






























































28
 

concerning a unifying theme or even unifying formalistic 

features which permeate all of the works, there is consid­

erable mention of order in connection with her works. 

Connolly notes that order is important to her and concludes 

that her passion for order may have kept her from being a 

better writer in that she did not fully understand "the 

struggle for spiritual perfection. ,,43 Consequently, he 

concludes: 

TO say this is simply to say that her immense 
and imperishable contribu~ion to American literature 
is not the most perfect one can imagine..•. had 
she, ••. felt fire as well as seen it, she might 
have been the greatest novelist of her time. 44 

The Blooms state that the "natural order and harmony"45 

of the pioneer's world is, for Cather, a proof of a divine 

will which she may base upon classical Stoicism or the Bible. 

An orderly arrangement whether of forests, prairies, moun­

tains, or the constellations in the sky indicates a divine 

power at work. Her views regarding this order are consistent 

with those of Cicero, Seneca, the Psalmist, and Christian 

thinkers. 46 The Blooms note a "natural" order and harmony 

43Francis X. Connolly, "Willa Cather: Memory as Muse," 
in Fifty Years of the American Novel: ~ Christian Appraisal, 
pp. 69 87. 

44connolly, pp. 69-87. 

45Bl oom , Willa Cather's Gift of SYmpathy, p. 34. 

46Bl oom , Willa Cather's Gift of Sympathy, pp. 34-5. 
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in the pioneer's world; this study sees a "natural" order 

and security as the goal of Cather characters. 

E. K. Brown notes that "continuity and stability 

were values that Willa Cather cherished, and the older she 

grew, the more she cherished them. ,,47 Further, she "wanted 

life to be an arranged garden, she liked an achieved order; 

and this inevitably meant the conquest of disorder. ,,48 

Cather was concerned with order and security during 

her first trip to Europe in 1902. She wrote accounts of 

her travels which were published in the Nebraska State 

Journal. One of these articles gives an account of the 

canal people in England. Concerning them, Cather reports, 

"They have neither the consolation of education nor reli­

gion. ,,49 Certainly education brings order to life, and 

religion brings security. In his "Incidental Notes" to 

these. articles written during Cather's first European visit, 

George N. Kates observes that she sees the "order" and 

"beauty,,50 of pre-Reformation Europe and medieval Catholic 

life. He further notes that the values that she sees here 

will appear later in Death Comes for the Archbishop and 

4 7 4Brown, p. . 

48Brown, p. 335. 

49 Willa Cather, "The Canals of England," in Willa 
Cather in Europe: Her Own Story of the First Journey, p. 46. 

5°George N. Kates, Wilila Cather in Europe: Her Own 
StOry of the First Journey, p. 14. -­
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Shadows on the Rock. Both of these works are exceedingly 

concerned with an order and security based upon retaining 

the cultural values of one's ancestory and the solace of 

one's f ai th • 

Cather's friend and biographer, Elizabeth Shepley 

Sergeant, notes Cather's preoccupation with order. Sergeant 

recalls that Cather envied the "tranquillity of an old, 

ordered, comprehensible civilization,,,SI such as that of 

Paris, at the time Sergeant was in Paris and Cather in New 

York working at McClure's. 

Most previous Cather critics agree in their overall 

assessment of the themes appearing in her novels. These 

viewpoints regarding themes are well supported in the works 

themselves, and they have been an invaluable aid for a 

study of the Cather novels. This paper posits, however, that 

there exists along with, and in addition to, the themes 

herein noted by the critics another theme which appears 

consistently in all of the novels. This is the theme of a 

search for order and security by the characters throughout 

their entire lives. It initially appears in the earliest 

novels and remains a part of all of them through the last 

one. It is not diminished by the various subjects of the 

novels--pioneering, the special nature of the artist, or 

SIElizabeth Shepley Sergeant. Willa Cather: A 
Memoir, p. 45. 





CHAPTER III 

THE THEME OF ORDER AND SECURITY IN THE NOVELS 

The theme of a natural yearning for order and secu­

rity as a motivating force in the lives of the characters 

appears in Cather's first novel, Alexander's Bridge. The 

critics tend to ignore this work, dismissing it as a 

Jamesian imitation which does not fall into one of the 

standard categories of Cather works. Cather herself 

deemed it inferior to her later works saying it was "like 

what painters call a studio picture," that after she began 

writing the prairie novels, it seemed "unnecessary and 

superficial. ,,52 

The theme of an individual character's struggles to 

achieve order and security in his life permeates this work. 

Bartley Alexander, the protagonist, searches for but does 

not find a satisfactory order and security. His life is 

orderly; he is successful as a bridge building engineer; 

he has a happy marriage; yet his desire to return to the 

freedom of his youth deprives him of the security which his 

52Willa Cather, "My First Novels," in On Writing, 
pp. 91-7. 
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present situation offers. The resolution of his problem 

lies only in death as he is unable to reconcile the passing 

of youth and accept security that is not based upon youth. 

He expresses his frustration to his wife, Winifred: 

I'm tired of work, tired of people, tired of 
trailing about. • •• life runs smoothly enough 
with some people, and with me it's always a messy 
sort of patchwork. It's like the song; peace is 
Where I am not. How can you face it all with so 
much fortitude?53 

Winifred knows Bartley better than he knows himself. 

She replies that she faced t?e problem long ago when she 

and Bartley first met by deciding that she wanted to go 

with him even though she knew his way was not peaceful. 

Therefore, she has found order and security for her life 

in the identical situation in which Bartley cannot find it. 

Hilda also has found order and security for her life. 

She is successful in her chosen occupation--the theater-­

but not so successful as Bartley. She enjoys Bartley's 

companionship despite the clandestine nature of their rela­

tionship, but Bartley is unable to reconcile what he is 

doing. Hilda eventually plans to marry one of her other 

suitors, not because she loves one of them but because she 

loves Bartley and feels that her marriage will make it 

easier for him to give her up. 

Bartley's wife, Winifred, represents the present; 

53Willa Sibert Cather, Alexander's Bridge, pp. 90-1. 
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his mistress, Hilda, represents the past. Both Winifred 

and Hilda have found order and security because neither 

faces the dual situation as Bartley does. His frustration 

results from the belief that he must choose one or the 

other. He is still undecided which choice to make at his 

death. He writes a long letter to Winifred, knowing this 

will end their life together, but he places the letter into 

his pocket. By either action, he feels destined not to 

attain order and security in his life1 therefore, death 

offers a way out of his dilemma. Bartley did not have to 

go out onto the weakened bridge1 he was fully aware of the 

structural problem when he viewed it from the safety of the 

river bank. 

Winifred and Hilda retain their order and security 

after Bartley's death. His letter to Winifred is illegible 

when his body is recovered from the river. Both Winifred 

and Hilda are sustained by their memories of their separate 

lives with Bartley, and they find an order and security in 

their lives which Bartley can not find for himself. 

The theme of a search for order and security appears 

early in Cather's next novel, ~ Pioneers! Mrs. Bergson, 

Alexandra's mother, is a minor character mentioned only 

briefly; yet most of the information about her concerns her 

desire for order. During the years the Bergson family has 

been in Nebraska, "she had worthily striven to maintain 
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some semblance of household order amid conditions that made 

order very difficult."54 Further, her efforts to retain 

the order of their former life in Sweden are credited with 

keeping the family "from disintegrating morally and getting 

careless in their ways" (OP, 28-9). The order she has 

diligently worked to retain has produced the security which 

a Cather character desires in addition to order. The secu­

rity in this instance is both the morality of the family 

and their retention of some of the orderly ways of routine 

household life in Sweden. For Cather characters, the 

optimum order includes the retention of some of the life 

style of one's ancestors. If one is French, one retains 

certain French ways; if one is Swedish, one retains certain 

of the customs of that land. 

Alexandra orders her life in such a manner that she 

attains the security which is satisfactory for a Cather 

character. She is appointed by her father, just prior to 

his death, to be head of the household. Since Mr. Bergson 

was not a farmer but a shipyard worker in Sweden, the fam­

ily has no prior agricultural background. They must learn 

the ways of this new land; therefore, Alexandra is free to 

utilize new techniques in the farming operation with no 

necessity of retaining Swedish farming customs. It is in 

54willa Cather, a Pioneers!, p. 28. Subsequent 
references to this editron are given in parenthesis within 
the text. 
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the order of the household that they retain the old ways. 

Alexandra's brothers, Lou and Oscar, also want 

order and security in their lives, but their manner of 

seeking it differs from Alexandra's. They want to retain 

the security of the land which Alexandra owns for an inheri­

tance for their children; consequently, they advise Alex­

andra not to marry Carl. The two principal concerns of 

their lives are politics and what the neighbors think. 

They are basing the order and security of their lives upon 

the ever changing concepts of their local rural society. 

Alexandra is more concerned with doing what she feels is 

right regardless of the viewpoints of the neighbors. This 

difference is illustrated by the divergent views held toward 

Crazy Ivor. Lou and Oscar think he should be confined to a 

mental institution because he builds a pond where wild 

migratory birds may land without danger of being molested 

by hunters and because he goes barefoot in winter. Alex­

andra is strong enough to resist her brothers' efforts to 

make her conform to the views of the neighborhood. 

Alexandra's life is a series of difficult situations, 

but each blow that strikes leaves her more firmly convinced 

that she must order her life in the way she believes to be 

right. She invites Crazy Ivor to live on her farm when he 

grows too old to live alone, although her brothers, Lou 

and Oscar, strongly disapprove. The most crushing blow to 
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the order and security of her life is Emil's tragic death. 

ultimately, she triumphs over each stumbling block which 

she encounters in her life, although her perceptions of the 

situation around her are not so keen as those of others. 

She is completely oblivious to Emil and Marie's relationship, 

yet Carl notes it during his brief visit. She is not a 

dedicated, single-minded artist as is Thea Kronborg of The 

Song of the Lark; nor has she the sunny, extroverted dispo­

sition of Antonia of ~ Antonia; her formal education is 

minimal; nevertheless, she orders her life by making deci­

sions based upon her own convictions. Her orderly life 

brings her security and the confidence to face the future. 

