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ABSTRACT

Biographers and critics have noted the facts of Willa
Cather's Southern background, but they have underesti-
mated, misinterpreted, or failed to explain its signifi-
cance. Though many have recognized her ambivalence toward
her heritage, none has offered a satisfactory explanation
because most biographers and critics do not understand the
axiology of the Southern genteel tradition nor how it
shaped Cather. This study examines this tradition and
shows its influence on Cather's life and fiction.

Chapter I describes the characteristics of the
Southern genteel tradition and traces its roots to the
English gentry. The chapter also places the Southern
genteel tradition in the context of Thorstein Veblen's The

Theory of the Leisure Class (1899). Chapter II estab-

lishes Cather's family within the Southern genteel tradi-
tion in Virginia, and Chapter III discusses the socio-
economic changes the family experienced after the move to
Nebraska and the effect these changes had on Cather and
her feelings about the Southern genteel tradition.
Although Cather did not write overtly about the South
until her last novel, many of her works are influenced by

her Southern heritage. Chapter IV explains how Cather



used the Southern lady as the model for the aristocrat and

the actress in Alexander's Bridge and for the pioneer

woman in O Pioneers!, whose acquisition of property

elevates her to upper-class status. Chapter V focuses on

My Antonia, showing how Cather realized that the frontier

enabled women to become economically independent and
autonomous but at the price of refinement. Chapter VI

presents a darker picture of the tradition in A Lost Lady

because it demonstrates how the ideology which elevates
the lady also deprives her of the ability to be eco-
nomically self-sufficient, therefore making her dependent

on men. In My Mortal Enemy, the subject of Chapter VII,

Cather explores the negative impact a leisure class system
predicated on personal wealth has on people. Chapter VIII

discusses Sapphira and the Slave Girl, Cather's last

novel, which reveals the depth of her understanding of the
Southern genteel tradition, its relationship to slavery,

and its strengths and weaknesses.
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PREFACE

Since her death in 1947, Willa Cather's 1literary
reputation has continued to grow, and she has been the
subject of numerous critical works and biographies. Rene
Rapin published the first biographical study of Cather and

her fiction in 1930. In Willa Cather, Rapin describes

Cather as a classical writer in regard to her style. The
next biography did not appear until after Cather's death

in 1947. Mildred Bennett, in The World of Willa Cather

(1951) , focuses on Cather's Nebraska childhood, concluding
that "It was the Nebraska in her . . . that 1left its
indelible mark on almost everything she wrote in later
years" (xi). Three more works came out in 1953. Commis-
sioned by Edith Lewis to write a study emphasizing
Cather's fiction, E. K. Brown drew from Cather's life to

explicate her short stories and novels in Willa Cather: A

Critical Biography. That same year Edith Lewis published

Willa Cather Living from the notes she had compiled to

assist Brown; and Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant, also con-
sulted by Brown, presented her own version of Cather's

life in Willa Cather: A Memoir. These early works by

Bennett, Lewis, and Shepley form the basis for most

subsequent biographies. Another biography designed for
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young readers joined the works about Cather in the late
1950s. In Willa (1958), Ruth Franchier presents in
fictional form Cather's girlhood in Nebraska. Three more
biographies were published in 1970. Barbara Bonham

condensed and simplified previous works in Willa Cather;

and Marion Marsh Brown and Ruth Crone gathered essentially
undocumented biographical information about Cather from

people who had known her in Willa Cather: The Woman and

Her Works. James Woodress attempted to consoclidate and

correct all extant information about Cather in Willa

Cather: Her Life and Art.

Interest about Cather's life and art has grown in the
1980s, and the biographies have become increasingly con-
troversial. Although Nebraska played an important role in
Cather's artistic development, two pairs of biographers in
this decade have considered the importance of other geo-

graphical locations. In Only One Point of the Compass:

Willa Cather in the Northeast (1980), Marion Marsh Brown

and Ruth Crone focus on Cather's life but concentrate on

the Northeastern settings where Cather 1lived and wrote.

In Chrysalis: Willa Cather in Pittsburgh 1896-1906

(1980), Kathleen D. Byrne and Richard C. Snyder analyze
the decade she spent in Pittsburgh, a time they believe
allowed her artistic genius to develop and flourish.

Three years later, Phyllis Robinson shocked many Cather
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scholars with Willa: The Life of Willa Cather, in which

she openly addresses for the first time Cather's close
relationships with Louise Pound and Isabelle McClung and
the probability of Cather's lesbianism. In 1987, Sharon

O'Brien continues the controversy with Willa Cather: The

Emerging Voice. In this work, O'Brien examines Cather's

relationship with her mother, other women, and Sarah Orne
Jewett, concluding that once Cather came to terms with her
love of women and once she found a female literary tradi-
tion in the person of Jewett, she could write in her "own"
voice. James Woodress, who considered his 1970 biography

an 1interim piece, further consolidates and elaborates

collected data in Willa Cather: A Literary Life (1987)

but equivocates on the matter of Cather's lesbianism, a
subject Cather scholars continue to debate. Complete
bibliographical information on all the various studies may
be found in the lists of Works Cited and Works Consulted.
In studying the different biographies, however, one
begins to realize that although writers work with essen-
tially the same basic information, their own personal
biases or backgrounds--their ideologies--color and shape
their interpretation of the data. For example, Mildred
Bennett emphasizes "the 'Nebraska in her,'" establishing a
precedent for reading Cather's works in terms of her

prairie experience (xi). But the Nebraska in Bennett

ix



herself biases her toward an understanding of the Nebraska
in Cather. Sharon O'Brien, on the other hand, reads
Cather from a Northern feminist perspective, finding 1in
Cather a nontraditional female who struggled to be part of
the dominant 1literary tradition of America. O'Brien's
interpretation reflects in part her own struggle as a
female academic to find a place within mainstream aca-
demia. In spite of what biographers may "see" in their
subject as a result of their own experiences or ideolo-
gies, they may be "blind" to the significance of other
elements. In the case of Willa Cather, biographers, for
the most part, have been "blind" to the significance of
her Southern heritage.

The extant works on Cather usually follow a general
pattern. After a preface or introduction, biographers
begin with the information that Willa Cather was born in
Back Creek, Virginia in 1873, and lived there for approxi-
mately 10 years before moving to Nebraska. From Edith
Lewis, Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant, and Mildred Bennett,
who provide most of the information about Cather's child-
hood in Virginia, we learn that her father was a Southern
gentleman and that her mother behaved 1like a Southern
lady, but these biographers do not elaborate, perhaps

because they felt that the significance of the information



was self-evident or perhaps because they themselves were
unaware of its importance.

Since these early studies were written, however,
Cather's Southern heritage has receded farther and farther
into the past. An examination of the most recent studies
by Sharon O'Brien and James Woodress reveals that both
rely heavily on Lewis and Bennett for information about
Cather and her family, even though they have expanded
their discussion of the family history to include addi-
tional historical data about time and place and, in the
case of O'Brien, to apply feminist critical theories to
Cather's life and early works. Though both O'Brien and
Woodress contribute a great deal of information concerning
Cather's years 1in Virginia, they do not analyze the
significance of the Southern heritage or the degree to
which it influenced Willa Cather the person, as well as
Willa Cather the writer. Woodress, for example, cites
time and again Cather's ambivalence toward her Southern
background but offers no explanation for it (28).
O'Brien, on the other hand, interprets Cather's Virginia
years from a Northern, feminist perspective that biases

her understanding of the data. In Within the Plantation

Household: Black and White Women of the 0ld South (1988),

Elizabeth Fox-Genovese addresses "the tendency [of schol-

ars] to generalize the experience of the women of one
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region to cover that of all American woman," and she

concludes that doing so "has obscured essential differ-

ences of class and race" (40). Fox-Genovese's observation
certainly applies to Woodress and O'Brien. Neither seems
to understand the Southern genteel tradition whose manners
and customs comprise the ideology which shaped Willa
Cather and her fiction. As a Texan whose heritage is also
Southern, I feel that I am perhaps better able to appreci-

ate this Southern element in Cather's art than previous
critics who have had no direct experience with this

Southern tradition that helped shape Cather.

Cather herself 1is partially responsible for the
minimizing of her Southern heritage. In discussing the
source of her artistic inspiration, Cather ignored the

early Virginia years and focused on her prairie childhood

because

[the] vyears from eight to fifteen are the
formative period in a writer's life, when he
unconsciously gathers basic material. He may
acquire a great many interests and vivid im-
pressions in his mature years but his thematic
material he acquires under fifteen years of
ages. (Brown 3)

E. K. Brown expresses amazement that Cather dismissed the

years of early childhood:

Neither the antebellum South, of which her
grandparents and her parents often spoke, nor
the South in reconstruction which she had known
as a child became a temple of her imagination.
In the years when she was writing «critical
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papers and reviews she scarcely ever chose a
Southern subject or concerned herself with a
Southern writer. Her Virginia childhood is a
prelude to her years of experience and prepara-
tion, not a part of them. (5)
Although Cather herself does not acknowledge the impor-
tance of the Virginia years to her artistic development,
in another context she remarks that a person who is one
thing in childhood cannot be the opposite in adulthood,
that a person's "nature" does not change. She continues,

"Nor do I believe that we can ever really outlive our

past" (The World and the Parish 359). Cather's past

includes the nearly 10 formative years of her childhood
she spent 1in Virginia, and she did not outgrow their
influence. Even so, she did not write openly about her
past until she was in her sixties. Edith Lewis recalls in
her memoir that Cather had been encouraged to write a
novel about Virginia and although she occasionally
mentioned Virginia subjects she might use at some time,
"for a long time some sort of inhibition--a reluctance,
perhaps, to break through to those o0ld memories that
seemed to belong to another 1life--had deterred her"
(181-182).

Cather's silence about her Virginia childhood iron-
ically testifies to its significance. Elizabeth Shepley
Sergeant perhaps provides a reason for her silence: "An

unusually perceptive, impressionable <child, and a very
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observant one, Cather was aware of the surges and con-
flicts of feeling and the economic insecurity that con-
fronted her Southern elders" (13). Conflicting feelings
and economic insecurity are the key phrases in Sergeant's
passage because to Cather, a Southerner, economic insecu-
rity meant far more than lack of money. During her
childhood in Virginia, Cather developed an acute sensi-
tivity to the relationship between wealth and social
position or class. There, she acquired a class conscious-
ness that provides what she called the "thematic material"
underlying all her novels (Brown 3). After Cather moved
to Nebraska, she did not leave behind the ideology of the
South, for her parents and grandparents kept alive the
"antebellum South" in their conversations and recollec-
tions (Brown 5), and Cather herself retained her own
memories of her life in Back Creek during Reconstruction,
a period of economic turmoil. When she finally wrote

about the South, Cather intended for Sapphira and the

Slave Girl (1940) to be "a complete history of the manners

and customs of the Shenandoah Valley." ©She later deleted,
however, what she considered unnecessary to the story,
saying "'I weighed what I cut out--and it came to a good
six pounds'" (Bennett 7). Lewis, too, recalls that Cather

"could have written two or three Sapphiras," and adds,

"[Cather] always said it was what she 1left out that

Xiv



counted" (183). Obviously, Cather possessed the material,
but as Lewis notes, "some sort of inhibition" prevented
her from writing about her Virginia childhood. The
inhibition could well have been her ambivalent feelings
about her parents, who epitomized for her the best and the
worst of the Southern genteel tradition, a tradition which
contended that a person's merit depended upon his or her
wealth.

