  rs .  "Such p i g s  ,I1 Myra 

says o f  them (p. 68). The corresponding Bib1 i c a l  passage i s :  

Give n o t  t h a t  which i s  h o l y  un to  the  dogs, n e i t h e r  
c a s t  ye  your pear ls  before swine, l e s t  they t rample 
them under t h e i r  fee t ,  and t u r n  again and rend you.42 

Myra's phrase, "My hour has come" (p. 98), i s  used many times by Jesus, 

w i t h  v a r i a t i o n s  .43 The p i c t u r e  Cather creates o f  Myra's death: her  back 

aga ins t  a t r e e ,  he r  head " f a l l e n  forward" (p. l o ] ) ,  suggests the '  

c r u c i f i x i o n .  Yet what could be more p r i m i t i v e  than t o  d i e  s i t t i n g  upon 

the  ea r th ,  propped up against  a t ree ,  and fac ing  the  dawn across the  sea? 

With Myra's c r u c i f i x  which she had i n  her  hands, we a r e  brought f u l l  c i r c l e  

and back t o  t h e  theme o f  opposites h e l d  i n  tension;  o f  pagan and Chr i s t i an ,  

the  i v o r y  C h r i s t  on an ebony cross, l i k e  the  snow on t h e  twigs i n  Madison 

Square: "a l i n e  o f  w h i t e  upon a l i n e  o f  black" (p. 25). Myra sees i n  the 

c r u c i f i x  the  image o f  a god re jec ted  by h i s  people. She has a n a t u r a l  
I 

a f f i n i t y  w i t h  such a god: "Give i t  me," she says t o  N e l l i e ,  o f  t h e  

c r u c i f i x ,  "It means noth ing  t o  people who haven ' t  su f fe red"  (p. 92). 

We know t h a t  Myra s u f f e r s  and no t  o n l y  from phys ica l  disease, b u t  

from the  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  the  sanc t ion  t o  l ove  Oswald and t o  be loved by 

him i s  n o t  enough t o  s a t i s f y  f o r  a l i f e t i m e  a person o f  her  g i f t s .  

Oswald, too, embodies con t rad i c t i on .  He i s  a paradoxical  mix  o f  the  



romantic and t h e  skept ic ,  both of which a t t i t u d e s ,  one could say, e x i s t  

by reason o f  l i m i t e d  v is ion .  He i s  Endymion i n  love w i t h  the  moon. I n  

concrete terms, he idea l izes  the  g i r l  he marr ied  as w e l l  as t h e i r  marriage. 

Again, according t o  myth, a morta l  who loves an immortal being l o g i c a l l y  

be l i eves  i n  d i v i n i t y .  Yet, i n  keeping w i t h  the  legend-pattern t h a t  Heine 

creates,  Oswald i s  a f ree - th inke r  and s c o f f s  a t  t he  ex is tence o f  a 

supernatura l  dimension, which i s  t o  say, a t  the  ex is tence o f  gods. We have 

discussed how Oswald expresses lack  o f  b e l i e f  towards r e l i g i o n  and a r t :  

t h a t  Myra l e f t  the  church t o  marry him; and t h a t  he does not  understand her  

spending o f  money on gestures o f  t r i b u t e .  But how i s  Oswald's l o s t  b e l i e f  

expressed towards h i s  w i f e ?  

I t  i s  easy enough t o  see how i t  must have worked the  o the r  way, how 

Myra's s t r e n g t h  must have undermined Oswald. She admits she has no t  been 

good f o r  him. The i r  marriage, she says, has been " the r u i n  o f  us both," 

and l a t e r :  "Perhaps I c a n ' t  f o r g i v e  him f o r  the  harm I d i d  him" (pp. 75, 

88). Oswald i s  gen t le  and considerate. He has charm and a c e r t a i n  help-  

lessness t h a t  bo th  Lydia and N e l l i e  f i n d  appealing. H is  helplessness before  

Myra, however, s p e l l s  d isas ter .  His l a c k  o f  nerve means t h a t  he f a i l s  t o  

v a l i d a t e  her  i n  the  f u l l n e s s  of who she is .  He cannot face her  hard 

dec lara t ions .  When she disappears j u s t  be fore  her  death, he says t o  Father -  

Day: "It i s  --- one o f  her  delusions t h a t  I separated her from the Church," 

and afterwards, " O f  course, she was abso lu te l y  unreasonable when she was 

jea lbus .  Her suspicions were sometimes--almost f a n t a s t i c "  (my emphasis), 



(pp. 99, 104). The words Oswald chooses make i t  c l e a r  t h a t  he does n o t  

t r u s t  Myra 's  judgement-- in sho r t ,  t h a t  he does n o t  b e l i e v e  her .  H i s  

doub t ing  a t t i t u d e  i s  apparent on severa l  occas ions,  u s u a l l y  i n  c o n j u n c t i o n  

w i t h  e i t h e r  Myra 's  anger o r  her  anguish. I t  i s  as though Endymion i s  enchanted 

by t he  moon i n  i t s  e a r l y  phase on l y ,  t h e  new moon, t h e  g e n t l e  Diana o f  snowy 

Madison Square, i n  b r i e f ,  t h e  young Myra. 
44 

The f u l l  moon ( t h e  mature ~ ~ r a )  and t h e  da rk  o f  t h e  moon (Park Two, 

her  e x i l e )  r evea l  a woman he cannot meet, l e a s t  o f  a l l  when she i s  angry o r  

unhappy. Then h i s  response i s  e i t h e r  t o  g l o s s  over  t he  r e a l i t y  o f  her  

s i t u a t i o n  o r  t o  deny i t .  A f t e r  t h e  argument N e l l i e  w i tnesses  between t h e  

Henshawes, Oswald t e l l s  her  t h a t  "Myra i s n ' t  h a l f  so f u r i o u s  w i t h  me as she 

pretends"  (p. 51).  He i s  t r y i n g  t o  comfor t  t h e  young g i r l - - a n d  perhaps, 

h imse l f - -wh ich  accounts f o r  h i s  p l a y i n g  down o f  the  ser iousness of  t he  s i t u a t i o n .  

But why "pretends"? Why n o t  t he  more na tu ra  1 word, "seems"? "Pretends" 

shows Oswald's way o f  responding t o  c i rcumstances o f  s t r e s s :  t o  deny them. 

N e l l i e  records  a s i m i l a r  event  t a k i n g  p l a c e  t en  years  l a t e r  when Myra laments 

t he  waste t h a t  has r e s u l t e d  from t h e i r  marr iage.  "We've thrown ou r  l i v e s  

away," she says, and Oswald r e p l i e s :  "Come, Myra, d o n ' t  t a l k  so be fo re  

N e l l  i e .  ---- You d o n ' t  mean i t "  (my emphasis) (p. 75).  H i s  half-moon eyes a r e  

exp ress i ve  o f  h i s  f a u l t y  v i s i o n :  he s u r v i v e s  by i g n o r i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  

"Never mind, Myra. I ' l l  g e t  you away from i t  y e t .  I ' l l  manage," he says 

when Myra i s  upset  by t he  no i se  overhead (p. 75 ) .  He speaks k i n d l y  b u t  h i s  

words a r e  those o f  a dreamer. 



When N e l l i e  f i r s t  encounters Oswald i n  t h e i r  westcoast lodgings,  

he t e l l s  her  about Myra 's  i l l n e s s  and says: " . . . b u t  we must n o t  speak 

o f  t h a t  ----- nor seem t o  know it" (my emphasis) ( p .  60).  Yet Myra speaks p l a i n l y  

enough about h e r  i l l n e s s .  I t  i s  Oswald who cannot face i t ,  which i s  

understandable.  Cather always p rov ides  room f o r  Oswald t o  be excused. 