Emil, Marie, and Frank do not find order and security 

for their lives; yet each struggles to attain it. Emil is 

still seeking vocational security when he dies as he is pre­

paring to leave for Lincoln to study law. He is frustrated 

because the woman he loves has married another man. Marie 

does not find security with Frank. She likes people and 

enjoys all of the community activities, but Frank distrusts 

everyone and is jealous of the enjoyment Marie finds in her 

life by such simple things as helping with a church social 

event. Death by Frank's bullets ends the struggle for an 

elusive order that will produce security for Emil and Marie, 

but Frank still suffers as he continues to live with the 

memory of his fury. When Alexandra visits him in prison, 
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he appears to be a defeated man for whom the future holds 

little hope of finding order and security. 

Cather's third novel, The Song of the Lark, concerns 

the struggles of the artist. Thea Kronborg, one of seven 

children of the Methodist minister of Moonstone, Colorado, 

becomes a successful opera star. As she struggles to attain 

proficiency as a singer, Thea also struggles to achieve 

order and security in her life. As a child, she knows that 

she is different, that she is an artist who must develop 

her talent. After she becomes famous, Thea comments to 

her old friend, Doctor Archie: 

When I went with you to Chicago that first time, I 
carried with me the essentials of all I shall ever 
do. The point to which I could go was scratched in 
me then. I haven't reached it yet, by a long way.55 

Each time Thea succeeds in achieving a measure of order in 

her life, her talent forces her into a new situation where 

she must again struggle to regain the order she desires. 

Thea and her mother play dual roles representing the 

struggles of both the artist and the non-artist for order 

and security. Not only do they look alike, but Mrs. 

Kronborg is the only family member who understands Thea. 

Ray Kennedy notices the similarities and the differences: 

He [Ray] was thinking that Mrs. Kronborg had in her 
face the same serious look that Thea had; only hers 

55Willa Cather, The Song of the Lark, pp. 551-2. 
Subsequent references to this edition are given in paren­
thesis within the text. 
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was calm and satisfied, and Thea's was intense and 
ques tioning. (SL, 153) 

Mrs. Kronborg has achieved the calm, satisfied state of 

mind by a deterministic viewpoint. She believes "that the 

size of every family was decided in heaven. More modern 

views would not have startled her; they would simply have 

seemed foolish" (SL, 15). Further, Mrs. Kronborg is "a 

fatalist, and as she did not attempt to direct things be­

yond her control, she found a good deal of time to enjoy 

the ways of man and nature" (SL, 125). Shortly before Mrs. 

Kronborg's death, Doctor Archie travels back to Moonstone 

from Denver, where he is now a rich mine owner with political 

influence, in an effort to help restore her to health. He 

notes: 

how much she looked like Thea. The difference was 
one of degree rather than of kind. The daughter had 
a compelling enthusiasm, the mother had none. But 
their framework, their foundation, was very much the 
same. (SL, 490) 

Thea and her mother possess similar personalities except 

that Thea is an artist and her mother is not. Their indi­

vidual searches for order and security allow Cather to 

present a contrast between the artist and the non-artist. 

Thea overcomes the cultural handicap of growing up 

in a small, Midwestern town. She sacrifices the things 

that contribute to her mother's orderly, secure world to 

become an artist when she does not marry until after she 
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is established as a successful artist. Ray Kennedy's un­

timely death provides the initial financing for her musi­

cal education away from Moonstone. His death removes the 

possibility that he and Thea will marry, and his stipulation 

that she study in Chicago assures that she will not marry a 

local man. Fred Ottenburg's wife refuses a divorce, so he 

and Thea cannot marry until later. While in Germany, Thea 

considers marrying Nordquist until he asks her to buy his 

freedom from his wife and two children. Thus, each possible 

marriage is averted by circumstances beyond Thea's control 

until much later in her life. 

Although many of Moonstone's residents share a 

Philistine attitude toward Thea, the order and security she 

relies upon is founded, ironically, in her memories of 

Moonstone. She confides to Doctor Archie that she measures 

the value of things by the six hundred dollars Ray Kennedy 

left her, and she measures high buildings by the Moonstone 

standpipe. On the night before she sings Sieglinde, she 

falls asleep by imagining herself back in the family home 

in Moonstone. The cliff-dweller ruins in Arizona provide 

another basis for order and security for Thea; they represent 

the security to be found by one's continuity with the past. 

Thea's visit there is like a spiritual rebirth. The secluded 

spot where she bathes out-of-doors among the cottonwood trees 

makes this a ritual of rebirth and baptism. 
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Thea finds order and security that is satisfying for 

her, just as Alexandra Bergson finds order and security 

that satisfies her need for these qualities. Although 

their personalities and their modes of living are vastly 

dissimilar, Thea and Alexandra are alike in that both de­

sire, search for, and eventually attain order and security 

in their lives. 

Other characters in The Song of the Lark also strive 

for order and security. Doctor Archie seeks it, but he does 

not find it in Moonstone. Only after he is in Denver does 

he achieve the order and security he desires. In Moonstone, 

the order his wife wants deprives him of the order he de­

sires. Mrs. Archie wants the house closed, free of dust, 

and unused. She conserves everything: cream for the straw­

berries and money to hire domestic help. Her conservative 

nature causes her death; she is cleaning the parlor uphol­

stery with gasoline to save the expense of hiring someone 

to clean it when the explosion occurs which takes her life. 

After his mining ventures prosper, Doctor Archie lives in a 

manner that would shock her. He serves sumptuous dinners 

and hires domestic servants, including a butler and Japanese 

boys to perform the routine household tasks. 

Thea's mentally retarded Aunt Tillie Kronborg finds 

order and security for her life. She is the unmarried sis­

ter of the minister, dresses like a girl, and always gives 
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a recitation at church programs. Years later when she is 

the only Kronborg still residing in Moonstone, she lives in 

a little house surrounded by flowers, reading the New York 

newspapers about Thea's success, meeting her financial 

obligations with the aid of money Thea sends, and basking 

in the unique position of having a famous niece. She has 

order and security particularly suited to her mentality. 

Cather treats her with the unique sympathetic understanding 

that she gives to the exceptional individual whether his 

performance level is above or below that of society gener­

ally. 

Fred Ottenburg seeks order and security for his life. 

Money is not a concern for him because his family operates 

a well established brewery operation. His unfortunate 

marriage leaves him with the need for the order and security 

of friends who will accept him as a person, and he turns to 

the world of art. The musicians are his friends, and he 

can enjoy their life without becoming emotionally involved 

until he meets Thea. Eventually Fred and Thea do marry, as 

briefly noted in the Epilogue, but this novel is a story of 

the struggles of the artist and offers only a meager account 

of the final resolution of matters. 

Ray Kennedy attains order and security in his life 

by travelling, reading, enjoying the friendship and culture 

of the Mexicans, and helping Thea. The Kohlers and Wunsch 
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live their lives by following patterns learned in their 

native Germany. Wunsch fails to achieve lasting order in 

Moonstone, and eventually he travels elsewhere. The Kohlers 

are content to retain their traditional German ways without 

trying to adopt the ways of their American neighbors. After 

Wunsch leaves, Fritz Kohler is sorry to lose his friend, 

but the order of his and Paulina's life is not destroyed 

thereby. Fritz has "learned to lose without struggle" (SL, 

123) • 

The effort to achieve'order and security in their 

individual lives is shared by all of the characters in this 

work, although some are more successful than others. Those 

who achieve an order which produces security do so by being 

individuals who are not afraid to be different from the 

majority. Thea dares to seek a career as an artist at a 

time when most small town girls consider marriage and a fam­

ily the only proper life. Ray Kennedy differs from other 

railway employees; his interests go beyond girly pictures 

and a card game with plenty of whiskey at the end of the 

run. Thea's mother does not allow Moonstone opinion to set 

the pattern for her family's actions even though her husband 

is a minister, the occupation probably most likely to cause 

a family to operate safely within the limits set by the over­

all opinions of the community. Mrs. Kronborg allows Thea 

to take music lessons from Wunsch and, further, to go to 
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the Kohler's home for the lessons, although most Moonstone 

mothers are upset because Wunsch drinks and requires a high 

level of musical performance from his pupils. To achieve 

order and security for their lives, characters in this work 

find identification with the past an aid. Thea finds a 

type of rebirth in the Southwest among the ruins of the 

cliff-dwellers. Ray Kennedy and Fred Ottenburg also find 

these ancient ruins stimulating. The Kohlers and Wunsch 

order their lives by maintaining a link with their German 

heritage. Spanish Johnny and the other Mexicans retain 

their native customs also. 

Cather's next novel, ~ Antonia, is a happy story 

about pioneer life in Nebraska, even though tragic events 

occur. Although the story primarily concerns the lives of 

young people, the theme of order and security is well devel­

oped. Despite circumstances that threaten the order and 

security of his life, Jim Burden, the narrator, is able to 

maintain an orderly, secure life. Jim moves to Nebraska 

when he is ten years old following the death of both his 

parents in Virginia. He is accompanied on the long train 

ride by one of the employees of his parents, and a friendly 

conductor watches over them on the train. Finally, his 

grandfather's hired man meets the train with a farm wagon 

for the final part of the journey. On this ride from the 

train to the farm, Jim drops the security of his orderly 
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Virginia life and quickly accepts the order and security 

which Nebraska, different as it is from Virginia, offers. 

He observes: 

I had the feeling that the world was left behind, 
that we had got over the edge of it, and were out­
side man's jurisdiction. I had never before looked 
up at the sky when there was not a familiar mountain 
ridge against it. But this was the complete dome of 
heaven, all there was of it. I did not believe that 
my dead father and mother were watching me from up 
there. • • . I had left even their spirits behind 
me. The wagon jolted on, carrying me I knew not 
whither. I don't think I was homesick. If we never 
arrived anywhere, it did not matter. Between that 
earth and that sky I fel~ erased, blotted out. I 
did not say my prayers that night: here, I felt, 
what would be would be. (MA, 9) 

Jim soon finds ample order and security because of 

the love and understanding of his grandparents. He learns 

to love the vast prairie. 

I was entirely happy. Perhaps we feel like that when 
we die and become a part of something entire, whether 
it is sun and air, or goodness and knowledge. At any 
rate, that is happiness; to be dissolved into some­
thing complete and great. When it comes to one, it 
comes as naturally as sleep. (MA, 15) 

Jim makes this comment in autumn as he sits in the sunshine 

in the center of the garden with his back against a pumpkin. 