Because many contemporary readers fail to understand
the Southern genteel tradition and the way it shaped
Cather's life and art, I define the tradition and then I
show that as a child in Virginia Cather absorbed the
Southern ideology that determined her adult attitudes
toward wealth, social class, and female autonomy and that
permeates her fiction. I used information reflecting
Cather's perception of her family from "Old Mrs. Harris"

and from Sapphira and the Slave Girl, two of Cather's

works which contain material that the major biographers
generally agree comes from Cather's own family. For
factual biographical information, I drew from Edith Lewis,
Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant, and Mildred Bennett as well as
from James Woodress and Sharon O'Brien (but with the
knowledge that each has his or her limitations, occasional
inaccuracies, and biases). In discussing Cather's concern

with economics as it appears in her art, I first consider
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Alexander's Bridge (1912) and O Pioneers! (1913) and then

discuss My Antonia (1918), A Lost Lady (1923), My Mortal

Enemy (1926) and Sapphira and the Slave Girl (1940), works

that specifically reflect the Southern ideology.
Among the works I wused in this study, Louis B.

Wright's The First Gentlemen of Virginia (1940) most

clearly articulates the origin and characteristics of the

Southern genteel tradition. In The Shenandoah (1945),

Julia Davis confirms that the tradition extended to the
Back Creek area of Virginia, where Cather lived. Although
innumerable histories of the South exist, these particular
works are relevant because they were published about the

same time Cather was writing Sapphira and the Slave Girl,

and they emerge from a similar understanding of the South.

William J. Cash's The Mind of the South (1941) is also

significant because he acknowledges that whether myth or
reality, the Southern tradition influenced people's
perceptions of themselves and their lives. Stuart E.

Brown, Jr.'s Virginia Baron: The Story of Thomas 6th Lord

Fairfax (1965), a work derived from a variety of period
documents and letters, supports Wright's conclusions about
the development of the Southern plantation aristocracy and
the genteel tradition.

The South, of course, is not the only place in the

United States that possesses aristocrats and a genteel
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tradition. New England, and Boston particularly, has its
Brahmins, a group which included Annie Fields and Sarah
Orne Jewett. Their Northern gentility appealed to Cather
because it evoked memories of the Southern gentility she
had known in Virginia. These ladies also suggested to
Cather that there are aristocrats of letters and art as
well as aristocrats of wealth, and in Cather's fiction we
occasionally find examples of the Northern genteel tradi-
tion. In "Willa Cather's Aristocrats (Parts I and II),"
Patricia Lee Yongue recognizes that Cather's penchant for
aristocrats originates in her Virginia heritage, and
Yongue provides valuable information about Cather's
relationship with Stephen Tennant, an English aristocrat,
but she does not discuss the economic basis which made the
genteel tradition possible. As far as contributing to an
understanding of Southern aristocratic women, one of the
most significant works is Elizabeth Fox-Genovese's Within

the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the

0ld South. Based on letters, diaries, and memoirs of

women who were shaped by the tradition themselves, the
study elucidates and validates Cather's treatment of women
and the Southern genteel tradition. Finally, Thorstein

Veblen's The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) provides

an analysis of the relationship between property, wealth,

and social and political power, an analysis that reveals

Xvii



the Southern genteel tradition for what it is--a way of
life in which a person's class is determined by ownership
of property and freedom from manual labor, which in turn
enables him or her to cultivate "refined tastes, manners,

and habits of life" that evidence gentility (Veblen 49).
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CHAPTER I
THE SOUTHERN GENTEEL TRADITION AND

THORSTEIN VEBLEN'S THE THEORY

OF THE LEISURE CLASS

The Southern genteel tradition is a way of life, a
pattern of behavior based on a philosophical outlook
derived from a class consciousness determined by ownership
of property and possession of wealth. It is the product
of the economic, social, and political system made possi-
ble by the institution of slavery that developed in
Virginia and other Southern states during the early years
of colonization and that lasted until the Civil War. The
system linked political power and social status to econom-
ic prosperity as evidenced by ownership of property and
freedom from manual labor. A person's social status and
political power in Virginia and other states were 1in
direct proportion to the amount of land and the number of
slaves he owned. Thus, people who owned property and
possessed wealth belonged to the upper class, and those
who did not own property or possess wealth belonged to the

lower class. In The Theory of the Leisure Class, in which

he describes the development of an "American" class system

resulting from ownership of property, Thorstein Veblen



2
says that the South had the only "hereditary leisure
class" (212). Since one of the major characteristics of
the leisure class is freedom from manual labor, Veblen is
correct because slaves freed the Southern leisure or upper
class from manual labor. I will discuss Veblen more
throughly later in this chapter.

In The First Gentlemen of Virginia, Louis B. Wright

traces the Southern genteel tradition to its roots in
16th-, 17th-, and 18th-century English economic, politi-
cal, and social customs extant during the period of
colonization. According to Wright, English society
consisted of two classes: the upper class or gentry and
the 1lower class. Hereditary ownership of property and
wealth distinguished the gentry from the lower class which
consisted of merchants, tradesmen, artisans, yeomen, and
so on down the socioeconomic scale. The upper class,
determined by birth, "had certain rights and privileges"”
but also "particular responsibilities to their inferiors
and owed definite obligations to society as a whole" while
the lower classes were expected to "pay conscientious
attention to the trades and vocations" (Wright 6).

The English social system, however, was not inflex-
ibly tied to inherited property: acquiring wealth could
facilitate a person's move from the lower class to the
upper class, just as lack of wealth could cause younger

sons of the gentry to sink into the "ranks of tradesmen



3
and the lower orders of society" (Wright 7). Wealthy
merchants or their children could marry into impoverished
aristocratic families, and in time the humble origin of
the new money would be forgotten. For the impecunious
younger sons of aristocratic families, the colonization of
"Virginia was a godsend, since, with a little money, they
could acquire property and become landed proprietors as
befitted their inherited station" (Wright 7). Just as
Virginia was a godsend for the less affluent gentry, it
was also a godsend for members of the lower class because,
according to the promotional tracts encouraging coloniza-
tion of the new land, they, too, could acquire property
which would elevate their social status.

From the moment the English Crown began to colonize
its portion of the New World, Virginia was advertised as a
place of economic opportunity--not religious freedom as in
New England. This emphasis on economics 1indicates an
underlying class consciousness that made invidious dis-
tinctions between those who owned property and those who

did not. According to J. A. Leo Lemay in The History of

Southern Literature, promotional tracts encouraging

colonization

emphasized the natural bounty of nature, . . .
healthful climate, fertile soil and available
land (which the Virginia Company always promised
to parcel out at a future date), easy prospects
of wealth, the excitement of new adventure, the
certainty of creating an estate and rising in
the social hierarchy, the local Indians' friend-
liness, the glory of converting the heathens to




Christianity, and the grandeur of adding new
dominions to the British empire. Colonization
was not Jjust a worthy enterprise for God and
country; it promised adventure, glory, and gold
[emphasis added]. (16)

Such tracts, anticipating Veblen's equation of property
equaling status equaling power, promised impoverished
aristocrats and enterprising merchants, tradesmen, etc.,
the opportunity to acquire property and wealth and, thus,
an immediate social mobility impossible in England.
Therefore, "class consciousness [in Virginia] was
evident from the start" (Wright 48). This class con-
sciousness was inextricably linked to ownership of pro-
perty made possible by the headright system which enabled
a person to acquire 50 acres of land for himself and 50
acres for each additional person he brought to the New
World ("Headrights" 503). The headright system and slave
labor, introduced in the colony within a dozen years of
the founding of Jamestown in 1607, facilitated the rise of
a person and his heirs in the social and political hierar-

chy of the colony. In The Oxford History of the American

People, Samuel Eliot Morison cites the success of John
Washington, forefather of America's first President, as an

example of upward mobility:

[He] arrived in 1657 as mate of a London ship
and decided to stay. Within eleven years, in
partnership with his brother-in-law Thomas Pope,
he had obtained more than 5,000 acres, including
the estate where his famous descendant was born.
One can trace the rise of John Washington not
only by his increase of landholdings but by his
public offices: coroner, collector of the



tobacco tax, justice of the court of Westmore-

land County, vestryman, burgess, and officer in

the militia. (86-87)

Washington was one of many names, including Byrd,
Randolph, and Jefferson, to become prominent in the social
and political life of the colony.

Very few Virginians, however, could legitimately
claim gentle blood (Brown 13; Wright 39), but by acquiring
"great tracts of land which assured them wealth, power,
and social recognition, they quickly assumed all the
prerogatives of the aristocratic order that they had known
in England" (Wright 39), and by 1725, "the lines of social

stratification that were to persist for generations were

plainly marked" (Wright 62). In Virginia Baron: The

Story of Thomas 6th Lord Fairfax, Stuart E. Brown, Jr.,

says,

Nearly all of the immigrants were persons of
humble origin, but [by 1735] members of the
second and third generations--"aristocrats," no
less--were snobbishly decorating their carriage
doors, harness, rings, tankards and silver with
fancy and usually fanciful coats-of-arms. O0il
portraits of the living were being accepted as
marks of merit, and in a bow to culture, books,
elegantly bound and shipped from London, were
beginning to appear in many of the finer hcmes.

Though brassy and tinsel-tinged, the
wealthy Virginians' way of life did not compare
too unfavorably with that of the lesser English
gentry. (53-54)

Just as nouveau riche produced by the plantation

system acquired the tangible, outward accoutrements of

gentility from their English cousins, they also adopted "a

pattern of 1life modeled after the English gentry" as
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exemplified by that of the English country gentleman
(Wright 39). The pattern of 1life included personal
conduct as well as material possession.

To be an English gentleman, a man must behave 1like
one, whether in England or elsewhere. Thomas, 6th Lord
Fairfax, who serves as the protagonist in Cather's short
story "A Night at Greenway Court," 1is characteristic of
the type. In the chapter "English Patterns for Virginia
Planters,"” Louis B. Wright sets forth the qualities of a
gentleman. The gentleman must be conscious of his man-
ners, derived "from an inner consciousness of a position
to uphold, a dignity to maintain, and an example to set"
and examplified by his grace and dignity of deportment
(8). The gentleman acquired manners through training
which taught him "grace of body, dignity of bearing, a
polished speech" (8). He observed a code of gentlemanly
conduct which exalted truth and honor: "the code, 1in
theory, would not permit a gentleman to lie, be guilty of
meanness, commit a theft, cheat at cards, betray a friend,
or show cowardice. Such offenses were unpardonable" (8).
Sins of the flesh, however, were pardonable. A gentleman
could drink, and copiously, so long as he "could hold his
liquor like a gentleman" (9). He could indulge in illicit
love, but he must not be "a seducer of innocence," and he
must "provide for illegitimate offspring” (9). He should

cultivate "the art of pleasing," which included the



v
ability to dance, fence, ride, and converse (10). He
could be musical and 1literary, but should not be too
proficient in any area (l11). He could engage in sports,
the more dangerous, the better, but must show no fear
(11) . His learning should be wide, revealing a familiar-
ity with Greek and Latin classics, but not particularly
deep (12). His public duties included overseeing his
property, supporting his parish church, settling disputes
in his area, serving in the military, and representing his
district in Parliament (1-37). The Virginians learned
these patterns of genteel behavior from royal governors
such as Sir William Berkeley who was particularly influen-
tial since he was intermittently governor during "the most
critical period [1642-1677] in the crystallization of an
aristocratic social order" (Wright 76) and from various
English gentry, such as Lord Fairfax, who immigrated to or
visited the colony during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries.

Although there were exceptions, most members of the
Southern plantation aristocracy learned their lessons 1in
manners well. Freed from manual labor by slaves, Southern
ladies and gentlemen had time to cultivate "the social
graces expected of the gentry" (Wright 79). Trained in
the art of pleasing, both sexes "were expected to pay
proper attention to their manners, to learn the technique

of polite compliment and pleasant conversation, to be
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graceful in dancing, and to be at least moderately conver-
sant with music and polite 1letters" (Wright 79). In
keeping with the code of the gentleman (and probably
because aristocratic women were scarce in Virginia during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries), men assumed a
chivalrous attitude toward women (Wright 83).