H i s  weakness i s  so u t t e r l y  human. And so o f t e n  h i s  s i l e n c e  seems s imp ly  a 

m a t t e r  o f  good t a s t e .  A f t e r  the  unhappy scene where N e l l i e  urges Myra t o  

be k i n d e r  t o  Oswald, (a scene he must have known about s i n c e  N e l l i e  

subsequent ly  s tays  away from Myra a t  h e r  reques t ) ,  N e l l i e  says: "For days 

a f t e r  t h a t  ep isode I d i d  no t  see Mrs. Henshawe a t  a l l .  I saw Oswald a t  

d i nne r  i n  t he  res tau ran t  every n i g h t ,  and he repo r ted  her  c o n d i t i o n  t o  me 

as i f no th ing  had happened" (my emphasis) (p. 90).  -- - 

While  Oswald's s i l e n c e  on se r i ous  m a t t e r s  may seem bo th  understand- 

a b l e  and i n  good t as te ,  t he  f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  h a b i t u a l  s t r o n g l y  suggests a 

method o f  dodging unpleasantness and o f  r e f u s i n g  t o  come t o  g r i p s  w i t h  what 

i s  r e a l .  The s i l e n c e  o f  respec t  i s  one t h i n g .  But  t he  s i l e n c e  t h a t  comes 

e i t h e r  f rom skep t i c i sm  o r  from i g n o r i n g  has a c u r i o u s l y  d i m i n i s h i n g  e f f e c t  

on t h e  person toward whom i t  i s  d i r e c t e d .  Recurrent  f a i l u r e  t o  g i v e  

c r e d i b i l i t y  t o  someone cannot be r e s t r i c t e d  t o  s p e c i f i c  ins tances;  i t  i s  

bound t o  be f e l t  i n  a genera l  way. Even a god t r e a t e d  thus may become " l os t , "  

as Heine says, f o r  want o f  b e l i e f .  Oswald's a t t i t u d e s  towards Myra b o t h  

h o l d  h e r  f a s t  i n  t h a t  he loves  " t he  w i l d ,  l o v e l y  c rea tu re"  t h a t  she was 



(P .  104), and a l i e n a t e  her  i n  t h a t  he ignores and so r e j e c t s  the  woman t h a t  

she becomes. The statement "Once we be l i eved  i n  the moon, bu t  now we b e l i e v e  

i n  i t  no longer," sums up i n  a sentence the  paradox of  Oswaldls charac ter .  

According t o  Heine, " the  un for tunate  gods were compelled t o  take t o  

ignominious f l i g h t ,  and h i d  themselves i n  a l l  d isgu ises  among us here  on 

ear th .  "45 There i s  i n  - My Mor ta l  Enemy a d i sgu i se  mo t i f .  I t  occurs four  

t imes and i s  s imply t h i s :  t he  idea t h a t  Myra i s ,  i n  r e a l i t y ,  a poor, l r i s h  

peasant woman. She i s ,  o f  course, o f  l r i s h  blood. I t  i s  na tu ra l  t h a t  she 

should occas iona l l y  assume the  s te reotype o f  her  own background, f o r  

d i f f e r e n t  reasons, bu t  most ly  because the  l r i s h  brogue l i v e s  i n  her  head, 

a long w i t h  the  memories o f  ch i ldhood and youth. 

The f i r s t  t ime the  m o t i f  i s  sounded, Myra a c t u a l l y  words the  idea t h a t  

she i s  no t  what she seems. I t  happens a t  the  c lose  o f  the  a f te rnoon N e l l i e  

spends i n  Madison Square. Myra says: 

"Oh, hear the  penny w h i s t l e !  They always f i n d  me 
out."  She stopped a t h i n  l a d  w i t h  a cap and yarn 
comforter b u t  no overcoat,  who was p lay ing  The - 
l r i s h  Washerwoman on a l i t t l e  p ipe,  and rummaged 
i n  her  bag f o r  a c o i n  (p. 26) .  

This  l i t t l e  episode lends a f i n e  touch t o  the s to ry .  I t  b r i ngs  i n  again 

the idea o f  pover ty ,  f i r s t  in t roduced by Myra's uncle when he said:  " I t ' s  

b e t t e r  t o  be a s t r a y  dog i n  t h i s  wor ld  than a man w i thou t  money . . . I I 
( p .  15). Also, Myra tu rns  the  i n c i d e n t  i n t o  an occasion o f  mock- t r ibu te  



be ing  p a i d  t o  he r ,  which she acknowledges w i t h  a co in .  The idea  o f  pay ing  

" W i l l  you be pleased t o  t ake  your  t h i n g s  and go, 
Mrs. Casey?" . . . She mocking ly  bowed he r  t y r a n t ' s  
head. " I t ' s  owing t o  me i n f i r m i t i e s ,  dear Mrs. 
Casey, t h a t  I ' l l  n o t  be a b l e  t o  go as f a r  as me door 
w i d  ye" (p. 89) .  

homagest0 t h e  gods i s  p a r t  o f  h e r  e thos.  And Myra loves  a joke ,  e s p e c i a l l y  

when i t  i n v o l v e s  i r ony .  

We a r e  i n t o  P a r t  Two be fo re  we encounter Myra i n  t h i s  g u i s e  again.  

"We've had a f i n e  af ternoon,  and Biddy f o r g e t t i n g  her  a i l s , "  she says, a t  

t h e  end o f  a happy hour o r  two spent reading poe t r y  w i t h  N e l l i e .  A few 

pages on: " A l l  o l d  l r i s h  women h i d e  away a b i t  o f  money," she says, as she 

shows N e l l i e  h e r  l i t t l e  hoard o f  g o l d  co ins  (p. 85) .  These f l ashes  o f  

Myra-as-Biddy, a long  w i t h  t he  penny w h i s t l e  episode convey f e e l i n g s  o f  

good-naturedness and m i r t h .  Myra has a h o r r o r  o f  people be ing  "solemn" 

and t h e  l r i s h  veneer i s  a way o f  pok ing  f u n  a t  h e r s e l f .  

But i t  i s  a l s o  a way o f  express ing anger. When N e l l i e  suggests t h a t  

Myra i s  t o o  ha rd  on Oswald, she ge t s  upset b u t  a t tempts  t o  e x p l a i n  how 

she f e e l s .  However, t h e  younger woman does n o t  comprehend t h e  emotions w i t h  

wh ich  Myra i s  s t r u g g l i n g ,  and, as a r e s u l t ,  presses Oswald's case again.  

I t  i s  a l l  t o o  much f o r  Myra. On top  o f  eve ry th i ng  e l s e  she has t o  bear,  

here  i s  N e l l i e ,  adding condemnation. Re luc tan t ,  perhaps, t o  show he r  t r u e  

s t r e n g t h ,  t he  "goddess" assumes her  mask o f  l r i s h  peasantry :  



There a r e  f u r t h e r  i nd i ca t i ons  t h a t  Myra belongs t o  another world. 

one o f  h i s  legends about the gods, Heine r e l a t e s  how Bacchus and two of h 

at tendants s u r v i v e  by pretending t o  be monks. Once a year,  however, they 

go t o  a Bacchanalian feast,  t r a v e l l i n g  by means of  a boat  which they r e n t  

from a poor ferryman. Being ignorant ,  he does no t  suspect t h e i r  i d e n t i t y .  

What he does n o t i c e  i s  the i c y  touch from t h e i r  f i n g e r s  when they pay him. I 

I t creates a " f r o s t y  shudder" t h a t  runs "through a1 1 h i s  1 imbs. "46 I n  the  

nove l la ,  the  goddess leaves a s i m i l a r  token: t he  amethyst necklace, which 

Oswald g ives  N e l l i e  a f t e r  Myra's death. "I have s t i l l , "  says N e l l i e ,  a t  

the conc lus ion  t o  her t a l e ,  " the s t r i n g  o f  amethysts, b u t  they a re  unlucky. 

I f  I take them ou t  o f  t h e i r  box and wear them, 1 f ee l  a l l  evening a c h i l l  

over my hear t1 '  (p. 104). 

I n  another o f  Heine 's  s t o r i e s ,  a sh ip  i s  d r i v e n  by storms t o  a 

remote no r the rn  i s l a n d  where the  crew f i n d s  a hu t  w i t h  an o l d  man l i v i n g  

i n  i t .  He i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  J u p i t e r  h imse l f ,  a l though the  s a i l o r s  do no t  

r e a l i z e  t h i s  t i l l  l a t e r .  He asks those who a r e  Greek among t h e  crew t o  

g i v e  him news o f  h i s  homeland; i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  he wants t o  know about a 

" c e r t a i n  g r e a t  temple . . . the most b e a u t i f u l  b u i l d i n g  i n  a l l  Greece." 