This section of the garden is in a draw where he is sheltered 

from the wind and surrounded by the order of the lives of 

small animals and insects. The happiness he finds here in 

the garden is based upon the order of the garden and the 

larger order of the natural world. It is a symbolic return 

to the order and security of Eden. 
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Jim's grandparents lead orderly lives. During his 

first day in Nebraska, he notes that his grandmother desires 

"that everything should go with due order and decorum" (MA, 

10). Under his grandmother's management, the affairs of the 

house run smoothly. At the same time, his grandfather keeps 

the farm operating in an orderly manner. The Burdens work 

together, and they share a religious belief that supports 

them in the vicissitudes of their lives. Jim never mentions 

grief for his parents; the security he feels in the orderly 

world he finds with his granaparents in Nebraska seems to 

satisfy him completely. 

In contrast, the Shimerdas do not find order and 

security upon arriving, although they are on the same train 

with Jim. The children and their mother are less frustrated 

by the change in their life style than is Mr. Shimerda. The 

one oasis where he finds "the atmosphere of comfort and 

security" (MA, 59) is during his Christmas visit to the 

Burdens. Mr. Shimerda's failure to find order and security 

on the Nebraska prairie results in his suicide. 

Like Jim, Antonia finds enough security in their new 

life to be happy and to learn, as does Jim, to love that 

vast untamed Nebraska prairie. Jim experiences the frus­

trations of adolescence, but he continues to enjoy order 

and security after his grandparents retire from the farm 

and move into Black Hawk. Antonia also goes to Black Hawk 
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to work as a hired girl. She suffers certain unpleasant 

experiences. While working for the Cutters, she escapes 

Mr. Cutter's carefully planned unexpected return during the 

night by enlisting the aid of Mrs. Burden who has Jim stay 

at the Cutter's house rather than Antonia. Her planned 

marriage to Donovan results in disappointment, but she 

brings order back to her life, and she is able to care for 

her illegitimate daughter. Her marriage to Anton Cuzak 

results in the order which produces security for her--a farm 

and a family. 

Antonia's order and security are enhanced by her 

friendship with the Burdens. The Widow Steavens tells Jim 

that the Burden home was always a refuge for Antonia. 

Antonia's success in finding order and security for her life 

is aided by the good friends she finds in Nebraska. The 

Burdens, the Harlings, and the Widow Steavens help her to 

adjust to this new life; and Antonia's own character enables 

her to survive, at first, and to thrive, later, in that 

frontier setting. Antonia possesses the best characteristics 

of both her parents: she has enough of the gentle, artistic 

spirit of her father to appreciate beauty, and she has the 

determination and will to overcome almost impossible obsta­

cles of her mother. Blended together with her own unbounded 

enthusiasm, the best qualities of both parents come through 

so that she has the stamina to overcome obstacles and to 
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survive in the rigorous frontier setting and, at the same 

time, appreciate the beauty of the land and the beauty of 

gentle manners and an ordered way of life. She is a symbolic 

earth mother and a warm human being. In Antonia, Cather has 

created a character who plays a dual role of archetypal god­

dess and next-door-neighbor. Her final triumph would not be 

possible had she been unable to bring order to her life. 

Her father could not achieve enough order to survive the 

first winter. Her mother is satisfied that her sane son is 

aChieving financial security. She envies the order in her 

neighbors' lives and compensates for her own lack of order 

by self-pity and resentful attitudes. Antonia's orderly, 

secure life results from adapting to pioneer life and also 

learning from others who have achieved order and security. 

The next novel, One of Ours, won the Pulitzer Prize 

for fiction. Claude Wheeler, the protagonist, searches un­

successfully for order and security while he is living in 

Nebraska. Eventually, he enlists in the army in World War 

and finds, in his war experiences, the circumstances wherein 

he can achieve order and security for his life temporarily. 

He dies "believing his own country better than it is, and 

France better than any country can ever be. ,,56 His death on 

56Willa Cather, One of Ours, p. 390. Subsequent 
references to this edition are given in parenthesis within 
the text. 

I 
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the battlefield saves him from the disillusionment which he 

would have suffered had he returned from the war. 

The frustrations of Claude's life prior to the war 

are almost overwhelming; he is only able to perceive the 

unpleasant, irritating aspects of his situation. He is 

aware of the problem: he knows "that his energy, instead of 

accomplishing something, was spent in resisting unalterable 

conditions, and in unavailing efforts to subdue his own 

nature" (00, 90). He in one of the Cather characters who 

are special in that they are endowed with a personality 

which differs from others. Gladys Farmer defines this 

attribute in Claude as "that finer strain in his nature" 

(00,135). 

Claude occasionally has an experience that seems to 

make life worthwhile for a short time. One evening he 

watches the moon and thinks of it as having come from the 

"historic past" and of "having taken part in human life in 

other ages" (00, 178). He always perceives the sun as 

rotating above the wheatfields, but the moon seems to him 

to understand the secrets of "people whose hearts were set 

high . . . whose wish was so beautiful that there were no 

experiences in this world to satisfy it" (00, 179). To 

Claude, the children of the moon are "a finer race than the 

children of the sun" (00, 179). Such thoughts provide the 

small amount of order and securit:i which Claude achieves in 
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his life; and this order and security, even though it is 

slight, helps him to bear the frustrations of his life. 

Another haven of order and security for Claude is the 

Erlich family in Lincoln. He visits this family many times 

during his cOllege years. This German family embodies all 

the qualities Claude feels that his own life lacks. Although 

he enjoys their friendship, knowing them causes Claude to be 

more acutely aware of the cultural values that he lacks. He 

must attend a church college rather than the state univer­

sity; his father makes jokes'that irritate him; and his 

brothers and his friends in Frankfort do not understand him. 

Claude's marriage to Enid Royce fails to bring order 

and security to his life. Enid is a cool, religious vege­

tarian who shuts him out of the bedroom on their wedding 

night because she does not feel well. After the honeymoon, 

she is busy with church and anti-liquor activities before 

she goes to China to nurse her missionary sister through 

an illness. 

The war provides a way to escape from the tribulations 

of his life in Nebraska. In the war, Claude finds a cause 

in which he believes. Among the French people, he finds an 

orderly life style that appears to him to be far superior to 

the life style of Nebraska. His war experiences provide an 

ever increasing amount of order and security for his life. 

He sits for an hour looking up at a rose window in a church 
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in Rouen. Here he recalls his astronomy lessons about light 

travelling through space for thousands of years before it 

reaches the human eye on earth. The light from this window 

has been shining a long time before he sees it. He is, 

thus, able to identify with something permanent, and the 

experience is a kind of rebirth for him. Later, in the war 

zone, he concludes that life is meaningless unless it is 

"continually reinforced by something" (00, 345) that in en­

during. The "shadows of individual existence" (00, 345) 

must have a background that holds together. In the final 

moments of his life, Claude experiences the ultimate triumph 

with ample order and security as he commands his troops in 

a maneuver in which they hold their position until the rein­

forcements arrive. Because he dies, Claude is able to re­

tain the vision which many veterans lose in the drab lives 

to which they must return. 

One of Ours has been attacked as an idealistic pre­

sentation of war. It is not a grim description of the hor­

rors of the battlefield; however, it certainly does present 

the search for order and security by a frustrated young man. 

The theme of Claude's search for order and security permeates 

the work, yet the other characters are also seeking order and 

security. Enid seeks it in her religion first; then she 

maintains an orderly house with everything in its place. 

Claude's mother enjoys visits to Enid's house because the 
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curtains are so nicely ironed and everything is neat. 

Claude's father finds order for his life in his many friends 

and in his place as a community leader. Leonard Dawson, 

the young farmer who is Claude's neighbor, finds order and 

security in following the patterns established by other 

farmers. Gladys Farmer, who understands Claude, finds order 

and security for her life by conforming to the standards of 

the community just enough to retain her teaching position in 

the local high school. 

Cather's next novel, ~ Lost Lady, belongs to the 

works which portray the decline of the pioneering era and 

lament the passing of the life style of that era. The story 

is presented from the point-of-view of Niel Herbert, who is 

twelve years old as the work opens and who observes Marian 

Forrester's life as he is growing to manhood. He is not an 

"I" narrator, but, for the most part, the work presents his 

conceptions of the action. He sees Marian as beautiful and 

fascinating, as exemplifing the charm and conventions of a 

past era. He is bitterly disappointed when he learns that 

she has men friends who visit when her husband is away from 

home. 

As the work opens, Marian Forrester, the lost lady, 

has order and security in her life. She is the young, beau­

tiful, extroverted wife of a well-to-do retired railroad 

builder. The Forresters are the most important people in 
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Sweet Water. They live in a lovely home, entertain rail ­

road executives and other dignitaries, and spend the win­

ters in Colorado Springs. Money is the basis of the order 

and security of Marian Forrester's life. She tells Niel 

that money is a "very important thing. ,,57 She does not see 

herself as a lost lady because of her actions after the Cap­

tain loses his money; this is Niel's viewpoint. Marian 

accepts the order and security that is available at any 

given time by conforming to the changing times. Her order 

and security are not based upon moral values. She retains 

Captain Forrester's values only so long as he has money; 

after they are poor, she embraces the values of the new era 

when men like the shyster lawyer, Ivy Peters, are in control. 

Niel is more concerned with maintaining order and 

security in the lives of Captain and Mrs. Forrester than 

Mrs. Forrester is. Niel saves the order of their reputation 

by severing the telephone wire before the local operator, 

who eavesdrops, hears Marian's bitter words for Frank Ellinger 

upon the occasion of his marriage. Niel again saves the 

order and security of their lives following the Captain's 

stroke. Because the Forresters are now poor, they cannot 

hire nursing help, and the local women come into the house 

to assist with the care of the Captain. Niel takes charge 

57willa Cather, ~ Lost Lady, p. 114. 
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of the nursing duties and firmly removes the gossiping 

women from the premises, even though he loses a year of 

school in doing so. 

As Niel attempts to help the Forresters to retain 

order and security in their lives, he is also searching for 

these values for his own life. As a boy, he admires the 

order of the Forrester household and contrasts it with the 

disorder of his own motherless home. He is happy to remain 

in Sweet Water in the ordered world of his uncle, Judge 

Pornmeroy, when his father leaves because of the depressed 

economic situation. Niel sees the passing of the pioneer 

era and the decline of the values which he feels were impor­

tant in that time as a tremendous loss to society; Marian 

does not see this. She is primarily concerned with her own 

comfort. Niel, rather than Marian, appreciates the values 

which she is so willing to sacrifice for financial gain. 

His view of the proper basis for order and security differs 

greatly from hers. 