Situated 1in the midst of 1large tracts of 1land,
plantation families 1lived 1in relative isolation from
others. When they received company, they practiced an
open-handed, generous hospitality, offering food, drink,
and shelter to all comers regardless of rank or relation-
ship (Wright 93). Because wealth came easily, they could
readily part with their possessions; therefore, "niggard-
liness they held in contempt, and penny pinching was a
mark of bad breeding" (Wright 93). The gentry enjoyed
hunting, fishing, horse racing, cockfighting, card play-
ing, and gambling. Concerning the latter two activities,

it was of course lamentable when gentlemen were

so improvident as to lose their estates over the

card table, but no social stigma attached to

gambling. Cheating at cards, however, was a

cardinal sin sufficient to exclude a guilty one

from the society of decent men. (Wright 88)

Like their English counterparts, Southern men imbibed
heavily, but, behaving according to the code, carried
their liquor well. Observing "the traditional code of
gentlemanly conduct," Southern gentlemen were expected to

manifest the cardinal virtues of "fortitude, prudence,

temperance, Jjustice, 1liberality, and courtesy" (Wright
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91). Although gentlemen were careful to maintain and
protect their honor, dueling was infrequent (Wright xx).

Because of their privileged position, members of the
Southern aristocracy, like their English equivalents, felt
obliged to perform civic duties as well as social. They
"expected to serve as sheriffs, justices of the peace, and
members of the House of Burgesses; if they were peculiarly
fortunate or richer than most, they could look forward to
becoming members of the all-powerful Council" (Wright 65).
They assumed positions of military 1leadership in their
respective communities whether fighting against the
Indians, the British, or the Yankees. They supported
religion, frequently providing the church house as well as
the salary for the minister, for "they looked upon reli-
gion as necessary to decent and respectable living and as
an essential to a well-ordered state" (Wright 66). Many
members of the plantation aristocracy were orthodox
Anglicans, as would be appropriate to their station
(Wright 66).

As a result of their positions of leadership 1in
social, civic, political, and religious matters, Virgin-
ians developed a sense of personal pride that Wright
concludes was only natural. Moreover, it was right and
fitting that they display their wealth and position
through their houses, furnishings, and clothing (71).

Virginians were extremely conscious of their position and
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did not hesitate to use the law to punish a yokel who
forgot his place (Wright 59).

This economic, social, and political system existed
primarily in the Tidewater and the Piedmont areas of
Virginia where the headright system and slavery enabled
immigrants to acquire land and fortunes and to assume
lifestyles similar to that of English gentry. According
to Wright, this particularly Southern way of life was in
place by the first quarter of the 18th century (61).
Planters built great homes, polished their manners,
entertained 1lavishly, studied the classics, and partic-
ipated in politics. Many of their sons were educated in
England, and the developing Virginia aristocracy and the
established English gentry frequently traveled back and
forth between the two continents. Wright notes, however,
that due to "the influence of sentimentalism, evangelical
Christianity, and the theories of political equality,
fundamental changes took place, in the nineteenth century,
in the popular concept of the qualities of the gentleman”
(viii) ; yet the concept of the Southern gentleman and the
Southern genteel tradition remained strong even past the
time of the Civil War.

A true plantation aristocracy did not develop 1in
the Shenandoah Valley where Willa Cather was born and
lived for over nine years because the thin, rocky soil

made large plantations and slave labor impractical and
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unprofitable. Veblen argues, however, that the standards
of the upper class become the standards for all classes
(70) ; therefore, on a lesser scale but to an equal degree,
the inhabitants of the Shenandoah Valley, 1like their
counterparts and kinfolks in the Tidewater and Piedmont
areas of Virginia, acknowledged ownership of property as
the first criteria for social and political status. For
example, Stuart E. Brown, Jr., points out the social
significance of a land grant received from Lord Fairfax,
the Proprietor of the valley:

An instrument evidencing a Northern Neck grant

was handsomely drawn on parchment. It was

signed "“Fairfax," being formalized by a wax

impression on the Proprietor's seal, and to a

grantee whose forebears had always been land-

less, the document was an ingratiating symbol.

(111)
Captain Jeremiah Smith, Cather's ancestor through her
paternal grandmother Emily Anne Caroline Smith Cather,
received such a grant in 1762, and the document remains a
prized possession in the Cather family to this day
(Woodress 15).

The Valley inhabitants were influenced by the same
English social customs and manners as well as economic

standards as were the residents of the Tidewater and the

Piedmont. According to Julia Davis in The Shenandoah,

"English settlers of gentleblood" along with Germans and
Scotch~-Irish (Protestants) were already clearing 1land

by the time Thomas, the sixth Lord Fairfax, came to
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investigate his Proprietary in 1736-1737 (31). Among
these early settlers was Captain Jeremiah Smith, who had
arrived in the area in 1730 (Woodress 15). Lord Fairfax
settled permanently in the Valley in 1749 and provided an
immediate and long-lasting model of aristocratic behavior
for his neighbors until his death in 1781.

In her history of the Shenandoah Valley, Davis says
that by 1764, a more refined type of settler than the
early frontiersmen was attracted by the good land in the
Northern end of the Shenandoah Valley. These settlers
brought with them "some of the amenities of life" enjoyed
by Tidewater and Piedmont inhabitants. These amenities
included extended visits with friends and relatives,
drinking tea, quoting Greek and Latin classics, riding and
racing good horses, and using English silver (93). Davis
also points out that they brought "a small unnoticed
portent of disaster. They brought the slaves" (93-94).
Slavery was not prevalent in the Shenandoah, Davis main-
tains, because "the thrifty Germans found it wasteful; the
Scotch-Irish used but few" (93). Davis continues, "Here
were no great manor houses resting on the labor of a
thousand blacks. Here no one had ambitions beyond a few
house servants or field hands" (94). Davis implies that
the inhabitants of the Valley were morally superior to the
rest of the Virginians because they did not employ great

numbers of slaves. The truth of the matter was primarily
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economic, not moral; for the land, as already noted, was
unsuitable for raising tobacco or cotton and did not
require a large 1labor force. Yet, the fact that some
people possessed "a few house servants or field hands"
indicates a leisure class mentality, allowing some to
benefit from the labor of others. Davis's description of
life in the Shenandoah Valley includes all the activities
and interests characteristic of the Southern aristocracy:
open hospitality, ostentatious display of possessions,
English social customs and interests. For the next 100
years, these "aristocrats" set the economic, social and
political standards for the rest of the community.

The Civil War put an end to slavery and the economic
base of the Southern genteel tradition, but it did not
destroy the ideology of the South. Seventy-five vyears
later, Louis B. Wright concludes in "The Vitality of the
Tradition" that

not even generations of poverty following a

destructive war have been able to obliterate the

inner consciousness of social responsibility, of

a pride in family and class, and an assurance of

inherited position and spiritual superiority

among remnants of the aristocracy. (352)

Wright cites two examples. One old, aristocractic woman
never let one of . . . [her grandchildren]
forget that he came of a long and distinguished
line of gentlemen who had ably served the state;
and each grandchild was brought up to believe
that there was a higher calling than mere
getting and spending, that a gentleman should

cultivate his mind and rise superior to the
common herd. (352)
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Another impoverished aristocrat-soldier barely able to pay
his creditors preserved the outward manifestations of
gentility:

even when engaged in such manual labors [as

plowing], he retained the manner and dignity of

his class and never once discarded his black

string tie, his white collar and cuffs, or his

waistcoat. And if he sweated as other men, his

grandchildren cannot remember it. (353)

As I noted earlier, Thorstein Veblen cites the
Southern aristocracy as the purist example of a leisure
class because of slavery; the 1leisure or upper class
determined by wealth also existed in other parts of the
United States, but not at the expense of slave labor
(although some workers were paid slave wages). Veblen's
theories are important to understanding the Southern
genteel tradition because as glorious as the tradition may
have been, possibly in fact but certainly in memory, 1its

basis was economic and invidiously self-serving. In The

Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), Veblen uses the term

“"leisure class" to designate that segment of American
culture sufficiently wealthy so that its members do not
engage in productive, manual labor; and he describes the
American class system which is based on the acquisition
and veneration of wealth. In my discussion, the terms
leisure class and upper class are used interchangeably
because the attitudes and characteristics of the leisure
class are also those of the upper class. In his work,

Veblen analyzes the origin of the leisure class system as
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a cultural phenomenon and examines its impact on members
as well as non-members. In such a system (even today),
wealth is the highest goal and highest good, and those who
possess wealth are entitled to membership in this most
meritorious class:

the possession of goods, whether acquired

aggressively by one's own exertion or passively

by transmission through inheritance from others,

becomes a conventional basis of reputability.

The possession of wealth, which was at the

outset valued simply as an evidence of efficien-

cy, becomes, in popular apprehension, itself a

meritorious act. Wealth is now itself intrin-

sically honorable and confers honor on its

possessor. (37)
Thus, the leisure class in America, particularly in the
South, consisted of an aristocracy created by wealth,
sometimes inherited, frequently not.

In discussing the origin of the leisure or upper

class (both determined by wealth and freedom from manual

labor), Veblen hypothesizes a sequence of cultural

evolution" (31). Stage one 1is a primitive, peaceable
culture in which people, lacking a sense of individual
ownership of property, work to "further the life of the
group" (30). An individual's value in the community
depends on his contribution to the whole group (30).
Veblen admits that he finds evidence for such a peaceable
stage of cultural development in psychology rather than
ethnology (33). Stage two is a predatory/barbaric cul-
ture, characterized by a "habitual bellicose frame of

mind" (32), in which hunters and fighters take what they



16
need by force (28). This second stage has had a long
history and 1is widespread, including the cultures of
feudal Europe and Japan, as well as warrior tribes in the
Polynesian islands (21). Although Veblen suggests near
the conclusion of his work that a third, industrial stage
is beginning at the end of the nineteenth century (233),
he focuses on what he calls the predatory/barbarian stage
which made possible the development of a leisure class.

During the first or peaceable stage, there was only
one class, the working class, to which every man and woman
belonged. At this time, people worked to meet their
individual and family needs, fulfilling the primary human
instinct to perform useful, productive labor (29) .
However, when culture entered the second stage (predatory/
barbaric) and men began to satisfy their physical needs
through force, a distinction between men's work and
women's work was established. Men's work, consisting of
hunting and warfare, was considered good. Women's work,
essentially manual labor, was bad. These primitive
classifications are essential to an understanding of
modern culture, for as Veblen states, "virtually the whole
range of industrial employments is an outgrowth of what is
classed as woman's work in the primitive barbarian cul-
ture" (23).

Such industrial employments began when warriors, to

evince their prowess in warfare, brought home the women of
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the defeated enemy tribe as trophies (34). These women,
the first form of property, were owned by the warrior who
captured them, and they became his slaves. As slaves, the
women were obliged to work for the warrior, and whatever
they produced benefited him. 1In addition to manual labor,
women performed sexual services for the warrior, a prac-
tice which led to a type of ownership-marriage which
extended to other females, not just the captured females
(34) . Thus, a leisure class emerged, composed of success-
ful warriors and based on ownership of property and
freedom from labor.

The leisure class, then, is distinguished from other
classes by "the common economic characteristic of being
non-industrial” (21) or non-working, a state originating
in the ownership of women and slaves who performed their
owner's labor. These captured, enslaved women became the
symbol of the warrior's merit and the first unit of
measure in a system of comparison in which one person
(based on his possessions) is judged superior to another.
Possessions not only distinguished a worker from a non-
worker, the number of possessions distinguished non-
workers from each other, setting up a system of
"invidious" comparison. Veblen defines "invidious" as

describing a comparison of persons with a view

to rating and grading them in respect of rela-

tive worth or value--in an aesthetic or moral

sense--and so awarding and defining the relative

degrees of complacency with which they may
legitimately be contemplated by themselves and
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by others. An invidious comparison is a process

of valuation of persons in respect to worth.