One young man f i n a l l y  i d e n t i f i e s  the  b u i l d i n g  which, he says, i s  now i n  

ru ins .  The s a i l o r ' s  n a t i v e  v i l l a g e  i s  s i t u a t e d  there, and he h imsel f  used 

t o  tend swine among the. temple ru ins .  H is  fa ther ,  t he  young man says, 

t o l d  him t h a t  these were 



"Cou ldn ' t  you ask them t o  wa l k  more q u i e t l y ? "  I 
suggested. 
He smi led  and shook h i s  head. "We have, b u t  i t  seems 
t o  make them worse. They a r e  t h a t  k i n d  o f  people" 
(p. 67). 

Cather  uses language t h a t  conveys t h e  idea o f  be ing  walked on, t h a t  i s ,  

language t h a t  suggests t he  oppos i t e  o f  respec t .  Note t he  f o l l o w i n g :  

Daqe 66 heavy t ramping overhead 

t h e  remains of an a n c i e n t  temple i n  which a heathen 
god o f  e v i l  fame.had dwe l t  . . . rwhom t h e  people 
h e l d  i n  such] reverence t h a t  they o f t e n  s a c r i f i c e d  
.to h im hundreds of  oxen a t  once. The hol lowed marb le  
b l o c k  i n t o  which the  b l ood  o f  t he  v i c t i m s  ran  . . . was 
. tha t  ve ry  s tone t rough i n  wh ich  he f e d  h i s  p i gs .  - 

J u p i t e r  becomes exceeding ly  d i s t r e s s e d  t o  hear a l l  t h i s ,  and Heine 

conc l  udes : 

. . . t h e r e  a r e  many peop le  who would take  s p i t e f u l  
p l easu re  i n  such a spec tac le  [ t h a t  i s ,  o f  J u p i t e r ' s  
g r ie f ] .  Such f o l k  a r e  p o s s i b l y  t h e  descendants of  
t h e  un fo r t una te  oxen who were s laugh te red  i n  hecatombs , 
on t he  a l t a r s  o f  J u p i t e r .  Re jo ice ,  ye c h i l d r e n  o f  
c a t t l e ,  f o r  the b lood  o f  your  y c e s t o r s ,  t he  s a c r i f i c e  
u n t o  s u p e r s t i t i o n  i s  avenged! 7 

There can be l i t t l e  doubt t h a t  t h e  people u p s t a i r s  i n  P a r t  Two o f  

& M o r t a l  Enemy a r e  t he  " c h i l d r e n  o f  c a t t l e "  f rom He ine 's  legend, f o r  they 

indeed seem t o  t a k e  " s p i t e f u l  p leasure"  i n  Myra 's  d iscomfor t .  

, - 
t h e i r  s t up id ,  messy ex i s tence  t h r u s t  upon me 



no sensibilities . . . a race 
and without delicacy 
They tramp up there all day 1 
gabbling and running about 

without consonants 

ike cattle 

beating my brains into a jelly 

such pigs 

tramp like cattle 
their brutal thumping 

noise overhead broke out--tramp, tramp, bang! 
those coarse creatures 
despised and trampled upon 

my brains beaten out by hoodlums 

The author spends a good many of the relatively few words she allows 

herself for this story on the people upstairs. They are important, for 

they represent rampant "lost belief." Menace is even in their name, 

Poindexter, which comes from the French and means "at the sign of the 

right fist." The people upstairs personify Heine's image for enmity to the 

gods: "children of cattle." They typify the most trying of Myra's 

afflictions, that she feels alone in her greatness, surrounded by people 

who are alien to all that she is. That later, in her delirium, she 

imagines Oswald responsible for the noise confirms that he, too, is in some- 

real sense "enemy" to her. One guesses that Willa Cather derived amused 

pleasure in picturing the Poindexters as Heine's unfortunate cattle while, 

at the same time, setting one more mark of identity on her heroine. 



The b e l i t t l i n g  of Myra by mor ta l s  a l s o  takes p lace i n  the  n a r r a t i n g  

o f  t he  s t o r y  by a  somewhat na ive  young g i r l .  Richard Giannone p o i n t s  ou t  

t he  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  N e l l i e ' s  name, "Birdseye," which "should be taken t o  

suggest und isc r im ina t i ng  f la tness  o f  v i s i o n  r a t h e r  than comprehensiveness. 1 1  48 

N e l l i e ' s  v i s i o n  i s  l i m i t e d .  How t h i s  i s  so Cather touches on b r i e f l y  and, 

again, somewhat p l a y f u l l y .  Towards the  end of  her  New York v i s i t ,  N e l l i e  

a r r i v e s  a t  the  Henshawe apartment t o  f i n d  Oswald and Myra i n  the midst  o f  

heated argument. They are  q u a r r e l l i n g  over a  key and, t o  be prec ise,  over  

what l o c k  i t  f i t s .  The i m p l i c a t i o n  i s  t h a t  t he  key belongs t o  a  lock  i n  

t he  door o f  one o f  Oswald's women f r i ends .  A t  t h i s  po in t ,  N e l l i e  knocks on 

the  door, t o  make them aware o f  her  presence, and Myra says: "Here i s  

N e l l i e  Birdseye, rapping a t  the gates" (p. 50). Myra's l i n e  i s  evocat ive 

o f  "Wee W i l l i e  Winkie" i n  both rhythm and thought.  W i l l i e ' s  name a l s o  

suggests inaccura te  v i s ion ,  and he i s  associated w i t h  locks: "rapping a t  

t he  window, c r y i n g  through the lock." And, t o  c a r r y  the analogy bne s tep  

f u r t h e r ,  W i l l i e ,  l i k e  N e l l i e ,  i s  a  guardian o f  proper  behaviour: "Are 

t h e  c h i l d r e n  i n  t h e i r  beds f o r  now i t ' s  e i g h t  o ' c l ock?"  N e l l i e ,  too, 

be fo re  her  t a l e  i s  over,  w i l l  reprove Myra f o r  what N e l l i e  deems i n -  

app rop r ia te  behaviour.  Surely W i l l a  Cather conceived the name " N e l l i e  

Birdseye" w i t h  a  smi le.  

The n a r r a t o r ' s  name i s  s u i t a b l e  t o  N e l l i e ' s  p a r t  i n  the s to ry ,  

conveying bo th  a  c e r t a i n  l i m i t a t i o n  o f  s i g h t  ( t h a t  i s ,  i ns igh t )  and a l s o  

o rd ina r iness .  Cather, as we know, chose her  names c a r e f u l l y .  I n  a  s t o r y  



t h a t  has t o  do w i t h  the t w i l i g h t  of  t he  gods, a "Nel l  i e  Birdseye," by 

her  very  name, i s  no t  of the  o rde r  o f  t he  g rea t  ones. She i s ,  ra the r ,  one 

o f  the  l i t t l e  ones, b i r d - s i z e ,  who, i n  a sense, more o r  l ess  unobserved, 

t e l l s  what she saw. 

I t  i s  through her aunt, Lydia,  t h a t  N e l l i e  comes t o  know Myra. We 

a r e  t o l d  very l i t t l e  about Lydia. N e l l i e  says she was a f a v o r i t e  w i t h  her  

aunt, b u t  t he re  i s  no sense g iven t h a t  t h e  f e e l i n g  was r e c i p r o c a l .  Lydia 

appears i n  two contexts i n  the s t o r y ,  bo th  o f  them i n v o l v i n g  i n t r i g u e .  When 

Myra and Oswald were young and i n  love,  and John D r i s c o l l  had forbidden young 

Henshawe the house, Lydia encouraged t h e  romance 

She a l s o  helped i n  the execut ion of  t he  elopement 

The c u f f - b u t t o n  episode i s  t he  o n l y  o the r  p 

The pre lude t o  t h i s  i s  a b r i e f  moment when Oswald 

favour she d i d  i n  he lp ing  him w i n  Myra, and when, 

n the r o l e  o f  a go-between. 

ace i n  which we see Lydia. 

reminds Lyd ia  of  the 

a t  the same time, we see 

him being ve ry  charming towards Lyd ia  and the  warmth o f  .her response. 

"Lydia--" he sa t  down by my aunt and pu t  h i s  hand 
on hers- - " I 'd  never f e e l  sure t h a t  I d i d  my own 
cou r t i ng ,  i f  i t  weren ' t  t h a t  I was a long way o f f  
a t  the  t ime . . . I I 

She pu t  her  hand over  h i s  l i p s .  "Hush! I 
ha te  o l d  women who egg on cour tsh ips1 '  (p. 29).  