Captain Forrester orders his life by adhering stead­

fastly to the values in which he believes. Even though he 

loses his financial security, he retains the security of 

knowing that he has acted in the manner which he believes 

to be right. He retains the order in his life, although 

he knows that his young wife is unfaithful. He continues 

to observe the manners which have been traditional in his 
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ordered life. His order, like Niel's, is based upon the 

practice of a way of life that he believes to be right; 

whereas Marian's order is based upon obtaining what she 

wants by any means that is available. 

The Professor's House skillfully blends together two 

separate stories which are divided into three sections with 

Sections I and III primarily devoted to the story of Profes­

sor Godfrey St. Peter and Section II the story of Torn outland. 

The theme of how to cope with advancing age, which was pre­

sented in Alexander's Bridge, reappears in this novel. Pro­

fessor St. Peter faces the same problem as did Bartley Alex­

ander, but the resolution differs. 

St. Peter is concerned with order and security. His 

work habits are orderly, and this ordered life style allows 

him to accomplish a great deal. He carries a full teaching 

load during the years he is writing his eight volume history 

of Spanish Adventurers in North America for which he receives 

the Oxford prize for history, yet he also sets aside a regu­

lar amount of time for his wife and two daughters. After 

receiving the cash prize for his books which prize money pro­

vides a lovely new home, he finds it impossible to leave the 

old uncomfortable work room where he formerly did his writing. 

He cherishes the old order of this attic room with the accus­

tomed surroundings including the dress forms. 

The order and security of St. Peter's life is 
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reinforced by having known Tom Outland. In Tom, St. Peter 

finds a student who makes all the effort of teaching worth­

while. Conversely, the order and security of St. Peter's 

life is undermined by the events which occur in his fam­

ily's life as a result of Tom's relationship with them. 

Prior to coming to college, Tom and his partner discover 

some cliff-dweller ruins in the Southwestern United States. 

Tom and Rosamond, St. Peter's older daughter, are engaged to 

be married when Tom enters the service in World War I. Tom 

is killed in the war, and Rosamond inherits all of his pos­

sessions including the plans for a scientific discovery. 

Rosamond's husband, Louis Marsellus, develops and markets 

this discovery making considerable money therefrom. The 

money which Rosamond and Louie realize from Tom's discovery 

threatens the order and security of the family because the 

younger daughter and her husband envy the good fortune 

which has brought wealth to Rosamond and Louie. St. Peter 

dislikes to accept gifts which have been purchased with 

that money; but his wife, Lillian, does not share his 

feeling. The money from Tom's discovery causes Professor 

Crane, who aided Tom somewhat with his early research, to 

feel that he and his family should share this fortune. 

St. Peter's order and security gradually disappear 

after he and Lillian move into the new house. He withdraws 

from family functions whenever possible, and he refuses to 
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go to Europe with Lillian and the Marselluses because the 

trip is being financed with the money from Tom's discovery. 

While the family is in Europe, St. Peter spends most of his 

time at the old house. One evening, he falls asleep, and a 

wind storm blows out the gas burner on the stove as it blows 

the window shut. He awakens to perceive the situation, but 

he does not shut off the gas and open the window. The next 

moments of consciousness reveal that Augusta, the family 

dressmaker, has arrived in time to save his life. Lying 

there resting after his near "brush with death, he is able 

to face the future with fortitude, although he believes that 

he must henceforth live without delight. The experience is 

a kind of rebirth which restores his confidence in his ability 

to regain order and security for his life. 

St. Peter faces a problem similar to that faced by 

Bartley Alexander. St. Peter, however, is able to conquer 

the problem, with the help of Augusta who saves his life, 

and to regain order and security. His order and security 

will now be based upon the things that Augusta stands for. 

Augusta's positive qualities are now important to him. 

Seasoned and sound and on the solid earth she surely 
was, and, for all her matter-of-factness, and hard­
handedness, kind and loyal. He even felt a sense of 
obligation toward her, instinctive, escaping definition, 
but real. And when you admitted that a thing was real, 
that was enough--now. (PH, 2811 

Augusta's steadfast goodness and the obligation he feels to 

her give him something to live for again. Also these things 
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provide a foundation to begin to rebuild order and security. 

Augusta is a minor character in this work, but she 

has attained a lasting order and security based upon her 

Catholic religion. Although St. Peter is cognizant of the 

child-like nature of her beliefs, he is also aware that the 

order and security she receives from them are constant. 

St. Peter is amused when Augusta tells him that the Blessed 

Virgin composed the Magnificat. He immediately conceives 

a picture of the Virgin sitting down and composing it. Yet, 

he gains a greater awareness of the order and security which 

Augusta's religion provides after she saves his life. 

The middle section of The Professor's House treats 

Tom Outland's story about the discovery of the cliff-dweller 

ruins. Tom also is a searcher for order and security, .and 

he finds both order and security in the ruins. At first, 

the mesa is an adventure, but it later becomes "a religious 

emotion" (PH, 251) for Tom. He describes his experience: 

Every morning, when the sun's rays first hit the 
mesa top, while the rest of the world was in shadow, 
I wakened with the feeling that I had found every­
thing, instead of having lost everything. (PH, 251) 

Tom suffers disillusionment when he goes to Washington in 

an unsuccessful attempt to interest government officials in 

the mesa, yet the total cliff-dweller ruins experience gives 

order and security to his life. He dies before reaching 

middle age which brings a sense of the loss of order and 

security for St. Peter and Bartley Alexander. 
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Lillian St. Peter, Godfrey's wife, also seeks order 

and security. She frequently finds order and security in 

things which destroy it for her husband, such as their new 

home and the family activities. Her order and security are 

threatened by Tom Outland's relationship with her husband. 

Whereas St. Peter finds Tom's friendship builds the order 

and security of his life by allowing him to feel that the 

effort of teaching is worthwhile, Lillian feels that Tom, 

and now Tom's memory, comes between Godfrey and her. The 

whole matter of Tom's relationship is, for Lillian, an 

"old wOW1d, healed and hardened and hopeless" (PH, 94). 

The future offers hope for order and security for 

both Godfrey and Lillian. Godfrey has safely recovered 

from his near asphyxiation; Lillian is returning from a 

pleasant vacation in Europe; and the Marselluses are ex­

pecting a baby, who will be the first grandchild. The 

new baby will, possibly, help Godfrey to restore the order 

which his anti-Semitic feeling toward Louie has destroyed. 

~ Mortal Enemy is Cather's shortest novel. The 

narrator, Nellie Birdseye, is the niece of a girlhood friend 

of the protagonist, Myra Driscoll Henshawe. Throughout her 

life, Myra searches for order and security with little suc­

cess. Her disposition or personality is such that an 

ordered, secure life alludes her. She is incapable of 

appreciating her blessings or of looking on the bright side 
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of a situation. Her habitual treatment of those near and 

dear to her is caustic when they do something that displeases 

her. 

As a young woman, she defies her uncle's ultimatum 

by marrying Oswald. In so doing, she is determined to order 

her life as she pleases; therefore, she rejects her uncle's 

wealth to marry the man she loves. This decision to order 

her own life gives the immediate security of popularity. In 

the small town of Parthia, Myra is a celebrity. Indeed, years 

later her story is the most interesting one told at family 

dinners. 

By middle age, Myra strives for order and securi ty in 

a variety of ways. She is still quite attractive, so that 

smart clothes, erect posture, and witty, though often sharp, 

conversation still draw admiring glances. She also engages 

in matchmaking. Since she does not have control of her 

uncle's fortune, she turns to a form of control over the 

lives of her friends. If, by her manipulations, she can 

change their lives by influencing their choice of a mar­

riage partner, she will achieve a feeling of power which is 

a form of security for her. 

After she becomes ill, she tries to retain the order 

she desires by neatly manicuring her hands, by using proper 

tea service, and by pretending that things are still as 

before. Oswald cautions Nellie, when he initially meets 
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her in San Francisco, neither to speak of nor seem to notice 

Myra's illness. As her health further deteriorates, she 

seeks the order and security to be found by returning to 

the Catholic faith of her youth. She states that "religion 

is different from everything else; because in religion 

seeking is finding. ,,58 Her religion is the only source of 

order and security for her at this time. 

The order of her early life based upon her decision 

to live her life as she pleased no longer sustains her. 

The popularity and the atten~ion given to her by friends 

because she defied her uncle's wishes are no longer mean­

ingful. Oswald faithfully attends to her needs and tries 

to smooth the way for her, but Myra is bitter because she 

gave up wealth to marry him. His presence during her ter­

minal illness certainly does give order and security to her 

life even though she does not appreciate him. He is the 

breadwinner, does the housework, and serves as her nurse. 

Moreover, he does all this without complaining; he accepts 

the situation as a sacred duty and as a privilege. 

A provision in her uncle's will offers security for 

Myra. She can go to a home for aged women in Chicago, which 

home was established by her uncle, and live there without 

58Willa Cather, ~ Mortal Ene~, p. 94. Subsequent 
references to this edit~on are given ~n parenthesis within 
the text. 
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charge for the remainder of her life. She feels that her 

uncle was thinking, as he dictated this provision of his 

will, that she would "roll herse'lf into the river" (MME, 82) 

rather than accept this source of security. Apparently she 

gives no serious consideration to availing herself of this 

privilege, yet she says that if her uncle were still living, 

she would "go back to him and ask his pardon" (MME, 82). 

She believes that she and her uncle share a common nature 

by virtue of blood relationship. Rather than being grateful 

that Oswald provides a way for her to reject her uncle's 

final offer of security, she continues to feel that Oswald 

has separated her from her uncle although the initial deci­

sion was hers, as is the present decision to remain in 

San Francisco. 

Myra climaxes her violent displeasure with her situ­

ation by asking herself as Nellie and Oswald are watching 

beside her bed: "Why must I die like this, alone with my 

mortal enemy?" (MME, 95). This brings one of the rare in­

stances in a Cather work wherein she does not specifically 

order the reader's perception of a situation. Nellie assumes 

that Myra is referring to Oswald as her mortal enemy. Nellie 

is an unreliable narrator at this point; the evidence in the 

work indicates that Myra is referring to herself as her own 

mortal enemy. Nellie notes the contrast between Oswald's 

loving care and Myra's lack of appreciation and sees Oswald 
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in a better light than Myra. She, therefore, concludes that 

Myra is adding yet another insult to the many she has already 

hurled at Oswald. Myra is her own worst enemy, her own 

mortal enemy, and she must die with herself. Her pride has 

always stood between her and the order and security that, 

as a typical Cather character, she needs so desperately. 