(40)

A man's prowess and statute in the community derived from
the number of women he owned. Thus, a man exempt from
manual labor was considered superior to one who worked
with his hands, and the man who possessed 20 women Or cows
or acres of land was superior to the one who possessed
only 2 women, cows, or acres of land.

The process of invidious comparison sets in motion
infinite acquisition. Some theorists argue that people
acquire additional property and wealth in order to meet
their needs. Veblen, however, refutes such a claim: "the
motive that lies at the root of ownership is emulation”
(35). By definition, -emulation means ‘"ambitious or
envious rivalry, or ambition or endeavor to equal or excel
others." "Pecuniary emulation," Veblen's phrase, means
the desire to equal or excel others in terms of money.
Veblen attributes pecuniary emulation to man's need for
status, which he says 1is "with the exception of the
instinct of self-preservation, the propensity for emula-
tion is probably the strongest and most alert and persis-
tent of the economic motives proper" (85). Thus, men work
to acquire wealth because "the possession of wealth
confers honor: it is an invidious distinction" (35).
Possession of wealth both confers and denotes "repute and

esteem"; therefore, "its possession in some amount becomes
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necessary in order to have any reputable standing in the
community. It becomes indispensable to accumulate, to
acquire property, in order to retain one's good name"
(37) . As stated earlier, whether one acquires wealth
through aggression or inheritance, wealth confers honor or
reputability. Inherited wealth passively acquired,
however, 1is "even more honorific than" aggressively
acquired wealth (37). Because wealth determines standing
in the community, he who has the greatest wealth has the
greatest standing and the most power, and he who has less
wealth has less esteem and less power. Desirous of more
esteem, the less wealthy person continues the process of
acguisition, a process that is never ending because as a
person achieves the new standard, he discovers someone
else with even more wealth, and he begins the process of
acquisition again. Once a person goes beyond the point of
self-sufficiency, the need to acquire becomes endless and
limitless (38-39).

Because the purpose of acquisition is to prove one's
superiority to others, the wealthy person is obliged to
display his wealth through conspicuous leisure and con-
spicuous consumption in order to gain and ensure the
esteem of his fellowmen and to reassure himself of his own
importance (42). Leisure is most important, for "absten-
tion from labor is the conventional evidence of wealth and

is therefore the conventional sign of social standing”
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(44) . The master may engage in "quasi-scholarly or
quasi-artistic accomplishments and a knowledge of pro-
cesses and incidents which do not conduce directly to the
furtherance of human life" (47), but he must not perform
productive, manual labor. The master evinces his wealth
by owning a great house in which he provides "expensive
feasts" and "costly entertainments" (65) and by owning
dogs and fast horses which are expensive to maintain and
essentially useless (104). He also purchases "valuable
presents" (65), especially jewels for his wife who in turn
displays them to declare her husband's wealth.

Equally as important to displaying personal leisure
is "the possession of many women, and . . . of other
slaves engaged in attendance on their master's person and
in producing goods for him" (52). Most important is his
wife who must be absolutely non-productive, manifesting
her husband's wealth through engaging in such 1leisure
activities as "calls, drives, <clubs, sewing circles,
sports, charity organizations, and other 1like social
functions" (59). All the master's retinue should demon-
strate good manners because "refined tastes, manners and
habits of life are useful evidence of gentility, because
good breeding requires time, application, and expense, and

can therefore not be compassed by those whose time and

energy are taken up with work" (49).
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Throughout his study, Veblen equates the upper-class
wife to the servant in that both serve the master by
seeing that his needs are met (52). In addition to
leisure, the wife and servants must also engage in con-
spicuous consumption on behalf of the master through their
clothing, an immediate outward indication of economic
position (119). The wife's clothing must be expensive,
up-to-date, immaculate, and restrictive to indicate that
the wearer does not engage in productive labor. Veblen
says,

The high heel, the skirt, the impracticable

bonnet, the corset, and the general disregard of

the wearer's comfort . . . are so many items of

evidence . . . [that] the woman is still, 1in

theory, the economic dependent of the man--that,

perhaps in a highly idealized sense, she still
is the man's chattel. (127)

Servants dress in livery to exhibit their master's ability
to purchase special uniforms for his staff and to identify
them as his servants (66, 127). Clothes for the wife and
the servants exhibit the master's wealth as well as

indicate their dependence upon his largess.

Because of their association with a man who controls
wealth, the upper-class wife and the servants are vicar-
ious members of the leisure class. The upper-class wife
does not possess or display wealth in her own right, but
she benefits from the wealth of her husband in that she
acquires his status in the community and some of his

power. As employees of a powerful master, servants, too,
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profit from their association in the quality of their
clothes, their workplace and lodging, and their reflected
status in the community (56).

Other vicarious members of the leisure class, Veblen
states, are the members of the priesthood of traditional
religions (such as Roman Catholicism) and the members of
academia. Like upper-class wives and servants, priests
and scholars, by meeting their master's spiritual and
educational needs, form a vicarious leisure class in that
they both serve the leisure class and benefit from that
association. Veblen associates academia with the priest-
hood because learning was originally "a by-product of the
priestly vicarious leisure class; and, at least until a
recent date, the higher 1learning has since remained in
some sense a by-product or by-occupation of the priestly
classes" (237). Religion and academia worked together to
preserve the values of the leisure class. Recognizing the
relationship between members of the leisure class and
those associated with religion and academia 1is important
because priests and scholars appear significantly in
Cather's fiction.

Although membership in the leisure class is exclusive
and restrictive, its "pecuniary standard of 1living" and
"pecuniary canons of taste" pervade the lower levels of
society, especially the middle and lower-middle classes.

For example, we see the effect of the plantation
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aristocracy of Virginia on all areas of the state and all
levels of society. Veblen says, "The leisure class stands
at the head of the social structure in point of reput-
ability; and its manner of life and its standards of worth
therefore afford the norm of reputability for the com-
munity" (70). As noted earlier, the norms of reputability
are expensive housing, entertainment, food, 1liveried
servants, and clothing. The middle and 1lower-middle
classes have accepted the standards of living established
by the leisure class and strive to live up to them: "on
pain of forfeiting their good name and their self-respect
in case of failure, they must conform to the accepted
code, at least in appearance" (70). We shall see that as
the Charles Cathers undergo economic setbacks in Nebraska,
maintaining appearances becomes vitally important to them,
verifying the truth of Veblen's statement. Therefore, the
members of the middle and lower-middle <classes spend
beyond their means to acquire possessions that suggest a
better economic status than they actually have. As a
consequence, these classes suffer economic privation in
their private lives due to their expensive public lives.

Because men desire repute and esteem, those outside
the leisure class struggle for admission. Veblen main-
tains that during the early predatory/barbaric period, "to

gain entrance to the class, the candidate had to be gifted
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with clannishness, massiveness, ferocity, unscrupulous-
ness, and tenacity of purpose" (159). 1In later stages,
"simple aggression and unrestrained violence . . . gave
place to shrewd practice and chicanery, as the best
approved methods of accumulating wealth" (159). In more
modern times, the cardinal virtues of the aristocractic
class remain "masterful aggression," "a ruthlessly consis-
tent sense of status," and "providence, prudence, and
chicanery" (159). 1In addition to acquisition or inheri-
tance of property, "entrance to the leisure class lies
through the pecuniary employments" (155) such as banking
and law because both facilitate the ownership of property.
The lawyer is especially a good candidate for membership
because he

is exclusively occupied with the details of
predatory fraud, either 1in achieving or in
checkmating <chicanery, and success 1in the
profession 1is therefore accepted as marking a

large endowment of that barbarian astuteness
which has always commanded men's respect and

fear. (156)

Entering religious orders or academia also enables a
person to become a part of the leisure class.

Veblen attributes the origin of the leisure class to
the ownership of women--symbols of prowess, the first form
of property, and the first servants/slaves. The work
women performed for their masters was devalued even though
the work itself freed the master from labor and made him

wealthy, giving him status in the community. The male
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head of the turn-of-the-century, upper-class household

continued to "own" his wife, even though he appeared to
give her everything. Such a woman wore beautiful clothes
and jewels, lived in a mansion, and led a life free from
physical work. Some critics contemporaneous with Veblen
considered the American wife the most spoiled and petted
woman in the world, but Veblen sees the woman's situation
differently. Indeed,

she is petted, and is permitted, or even requir-

ed, to consume largely and conspicuously--

vicariously for her husband or other natural

guardian. She 1is exempted, or debarred, from
vulgarly useful employment--in order to perform
leisure vicariously for the good repute of her

natural (pecuniary) guardian. (232)

Veblen goes on to say, however, that "these offices are
the conventional marks of the un-free ([sic], at the same
time that they are incompatible with the human impulse to
purposeful activity" (232).

The upper-class wife, although she herself may be
descended from a leisure-class family, 1leads a more
restricted life than her middle-class sister in order to
prove that she performs no productive labor. 1In addition,
to the degree such a woman is "useless and expensive,
. . . she 1is consequently valuable as evidence of pecu-
niary strength" (107). Once married, such a woman will be

exempt from "vulgar employment" of physical, productive

labor; yet she will be "the chief menial of the household"
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(128) because all her activities are designed to bring
honor to her husband and his household. Consequently,
woman's life, in its civil, economic, and social
bearing, is essentially and normally a vicarious
life, the merit or demerit of which is, in the
nature of things, to be imputed to some other
individual who stands in some relation of

ownership or tutelage to the woman. (229)

Denied an autonomous life, the woman is restricted to one
that brings merit to her master/husband.

Propriety requires respectable women to abstain

more consistently from useful effort and to make

more of a show of leisure than the men of the

same social <classes. . . . [Work] is not

"woman's sphere." Her sphere 1is within the

household, which she should "beautify," and of

which be the "chief ornament." . . . By virtue

of its descent from a patriarchal past, our

social system makes it the woman's function 1in

especial degree to put in evidence her house-

hold's ability to pay. (126)

Veblen says middle-class wives carry the same burden but
on less money than upper-class wives (68).

Although many women and most men at the turn of the
century accepted unquestioningly a socioeconomic system in
which males dominated women, Veblen challenged "the good
and beautiful scheme of life" which "assigns to the woman
a 'sphere' ancillary to the activity of the man" (230).
According to Veblen, such a system "seemed" good because
it was the system to which people were habituated. Veblen
(and Cather), however, questioned the established belief

that sex roles are ordained by nature. Even though Veblen

acknowledges that many women have accepted such a system

because they "are acutely sensitive to the proprierties
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. « . many of them are ill at ease under the details which
the code imposes" (230). Veblen notes that among those
questioning the status quo were upper- and middle-class
matrons, who had begun to "find some slight discrepancy in
detail between things as they are and things as they
should be in this respect" (231). Veblen says, "There is
a demand, more or less serious, for emancipation from all
relations of status, tutelage, or vicarious 1life" from
upper-class wives who had begun to find their 1lives
meaningless and futile. 1In addition, there was a growing
number of young women who refused to accept a position
ancillary to a man. Such women desired "emancipation" and
"work" (231). Willa Cather was such a woman, and in O

Pioneers!, My Antonia, and Sapphira and the Slave Girl,

she subverts the patriarchal system which obliges women to
be subservient to men and shows that women are happiest
when engaged in productive labor.

As noted earlier, the values of the leisure class
permeate the whole culture: "all canons of reputability
and decency, and all standards of consumption, are traced
back . . . to the usages and habits of thought of the
highest social and pecuniary class--the wealthy leisure
class" (Veblen 81). In summary, these values are the
following: productive labor is bad because it indicates
an inferior economic state; a person's worth/merit and

status in the community depends upon what he owns; to
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maintain repute and esteem, a person must display his
wealth through possessions (which include people as
well as things); possessions must meet the criteria of
costlines and uselessness to be considered valuable and
beautiful; and women must maintain the repute of their
husband and family through inactivity and conspicuous
consumption.