The nex t  morning on the way t o  church, Oswald takes Lydia and N e l l i e  

each by an arm and says t o  Lydia: "I want you t o  g i v e  me a Christmas 



present . "  L y d i a ' s  answer i s  one o f  embarrassed p leasure :  "'Why, Oswald,' 

she stammered" (p. 33). Lyd ia  en joys  Oswald's a t t e n t i o n s ;  she i s  p a r t i a l  

t o  him. 

Oswald asks a favour  o f  Lyd ia ,  t h a t  she g i v e  h 

i f  f rom her .  But  h i s  request  r e q u i r e s  t he  dece i v i ng  

f r i e n d .  Wi thou t  t a k i n g  i n t o  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  t h e  p r o p r  

i m  t h e  c u f f - b u t t o n s  as 

o f  Myra, who i s  L y d i a ' s  

i e t y  of  t h e  suggest ion,  

L y d i a ' s  f i r s t  thought i s  t o  say t h e  t r i c k  won ' t  work: " I ' m  n o t  c l e v e r  

enough t o  f o o l  Myra'' (p. 33). But  L y d i a  1 i kes  Oswald and she wants t o  

p lease  him. L a t e r  she a r r i v e s  a t  a r a t i o n a l e  f o r  c a r r y i n g  o u t  t h e  p lan :  

"I r e a l l y  t h i n k  he ought t o  have them, if he wants 
them. Every th ing  i s  always f o r  Myra. He never g e t s  
any th ing  f o r  h i m s e l f .  And a l l  t h e  a d m i r a t i o n  i s  f o r  
her ;  why s h o u l d n ' t  he have a l i t t l e ?  He has been 
devoted t o  a f a u l t .  I t  i s n ' t  good f o r  any woman t o  
be humoured and pampered as he has humoured her .  And 
she 's  o f t e n  most unreasonable w i t h  him--most 
unreasonable!" (pp. 34-35) . 

L y d i a ' s  reasoning i s  focussed e n t i r e l y  on Oswald and Myra, on h i s  and h e r  

behaviour ,  and whether each deserves punishment o r  reward. She sees h e r s e l f  

as a d ispenser  o f  j u s t i c e .  When he r  p e r j u r y  i s  d iscovered,  L y d i a  becomes 

angry and suggests, p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  t h a t  Myra 's  anger i s  i napp rop r i a te :  

" I  ' m  s i c k  o f  Myra 's  dramatics,"  she dec la res  (p. 54).  

Though we do n o t  see much o f  her ,  Lyd ia  i s  one o f  the  pr ime agents  i n  

t h e  novel  f o r  reduc ing Myra t o  s i ze .  N e l l i e  observes, hears,  and t e l l s  

what L y d i a  t h i n k s  o f  Myra, and N e l l  i e ' s  r e p o r t  does i t s  work, wh ich  i s  t o  



show how greatness may be perceived by i t s  l esse r  contemporaries. L y d i a ' s  

r o l e  i s  no t  u n l i k e  t h a t  o f  the men i n  Sand C i t y ,  who cannot see Mer r i ck  f o r  

what he i s  bu t  o n l y  f o r  what he i s  not .  The d i f f e r e n c e  i s  t h a t  the  s c u l p t o r  

has L a i r d  t o  speak f o r  him. Myra has o n l y  h e r s e l f .  Near the beginning 

o f  t he  book, when N e l l i e  t e l l s  t h a t  she and her  aunt a r e  t o  spend Christmas 

i n  New York w i t h  the  Henshawes, Myra makes a remark t h a t  i d e n t i f i e s  what 

L y d i a ' s  p a r t  i n  the ensuing drama w i l l  be: 

We were t o  s tay  a t  t he  o l d  F i f t h  Avenue Hote l ,  
which, as Myra sa id ,  was o n l y  a s tone 's  throw from 
t h e i r  apartment, " i f  a t  any t ime a body was t o  
fee l  disposed t o  throw one, Liddy!" (p. 19). 

Stoning i s  an anc ien t  method o f  g e t t i n g  r i d  o f  unwanted people. Along 

w i t h  the  "grewsome game o f  intemperate reproach" i n  "Paul 's  Case" and the  

standir.9 up and throwing o f  mud i n  "The Sculp, tor ls  Funeral," L y d i a ' s  r o l e  

i n  My Mor ta l  Enemy, a l b e i t  more c i v i l i z e d ,  i s  another man i fes ta t ion  o f  t he  

k i l l i n g  o f f  o f  the  o l d  gods. 

When W i l l a  Cather was w r i t i n g  My Mor ta l  Enemy, she had t o  decide 

where her  n a r r a t o r  would stand. The type of  legend Heine t e l l s  i n  "The 

Gods i n  Ex i le ' '  has w i t h i n  i t  the  framework o f  war. The issue a t  s take 

i s  no th ing  l ess  than the a n n i h i l a t i o n  o f  one race o f  beings by another,  the  

murder o f  the  o l d  pagan gods by the  zea lo t s  o f  an exc lus i ve  C h r i s t i a n i t y .  

I n  undertak ing t o  t e l l  her  own s t o r y  o f  a goddess i n  e x i l e ,  Cather was faced 

w i t h  the  problem o f  where t o  pu t  her  n a r r a t o r :  on the  s i d e  o f  t he  gods o r  



on t h a t  o f  t h e i r  enemy? I f  compromise s o l u t i o n s  t o  t h i s  dilemma e x i s t - -  

and one supposes they do-- the au tho r  seems t o  have r e j e c t e d  them. N e l l i e  

i s  on t h e  s i d e  

That  she 

encounter w i t h  

o f  t h e  enemy. 

i s ,  however, i s  n o t  obv ious.  I n  s p i t e  o f  he r  p a i n f u l ,  f i r s t  

Myra, r e c a l l e d  v i v i d l y  i n  Chapter One, N e l l i e  comes t o  l o v e  

Myra, i n  he r  way, by t h e  end o f  t he  s t o r y .  One tends t o  t h i n k  o f  l o v e  as 

n e c e s s a r i l y  i n c l u d i n g  acceptance, b u t  t h i s  i s  n o t  so, a paradox w i t h  wh ich  

t h i s  book i s  much concerned. N e l l i e  manages t o  convey a f a i r  measure o f  

a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r  Myra, y e t  a t  t he  same t ime, t h e r e  i s  something c o l d  i n  

N e l l i e ' s  d i s p o s i t i o n  toward her .  T h i s  co ldness i s  respons ib le ,  i n  p a r t ,  

f o r  t h e  d i s t u r b i n g  e f f e c t  My Mor ta l  Enemy a lmost  i n v a r i a b l y  has on i t s  reader,  

a co ldness wh ich  N e l l i e  manages t o  p r o j e c t  o n t o  Myra. A c l e v e r  example o f  

t h i s  i s  N e l l i e ' s  remark near the  end about  t h e  " c h i l l  over  my hea r t "  from 

the  amethyst necklace. N e l l i e  suggests co ldness by a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  a 

c o l d  person, a ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  idea  f rom t h e  Heine " c h i l l "  t h a t  t e l l s  us we 

have touched another  wor ld .  