Myra displays a consistent character to the end-­

proud, unpleasant, demanding. Only in the matter of her 

religion does she reverse her earlier position; she does 

return to the order and security of her childhood faith. 

Even in the practice of her faith, she retains her habitual 

characteristic of a desire to have the best for herself. 

During her illness and in death, she has the solace of an 

ebony crucifix with an ivory Christ. Myra Driscoll Henshawe 

does not rely upon the comfort of an ordinary, inexpensive 

crucifix; she has the best. 

Myra does order her death. She slips out while 

Oswald is at work and Nellie is sleeping, takes a cab to a 

cliff overlooking the sea, and dies there alone at dawn 

with the crucifix in her hands. Myra does not achieve an 

order and security that she can live with as she grows 

older. Only in her religion does she achieve order and 

security that sustains her in death. 

In Cather's next novel, Death Comes for the Arch­

bishop, the two main characters have no problem attaining 
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order and security. Both enjoy, throughout the work, an 

order and security based upon their religious faith; yet the 

theme of the value of order and security is presented as 

completely in this work as in the others. The Archbishop of 

the story is Jean Marie Latour, Vicar Apostolic of New 

Mexico and Bishop of Agathonica. His episcopal residence is 

Santa Fe, New Mexico, and his Bishopric covers New Mexico, 

Arizona, and parts of Colorado. He is ably assisted by his 

friend, Father Joseph Vaillant. Both priests are Frenchmen 

from Auvergne, having attended the same Seminary there 

before coming to America as missionaries. 

The work is an episodic chronological narrative of 

events in the lives of these nineteenth century missionaries. 

The two men present a contrast as to physical appearance and 

personality, and they reinforce the order and security of 

their lives in contrasting ways. Father Latour is handsome, 

refined, and scholarly; he retains order and security for 

his life by a series of orderly moves which successfully 

establish his position as Bishop (later Archbishop) and 

allow him to reform certain aspects of local religious 

practice. Finally, he is able to build a cathedral in 

Santa Fe. Father Vaillant is homely, extroverted, and 

makes friends quickly. He is quite willing to speak like 

a peon to win the peons to the church. He retains the order 

and security of his life by working directly with the common 
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people. The architectural beauty of the cathedral is not so 

important for him as taking the comforts of religion to the 

people in their daily lives. 

In the prologue to this work, three Cardinals and a 

Bishop in Rome discuss the need for a Bishop in the South­

western part of the United States. One of them states that 

the man chosen must "be a man to whom order is necessary--as 

dear as life. ,,59 Order is both necessary and dear to Father 

Latour. Because of the orderly way he approaches his duties, 

he is able to accomplish his "goals in a systematic manner. 

He considers the most pressing problem, and, after deciding 

upon a course of action designed to solve that problem, he 

begins to carry out his plan, even if it means a journey of 

many days on horseback through unmapped country. He appre­

ciates order wherever he finds it. When he visits Benito 

and his family at Hidden Water, he notes that the subterranean 

river which is released here makes possible the "grass and 

trees and flowers and human life; household order and hearths 

from which the smoke of burning pi~on logs rose like incense 

to Heaven" (DCA, 31). He values the orderly way the Indians 

treat the environment: 

just as it was the white man's way to assert 
himself in any landscape, to change it, make it over 

59Willa Cather, Death Comes for the Archbishop, p. 8. 
Subsequent references to this edition are given in paren­
thesis within the text. 
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a little (at least to leave some mark of memorial 
of his sojourn), it was the Indian's way to pass 
through a country without disturbing anything; to 
pass and leave no trace, like fish through the 
water, or birds through the air. (DCA, 233) 

As Father Latour appreciates order, he finds the lack 

of it unpleasant. His visit to Padre Martinez is difficult, 

not only because the Padre does not believe in nor practice 

celibacy, but also because of the way his household functions: 

The disorder was almost more than his [Father 
Latour's] fastidious taste could bear. The Padre's 
study table was sprinkled with snuff, and piled so 
high with books that they almost hid the crucifix 
hanging behind it. Books were heaped on chairs and 
tables allover the house,--and the books and the 
floors were deep in the dust of spring sand-storms. 
Father Martinez's boots and hats lay about in corners, 
his coats and cassocks were hung on pegs and draped 
over pieces of furniture. (DCA, 144) 

Father Joseph also lives his life in an orderly way. 

He can adapt easily to conditions; he rebuilds run-down 

churches or, if no church is available, celebrates Mass out­

of-doors. He finds order and security in serving the church 

as he feels a missionary should. Both he and Father Latour 

plant and tend a garden; both like to partake of the kinds 

of food which they knew in France in their youth. Thereby, 

they base some of the order of their lives upon retaining 

the ways of their native land. But, for both men, the order 

and security of their lives is primarily anchored in their 

faith. As Father Joseph prepares to go to Colorado to 

serve as a missionary in the mining camps, he remarks: "To 

fulfil the dreams of one's youth; that is the best that can 
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happen to a man. No worldly success can take the place of 

that" (DCA, 261). Both men have the order and security 

which results from being able to fulfill the dreams of their 

youth. Both retain the order and security of their lives 

until death. As Father Latour so aptly phrases it, they 

"die of having lived" (DCA, 269). 

Shadows on the Rock is similar to Death Comes for the 

Archbishop in that the characters do not search for something 

upon which to build the order of their lives. They know that 

for them order and security will result from the practice of 

their religion and the maintenance of a way of life like that 

of their native France. The death of the Count threatens 

their orderly, secure life style temporarily, but they soon 

find help to regain order and security. Euclide Auclair, 

with his wife and daughter, Cecile, move from France to 

Quebec eight years prior to the beginning of the action of 

the novel. Because Auclair is an apothecary and physician 

to the Count de Frontenac, they are able to bring all the 

personal possessions they desire to the New World. Madame 

Auclair brings all of her household goods. Shortly before 

her death, she tells C~cile the value of order: 

After a while, when I am too ill to help you, you 
will perhaps find it fatiguing to do all these things 
alone, over and over. But in time you will come to 
love your duties, as I do. You will see that your 
father's whole happiness depends on order and regu­
larity, and you will come to feel a pride in it. 
Without order our lives would be disgusting, like 
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those of the poor savages. At home, in France, we 
have learned to do all these things in the best way, 
and we are conscientious, and that is why we are 
called the most civilized people in Europe and other 
nations envy us. 60 

Auclair and Cecile retain their French ways even 

though their neighbors follow local customs. The Auclairs 

dine at six o'clock in winter and seven o'clock in summer as 

they used to do in Paris. Dinner is important to Auclair. 

He regards it as "the thing" that keeps "him a civilized man 

and a Frenchman" (SR, 17). He and Cecile take a walk each 

evening before going to bed.· C~cile retains the custom of 

giving food each evening to Blinker, their physically de­

formed neighbor, as her mother used to do. Life in the 

Auclair household follows the French manner even after Madame 

Auclair's death because of "the mother's unswe.rving fidelity 

to certain traditions, and the daughter's loyalty to her 

mother's wish" (SR, 26). 

Religion contributes much to the order and security 

of the Auclairs. The church not only ties them to the ways 

of their homeland, it also serves as a vital force in their 

lives. The nuns provide inspiration for the lay people who 

are often homesick for their loved ones so far away in 

France. The nuns are always cheerful and pleasant, and they 

60Willa Cather, Shadows on the Rock, pp. 24-5. Sub­
sequent references to this edition are-gIVen in parenthesis 
within the text. 
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find ample order and security in the New World, which they 

share with the laity: 

When they [the nuns] came across the Atlantic, they 
brought their family with them, their kindred, their 
closest friends. In whatever little wooden vessel 
they had laboured across the sea, they carried all; 
they brought to Canada the Holy Family, the saints 
and martyrs, the glorious company of the Apostles, 
the heavenly host. (SR, 96-7l 

The church in Quebec, which brings order and security 

to the lives of the people, has certain internal problems. 

There is a feud between Count Frontenac and both old Bishop 

Laval and the new Bishop Monseigneur de Saint-Vallier. Also, 

the two Bishops quarrel between themselves with church mem­

bers taking the side of one Bishop or the other. However, 

these matters do not prevent the church from providing order 

and security for the people. The order and security which 

the church provides is larger than the human disagreements. 

When an adventurer carries his gods with him into 
a remote and savage country, the colony he founds 
will, from the beginning, have graces, traditions, 
riches of the mind and spirit. Its history will 
shine with bright incidents, slight, perhaps, but 
precious, as in life itself, where the great matters 
are often as worthless as astronomical distances, 
and the trifles dear as the heart's blood. (SR, 9al 

Cecile becomes aware of how much the order and secu­

rity of her life mean to her when she takes a trip up the 

river with Pierre to visit a country family. Everyone washes 

in a common basin using the common towel. C~cile must share 

a bed with the four daughters of the family. The bed linens 
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are not clean, and the daughters do not wash before going to 

bed. C~cile stays in bed only until the girls are asleep; 

then she sits by the window for the rest of the night. After 

two nights, she begs Pierre to take her horne. She is so 

happy when they see Quebec on the river that she sheds tears. 

As they step on shore, she remembers a nun who kissed the 

earth in a similar situation. Had C~cile been alone, she 

would have done this also. Her father expresses surprise 

that they have returned home so soon, but Pierre replies 

that they were both a little bored in the country. When 

they are alone, Cecile tells her father the real reason they 

came home. He asks if the people did not have kind ways. 

Cecile replies that they did indeed. Upon pondering the 

matter, she realizes that "kind ways" are "not enough," one 

must have "kind things about one, too" (SR, 197). Later as 
I

she prepares dinner for her father and Pierre, Cecile com­

prehends the situation more fully: 

As she began handling her own things again, it all 
seemed a little different,--as if she had grown at 
least two years older in the two nights she had been 
away. She did not feel like a little girl, doing 
what she had been taught to do. She was accustomed 
to think that she did all these things so carefully 
to please her father, and to carry out her mother's 
wishes. Now she realized that she did them for 
herself, quite as much..•• These coppers, big 
and little, these brooms and clouts and brushes, 
were tools; and with them one made, not shoes or 
cabinet-work, but life itself. One made a climate 
within a climate; one made the days,--the complexion, 
the special flavour, the special happiness of each 
day as it passed; one made life. (SR, 197-8) 
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Throughout the years in Quebec , Auclair looks fOIWard 

to one day returning to France. Eventually the death of the 

Count makes that course of action not feasible. Initially 

the Count's death threatens the order and security of life 

for the Auclairs, but Pierre returns to them as soon as he 

hears the news. His presence gives Cecile a feeling of secu­

rity again at the moment when both she and her father need 

it most. As she goes to sleep on the night of Pierre's 

return to be with them in the difficult days immediately 

following the Count's death, c~cile considers what it is 

about Pierre that gives security to their lives: 

He [Pierre] had not a throne behind him, like the 
Count (it had been very far behind, indeed!), not 
the authority of a parchment and seal. But he had 
authority, and a power which came from knowledge of 
the country and its people; from knowledge, and from 
a kind of passion. His daring and his pride seemed 
to her even more splendid than Count Frontenac's. 