The consequence of such a system are the following:
it creates a false standard of merit which automatically
equates good with wealth and expense; it sets up a system
of invidious comparison which causes endless acquisition
through force or fraud; it denies man's basic "instinct to
workmanship" or productive labor, thus 1incapacitating
those who need to work; and it enslaves women.

Thorstein Veblen's economic and social theory can be

applied to all Cather's novels. O Pioneers!, which

depicts Alexandra Bergon's rise in status from a hard-
working immigrant to a successful, respected landowner,
particularly shows the theory at work. Although no

physical record proving that Cather read The Theory of the

Leisure Class exists, specific terminology in the novel

strongly suggests that Cather was familiar with Veblen's

study. For example, in describing Alexandra's dining room

(after she has become a well-to-do farmer), Cather writes:
The table was set for company in the dining-
room, where highly varnished wood and colored

glass and useless pieces of china were conspicu-
ous enough to satisfy the standards of a new
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prosperity. Alexandra had put herself into the
hands of the Hanover furniture dealer, and he
had conscientiously done his best to make her
dining-room look 1like his display window. She
said frankly that she knew nothing about such
things, and she was willing to be governed by
the general conviction that the more useless and
utterly unusable objects were, the greater their
virtue as ornament. That seemed reasonable
enough. Since she 1liked plain things herself,
it was all the more necessary to have jars and
punchbowls and candlesticks in the company rooms
for people who did appreciate them. Her guests
liked to see about them these reassuring emblems
of prosperity [emphasis added]. (97-98)

The idea of conspicuous consumption of essentially useless
materials in order to display economic strength is pure
Veblen. The tone of the passage is ironic, indicating
Cather's ambivalence toward outward manifestations of
wealth. Her heroine has succeeded according to the
standards of the community and, though professing to like
"plain things herself," she accepts the necessity of
displaying her wealth through material possessions for the
benefit of others. Even though Cather disparages the
useless and expensive things, she nevertheless gives them
to Alexandra to prove her economic and social success. On
the one hand, Cather makes Alexandra superior to things,
yet she gives her the very things which proclaim her
pecuniary superiority because, at heart, Cather accepted
the premise she had learned as a child that wealth and
personal merit are synonymous, the premise at the core of

the theory of the leisure class and the Southern genteel

tradition.
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Although Willa Cather did not make the South the

setting for a novel until she wrote Sapphira and the Slave

Girl (1940), attitudes originating in the Southern genteel

tradition influence her treatment of the pioneers, the
materialists, and the aristocrats who people her fiction.
Critics have long noted that Cather admired the natural
aristocracy of pioneers such as Alexandra Bergson in O

Pioneers!, Mr. Shimerda and Antonia in My Antonia, Colonel

Forrester in A Lost Lady, and the inherited aristocracy of

Winfred Alexander in Alexander's Bridge, Godfrey St. Peter

in The Professor's House, and Father Latour in Death Comes

for the Archbishop. Critics have also remarked her hatred

for the materialists such as Nat Wheeler in One of Ours

and Ivy Peters in A Lost Lady. But in accepting Cather's

praise of the noble pioneers who struggled, suffered, and

endured hardships on the prairie, we forget that they, the

first point on an economic continuum, were motivated by
the same desire for economic success as was the material-
ist, the second point on the economic continuum. 2And it
was inherited wealth, the ultimate symbol of enduring
economic success, that sustained the aristocrat--the third
point on that continuum.

Cather hated the materialist, but the pioneer, the
materialist, and the aristocrat, who appear to be three
distinct types, actually represent stages in the develop-

ment of a leisure class. The pioneer, arriving on the
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prairie with little except physical strength and deter-
mination, worked hard to wrest a living from his 120 acres
of land. If he bought a second, third, and fourth farm
after making the first productive, he became a materialist
(regardless of his rationalizations) because his actions
declared him to be one who believes that material posses-
sions are the highest goal. If his children accepted his
values and continued to acquire property and wealth, they
too were materialists. His grandchildren and great-
grandchildren became aristocrats or members of the "lei-
sure class," the third point of the continuum, because
they possessed inherited wealth and frequently did nothing
but clip coupons and watch the stock market. Though
generations usually passed before the pioneer's progeny
metamorphosized into aristocrats, upon occasion, a person
could pass through the three stages within his own life-

time, as did old John Driscoll, Myra Henshawe's uncle, in

My Mortal Enemy.

Before we examine Cather's fiction in 1light of the

Southern genteel tradition and Veblen's Theory of the

Leisure Class, however, we must first determine the extent

to which Cather and her family belonged to and was shaped
by that tradition in Virginia and how it influenced their

lives after they moved to Nebraska.



CHAPTER 1I1I
THE CATHER FAMILY AND THE SOUTHERN

GENTEEL TRADITION

In the previous chapter, I discussed the origin of
the Southern genteel tradition and its general character-
istics and related the tradition to Thorstein Veblen's
theory of a leisure class system. In this chapter, I
discuss to what degree Willa Cather and her family be-
longed to the tradition and analyze the significance of
that affiliation.

Previous biographers and critics acknowledge the fact
of Cather's Southern background, but they either misread,
misinterpret, or fail to explain the implications her her-
itage had on her life and art. Patricia Lee Yongue is an
exception in that she traces in "Willa Cather's Aristo-
crats (Parts I and III)" (1980) Cather's penchant for
aristocrats and an aristocratic style of 1life to her
Virginia background; but even Yongue does not fully artic-
ulate the shaping influence the South had on Cather.
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, while not discussing Cather per
se, acknowledges the significance of the South on a

person's development. In Within the Plantation Household:

32
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Black and White Women of the 014 South (1988), Fox-

Genovese focuses on slaveholding and slave women between
1820-1861; but her remarks are relevant to an under-
standing of Cather and her family, especially the women,
because Cather learned her identity as a Southern woman in
terms of race and class from her mother and grandmother.
According to Fox-Genovese, "as members of a slave society,
southern women differed in essential respects from other
American women" (39) and merit study because "the tendency
to generalize the experience of the women of one region to
cover that of all American women has obscured essential
differences of class and race" (40). Many histories of
women--using the experiences of Northern women who "be-
longed overwhelmingly to the emerging bourgeoisie"” as the
model (40)--are "written as 1if class and race did not
shape women's experience and even their identities" (42).
According to Fox-Genovese, however,

Southern women's history should force us to

think seriously about the relation between the

experiences that unite women as members of

specific communities, classes, and races. It

should, in other words, challenge us to recog-

nize class and race as central rather than

incidental, to women's identities and behavior

--to their sense of themselves as women. (39)
Although the Cathers did not own slaves, they were never-
theless a part of a slave society and were thus affected
because "slavery as a social system shaped the experience

of all its women, for slavery influenced the nature of the

whole society" (Fox-Genovese 38). We also recall Louis B.
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Wright's comment on the lasting effect of the Southern
tradition:

Not even generations of poverty following a

destructive war have been able to obliterate the

inner consciousness of social responsibility, of

a prlde in family and class, and an assurance of

inherited position and spiritual superiority

among remnants of the aristocracy. (352)
As I will show, Cather and her family were legitimate
members of the Southern genteel tradition, and Cather
retained a class consciousness throughout her 1life; but
she also possessed ambivalent feelings about her Southern
heritage, feelings she could not reconcile until those
closest to her were dead. Only after such reconciliation
could she overtly transform the Southern experience into
art.

Cather's ambivalence toward her Southern heritage 1is
manifested by the fact that she set only two short stories
and one novel in the South, whereas she made Red Cloud,

Nebraska, under various fictional names, the setting for

all or much of O Pioneers!, Song of the Lark, My Antonia,

One of Ours, A Lost Lady, and Lucy Gayheart. The two

short stories, "The Elopement of Allen Poole" (1893) and
"A Night at Greenway Court" (1896), were written after her
Grandmother Boak's death in 1893. The first tale recounts
a tragic love affair between two "poor" mountain folk, and
the second concerns Lord Fairfax and the example he set
for various "good" people in Cather's part of the Shenan-

doah Valley. For Cather, "good" and "poor" had economic
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as well as moral connotations since she recognized wealth
as the basis for determining personal merit and thus
class. For example, in a "Biographical Sketch" which she
sent to Alfred Knopf, Cather describes her home state as
an "'old conservative society' . . . [where] 'life was
ordered and settled, where the people in good families
were born good, and the poor mountain people were not
expected to mount to much'" (O'Brien 59).

After the stories in the 1890s, Cather did not focus
on the South again until her father's death in 1928 and
her mother's stroke shortly thereafter. During Virginia
Cather's lingering illness, Cather visited her mother for
weeks at a time. From this period comes "0ld Mrs.
Harris," a long short story Edith Lewis says could have
been called "Family Portraits" (6) because the daughter,
mother, and grandmother are based on the young Cather, her
mother Virginia, and her grandmother Rachel Boak. Al-
though the setting is Northern Colorado, not Nebraska, the
story deals with displaced Southerners and the economic
and social differences they face 1living in a "snappy
little Western democracy" (133).

Cather finished Shadows on the Rock and Lucy Gavyheart

(1935) before beginning work on what would be her last
completed novel. 1In 1938, Cather returned to Virginia to

visit places that would figure in Sapphira and the Slave

Girl (1940). Although she later pruned the work, Cather
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began the novel with the intention of writing "a complete
history of the manners and customs of the Shenandoah
Valley" (Bennett 7). Cather possessed the material to
write about the South; and, though she did not write
overtly about her heritage during most of her career, the
manners and customs made possible by the institution of
slavery profoundly shaped Cather's life and fiction.

Dorothy Canfield Fisher, whose life-long friendship
with Cather began at the University of Nebraska, recog-
nized the impact of the Virginia years on Cather's psycho-
logical and social development. E. K. Brown quotes her as
saying,

Willa Cather was born and 1lived for what is

traditionally the period which most influences
personality in a state which had the tradition

of continuity and stability as far as they could

exist in this country, and in a class which more

than any other is always stubbornly devoted to

the old ways of doing things. (4)

Fisher's statement 1is important because it relates
Cather's development of "personality” to place and to
socioeconomic class. The terms "tradition," "continuity,"
and "stability" describing Virginia and the phrase "stub-
bornly devoted to the o0ld ways of doing things" charac-

terizing Cather's class remind us of Thorstein Veblen's

statement in The Theory of the Leisure Class that "the

leisure class is the conservative class" which finds "all
change in habits of life and of thought . . . irksome"

(137) .
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That Cather and her family belonged to the Southern
upper class (at least the upper class as it existed in
their part of Virginia) is suggested by the consistent
descriptions Edith Lewis, Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant, and
Mildred Bennett give of Cather's father as a Southern
gentleman and her mother as a Southern lady. Each of
these writers was working from personal knowledge of
Cather or her family: Lewis, as Cather's intimate compan-
ion; Sergeant, as her professional colleague and friend;
and Bennett, as a citizen of Red Cloud, Nebraska. Lewis

begins Willa Cather Living by placing Cather in an aristo-

cratic context. First, she states that Cather was born
and grew up "on the 1land her father and her Virginia
ancestors for six generations had lived on and farmed";
next she mentions a family legend concerning "large tracts
of land in the County Tyrone" awarded by Charles II to
Bertram and Edmund Cather for their loyalty to the monar-
chy; and finally, she cites a deed for "a large tract of
land on Bear Creek, Virginia" from Lord Fairfax to Captain
Jeremiah Smith. Lewis concludes, "The deed is still among
the family papers" (3-4). Lewis makes sure the reader
knows that the Cathers were landowners from Virginia and
that they had aristocratic ties.

Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant states in Willa Cather: A

Memoir that Cather's "grandfathers, William Cather and

William Boak, both descended from families associated with
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pioneer days in Virginia: with 1its farm lands, its
legislatures, its problems of slavery, states' rights and
secession,"” placing the Cathers and the Boaks among the
property owners and political powers of their part of
Virginia (13).