N e l l i e ' s  detached manner o f  r e p o r t i n g  L y d i a ' s  venomous a t t a c k s  on 

Myra i s  another  s i g n  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  "can be warmed o n l y  by r e f l e c t e d  

heat," as Cather says o f  t h e  Lady E l  l e n  i n  "The Mar r iage  o f  Phaedra" 

(p,. 224). There i s  one cha rac te r  who c o n s i s t e n t l y  produces a warm response 

i n  N e l l i e ,  however, and t h a t  i s  Oswald. N e l l i e  r eac t s  t o  h im and t o  h i s  

mascul ine charm i n  much t h e  same way as Lyd ia ,  so t h a t  when i t  comes t o  



seeing someone as spec ia l ,  N e l l i e  i s  no t  even aware o f  Myra. From the  

s t a r t ,  N e l l i e  p o i n t s  t o  Oswald as the  rea l  "god" o f  the s to ry .  He meets 

N e l l i e ' s  expecta t ions  o f  t he  hero: " M r .  Henshawe was l ess  pe rp lex ing  

than h i s  w i f e ,  and he looked more as I had expected him t o  look  . . . some- 

t h i n g  about h im t h a t  suggested personal bravery, magnanimity, and a f i ne ,  

generous way o f  doing th ings"  (p. 8) .  On two d i f f e r e n t  occasions when the  

reader might  be tempted t o  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  Myra, N e l l i e  performs a s l e i g h t  

o f  hand t h a t  d e f l e c t s  our  sympathy. She f i n i s h e s  the  chapter  i n  which 

the c u f f - b u t t o n  decept ion i s  c a r r i e d  ou t  by saying t h a t  Oswald seems t o  

f e e l  g u i l t y ,  and how "I thought him p rope r l y  served then, bu t  o f ten  s ince  

I have wondered a t  h i s  g e n t l e  hear t "  (p. 37) .  Wi th "h i s  g e n t l e  hear t "  

r i n g i n g  i n  our  ears, r a t h e r  than "I thought him p rope r l y  served," we t u r n  

the page t o  read about Myra 's  energet ic  m a r t i a l l i n g  o f  N e l l i e  du r ing  the 

New York ho l i day ,  t o  pay c a l l s  t h a t  "would c e r t a i n l y  improve my manners 

and my Engl ish"  (p. 38).  Having de-fused the p r o b a b i l i t y  o f  ant i-Oswald 

f e e l i n g s  i n  t h e  reader, N e l l i e  fo l lows w i t h  a statement of  v e i l e d  resentment 

toward Myra. I t  i s  much l a t e r  i n  t he  t a l e  and i n  a contex t  q u i t e  removed 

from the  Lydia-Oswald conspiracy, t h a t  we learn,  i n  i n c i d e n t a l  fashion, Oswald 

wears the  topaz cu f f1  i nks  f o r  the  r e s t  o f  h i s  1 i f e  (p. 78). I t  seems h i s  

remorse i s  s h o r t - l i v e d .  

The scene i n  which N e l l i e  happens on the  Henshawes' qua r re l  i s  another 

t h a t  might  perhaps arouse i n  the reader some f e l l o w - f e e l i n g  f o r  Myra. 



A f t e r  a l l ,  though she i s  " jea lous"  and "unreasonable," we know t h a t  

Oswald has g i v e n  he r  some cause. Th i s  scene a l s o  revea l s  N e l l i e ' s  

p a r t i s a n s h i p .  She i s  q u i t e  won over  t o  Oswald; emo t i ona l l y ,  she i s  h i s  a l l y .  

He i s  t h e  "god" who was made f o r  f i n e r  t h i ngs :  

I f e l t  t h a t  h i s  l i f e  had n o t  s u i t e d  him; t h a t  he 
possessed some k i n d  o f  courage and f o r c e  which 
s l e p t ,  wh ich  i n  another s o r t  o f  w o r l d  m igh t  have 
asse r ted  themselves b r i l l i a n t l y .  I thought  he 
ought  t o  have been a s o l d i e r  o r  an e x p l o r e r  
(P. 52).  

I n  a profound sense, N e l l i e  i s  n o t  up t o  Myra; she i s  n o t  he r  equal .  

Myra 's  s t r e n g t h  i s  an a f f r o n t  t o  N e l l i e .  The o n l y  r i g h t  and wrong t h a t  

N e l l i e  i s  aware o f  i n  t h i s  a f f a i r  i s  t h a t  Myra, by c h a l l e n g i n g  Oswald and 

showing he r  anger w i t h  him, has s p o i l e d  t h e  i d y l l i c  p i c t u r e  N e l l i e  

che r i shes  o f  t h e  Henshawes as a couple.  

T h i s  d e l i g h t f u l  room had seemed t o  me a p l ace  
where l i gh t -hear tedness  and charming manners l i v e d  . . . And now eve ry th i ng  was i n  r u i n s  (p. 5.1). 

Oswald, t r u e  t o  form, soothes N e l l i e  i n  t h e  l o s s  o f  her  i l l u s i o n s - - a f t e r  

a l l ,  he has h i s  own i l l u s i o n s .  

Oswald t r i e d  t o  make i t  up t o  me . . . 
he made me d r i n k  a g l a s s  o f  she r r y  . . . 
(P. 52) - 



The scene comes t o  an end w i t h  N e l l i e  i gno r ing  the  ac tua l  issue over 

which Myra and Oswald have been f i g h t i n g ,  i n c l u d i n g  a f r e s h  l i e  by Oswald, 

and d i s l i k i n g  Myra f o r  s p o i l i n g  th ings .  

We went t o  the theatre,  bu t  I remember very  
l i t t l e  o f  the  performance except a d u l l  heartache, 
and a conv i c t i on  t h a t  I should never l i k e  Mrs. Myra 
so w e l l  again (p. 52) .  

There a r e  two s t o r i e s  being t o l d  i n  My Mor ta l  Enemy: one by N e l l i e  

and the  o t h e r  by the author .  N e l l i e ' s  t a l e  o u t l i n e s  the  sad case of  Myra , 

Henshawe, a woman d r i ven  by her own " v i o l e n t  nature" and by "insane 

ambit ion" (pp. 96, 41) .  She i s  g r e a t l j l  over ra ted ,  most ly  by he rse l f ,  and 

i s  s e l f i s h l y  hard on Oswald, her  husband. He, on the  o the r  hand, i s  an 

example o f  l a t e n t  heroism, long-su f fe r ing ,  p a t i e n t ,  and gent le .  The author,  

u n l i k e  N e l l i e ,  i s  concerned w i t h  what amounts t o  tragedy. For the author, 

i t  i s  the passionate Myra who was meant t o  a s s e r t  he rse l f  b r i l l i a n t l y ,  and 

who i s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  underrated by those around her .  She knows her  own 

worth,  however, and must l i v e  i n  the  knowledge t h a t  she i s  penni less and t i e d  

f o r  l i f e  t o  a man who i s  inadequate f o r  her .  I n  Oswald, Cather has created 

a damaged f o r e s t  c h i l d ,  too re f i ned  t o  be e f f e c t i v e  a t  anyth ing,  a man who 

has l o s t  bo th  h i s  nerve and h i s  b e l i e f .  

The quest ion  a r i s e s  as t o  why W i l l a  Cather c rea ted her  n a r r a t o r  i n  

such a way as t o  d e f l e c t  the shine of  greatness o f f  Myra and on to  Oswald. 

The 'reason 1 i e s  p a r t l y  i n  the gods-in-exi  l e  theme w i t h  which Cather was 



work ing .  To have t h e  s t o r y t e l l e r  miss t h e  p o i n t ,  so t o  speak, and f a i l  t o  

recogn ize  greatness f o r  what i t  i s  i n  he r  own n a r r a t i v e  makes Myra 's  e x i l e  

more complete. I n  do ing t h i s ,  t h e r e  i s  a  danger t h a t  N e l l i e ' s  b l indness  w i l l  

p reven t  t h e  reader f rom seeing where greatness l i e s .  One guesses, however, 

t h a t  Myra 's  greatness i s  g e n e r a l l y  f e l t  by t h e  reader,  even i f  i t  i s  n o t  

seen. Fu r the r ,  g i ven  who N e l l i e  i s ,  t o  have h e r  convey he r  f a s c i n a t i o n  w i t h  

Myra th rough a v e i l  o f  d isapprova l  p a r a d o x i c a l l y  v a l i d a t e s  Myra 's  r e a l  

the  legend, "A B 

That  i s  what Nel  

sma l l .  N e l l i e ' s  

has t o  speak f o r  

i rdseye V 

l i e ' s  v i s  

d i s t ance  

h e r s e l f ,  

s t a t u r e .  Were N e l l i e  l i k e  C l a r k  o f  "A Wagner ~ a t i n i e , "  who i s  sympathet ic  

and a p p r e c i a t i v e  o f  h i s  sub jec t ,  My M o r t a l  Enemy would be a d i f f e r e n t  

s to ry - -sad ,  b u t  n o t  as d i s t u r b i n g  as t h e  one Cather  has w r i t t e n .  And W i l l a  

Cather,  who m a n i f e s t l y  f e e l s  so s t r o n g l y  about Myra, wants t h i s  t a l e  of  

t e t h e r e d  g rea tness  t o  pe rp lex  and d i s t u r b  h e r  readers.  A pos t ca rd  w i t h  

iew o f  . . . ," i n v a r i a b l y  reduces t h e  landscape. 

i o n  does t o  Myra: i t  takes  greatness and makes i t  

from Myra d i s tances  t h e  reader .  Myra t he re fo re  

as i t  were, has t o  come across i n  h e r  m a j e s t i c  

wholeness, a lone.  