(SR, 268) 

Cecile and her father regain order and security in their 

lives. They retain their French ways and the solace of their 

religion, but they now accept Canada as their home rather 

than France. Cecile and Pierre marry and are the parents of 

four sons--the Canadians of the future. 

Cather's next novel, Lucy Gayheart, is the story of 

Lucy Gayheart's struggle to become a musical artist. There 

are parallels between this work and The Song of the Lark. 

Both Lucy Gayheart and Thea Kronborg are small town girls 

who aspire for a career as a musician. Thea is successful 
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in becoming an artist, but Lucy is not. Lucy's early life 

offers more order and security than Thea's. Lucy is pretty 

and popular: Thea is neither. Both Lucy and Thea are en­

couraged to develop their talent by a parent who has found 

order and security in life. Thea's mother has found order 

and security in her deterministic view of life: Lucy's 

father has found order and security by managing "to enjoy 

every day from start to finish.,,61 

Lucy is aware of something special about herself. 

One evening she sees the first star and experiences a flash 

of something which she does not completely understand: 

That point of silver light spoke to her like a 
signal, released another kind of life and feeling 
which did not belong here. It overpowered her. 
With a mere thought she had reached that star and 
it had answered, recognition had flashed between. 
Something knew, then, in the unknowing waste: some­
thing had always known, forever! That joy of 
saluting what is far above one was an eternal 
thing, not merely something that had happened to 
her ignorance and her foolish heart. (LG, 11-2) 

Lucy has a great deal of order and security as she 

goes to Chicago to study music. At first, she is able to 

retain an orderly, secure life: but soon these qualities 

slip away. She falls in love with Sebastian, a middle-aged 

singer for whom she plays practice accompaniment. Then she 

refuses to marry the home town banker's son, Harry Gordon. 

61Willa Cather, Lucy Gayheart, p. 6. Subsequent ref­
erences to this edition are given in parenthesis within the 
text. . 
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She places the order and security of her life upon her 

relationship with her married lover and rejects the order 

and security offered by marriage to Harry. When Sebastian 

drowns, Lucy returns home to try to rebuild her life. She 

makes some progress toward regaining order and security but 

drowns while ice skating on the river. Thus, her life ends 

before she achieves order and security. 

The critics note the tired, somber tone of this work 

and attribute it to various causes, especially to Cather's 

disillusionment with the world after it "broke in two in 

1922 or thereabouts" (NUF, vI. This may be the reason for 

the dark, sad tone of this work; however, all people are not 

successful artists, pioneers, or missionaries. There are 

those whose lives end in failure. Since Cather is using the 

theme of a search for order and security throughout her 

novels, this work portrays the failure of an individual to 

achieve order and security. Even the tone reflects the lack 

of enthusiasm which accompanies failure. 

Cather's final novel, Sapphira and the Slave Girl, is 

analogous to Shadows on the Rock in that both are about a 

family seeking to base the order and security of life upon 

the maintenance of traditional cultural patterns. Sapphira 

Dodderidge Colbert orders her life by doing as she pleases 

with her slaves. Her husband, Henry, seldom interferes with 

her management of the slaves, but he does refuse to sign so 

------ .._---­
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that Sapphira can sell Nancy, the half-white, half-black 

daughter of Sapphira's personal maid, Till. 

Sapphira seeks order and security, and, for the most 

part, finds it. She controls her household and orders mat­

ters there. Her attempt to manipulate the situation so 

that Martin will seduce Nancy is the result of her desire 

to control affairs in her household. Her request that her 

daughter, Rachel, cease to visit at the house is a further 

attempt to order life in her house. Despite her ill health, 

Sapphira retains control of the house. Till can manage 

many of the slaves, but only Sapphira can control Lizzie, 

the cook. 

Henry also searches for order and security. His 

religion is an important source of order and security for 

him. He manages the mill in an orderly manner even as 

Sapphira manages the house. He does not always agree with 

Sapphira's decisions, but he seldom interferes in her af­

fairs. An orderly life for both Henry and Sapphira depends 

upon each allowing the other freedom to manage his own 

particular domain. 

Rachel Blake, Sapphira and Henry's daughter, seeks 

order and security in her own way, and she finds it. Her 

religion is a source of order and security for her. Caring 

for the sick and poor of the community also provides order 

and security for her. Rachel assists Nancy to escape by 
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the underground railroad because she feels that this is the 

morally right thing to do. For Rachel, a social order that 

is based upon the institution of slavery is wrong. 

This work ends with the Colberts reconciling their 

differences. Henry and Sapphira offer the order and secu­

rity of their comfortable horne to Rachel and her surviving 

daughter. Sapphira makes a considerable concession in doing 

this. She tells Rachel that she needs help to manage the 

household. Sapphira does this because she knows that 

Rachel's pride will not let ner accept the security of their 

home unless she feels that she is doing it because she is 

needed. Sapphira, thus, sacrifices certain of the order 

and security she feels by managing the house herself in 

order to add to Rachel's order and security. 

The critics usually rate this work below the quality 

of many of the other Cather works. Like Lucy Gayheart, it 

lacks the enthusiasm of the earlier works; nevertheless, it 

does treat ordinary people in ordinary situations with 

understanding. Further, the characters in this work are 

just as concerned with securing order and security as are 

the characters in the other novels. 

The theme of order and security appears in each of 

Cather's twelve novels. It is not lessened by the time of 

action or the geographic setting: the seventeenth century 

Auclairs in Quebec and the twentieth century Wheelers in 
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Nebraska share this need for order and security. The occu­

pation of the protagonist--pioneer, artist, missionary, sol­

dier, or individual building a meaningful life for himself-­

does not affect his need for order and security. All Cather 

characters are working to achieve their own unique goal, 

and they are not content to let circumstances provide the 

pattern for their lives. As they strive to attain their 

goal in life within the framework of their individual talent, 

they also strive to attain an orderly, secure life. One 

characteristic which all Cather characters share is the 

belief that successful living is predicated upon an orderly, 

se cure Ii fe . 



CHAPTER IV 

THE FORMAL DEVICES REFLECT ORDER 

In addition to dramatizing the theme of a search for 

order and security, Cather uses formal devices which demon­

strate order and pattern in her works. The Blooms observe 

the fusion of form and theme.and compare Cather and James 

in their handling of this facet of their fiction. For both 

Cather and James, an attitude "of moral sobriety" toward 

their art is important; their "esthetic sensibility • • • 

transfigures ethical responsibility into organic narrative 

si tuations. ,,62 Both "believed that without appropriately 

conceived shape the novel fails to represent in true essence 

the inner experience which is the only justifiable substance 

of fiction. "63 For Cather, the moral concept of the need 

for order and security fuses with an ordered aesthetic form. 

One ordering characteristic of Cather's works is the 

use of an epilogue presenting a final scene or scenes which 

take place after the ending of the main body of the work. 

62Bloom, Willa Cather's Gift of Sympathy, p. 243. 

63Bloom, Willa Cather's Gift of Sympathy, p. 243. 
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The epilogues briefly summarize events that have transpired 

after the main action. In Shadows· ~ the Rock, the epilogue 

takes place fifteen years after the main part of the work, 

and it tells selected significant facts about the lives of 

the main characters. The concluding section of ~ Lost Lady 

completes the story of Mrs. Forrester's life with a scene of 

a chance meeting between Niel Herbert and his boyhood friend, 

Ed Elliott. One of Ours ends with a glimpse into the lives 

of Claude's mother and Mahailey at home where their memories 

of Claude provide sustaining strength for their lives. 

The epilogues help order the works by providing a 

final glimpse into the fictional world created by the novel. 

No new material is introduced; they are sequels providing 

the kind of subsequent information that one who is away 

desires to know about affairs in his home community. The 

epilogues allow the author to order the world of the novel 

beyond the apparent ending of the work. This formal device 

provides a kind of security for both author and reader in 

that the results of the actions of the characters are stated 

so that the reader does not assume a sequel to the work 

other than that given by the author. This is a way of 

ordering the work based upon the aura of reality which 

results from reporting later events in the manner that such 

events are reported for a documentary newspaper or television 

presentation. 
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A parallel ordering device to the epilogues is the 

prologue of Death Comes for the Archbishop. This introduc­

tory section is set in Rome; the two principal characters of 

the novel do not appear, although the name of the Archbishop 

is mentioned. This background scene allows the reader to 

begin Book I of the work with some basic knowledge of the 

plot to be developed. As the epilogues allow the author to 

continue to order the world of the work after its apparent 

end, this prologue orders or sets a pattern for the ensuing 

events of this work prior to its apparent beginning. 

Another ordering feature of Cather's works is their 

division into sections with each individual section having 

a title. These named sections are further divided into the 

regular numbered chapters. ~ Pioneers! has five such sec­

tions: "The wild Land," "Neighboring Fields," "Winter Mem­

ories," "The White Mulberry Tree," and "Alexandra." There 

are nine such sections in Sapphira and the Slave Girl; One 

of Ours has five; The Professor's House has three; and even 

~ Mortal Enemy, the shortest of the novels, is divided into 

two parts, although these parts are not given specific 

titles. The titles of individual sections describe the 

material presented in these sections and order the work by 

offering a descriptive phrase concerning the material cov­

ered within a section. Without this specific order provided 

by the author, the reader would be free to impose an order 
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of his own choosing upon the works. 

Cather usually follows literary tradition by using 

the past tense for verbs in the descriptive passages and 

the present tense for the dialogue. Occasionally, however, 

the verb tense will be changed to the present in the de­

scriptive passages. Such passages suggest that the matter 

being described exists at the time the author is writing 

(or even as the reader is reading) in the state in which it 

existed at the time ascribed to the work of fiction. The 

opening sentence of 0 Pioneers! states that the time is 

thirty years ago. The time covered by the events of the 

work is nearly twenty years; thus the end of the work 

occurs ten or more years prior to the time of composition. 