In the opening sentence of The World of Willa Cather,

Bennett describes Cather as the "“daughter of a gentleman
sheep-rancher and his patrician Virginia wife" (1).
Bennett also writes, "Willa loved her father, a Southern
gentleman refined almost to the point of delicacy," adding
that "she was unusually devoted to him and gloried in the
fact that her own fine skin and dark blue eyes were like
his" (26); and of Virginia Cather, Bennett says Cather
"was well aware that her mother was behaving 1in the
Southern genteel tradition" while living in Nebraska (29)
and that all the children "were proud of her regal bear-
ing" (31). Even E. K. Brown, who emphasizes the "rustic”
Virginia elements which would foreshadow Cather's treat-
ment of pioneers in Nebraska, remarks about her father's
"courtesy" and her mother's "ruling," "imperious" nature
(13-14) .

More recent biographers, such as James Woodress and
Sharon O'Brien, who depict the Cathers as rural farmers,
apparently do not recognize the contradiction implicit in
describing Cather's grandparents on both sides of the

family as "farmers" (Woodress 14) and "hardy farm women "
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(O'Brien 17) while speaking at the same time of her mother
as a Southern lady and her father as a Southern gentleman.
The Cathers owned farm land in an agrarian region, but
Virginia~-because of the plantation system which encom-
passed economic, social, and political elements--differed
from other agrarian regions such as Nebraska. In Vir-
ginia, as well as in other Southern states, a class
distinction existed between "farmers" who owned the land
and employed others to till it, and "farmers" who worked
for those who owned the land. The first type was con-
sidered "gentlemen farmers." The second type prior to the
Civil War was predominantly slaves or hired help; after
the War they were "tenant farmers" and sharecroppers
(effectively in serfdom). A Southerner (even today) would
recognize the social and economic differences in the two
types of farmers (a distinction William Faulkner makes
between the de Spains and the Snopes in "Barn Burning"),
for as Veblen has noted, ownership of property confers
status on the owner, especially if the amount of property
is substantial and if others work it for him. As Lewis
has emphasized, the Cather family had owned 1land for
several generations; moreover, she points out that
Negroes and poor whites were employed in the
fields and about the house, where spinning and
quilting, butter-making and preserving and
candle-making were carried on by the house-
servants and by old women who came down from

Timber Ridge and North Mountain to help out
during busy seasons. (8)
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By owning land and employing others to work it, the
Cathers qualified as "gentlemen farmers," although on a
smaller scale than the Tidewater plantation owners who set
the predominant economic, social, and political standards
of Virginia.

Cather could trace her membership among the land-
owners of the Shenandoah Valley to 1730 when Captain
Jeremiah Smith moved to the Shenandoah Valley, five years
before Lord Fairfax came to determine the status and the
extent of his property. Some 32 years later, Smith
purchased land from Lord Fairfax, indicating that he was
sufficiently wealthy to acquire the 1land. Stuart E.
Brown, Jr. has pointed out the social significance of such

a grant from Lord Fairfax:

An instrument evidencing a Northern Neck grant

was handsomely drawn on parchment. It was

signed "Fairfax," being formalized by a wax

impression of the Proprietor's seal, and to a

grantee whose forebears had always been 1land-

less, the document was an ingratiating symbol.

(111)
As Lewis and subsequent biographers have noted, the
document was still prized by Cather's family in her own
day. In addition to the land grant, another indication of
status is Jeremiah Smith's title of Captain (Lewis 3).
The title denotes military leadership, and as Louis B.
Wright has indicated, the 1landed gentry assumed these

positions in their community (66). Thus, the title

further implies wealth and status.
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Captain Jeremiah Smith, then, was Cather's earliest
ancestor in the Shenandoah Valley. The Cather name,
however, does not appear in Back Creek until 1786 (five
years after Lord Fairfax's death) when Jasper Cather
established a farm in Frederick County. Records show that
he came from Northern Ireland to Western Pennsylvania in
the 1750s and that he fought in the Revolutionary War. At
his death, he left property on Flint Ridge to his two
sons, James and David (Woodress 13-14). Although owner-
ship of property is the first criteria for membership in
the upper class, even more reputable is the ownership of
inherited property, according to Veblen, who says, "wealth
[in this case, propertyl] acquired passively by transmis-
sion from ancestors or other antecedents presently becomes
even more honorific than wealth acquired by the posses-
sor's own effort" (37).
The owner of inherited property, James Cather (1795-
1875) became one of the leading figures in Back Creek,
Virginia, and he is included in various histories about

Frederick County, Virginia. In The History of the Lower

Shenandoah Valley, J. E. Norris devotes several pages to

James Cather, and his portrait is one of the few illustra-
tions of people important to the area. T. K. Cartmell,
another historian, describes James Cather as "above the
average farmer in intellect," possessing "rare physical

strength and wonderful energy, . . . gqualities [which]
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gave him an advantage over weaker men" (Woodress 14).
Intelligence, strength, and energy correspond to the
prowess and enterprise characteristic of predatory/pecu-
niary types that make up the 1leisure class. Though a
property owner, James Cather did not own slaves, believing
that slavery was wrong. He was sufficiently successful in
his business ventures, however, that he was willing to pay
all debts and financial obligations left by his deceased
son-in-law Mahon Gore and to encourage his widowed daugh-
ter Sidney and her children to make their home with him
(O'Brien 18).

In addition to being economically successful, James
Cather was politically prominent. Respected by his
neighbors, James Cather was chosen to serve as the local
magistrate and twice as representative to the state
legislature, fulfilling his political duty as a Southern
gentleman (Wright 6). Norris notes that James Cather
opposed slavery, but he voted to secede from the Union out
of his loyalty to "his Southern blood and chivalry" (611).

Finally, James Cather manifested the social graces
characteristic of a genteel background. He exhibited "the
techniques of . . . pleasant conversation" valued in
Southern society (Wright 79), and E. K. Brown writes that
James Cather was noted for his knowledge "of current
topics of the day" and "his conversational abilities were

admirable" (Brown 6). Young men enjoyed visiting his
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farmhouse at Flint Ridge because "nowhere else in the
district was there such talk, amusing, thoughtful, inform-
ed, alive" (6). Norris records that James Cather

[filled] his mind with judicious reading, with
useful facts and poetic fancies. These, a
responsive memory placed at ready disposal for
quick repartee or apt quotation; which with his
ready wit and fund of general information,
rendered him a most agreeable companion, eagerly
coveted by young and old. (611)

According to E. K. Brown, James Cather makes a brief

appearance in Sapphira and the Slave Girl as Mr. Cartmell,

a man whose "talk had a flavour of old-fashioned courtesy"
(6) . Norris also records that James Cather practiced the
open-handed generosity characteristic of the Southern
gentleman, making his home "a haven for the orphan and
deserving poor" (611). He aided his 1less fortunate
neighbors by attending auctions and buying "all that was
sold, and . . . [saying] to the oppressed 'Keep 1it,
provide for your family and pay me as you can'" (611).
Although Sharon O'Brien terms his acts Christian (12),
they are also the acts of a chivalrous Southern gentleman
who had sense of responsibility for the less fortunate,
particularly women and children. But then, chivalry
itself was the product of medieval Christian knighthood
whose more modern manifestations were the English and then
the Southern gentlemen (Girouard 16, 19).

James Cather fathered eight children. Of these, his

daughter Sidney Cather Gore became a respected figure in
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her community. Even though she disapproved of slavery,
like her father, she supported the Southern cause during
the Civil War (Woodress 14). A widow with children, she
declined her father's generous offer to pay her husband's
debts and provide a home for her and her children (O'Brien
18) . Though not listed in her own right but under her
husband's name in Norris's history of the Shenandoah
Valley, she merits a couple of pages to her husband's
brief paragraph. Evidently, she was a remarkable woman.
Through economy, hard work, and business astuteness, she
became a property owner of "considerable possessions in
lands and houses" in her own right, enabling her to spend
"thousands . . . for the education of her sons, and in
numerous gifts to various charities" (Norris 596). Two of
her three sons became renowned scholars and writers in the
fields of mathematics and science (Norris 597). The
people of Back Creek eventually renamed their community
Gore in her honor.

William Cather (1823-1887), Willa Cather's paternal
grandfather, was never as popular as his father James and
sister Sidney because he sided with the Union rather than
the Confederacy during the war. Although he lacked his

father's Southern joie de vivre, he was a Cather and thus

a member of the upper class of his community. He con-
tinued to maintain the family's position in Frederick

County by marrying, in 1846, Emily Ann Caroline Smith,
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whose ancestors included Captain Jeremiah Smith, and then
by acquiring land in 1851 when he bought a 130-acre farm
(Woodress 15). By 1863, he had increased his property
which he named Willowshade, to 304 acres, a sizeable farm
for the region (O'Brien 13).

Appropriate to his economic and social status,
William Cather built a house at Willowshade which Edith
Lewis describes as "a large three-story brick mansion with
a wing behind, and a white portico with fluted columns"
(4). Lewis's descriptive terms imply an importance
minimized by E. K. Brown who notes the "indestructible
solidity" and "pioneer roughness" of the house (12-13).
Phyllis Robinson describes the house as a "brick farmhouse
with five bedrooms" (9) and Sharon O'Brien also calls the
structure a "farm house" (13), a term which may be denota-
tively accurate since the house exists on a farm, but

which is connotatively imprecise.

Both before and after the Civil War, William Cather
was sufficiently wealthy to hire others to work inside and
outside the home. His wife Caroline and their future
inlaw Rachel Boak may have lived on farms in rural
Virginia, but they were scarcely "hardy <farm women," as
O'Brien calls them. They were upper class managers Wwho
oversaw the labor of Negroes and poor Whites. Cather
describes the style of life in "Old Mrs. Harris," a story

in which the title character, patterned after Rachel Boak,
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recalls her life in Tennessee, a comparable part of the
South:

There had always been plenty of helpers. There
was o0ld Miss Sadie Crummer, who came to the
house to spin and sew and mend; old Mrs. Smith,
who always arrived to help at butchering- and
preserving-time; Lizzie, the coloured girl, who

did the washing and who ran in every day to help
Mandy. There were plenty more, who came when-

ever one of Lizzie's barefoot boys ran to fetch

them. The hills were full of solitary old

women, or women but slightly attached to some
household, who were glad to come to Miz'

Harris's for good food and a warm bed, and the

little present that =either Mrs. Harris or

Victoria slipped into their carpet sack when

they went away. (130-131)

William Cather's Southern behavior was tempered by
his conversion from the Presbyterian faith of his father
to the Baptist faith, a more fundamentalist religious
system which influenced his political attitudes. Unlike
his sister and father who could disapprove of slavery yet
support the Confederacy, William Cather turned against his
homeland; and following the War, he "profited by his Union
allegiance and . . . was appointed sheriff for Frederick
County by the military government, a Jjob that he performed
with the aid of his sons as deputies” (Woodress 17).

William Cather's faith did not negate his upper-class
sense of duty to and responsibility for those less fortu-
nate than he and his family. Having retained his property
and being more affluent than his neighbors, he hired a

Baptist preacher to conduct school for the local children

(Woodress 18). The act was socially astute since his
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neighbors remembered that he had not supported the Con-
federacy during the war. Like his sister Sidney Gore, he
valued education for his sons, sending George to college
in the North and Charles to study law in Baltimore.1
William Cather also imparted to his older son George his
reverence for economic success. Following his marriage in
1873 to Frances Smith of Boston, George Cather and his
bride moved to Nebraska to acquire land (Bennett 12).

Also in keeping with his strict religious beliefs,
William Cather had a much stricter view of appropriate
social behavior. For example, he did not cultivate the
art of polite conversation and easy social graces.
Instead of conversational ability, he was remembered for
his lengthy Bible reading and prayers (Bennett 11); and he
discouraged "unseemly levity and recreation, forbidding
cards and music on Sunday" (O'Brien 12).