The Heine element g i ves  s p e c i a l  meaning t o  t he  l i n e  

f rom wh ich  t h e  t i t l e  i s  taken: "Why must I d i e  l i k e  t h i s ,  

m o r t a l  enemy?" (p. 95).  "Enemy" can be p l u r a l  as we1 1 as 

"mor ta l "  can mean "deadly" as we1 1 as "1 i m i  t e d  by death."  

passage, Myra uses "enemy" i n  t h e  p l u r a l ,  t o  mean Oswald i 

Myra speaks, 

a lone  w i t h  my 

s i n g u l a r ,  and 

I n  t h i s  

n  p a r t i c u l a r  



and everyone around her  i n  general,  i n c l u d i n g  N e l l i e  and the people 

u p s t a i r s .  "Mortal"  cu ts  two ways: Myra's bondage w i t h i n  her  marr iage i s  

t o  the  death; and, i n  the mythology of  the novel,  Oswald, N e l l i e ,  and 

the o the rs  a re  mor ta l ,  d i f f e r e n t  from Myra who i s  an Immortal. 

N e l l i e  i d e a l i z e s  Oswald. She a l s o  f e e l s  p r o t e c t i v e  towards him and 

she i s  scandal ized by these words from the  dy ing  woman, by the  f a c t  

t h a t  Myra would c a l l  Oswald her  "enemy." Unconsciously, however, N e l l i e  

has a l ready  i d e n t i f i e d  Myra as "enemy." I n  Heine 's  legends, t he  r a t i o n a l e  

developed by t h e  C h r i s t i a n s  f o r  r i d d i n g  themselves o f  the gods i s  t o  say 

they a r e  o f  t h e  d e v i l .  S i m i l a r l y ,  N e l l i e  associates Myra's anger w i t h  a 

snake (pp. 54, 89), an image 1 inked i n  C h r i s t i a n  l o r e  w i t h  the  d e v i l .  The 

conclus ions N e l l i e  draws a f t e r  the  Henshawes' qua r re l  a re  more e x p l i c i t :  

Every th ing  about me seemed e v i l .  When kindness 
has l e f t  people . . . we drop from s e c u r i t y  i n t o  
something malevolent and bottomless . . . I 
remember very l i t t l e  . . . except . . . t h a t  I 
should never l i k e  Mrs. Myra so w e l l  again 
(PP. 51-52). 

N e l l i e  suggests t h a t  e v i l  emanates from Myra, b u t  the f e e l i n g  of  malevolence 

a c t u a l l y  comes from N e l l i e .  When Myra whispers t h a t  quest ion,  N e l l i e  looks 

a t  Oswald " i n  a f f r i g h t  ,I1 expect ing  t o  see him "shudder" (p. 95) .  Yet he 

does no t .  Where does the  h o r r o r  come from i f  no t  from N e l l i e ?  When Myra 

behaves i n  ways which N e l l i e  cannot understand and o f  which she does n o t  

appfove, she r e j e c t s  Myra by ca tego r i z ing  her  as e v i l ,  e x a c t l y  accord ing t o  

the  Heine model. 



As f o r  Oswald being Myra's "enemy," he i s  a l i v i n g  reminder t o  her 

o f  her  own f o l l y .  I n  a Journal a r t i c l e 4 '  on C h r i s t i n a  Rosse t t i ,  W i l l a  

Cather comments on the l i n e s  from "Gobl in Market" t h a t  t e l l  o f  Laura 's  

second t a s t i n g  o f  the magic f r u i t :  "Her l i p s  began t o  scorch,/ That 

j u i c e  was wormwood t o  her tongue." Cather says: "Never has the  purchase 

of  pleasure, i t s  loss i n  i t s  own tak ing ,  t he  loathsomeness of our  own f o l l y  

i n  those we love, been p u t  more q u a i n t l y  o r  d i r e c t l y . "  I t  was an 

important  theme f o r  W i l l a  Cather. When Oswald l i f t s  h i s  w i fe  o r  does th ings  

f o r  her, she says: " I t ' s  b i t t e r  enough t h a t  I should have t o  take s e r v i c e  

from you--you whom I have 1 oved so we1 1"  (P. 92) . To Nel 1 i e, Myra 

exp la ins  t h a t  "people can be l ove rs  and enemies a t  the same time," and t h a t  

"perhaps I c a n ' t  f o rg i ve  him f o r  the  harm I d i d  him" (p. 88). But these 

th ings  a re  beyond N e l l i e ' s  comprehension. I t  i s  as though the wor ld  

around Myra i n  those l a s t  months, N e l l i e  w i t h  her  admonitions, Oswald w i t h  

h i s  dreams, and the  Poindexters w i t h  t h e i r  noise, a l l  conspi re t o  drown 

ou t  Myra's at tempts t o  speak o f  what i s  r e a l .  I n  t h a t  one whispered l i n e ,  

however, "Why must I d i e  l i k e  t h i s ,  a lone w i t h  my morta l  enemy," and t o  

N e l l i e ' s  cons ternat ion ,  Myra says the t r u t h  c l e a r l y  and f i n a l l y .  Though 

N e l l i e  does n o t  understand those words, she recognizes t h e i r  f e e l i n g  which 

i s ,  she says, o f  a "confession of  t he  soul ," a "judgement," o r  "s t range 

complaint" ( ~ p .  105, 95).  Myra's words t e l l  who she i s :  a goddess i n  

d isguise,  a ve ry  except ional  woman. They t e l l  a l s o  what has b e f a l l e n  her  

i n  t h i s  wor ld;  and they a r e  her own lament, l i k e  t h a t  o f  J u p i t e r  before 

the s a i l o r s ,  f o r  f a l l e n  greatness. 



E 
i S ince  Myra has no p ro fess i on ,  a r t i s t i c  o r  o therw ise ,  how does t h e  reader  

assess des i r e  and f u l  f i i lment i n  h e r ?  I t l s  t r u e  i n  "The Garden Lodge" and 

"A Wagner Matinee," and i t  i s  s t i  ll t r u e  twenty  years l a t e r  i n  My Mor ta l  

Enemy, t h a t  t he  i ssue  t h a t  ho lds  t h e  most i n t e r e s t  f o r  W i l l a  Cather i s  what 

a  c h a r a c t e r  does w i t h  who s/he i s .  To go a g a i n s t  one 's  n a t u r e  i s  t h e  wo rs t  

k i n d  o f  f oo l i shness ,  i n  Ca the r l s  es t ima te .  Myra does t h a t ,  u n w i t t i n g l y .  

When she mar r i es  Oswald, she s a t i s f i e s  one p a r t  o f  he r  na tu re  b u t  b i n d s  t h e  

o t h e r .  

Myra 's  l i f e ' s  work i s  t h e  manner i n  which she l i v e s  o u t  t h i s  con t ra -  

d i c t i o n .  Once hav ing  r e a l i z e d  her  mis take,  she does n o t  seek s o l u t i o n s  

l i k e  t h a t  o f  Ca ro l i ne  who represses he r  des i r e ,  o r  Georgiana, p a r t  o f  whom 

seems t o  d i e .  On the  c o n t r a r y ,  Myra i s  concerned t o  understand he r  o r i g i n a l  

n a t u r e  and t o  s u r v i v e  w i t h o u t  f u r t h e r  b e t r a y a l  o f  s e l f .  The s u i c i d e  theme 

which appears two o r  t h r e e  t imes has t o  do w i t h  t h i s  e a r l y  s e l f - b e t r a y a l .  

Her s i t u a t i o n  o f  "ex i le , "  o f  he r  r e a l  s e l f  never be ing  seen by those around 

h e r ,  makes the goal  she has s e t  h e r s e l f  a  s i n g u l a r l y  d i f f i c u l t  under tak ing .  