Yet, the first three paragraphs of Part II contain present 

tense verbs: 

It is sixteen years since John Bergson died. His 
wife now lies beside him, and the white shaft that 
marks their graves gleams across the wheat-fields. 
Could he rise from beneath it, he would not know the 
country under which he has been asleep. The shaggy 
coat of the prairie, which they lifted to make him 
a bed, has vanished forever. From the Norwegian 
graveyard one looks out over a vast checker-board, 
marked off in squares of wheat and corn; light and 
dark, dark and light. Telephone wires hum along the 
white roads, which always run at right angles. (OP, 75) 

Later in 0 Pioneers! a shift to present tense occurs within 

a paragraph describing a family dinner at Alexandra's house: 

Oscar sat at the foot of the table and his four 
tow-headed little boys, aged from twelve to five, 
were ranged at one side. Neither Oscar nor Lou 
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has changed much; they have simply, as Alexandra
 
said of them long ago, grown to be more and more
 
like themselves. Lou now looks the older of the
 
two; his face is thin and shrewd and wrinkled
 
about the eyes, while Oscar's is thick and full.
 
Oscar makes more money than his brother..
 

(OP, 98) 

The use of present tense continues for the remainder of the 

paragraph and into the next before returning to the past 

tense as abruptly as it began. 

At the end of Chapter III in the first section of 

One of Ours, there is a tense shift to present from past 

for a paragraph describing Claude. 

Claude is on his way back to Lincoln, with a 
fairly liberal allowance which does not contribute 
much to his comfort or pleasure. He has no friends 
or instructors whom he can regard with admiration, 
though the need to admire is just now uppermost in 
his nature. He is convinced that the people who 
might mean something to him will always misjudge 
him and pass him by. (00, 31) 

Such tense shifts give the order of verisimilitude to 

the works by suggesting that this particular fictional world 

is duplicated in the real world if the reader were to travel 

to the described location. If this fictional world can be 

presented so that the reader accepts it as authentic, perhaps 

the didactic themes conveyed will be accepted also; and the 

beliefs of the reader will be ordered thereby. 

Order is achieved in a number of the works by setting 

the action in the past. Because history provides the social, 

political, and economic situation for a past era, fiction 



82 

set in past time has order insofar as it portrays the era in 

a manner consistent with the historical record of that era. 

Cather's works which take place in the past adhere closely 

to the historical picture of that time in the presentation 

of the life style of the characters. Farming procedures of 

o Pioneers! and ~ Antonia are those of the nineteenth cen­

tury; the Wheelers of the twentieth century novel, One of 

Ours, have automobiles and a cream separator. Strict obser­

vance to the actual practices of the time of the works gives 

order to the works. The auttior creates a fictional world 

based solidly upon the order of the unchanging past. 

Then, too, Cather uses the past to give order to her 

works by drawing upon her own past experiences for her char­

acters, settings, and incidents. By including people she 

knew, places she had been, and incidents which she had ob­

served, she was using the order of her own past as her mem­

ory supplied it. The people, places, and events so used 

have the order of the real world coupled with the order 

which Cather gives them as she modifies them to serve in 

the fictional world of the works. 

The many deaths which occur in Cather's fiction also 

give order to the works. Only a character who has achieved 

order and security in his life, or who has promise of 

achieving order and security, remains alive at the end of a 

work. Not all of those who die have failed to achieve 
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order and security; some die because death is the ultimate 

climax for all beings, fictional or corporeal. Whether a 

character who dies has, or has not, gained order and secu­

rity for his life, death provides an orderly resolution for 

his story. Reporting the character's death takes the story 

of that character as far as possible; the total life has been 

ordered. Bartley Alexander, Claude Wheeler, Myra Henshawe, 

and Lucy Gayheart are protagonists who die without being 

able to gain and maintain order and security for their lives. 

They are unable to solve the 'overwhelming problems they face. 

Their futures seem to promise only increasing tribulations 

for them. The deaths of these protagonists allow an orderly 

resolution, without a solution, for their problems. The 

death of the Archbishop is a totally different kind of 

ordered ending for his orderly, secure life. He observes, 

"I shall die of having lived" (DCA, 269). In those works 

in which the deaths are reported in the epilogues, the 

emphasis is not upon death but upon the life of that char­

acter as portrayed in the main part of the work. The re­

ported death in the epilogue is merely an orderly conclusion 

for the novel. 

An order that encompasses more than one work is to 

deal with a similar situation in two works offering two 

different approaches to the matter. Randall notes Cather's 

ability to perceive the "real struggle between two reasonable 
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positions.,,64 This technique allows more than one solution 

to a problem to be offered in an orderly manner with each 

solution being given in a separate work. Alexander's Bridge 

and The Professor's House present the theme of the difficulty 

encountered in accepting approaching old age. Bartley 

Alexander finds no solution except in death; Godfrey St. Peter 

finds the strength to face the future after Augusta rescues 

him from asphyxiation. Thea Kronborg and Lucy Gayheart are 

artists striving for success. Thea achieves her goal, but 

Lucy fails. Alexandra Bergson and Antonia Cuzak demonstrate 

two roles for the pioneer woman. Alexandra is a successful 

business woman managing her farm better than her brothers 

manage theirs; Antonia is equally successful in her role as 

wife and mother. Death Comes for the Archbishop and Shadows 

on the Rock show that French people in the New World may 

bring the values of their native culture to their new homes 

whether they serve as officials of the church or live their 

lives as ordinary citizens. 

An ordering device which parallels this one is the 

combination of two opposite viewpoints in one work and the 

portrayal of both with understanding. Sapphira and the 

Slave Girl shows both sides of the slavery question. Both 

viewpoints are portrayed so that the reader feels empathy 

64Randall, p. 219. 
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for those on each side. One of Ours attacks the social sys­

tern of the early twentieth century in the rural Midwest by 

offering abundant description of Claude's feeling that he 

is trapped in a cultural waste land; nevertheless, it also 

clearly points out Claude's own inability either to accept 

the situation or to break away from it. Gladys Farmer 

shares Claude's frustrations with the small town society, 

but she is able to adjust to the demands of the local school 

board and, at the sarne time, retain her integrity as an indi­

vidual. Thus Cather offers themes that demonstrate in an 

orderly way that, in certain situations, more than one point 

of view is defensible. As much as she orders events in the 

lives of her fictional people, she recognizes that the com­

pIex problems of life may be met in more than one way. 

Superbly beautiful passages of description also give 

order to the works. 

The mill stood on the west bank of Back Creek: 
the big water-wheel hung almost over the stream 
itself. The creek ran noisily along over a rough 
stone bottom which here and there churned the aark 
water into foarn. For the most part it was wide 
and shallow, though there were deep holes between 
the ledges. The darn, lying in the green meadows 
above the mill, was fed by springs, and a race
 
conveyed the water to the big wooden whee1. 65
 

These cloud formations seemed to be always there,
 
however hot and blue the sky. Sometimes they were 
flat terraces, ledges of vapour; sometimes they were 

65Willa Cather, Sapphira and the Slave Girl, p. 46. 
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dome-shaped, or fantastic, like the tops of silvery 
pagodas, rising one above another, as if an oriental 
city lay directly behind the rock. The great tables 
of granite set down in an empty plain were incon­
ceivable without their attendant clouds, which were 
a part of them, as the smoke is part of the censer, 
or the foam of the wave. (DCA, 95) 

There were no clouds, the sun was going down in a 
limpid, gold-washed sky. Just as the lower edge of 
the red disk rested on the high fields against the 
horizon, a great black figure suddenly appeared on 
the face of the sun. We sprang to our feet, straining 
our eyes toward it. In a moment we realized what it 
was. On some upland farm, a plough had been left 
standing in the field. The sun was sinking just 
behind it. Magnified across the distance by the 
horizontal light, it stoog out against the sun, was 
exactly contained within the circle of the disk; 
the handles, the tongue, the share--black against 
the molten red. There it was, heroic in size, a 
picture writing on the sun. (MA, 159) 

Descriptive passages such as these--Henry Colbert's mill in 

Sapphira and the Slave Girl. the clouds above the mesas in 

Death Comes for the Archbishop, or the plow against the sun 

in ~ Antonia--are to be found throughout all of Cather's 

novels. They suggest the order and security which the char­

acters find in the landscape. The beauty of a landscape, 

its symmetry of line and color, suggests an orderly universe. 

Nature is a haven and a sanctuary amid life's problems; it 

is not hostile. Even the blizzard in Death Comes for the 

Archbishop does not suggest terror, although the Archbishop 

and Jacinto lose their mounts and spend an hour clambering 

over rocks, fallen trees, and deep holes before reaching the 

shelter of a cave. 
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A little after mid-day a burst of wind sent the 
snow whirling in coils about the two travellers, 
and a great storm broke. The wind was like a 
hurricane at sea, and the air became blind with 
snow. . •• Pine trees by the way stood out for a 
moment, then disappeared absolutely in the whirl­
pool of snow. Trail and landmarks, the mountain 
itself, were obliterated. (DCA, 126) 

This passage reflects the manner in which the Arch­

bishop and Jacinto react to the storm. They do not panic: 

the Archbishop has the security of his religion; Jacinto 

has the security of his knowledge of the local terrain. In 

this description of the blizz~rd, it is the air, not the 

men, that is blind with snow. The trees and other land­

marks, not the men, are obliterated. The order and secu­

rity with which these men face this severe storm is por­

trayed in the description of the storm so that this blizzard 

seems quite orderly. 

Myra Henshawe finds order and security for her life 

by returning again and again to the cliff overlooking the 

ocean which she chooses as the location for her death. 

Even Claude Wheeler, who is tremendously frustrated with 

his life in Nebraska, finds comfort in plowing and planting 

a new field. Alexandra Bergson, Antonia Cuzak, and Thea 

Kronborg all find strength to continue to search for order 

and security by spending time out-of-doors close to nature. 

The disenchantment with life in the rural Midwest which is 

a theme in certain of the Cather works, such as The Song of 
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the Lark, One of OUrs, and Lucy Gayheart, is not the fault 

of the geographic features of the region. Nature here is 

just as much a contributing factor for order and security 

in the lives of the characters as it is in any other part 

of the world. The dissatisfaction with rural Midwestern 

life stems from the actions of people, not from the land 

itself. 

Certain poetic devices add order to Cather's works. 