James Cather and his son William were legitimate
members of the upper class because they acquired 1landg,
were politically active, and conducted themselves as
gentlemen in their relationships with their peers and with
those less fortunate. Charles Fetigue Cather (1848-1928),
William Cather's second son and Willa Cather's father,
belonged to the upper class through family association,
not through his own pecuniary endeavors. Charles Cather
lacked the economic drive of his father and older brother

as well as the energy of his grandfather James Cather,



48
whose genteel behavior did not prevent him from being
successful. Charles did have "the courtesy and the flight
of speech that marked his grandfather, his equitable mind
and patience at work or in dealing with persons" (E. K.
Brown 13). Too young to serve in the army at the begin-
ning of the war, Charles and George were sent to West
Virginia when they reached the age of conscription
(Woodress 16). Seventeen at the end of the war, Charles
Cather attended the school his father established at
Willowshade for the area children, and he later went away
to study law. Charles Cather never formally practiced,
however, although he used his legal training in Back Creek
to assist his neighbors with their legal matters (Woodress
19). Law was a suitable choice for Charles Cather, the
son of an economically comfortable landowner, because the
profession is associated with the acquisition and reten-
tion of property (Veblen 156). Thus, Charles Cather could
claim membership in the 1leisure class by birth, by man-
ners, and by education. From a prominent family, he
seemed a desirable match for any young lady in the Back
Creek area. In "Old Mrs. Harris," Cather fictionalizes
her father as Mr. Templeton, a young man who "came of a
superior family and had what Grandmother called 'blood.'"
Unfortunately, as Mrs. Harris discovers, he had "no
property" (131-132). "0ld Mrs. Harris" is a valuable

source of information about the Charles Cathers' Southern
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class consciousness and their socioeconomic condition in
Virginia and Nebraska. Edith Lewis first pointed out the
autobiographical nature of the work (6), and subsequent
biographers, such as E. K. Brown, Phyllis Robinson (259),
Sharon O'Brien (15, 24, 25), and James Woodress (49), have
concurred. The Templetons are thinly veiled portraits of
Charles and Virginia Cather; Mrs. Harris, of Mrs. Boak;
and Vickie, of Cather herself.

Nor did Charles Cather acquire property in Virginia.
Following his marriage to Virginia Boak in 1872, he and
his bride made their home with her mother, Rachel Boak.
In 1874, William and Caroline Cather went to Nebraska to
visit George and Frances. Subsequently, Charles,
Virginia, the new baby Willa born in 1873, and Mrs. Boak
moved into Willowshade (Lewis 4-5), where they remained
until 1883, at which time Charles and his growing family
joined his father and brother on the High Plains.

Biographers are not clear as to whether Charles
purchased Willowshade from his father or whether he merely
managed the property in his absence.2 The fact that
William Cather returned to Virginia in 1883 to tend to
business matters suggests that he still had possession of
the 1land. Whoever had legal title to the land, Charles
supported his growing family by raising sheep at Willow-
shade for the Baltimore market. Charles Cather has been

charged with fiscal ineptitude by Phyllis Robinson (24-25)
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and Sharon O'Brien (15), but Woodress arques that he
"operated Willow Shade profitably, later made money
farming in Nebraska, and as a businessman in Red Cloud
supported a large family" (20).3 Facts as well as
Cather's fiction do not support Woodress's sanguine
conclusion. Rather, Charles Cather's economic condition
worsened when he moved West, much to the disappointment of
his wife Virginia, who as Victoria Templeton in "0Old Mrs.
Harris" laments her husband's lack of success and con-
cludes, "Life hadn't brought her what she expected when
she married Hillary Templeton; life hadn't used her right"
(178) .

Virginia Boak Cather had expected to live the secure
life of a Southern lady when she married Charles Cather, a
member of the respected Cather family. Virginia Boak came
from a similar background because her family included
politicians and landowners. Her father, William Lee Boak,
had served "three times [as] a member of the Virginia
House of Delegates," and as an "official of the Department
of the Interior" (Woodress 18). The Boak family was much
less well-off than the Cathers, however, because when
William Lee Boak died in 1854, he left his widow Rachel
and six children quite destitute (O'Brien 25).

Much of what we know about William Lee Boak and the
young Rachel Seibert Boak is derived from Cather's depic-

tion of a fictionalized version of her grandparents 1in
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Sapphira and the Slave Girl. Mildred Bennett says that

"Rachel Boak was the prototype of the 'Rachel' in the
novel," a young woman who marries Michael Blake and goes
with him to Washington, D.C. (232-233). If that is indeed
the case, then Rachel Boak was the daughter of an heiress
whose own "mother had come out from England--a fact she

never forgot" (Sapphira and the Slave Girl 5). Possessing

land and slaves, Rhuhamah was socially and economically
superior to her husband, Jacob Seibert, who owned and
operated a mill. Rachel grew up according to the genteel
tradition of her mother, yet she adopted her father's
attitude toward owning slaves.

Rachel Boak emerges from the biographies and Cather's
fiction as a woman of contradictions. Though not the

central character in Sapphira and the Slave Girl, she

provides the moral center of a novel which presents the
evils of slavery, the foundation of the Southern genteel
tradition. 1In the novel, Rachel Blake's mother Sapphira
owns, coddles, and mistreats her slaves. Twelve-year-old
Rachel disapproves, agreeing with Mr. Cartmell and his
daughter Mrs. Bywaters that owning slaves 1s wrong (137).
Rachel Blake disapproves of her mother's treatment of the
slaves, and when she has the opportunity to leave home,

she takes it by marrying Michael Blake, a man nearly twice

her age.
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In Sapphira, handsome, 30-year-old Michael Blake

(based on William Lee Boak) is a member of the Virginia
State Legislature and a nominee for the United States
Congress. Sapphira approves of Blake, who has the manners
and tastes of a Southern gentleman, participates in
politics, and extends the hospitality of his dinner table
to fellow Southern politicos in Washington (139). Unfor-
tunately, Blake has "extravagant tastes" but little money
and is careless "about keeping the tradesmen paid up"
(141) . Veblen cites such types who inherit gentility
"without the complement of wealth required to maintain a
dignified leisure" (65). Such impoverished gentry £find
reducing their standard of living to match their limited
income extremely difficult (Veblen 65). Blake assures his
wife that he has "'a heavy life insurance,'" which will
provide for her future (141); but when he dies suddenly,
Rachel Blake discovers he had let the policy lapse, and
she and her children (like Rachel Boak and her children)
are dependent upon her father, who comes to her assistance
(143).

Although Rachel Boak, 1like Rachel Blake, opposed
slavery, she apparently did not oppose all aspects of the
Southern way of life and the genteel tradition, for she
married a "gentleman," and she allowed her son(s) to fight
for the Confederacy, one dying for the Cause (Woodress

18).4 She also raised her daughter to be a Southern lady.
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Proud of her Southern heritage, Virginia Boak revered the
brother who had died fighting for the Confederacy, and she
"kept his sword and a Confederate flag with her when the
family moved to Nebraska" (Woodress 18-19). The sword and
flag reminded her that her brother had been a Southern
officer and a gentleman and that she herself belonged to
that same tradition.
Cather was aware that her grandmother had raised her
daughter to be a Southern lady, a type who can only exist

at the expense of other people's labor. In "0ld Mrs.

Harris," Mrs. Harris acknowledges responsibility for
Victoria's ways: "'Yes, Lord, I always spoiled Victoria.
She was so much the prettiest.' Grandma fell to remember-

ing the old place at home: what a dashing, high-spirited
girl Victoria was, and how proud she had always been of
her" (188-189). To ensure that Virginia Cather be proper-
ly educated according to her station in life, Rachel Boak
accepted William Cather's offer to send her daughter to a
female academy in Baltimore. Possibly, vivacious Virginia
Boak had attracted the attention and the approval of
William Cather as a potential wife for his son Charles.
Unlike the schools in New England, which trained
young women to be teachers, Sharon O'Brien says the
Southern "schools' major purpose was to prepare young
women for their proper sphere in life--the home" (39).

Barbara Solomon confirms O'Brien's contention in her work
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In the Company of Educated Women: A History of Women and

Higher Education in America: "It was assumed in the

South, unlike the North in this period, that the well-bred
female would not teach school; rather, her education
should fit her to be a 1lady--polished, competent, and
subservient" (21). The curricula of such academies
included the "gracious 'accomplishments,'" such as "music,
sketching, elocution, and French" (O'Brien 39). O'Brien
faults the Southern academies for accomplishing their goal
of training "young girls to become cultured, graceful
partners for Virginia gentlemen" (39) instead of New
England school teachers, but Louis B. Wright would have
recognized these subjects as appropriate for a young lady
learning the "art of pleasing" (79).

Rachel Boak accepted William Cather's offer to
educate her daughter. Virginia Boak was pretty; with a
proper education, she had the opportunity to make a good
match with some young gentleman, perhaps Charles Cather.
Rachel Boak herself would benefit if her daughter married
well, because, as a widow, she would assume an important
although "background" role in her daughter's family. As
old Mrs. Harris says, "In Tennessee every young married
woman in good circumstances had an older woman in the
house, a mother or mother-in-law oOr an old aunt, who
managed the household economies and directed the help”

(130) . Mrs. Harris says, "when a woman was a widow and
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had married daughters, she considered herself an old woman
and wore full-gathered black dresses and a black bonnet
and became a housekeeper. She accepted this estate unpro-
testingly, almost gratefully" (132). A widow for 18 years
and 56 at the time of Virginia's marriage, Rachel Boak was
of an age to willingly relinquish total responsibility for
a household of her own. Therefore, a good match would
benefit Mrs. Boak as well as her daughter because as the
widowed mother-in-law, she would be included in her
daughter's new household. Mrs. Boak would then share the
family status. As we shall see in "0Old Mrs. Harris,"
maintaining status, especially when it was threatened, was
very important to Rachel Boak.

Although educated to be a 1lady and thus a wife
dependent upon a husband, the Boak family's economics
required Virginia Boak to teach school for a time
(Woodress 20), but after her marriage to Charles Cather,
she conducted herself according to the manner appropriate
to a lady. However weak Charles Cather's personal eco-
nomic situation may have been, his social position in Back
Creek was secure because of his father's and grandfather's
reputations as economically, socially, and politically
pProminent people. Veblen explains that 1in the more
established 1leisure class cultures, "individuals not

gifted" with "those aptitudes which characterize the
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successful predatory man" can survive because "the liveli-
hood of members of this class does not depend on the
possession and the unremitting exercise of those apti-
tudes" (219). Moreover, in a stable, rural community
(such as Back Creek), people are not obliged to engage in
ostentatious display to the degree required of those who
live in more transient, urban societies because "every-
body's affairs, especially everybody's pecuniary status,
are known to everybody else" (Veblen 73). People know
"who you are." In Back Creek, everyone knew "who the
Cathers were," and although the area was economically
depleted following the war, the Cather family had more
money (and thus status) than most of their neighbors
(Woodress 25). Consequently, Charles and Virginia could
live the life of the Southern gentleman and his lady even
though they themselves did not have wealth in their own
right.

Nor did the newlyweds need much money, for they did
not have to provide their own home. They lived first with
Rachel Boak and then at Willowshade from 1874-1883.
Charles Cather maintained the farm in his father's absence
and supported his family by raising sheep for the Balti-
more market. Virginia Cather became mistress of Willow-
shade, although her mother actually directed the day-to-
day operation of the household. Virginia Cather's primary

duties were childbearer and hostess. As childbearer, she
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produced four children between 1873-1883. As hostess "in
the lovely big house which had served as headquarters for
Union Army officers" (Bennett 17), she entertained "a
stream of visitors . . . kinsfolk and friends from
Winchester and Washington and the countryside around. The
house was often full of guests," a situation not always to
the 1liking of the young Willa who resented having to
relinquish her cradle to Philip Frederic, a young cousin
(Lewis 9). Her parents were socially active in the area,
attending dances and sometimes taking Willa with them.
Cather's first memory of her father and mother involved a
social outing. She remembered

being tucked into a sleigh between them to visit

friends. As they drove along on that beautiful

winter's day she admired everything, the
weather, the snow, the warm lap robes and
finally, looking up first at her father, then at

her mother, she thought how happy she was they

belonged to her. (Bennett 222d)

Being hostess of Willowshade gave Virginia Cather a
position of authority which enabled her to effect a
reconciliation between her father-in-law William Cather
who had supported the Union and the rest of his family who
had supported the Southern cause (Woodress 20). During
the winter of 1875 when William and Caroline Cather had
returned from their ¢trip to Nebraska, Virginia Cather
invited all the family members to a Christmas party.