I s  My Mor ta l  Enemy a s ta tement  o f  despa i r ,  then? I b e l i e v e  n o t .  I t  

i s  a  s t o r y  o f  t u r m o i l  and s u f f e r i n g ,  b u t  de fea t  i s  no t  i t s  u l t i m a t e  

message. For one t h i n g ,  Myra i m p l i e s  i n  her  wards, "seeking i s  f i n d i n g "  

( p .  9 4 ) ,  t h a t ,  a t  l e a s t  a t  one l e v e l ,  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  l i v e  i n  accordance 

w i t h  who she i s  has been reward i n  i t s e l f .  Th i s  idea, l ong  present  i n  



c e r t a i n  areas o f  re1  i g i o u s  thought ,  50 comes c l o s e  t o  t he  one Cather was 

fond o f  quo t i ng :  "Le b u t  n ' e s t  r i e n ;  l e  chemin, c ' e s t  t o u t .  ' l5' Besides 

f a l l  t h i s ,  we know t h a t  i n  t he  mythology o f  t he  novel ,  Myra has a  sense 

o f  go ing  t o  meet he r  unc le  a t  t he  end, and o f  r e c e i v i n g  h i s  forg iveness.  

Furthermore, t h e r e  a r e  o t h e r  unmistakeable Cather s i g n a l s  o f  hope: Myra 

d i e s  i n  t he  month o f  June and f a c i n g  t h e  dawn. 52 Eudora We1 t y ' s  comment 

seems nowhere more a p p l i c a b l e  than t o  Myra 's  s t o r y .  The u l t i m a t e  concern 

i n  W i l l a  C a t h e r ' s  novels ,  says Welty,  i s  w i t h  

t h e  d e s i r e  
i t s  own, t o  
and most o f  
t h e  d e s i r e  

i n  one h e a r t  and sou l  t o  c l a i m  what i s  
ach ieve i t s  measure of  greatness . . . 
the  t ime, and a t  i t s  h i ghes t  moments, 

i s  i t s  own d r i v e ,  i t s  own g r a t i f i c a t i o n .  5  3 



REFERENCES - PART TWO 

1.  Latour  i s  the p ro tagon is t  i n  W i l l a  Cather 's  Death Comes For t he  
Archbishop. 

2. "Pagan" i n  the sense of  o f f e r i n g  p leasure t o  the senses, and 
a l s o  o f  ach iev ing  t h i s  through the  extravagant  use of  symbols ( t h a t  i s ,  
f lowers,  processions, music, c o l o r f u l  a t t i  re, incense) o r i g i n a l l y  employed 
by paganism and l a t e r  adopted by the  church. For f u r t h e r  comment on t h i s  
p o i n t ,  see Note 37 below. 

3. For a  d iscussion o f  Cather 's  use o f  t h i s  image i n  her p o r t r a y a l  
o f  Thea i n  The Song of  the Lark, see S lo te ,  - KA, p. 88. 

4. See I Kings 3 :  16-28. 

5. Ewan, a  popular Welsh name, one of  whose meanings i s  "lamb." 

6. S lo te ,  y, p. 70. 

CSF, p. 426. 7. - 

8. Again, f em in i s t  c r i t i c i s m  would p o i n t  t o  the  power of  men over  
women i n  Myra's soc ie t y  and descr ibe  her  dilemma as d i s t i n c t l y  female. The 
o l d  idea t h a t  a  woman's f u l f i l l m e n t  can be found o n l y  i n  love  i s  roundly 
chal lenged i n  My Morta l  Enemy. A  comparison o f  the  nove l l a  w i t h  Cather 's  
e a r l y  s to ry ,  "A Resurrect ion," shows how much her ideas on the sub jec t  
changed between 1897 and 1926. 

9. "A Hymne t o  Venus," 1.110. 
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- 11 .  "Chr is t ians ,  awake, s a l u t e  the happy morn,/Whereon the  Saviour 
o f  the  wor ld  was born;" John Byrom, 1750. 

12. S lo te ,  y, p .  97. 



13. For a d i s c u s s i o n  o f  Ca the r ' s  use o f  t h e  moon as symbol, 
i n c l u d i n g  t he  ~alammb6 source, see S lo te ,  &, pp. 97-103. 
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even today i h e r e  a r e  c o n f l i c t i n g  op in i ons  about i t ;" The Greatness o f  
F l aube r t ,  Maur ice Nadeau (New York:  L i b r a r y  Press, 1972), p. 159.- 

15. Cou r i e r ,  September 28, 1895. See 5, p. 138. 

16. "A Chance Meet ing ,I1 Not Under F o r t y  ( ~ e w  York: A1 f red  A. Knopf , 
19361, P. 25. 

17. I n  "A Chance Meeting," p. 23, Cather t e l l s  how her  encounter  
w i t h  F l a u b e r t ' s  n i e c e  a t  A i x - l es -Ba ins  evokes t he  Chapter Three scene o f  
~a 1 ammb6. 

18. ~alammb6, f rom The Complete Works o f  Gustave F laube r t ,  w i t h  a 
c r i t i c a l  i n t r o d u c t i o n  by Ferd inand B r u n e t i e r e  and a B iog raph i ca l  Preface - .  
by Rober t  A rno t  , (New ~ b r k  and London: M. Wal t e r  Dunne, 1904), Vol . I I I , 
PP. 53-55. 

19. I n  F l a u b e r t ' s  nove l ,  ~a lammb6 i s  one o f  the  p r i es tesses  o f  T a n i t h ,  
and when the  sacred v e i l  be long ing  t o  t h e  goddess i s  s t o l e n  by t h e  
mercenaries,  ~a lammbg i ~ . ~ r e s s e d  i n t o  r e t r i e v i n g  i t .  I n  the  process,  she 
i s  rav ished  by Matho, t h e  man who committed t h e  o r i g i n a l  s a c r i l e g e  o f  
abduc t ing  t he  v e i l .  L a t e r ,  he s u f f e r s  a h o r r i b l e  death a t  t he  hands o f  
the  Car thag in ians ,  and Salamrnbc a l s o  d i es ,  b u t  suddenly, i n e x p l i c a b l y - -  
presumably i n  accord w i t h  t h e  w i l l  o f  Tan i t h .  The reason g i v e n  f o r  h e r  dea th  
i s  t h a t  she had "touched t h e  v e i l  o f  Tani th , "  b u t  t he re  i s  an i m p l i e d  
sugges t ion  t h a t  h e r  dea th  was i n  some way r e l a t e d  t o  her  l oss  o f  sexual p u r i t y .  

20. The l i b r e t t o  o f  t h e  opera Norma, from which the  a r i a  i s  taken, 
o f f e r s  no i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t he  "chaste goddess" t o  whom the  music i s  
addressed, except  t o  make i t  c l e a r  t h a t  she i s  assoc ia ted  w i t h  t he  moon and 
t h a t  she has power t o  bestow peace. Th i s  i n f o r m a t i o n  ob ta ined  by phone, 
Sept., '79, f rom Professor  Joe l  Kaplan, E n g l i s h  Department, U n i v e r s i t y  
o f  B r i t i s h  Columbia. 

21. See James Woodress, W i l l a  Cather :  Her L i f e  and A r t  (New York: 
Pegasus, 1970), p. 214. 



22. The f u l l  name was "Kaiser Wi lhe lm der  Grosse." 

23. "A Chance Meeting," p. 22. 

24. " W i l l a  Cather  would l i k e  our  minds t o  r ece i ve  what she i s  showing 
us n o t  as i t s  descr ip t ion - -however  b e a u t i f u l - - b u t  as t he  t h i n g  descr ibed,  
t he  l i v i n g  t h i n g  i t s e l f .  To t h i s  end she may e l i m i n a t e  i t s  p i c t u r e ,  t h e  
b e t t e r  t o  make us see something r e a l  l y  there . "  Eudora We1 t y ,  The A r t  
o f  W i l l a  Cather,  p. 4. 

25. "The Novel ~&neuble'," W i l l a  Cather On Writ ing_, p. 41. 

26. The o p e r a ' s  theme dup l i ca tes ,  t o  some ex ten t ,  t h e  theme o f  t h e  
novel ,  ~alammb6. Norma, 1 i k e  Salammb6, i s  p r i e s t e s s  t o  t h e  moon goddess. 
As such, she i s  p ledged t o  v i r g i n i t y ,  b u t  has broken he r  vow and, l i k e  
~alammb6, th rough  a man who i s  enemy t o  her  own people. 