These poetic qualities of her works, like the beautiful de­

scriptive passages, reflect the need for order which the 

characters feel. Poetry demands a disciplined ordering of 

words and phrases so that ideas are conveyed clearly and 

concisely using a minimum number of words. Poetry conveys 

its message without wordy explanatory passages; every word 

must serve a useful purpose. Descriptive passages which 

paint a picture in a few words, images, and alliteration 

add order to the works. 

The description of the Acoma mesa in Death Comes for 

the Archbishop illustrates Cather's ability to make every 

word serve a useful purpose. 

The top of the mesa was about ten acres in ex­
tent, the Bishop judged, and there was not a tree or 
a blade of green upon it; not a handful of soil, ex­
cept the churchyard, held in by an adobe wall, where 
the earth for burial had been carried up in baskets 
from the plain below. The white dwellings, two and 
three storeyed, were not scattered, but huddled to­
gether in a close cluster, with no protecting slope of 
ground or shoulder of rock, lying flat against the flat, 
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bright against the bright,--both the rock and the 
plastered houses threw off the sun glare blindingly. 

(DCA, 99~lOO) 

Poetic imagery contributes to the aesthetic order by 

presenting ideas in this manner. The images frequently also 

serve as symbols. The image of light appears in all of the 

works. If a night scene is used, it is almost certain to 

be a night when the moon is shining. Probably the most fa­

mous image in the Cather works is the plow against the back­

ground of the setting sun witnessed by Jim and the girls in 

My Antonia. In ~ Mortal EneIDy, there is an image of winter 

"tamed, like a polar bear led on a leash by a beautiful 

lady" (MME, 25). Death Comes for the Archbishop provides 

the image: "Elsewhere the sky is the roof of the world; but 

here the earth was the floor of the sky" (DCA, 232). 

Like the images, the alliterative passages present 

an idea in an aesthetically pleasing manner. In Shadows on 

the Rock, the parrot "saw a servant steal silver spoons" 

(SR, 215). Professor St. Peter "sauntered along slackly 

through the hot September sunshine" (PH, 54). Lillian 

St. Peter's old wound is "healed and hardened and hopeless" 

(PH,94). An author who uses the formalistic devices of 

alliteration, imagery, and descriptive passages that give a 

sharply clear picture in a few words reflects order in the 

manner in which he composes his works. 

The performance of certain routine acts in a 
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regular manner provides order as these acts become ritual­

istic. Doctor Archie engages in a ritualistic set of ac­

tions when visiting the bedside of a patient by always 

taking a fresh, clean, scented handkerchief from his pocket 

just as he sits down to talk with his patient. Fathers 

Latour and Vaillant make a ritual of meals served in the 

French manner. Ctcile Auclair follows an exact household 

routine that makes brooms and brushes important items in 

the maintenance of one's cultural heritage. These orderly 

repetitions of one simple act·give order to the lives of 

the characters and also give order to the works. 

Order is evidenced by the authentic descriptions of 

a variety of arts. Cather characters and narrators enjoy, 

appreciate, and demand quality craftsmanship in everything. 

Music and the theater receive major emphasis both from the 

viewpoint of the performer and the spectator. The subject 

of two novels, The Song of the Lark and Lucy Gayheart, is 

the development of a musical artist. A list of characters 

who earn their livelihood as musicians or actors would be 

long; a list of those who regularly attend performances of 

the opera or theater would be even longer. Music and the 

theater, however, are not the only arts represented. Claude 

Wheeler finds beauty and inspiration in the architecture of 

the French churches. Father Latour brings an architect from 

France to Santa Fe so that the cathedral will be a beautiful 
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structure. Bartley Alexander is a bridge building engineer; 

Professor St. Peter is the author of prize winning history 

books. In addition to the professional arts, such routine 

everyday functions as cooking, dining, and gardening are 

elevated to the level of art. Joseph X. Brennan notes 

Cather's use of many arts: 

[Cather is] concerned with all the forms and marks 
of civilization--with the art of homemaking and the 
art of cooking, with the rituals of dining and the 
fashions of dress, with fine glass and pottery and 
furniture, with architectural design and composition, 
with the aesthetics of color and light and harmonious 
setting, with the theater· and poetry and foreign 
literatures, and above all else with the whole scope 
of western music, whether sacral or secular, orches­
tral, instrumental, or vocal. 66 

For a Cather character, it is important to have all things 

beautiful and orderly. They strive to excel in whatever 

they do, whether the task is large or small; therefore, they 

elevate simple functions to the level of art. The emphasis 

upon the arts, great and small, adds order to the works. 

The form of Cather's novels follows an orderly pat­

tern. The formalistic devices of epilogue, prologue, named 

divisions within a work, and random shifts of verb tense 

from past to present in the descriptive passages contribute 

to the ordered pattern. Further, Cather gains order by 

drawing upon her own past experiences for characters, 

settings, and incidents. She also uses a time for certain 

66Joseph X. Brennan, "Willa Cather and Music," 
University Review, XXXI, No. II ~inte~ 1964~ 175-83. 



92 

of the works that is in the past. The large number of 

deaths occurring in the works allows the total life of a 

character to be ordered. A subject may be treated in two 

different works with each work offering a different reso­

lution to the problem presented, and one work may present 

two viewpoints about a given situation. Finally, the de­

scriptive passages which portray nature as a haven and a 

sanctuary; the poetic devices of exact description, imagery, 

and alliteration; a ritualistic manner of performing routine 

acts; and emphasis upon all other arts--professional, per­

forming, and household--complete the ordered patterns in the 

works and fuse theme and form. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

An examination of Cather's fiction reveals that she 

uses the motif of order and security as both a thematic and 

formalistic unifying device in her twelve novels. Although 

her short stories and poetry do not fall within the purview 

of this study, perhaps a brief look at them will demonstrate 

how pervasive this element is in Cather's works. 

The short stories span a much longer period of com­

position than do her novels. She began writing short sto­

ries while a college student, and her last collection was 

initially published in 1948. This motif of a search for 

order and security is present throughout the short stories. 

"Lou, the Prophet," originally published in the Hesperian 

in 1892, portrays this theme. Lou is a simple-minded, 

young, Danish immigrant to Nebraska who seeks an orderly, 

secure life by working hard on his homesteaded land. Cir­

cumstances thwart his efforts. He loses his cattle during 

the winter; his girlfriend marries a more prosperous young 

man; his mother dies; and the drought is ruining his crops. 

At this point, he turns to religion, but his particular 
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practice of religion causes his neighbors to consider him 

mentally deranged. His only sympathy comes from the younger 

boys of the neighborhood. The story ends ambiguously with 

Lou's disappearance. The grownups believe .that he drowns 

and that the quicksand pulls his body under because dragging 

the river fails to produce his body. The little Danish 

boys believe that he was translated like Enoch of the Bible. 

The theme of order and security is presented in this early 

short story; Lou's entire energy is devoted to his search 

for order and security. Although his efforts do not result 

in an orderly, secure life based upon the order of which 

his neighbors approve, the ending offers the suggestion that 

in daring to order his own life in a way that differs from 

the socially sanctioned way, Lou has gained his own unique 

kind of order and security. 

The theme of the need for order and security is still 

important in the late short stories. "Before Breakfast" is 

a stream of consciousness report of the before breakfast 

thoughts and actions of a highly successful, self-made busi­

ness man, Henry Grenfell. Henry likes the order of his vaca­

tion cabin which he alone occupies. He is pleased to find 

his eiderdown bathrobe hanging on the same hook where he 

left it two years ago. This late short story repudiates 

the view that during the closing years of her career, Cather 

turned away from the present to seek sanctuary in the 
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unchanging, orderly past. Grenfell finds order and security 

in the present. His disagreeable frame of mind is not al­

layed by the sight of a giant spruce tree which he has 

named, "Grandfather," and which the local residents of the 

island believe was struck by lightening at least one hundred 

years previously. He is reassured, however, by a glimpse 

of the visiting geologist's daughter taking an early morning 

swim all alone in the cold ocean water while he himself is 

dressed in wool sox, a flannel shirt, and a leather coat. 

He admires her spirit. Seeing her, he regains the order 

and security which he hopes to find on this vacation trip. 

Returning past the "Grandfather" spruce on his way for 

breakfast, he observes, "Plucky youth is more bracing than 

enduring age. "67 

Not only do the short stories convey the theme of 

order and security, the poetry does also. The poetry em­

ploys the order of rhyme; alliteration; repetition; and 

regular meter, including iambic tetrameter, iambic pen­

tameter, and ballad meter. The themes and subjects of the 

poems include the beauties of both Nebraska and other places 

about the world which Cather visited, narratives about the 

pioneers, and death. All of the poems reveal an orderly 

pattern. 

67willa Cather, "Before Breakfast," in The Old Beauty 
and Others, p. 166. 
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The unifying, common denominator motif of order and 

security also appears as an intangible quality in the works. 

Cather describes this quality in her essay, "The Novel 
, ,

Demauble" : 

Whatever is felt upon the page without being 
specifically named there--that, one might say, is 
created. It is the inexplicable presence of the 
thing not named, of the overtone divined by the 
ear but not heard by it, the verbal mood, the 
emotional aura of the fact or the thing or the 
deed, that gives high quality to the novel or 
the drama, as well as to poetry itself. 68 

Cather again describes. this method of presentation 

in an essay about the works of Katherine Mansfield: 

She [Mansfield] communicates vastly more than she 
actually writes. One goes back and runs through 
the pages to find the text which made one know 
certain things about Linda or Burnell or Beryl, 
and the text is not there--but something was there, 
all the same--is there, though no typesetter will 
ever set it. It is this overtone, which is too 
fine for the printing press and comes through with­
out it, that makes one know that this writer had 
something of the gift which is one of the rarest 
things in writing, and quite the most precious. 69 

Cather is stating in these two essays that an author 

may communicate a concept in such a manner that the method 

of presentation defies specific description. This is the 

situation in the matter of her motif of order and security. 

As a theme and as a formalistic device, this motif may be 

68Willa Cather, "The Novel D~meuble"," in Not Under 
Forty, pp. 43-51. 

69Willa Cather, "Katherine Mans field," in Not Under 
Forty, pp. 123-47. -­
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traced through the works and specifically noted, and it is 

further presented by this intangible method of presentation 

which Cather describes. Each Cather character desires to 

succeed in his chosen occupation, and running parallel with 

his desire for success is the persistent desire for order 

and security in his life. Everything that a character does 

contributes to the reader's understanding that order and 

security are essential if that character is to fulfill his 

destiny. 
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