27. S l o t e ,  - KA, p. 103. 

28. See E, p. 394. 

29. From The Sword and t he  Flame, Se lec t i ons  from H e i n r i c h  He ine ' s  
Prose; e d i t e d  w i t h  an i n t r o d u c t i o n  by A l f r e d  Werner; based on t h e  
t r a n s l a t i o n  by Char les  Godfrey Le land ( ~ e w  York: Thomas Y o s e l o f f ,  1960). 

30. Heine, p. 546. 

31. Heine, p. 547. 

32. Heine, p. 541. 

33. Heine, p.  575. 

34. F i f t e e n  years  l a t e r  i n  "The Bohemian Gir l "  a s i m i l a r  bor row ing  
from Heine occurs .  See S l o t e ,  IUJ, pp. 101-102. The my th i c  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  
of t h e  cha rac te r s  a r e  more developed i n  t h i s  s t o r y  than i n  "A Resur rec t ion , "  
and they have a s t r o n g  sense o f  themselves as d i f f e r e n t  f rom t h e i r  
neighbours.  Again,  r a t h e r  than be ing  d r i v e n  i n t o  e x i l e ,  they escape from i t .  



35. See Matthew 7:24-27. 

36. Heine, p.  584. 

37. I n  h i s  essay, Heine names C h r i s t i a n i t y  i t s e l f  as r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  
l o s s  o f  b e l i e f ,  b u t  Cather changes t h i s  t o  s u i t  t h e  purpose o f  h e r  s t o r y .  
She r e l a t e s  P r o t e s t a n t i s m  and f ree- thought  t o  l o s t  b e l i e f  and C a t h o l i c i s m  
t o  b e l i e f .  The i m p l i c a t i o n  i s  t h a t  C a t h o l i c i s m  i s  more a k i n  t o  t h e  s p i r i t  
o f  t h e  pagan gods than Pro tes tan t i sm- -a  p o s i t i o n  w i t h  wh ich  t h e  reader  may 
o r  may n o t  agree. 

38. "Skept ic"  i s  g i ven  as a synonym f o r  " f r e e - t h i n k e r "  i n  t h e  Funk 
& Wagnall D i c t i o n a r y .  

39. S l o t e ,  g, p. 34. 

40. Matthew 8:20. 

41. Proverbs 15:17: "Be t t e r  i s  a d i nne r  o f  herbs where l o v e  i s ,  
than a s t a l l e d  ox  and ha t red  therewi th . "  

42. Matthew 7:6. 

43. See, f o r  example, John 2:4; 13:1; 1 7 ~ 1 ;  and Mark 14:41. 

44. There i s  a cons is tency  i n  t h e  way W i l l a  Cather has h e r  Diana- 
cha rac te r s  desc r i bed  by t h e i r  l ove rs .  In "The Bohemian G i r l , "  N i l s  says 
o f  Clara:  I' . . . a w i l d  b i r d  . . . you used t o  be j u s t  l i k e  t h a t ,  a 
s lender ,  eager t h i n g  w i t h  a w i l d  d e l i g h t  i n s i d e  you. That  i s  how I 
remembered you" (E, p. 36).  Oswald says o f  Myra: "She was a w i  l d ,  l o v e l y  
c rea tu re ,  N e l l i e .  I w i sh  you cou ld  have seen h e r  then" (MY M o r t a l  Enemy, 
p. 104). 

45. Heine, p. 565. 

46. Heine, p.  567. 

47. ,Heine, pp. 580-584. ' .  

48. Music  i n  W i l l a  Ca the r ' s  F i c t i o n ,  p .  172. 



49. January 13, 1895; see - KA, p. 349. 

50. C h i e f l y  i n  t he  w r i t i n g s  o f  those i n  t h e  m y s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  
See f o r  example, J u l i a n  of  Norwich i n  Showings: "And t h i s  v i s i o n  taugh t  
me t o  understand t h a t  t he  s o u l ' s  cons tan t  search p leases God g r e a t l y .  
For i t  cannot do more than seek, s u f f e r  and t r u s t "  (chap te r  x ) .  See 
a l s o  T o l s t o y ,  i n  " I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  Am ie l ' s  Journal : "  " I  t h i n k  t h a t  those 
who w i t h  t h e i r  whole h e a r t  and w i t h  s u f f e r i n g  . . . seek God, a r e  a l r eady  
s e r v i n g  H i m . "  Note a l s o  Henry van Dyke, a  contemporary o f  Ca the r ' s ,  who was 
b o t h  w r i t e r  and a m i n i s t e r  of  a  New York church, w i t h  whose work she may 
w e l l  have been acquainted.  Here i s  a  quo te  f rom t h e  p re face  t o  h i s  book, 
The Other Wise Man (1924) : 

But  have you ever  heard t he  s t o r y  o f  t he  Other  Wise 
Man, who a l s o  saw the  s t a r  i n  i t s  r i s i n g ,  and s e t  o u t  
t o  f o l l o w  i t ,  y e t  d i d  n o t  a r r i v e  w i t h  h i s  b r e t h r e n  i n  
t h e  presence o f  t he  young c h i l d  Jesus? O f  t h e  g r e a t  
d e s i r e  o f  t h i s  f o u r t h  p i l g r i m ,  and how i t  was denied, 
y e t  accomplished i n  the  d e n i a l ;  o f  h i s  many wanderings 
and t he  p roba t i ons  o f  h i s  sou l ;  o f  t h e  long  way o f  
h i s  seeking, and the  s t r ange  way o f  h i s  f i n d i n g ,  t h e  
One whom he sought . . . 

I t  i s  a  c u r i o u s  co inc idence  t h a t  t h e  Other  Wise Man a l s o  comes from a p l ace  
c a l l e d  "Par th ia . "  Las t ,  though n o t  l e a s t ,  a r e  t he  words o f  C h r i s t :  "But 
seek ye  f i r s t  t h e  kingdom o f  God, and h i s  r igh teousness ;  and a l l  these 
t h i n g s  s h a l l  be added un to  you"  a at thew 6:33).  

51. Accord ing  t o  Cather, t he  quote i s  f rom M i c h e l e t ,  though no one 
as y e t  has been a b l e  t o  f i n d  i t .  Cather ment ions t h e  say ing  i n  "Joseph and 
H i s  Brothers , "  Not Under Fo r t y ,  p.  99; and a l s o  i n  he r  s h o r t  s t o r y ,  "Old Mrs. 
Ha r r i s , "  p. 158. 

52. I n  t h e  Jou rna l ,  January 26, 1896, i n  an a r t i c l e  on t h e  au thor ,  
James Lane A l l e n ,  Cather says: 

F o r  t h e  r e s t ,  M r .  A l l e n ' s  s t o r y  i s  a  s tudy  i n  
environment,  an i d y l  o f  a  sou thern  summer. I t  
c o u l d  n o t  have happened i n  w i n t e r ,  i t  cou ld  n o t  
have happened i n  town. I n  t h e  c o u n t r y  June i s  a  
s t i r r i n g  appeal t o  r e t u r n  t o  na tu re .  St range t h i n g s  
happen i n  a  coun t r y  summer . . . Nature  comes o u t  
renewed from her  t i p s y  slumber . . . l i k e  t he  reck less  
o l d  pagan t h a t  she i s  . . . We a r e  a l l  pagans i n  t h e  
summer t ime. Bacchus w i l l  never l a c k  f o l l o w e r s  w h i l e  
t h e r e  i s  s p r i n g  nor  w h i l e  t h e r e  i s  June w i l l  t h e  
daughters  o f  t h e  sea foam be f o r g o t t e n  (E, p. 331). 



Excerpts from another a r t i c l e  (no t  reproduced i n  f u l l )  a re  g i ven  by 
S lo te ,  s, p. 95. From the Journal ,  October 19, 1902, note Ca the r ' s  
i m p l i c a t i o n  i n  connect ion w i t h  the r i s i n g  sun. Speaking of  a dy ing  
c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  she says: "One knows t h a t  t h i s  people face toward t h e  
s e t t i n g ,  no t  t he  r i s i n g  sun." 

53. The A r t  o f  W i l l a  Cather, p. 15. 
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