Bennett attributes her success with the relatives to her

Southern charm (17). Charm or not, Virginia Cather
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accomplished her goal. Woodress notes, "William's mother,
Ann Howard Cather, then seventy-seven, attended the
festivities and had the satisfaction of seeing her sons
and daughters once again at peace with each other" (20).
Apparently, the party took place after the death of James
Cather. One wonders at the depth of the political breach
between father and son that could only be healed following
the father's death.

After the William Cathers made their final departure
from Virginia in 1877, Virginia Cather was sole mistress
(with her mother's help) of a large house, enjoyed a
secure social position in the community, and employed
hired help to perform the menial tasks under her mother's
direction. Willa Cather, from the age 4 to nearly 10,
watched her mother preside over Willowshade. Within that
context, Willa Cather developed a sense of her family's
social and economic superiority to others. As young as
four or five, Cather was aware of the superior/inferior
relationship between people. A favorite activity involved
pretending that she was driving an imaginary chariot
accompanied by a slave who ran along side as she repeated

"at intervals, 'Cato, thou art but man!'" (Lewis 10).

Another example is her generosity to a visiting broom
maker. Cather once opened "her tin bank" to give all her
money to Uncle Billy Parks. Lewis says the money was a

token of Cather's esteem for the humble man, but it also
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bespeaks her position of superiority and her recognition
of the correlation between money and individual merit (8).

Edith Lewis maintains that "[Cather's]) Virginia life
was one of dgreat richness, tranquil and ordered and
serene, With its freedom from all tension and nervous
strain, it may have helped to give her that deep store of
vitality which underlay her work" (12). The tranquility,
order, and serenity depended upon the Cather family's
ownership of property which made possible their secure
social position in the community. Owning land was impor-
tant, but it needed to generate enough income to meet the
family's needs. After the war, Virginia's economic base
was in shambles because much of the land was worn out from
repeated tobacco and cotton crops, and slavery was at an
end. The Cathers had never depended upon cotton and
slaves for income, but the general economy impacted on
their 1lives as well. First, George and then William
Cather left Virginia for Nebraska with its promise of a
healthy environment, free land, and a new start.

The Charles Cathers began to consider a move to
Nebraska as well. However secure their social status in
Back Creek, their economic situation became increasingly
precarious with the birth of each child. By 1880, Charles
and Virginia had three small children with another one on
the way. Moreover, the house had to be maintained and the

hired help paid. According to Sergeant, as we have noted,
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the young Willa was very much aware of "the surges and
conflicts of feeling and the economic insecurity that
confronted her Southern elders" (1). Perhaps their
economic insecurity could be alleviated by moving West to
join the Cathers already there. Besides, Charles Cather
had seen the country as a young man, having prospected in
Colorado, Wyoming, and New Mexico in 1870. At the time,
he wrote his sister Jennie, saying that "the Prairies here
are beautiful beyond description. . . . It is a splendid
country and [I] think of making my home here next Spring"
(O'Brien 41). Instead, he returned to Back Creek, mar-
ried, and began raising a family. He went to Nebraska in
1880 to visit his brother and father who were successfully
homesteading land, but he did not make the final decision
to move until his sheep barn mysteriously burned (Woodress
31), and he had a fourth mouth to feed.

In conclusion, Willa Cather's family did not belong
to the plantation aristocracy of the Tidewater and the
Piedmont areas of Virginia, but judged by the standards of
property ownership and wealth, her people belonged to the
upper class in Back Creek because they owned inherited
land, hired people to work for them, participated in the
government, and conducted themselves according to the
rules of genteel behavior. The young Willa Cather loved
and admired her mother and father, products of this

tradition, and she assimilated the axiology (or value
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system) of the culture. Nevertheless, according to the
oft-quoted anecdote by Edith Lewis, Cather found the
system restrictive:

Even as a little girl she felt something
smothering in the polite, rigid social con-
ventions of that Southern society--something
factitious and unreal. If one fell in with
those sentimental attitudes, those euphuisms
that went with good manners, one lost all touch
with reality, with truth of experience. If one
resisted them, one became a social rebel. She
told once of an o0ld judge who came to call at
Willowshade, and who began stroking her curls
and talking to her in the playful platitudes one
addressed to 1little girls--and of how she
horrified her mother by breaking out suddenly:
"I'se a dang'ous nigger, I is!" It was an
attempt to break through the smooth, unreal
conventions about 1little girls--the only way
that occurred to her at the moment. (13)

Nebraska, as we shall see, allowed Willa Cather to break
out of the conventions more completely--for a time. But,
as we shall also see, she was never entirely free of them.

In a review of A Lady of Quality, Cather faults the work

because a character who possesses a cruel, vain nature
becomes a nice person. Cather argues that a person does
not change his/her basic personality. Cather continues,
"Nor do I believe that we can ever really outlive our
past. Our past becomes a part of us, it is in our bloogd"

(The World and the Parish 359). The Southern genteel

tradition was in her blood, whatever her ambivalence

toward it.
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Notes

1Biographers dispute where Charles Cather actually
studied law. Edith Lewis cites "a law office in Washing-
ton" (5), whereas Mildred Bennett says "a Quaker college
in Baltimore" (19). James Woodress also places him 1in
Baltimore.

"

“Sharon O'Brien says Charles Cather managed both
Willowshade and the property in Nebraska for William
Cather during his absences. Phyllis Robinson says "he
managed property around the state," and had he not had a
family, he "might well have become one of the drifters
Willa wrote about, who somehow charmed their way about the
world" (24-25).

3James Woodress argues that Charles Cather was more
financially successful than Sharon O'Brien and Phyllis
Robinson think. He cites an article in the Red Cloud
Chief which records the sale of his property for $9,000, a
profit of $5,000 (515). Whatever the truth of the matter,
his family was financially hard-pressed while Cather was a
girl.

A 4According to Mildred Bennett (8) and James Woodress
(18) , Rachel Boak had three sons who fought in the Civil
War. According to the family tree provided by Bennett,
Rachel Boak had two children older than Mary Virginia who
was born in 1850. Three more children were born between
1850 and 1854, when her husband died. The older brother
was killed in the Civil War, but the two younger sons
would have been little more than 10 or 12 at the conclu-
sion of the war.



CHAPTER III
NEBRASKA: "SHE KNEW HOW HARD AND

HUMILIATING POVERTY CAN BE"

Willa Cather was a 1little over nine years old when
her family moved from Virginia to Nebraska in April, 1883.
The group consisted of Charles and Virginia Cather, their
children Willa, Roscoe, Douglas and Jessica, Grandmother
Boak, a niece and nephew, and Margie Anderson and her
brother (Woodress 35). They went directly to William
Cather's homestead in Webster County, where they lived for
the next 18 months. During this time, Caroline Cather
made her home with her son George while William Cather
returned to Virginia for business reasons (Bennett 18).

The change in physical environment from Virginia to
Nebraska was dramatic. Thirty years later in an interview

in the Philadelphia Record (10 Augqust 1913), Willa Cather

recalled her first impression of Nebraska:

We drove out from Red Cloud to my grandfather's
homestead one day in April. . . . the roads were
mostly faint trails over the bunch grass 1in
those days. The land was open range and there
was almost no fencing. As we drove further and
further out into the country, I felt a good deal
as if we had come to the end of everything--it
was a kind of erasure of personality.

I would not know how much a child's life is
bound up in the words and hills and meadows
around it, if I had not been jerked away from

63
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all these and thrown out into a country as bare
as a piece of sheet 1iron. (Willa Cather in
Person 9-10)

Cather had come to the end of the life she had known
for nine years, and she profoundly experienced "a kind of

erasure of personality" (Willa Cather in Person 10) of the

sense of self she had developed in Virginia. She had
moved from a stable community in which she and her family
had a specific place in an established class structure to
a new community in which the class structure was in flux.
The criteria used to determine personal merit and social
class in Virginia were no longer weighted in the same way.
Cather's first response to Nebraska was to remark the
difference in physical environment between her new home
and Back Creek, Virginia, but she soon learned that her
life in Nebraska would differ economically, socially, and
culturally as well.

The difference between the physical 1landscape of
Virginia and that of Nebraska suggests the difference in
their respective class structures. For Willa Cather, the
"woods and hills and meadows" of Virginia had formed a
protective enclosure in which the child could safely play,
just as being a part of a defined socioeconomic class
afforded its members a sense of identity and stability.
Although Charles and Virginia Cather themselves were not
wealthy, in Virginia they had enjoyed a vicarious member-

ship in the leisure class, a membership afforded them by
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their kinship with James Cather (Charles's grandfather),
William Cather (his father) and Sidney Cather Gore (his
aunt). All were legitimate members of the upper class in
their community.

The flat, Nebraska ©prairie offered no physical
structures of demarcation; neither did it offer a fixed
upper class determined by old monev, political power, and
social graces into which the Charles Cathers could merge.
In "Old Mrs. Harris," Cather articulates the difference
between life in the South and life in the West:

[The family] was no longer 1living in a feudal

society, where there were plenty of 1landless

people glad to render service to the more
fortunate, but in a snappy 1little Western
democracy, where every man was as good as his

neighbour and out to prove it. (133)

Cather's reference to "a feudal society" makes explicit a
class distinction predicated on the ownership of property:
those who owned property were superior to those who did
not. In Virginia, most of the property had long since
been acquired by certain families who passed it down to
their heirs, generation after generation. Therefore, some
people owned property and some did not. Although Cather
does not define what makes "every man as good as his
neighbour,” in "a snappy little Western democracy" owning
land made a person the equal of any other man (again,
Veblen's theory that property or wealth equals merit),

regardless of his personal graces. Through the Homestead

Act of 1862, anyone, including women, could acquire land
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(Fairbanks 56). The head of a family could claim 160
acres of land, and he or she "would receive patent to the
land after five years continued residence" ("Homestead Act
(1862)" 518). He or she was a property owner and poten-
tially equal to anyone else.

Although the two areas were physically, socially, and
culturally dissimilar in 1883, Nebraska offered the same
economic opportunity to newcomers as had Virginia in its
early days. Like Virginia, which had promised free land
via the headright system to the early colonists, Nebraska
provided free land through the Homestead Act to people
hardy enough to make the journey to an unsettled land.
Therefore, Virginia and Nebraska appealed to a similar
type of people--those desiring to improve their economic
and social status. Virginia had been settled primarily by
English tradesmen, merchants, and some younger sons of the
gentry. When these people became wealthy planters, they
patterned themselves after the aristocrats they had known
in England, and within a generation or two, the nouveau

riche became the ancien riche and behaved accordingly.

The pioneers who settled Nebraska, however, did not
come from a homogeneous background. According to Mildred
Bennett, they consisted of mainly two classes: "the
European immigrants who for the most part owned little or
nothing, and the Easterners who had lost property during

the war and wished to remake their fortunes" (81) .
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Bennett also cites a third group: "the sons of wealthy
Easterners, who, because they were the younger brothers,
were not going to inherit much and had to make their own
fortunes” (81). All these types came to Nebraska because
free land and a flexible social structure held out the
promise that a hardworking person could raise himself and
his family from poverty to self-sufficiency. The people
who prospered in the Midwest, however, did not emulate a
common pattern of genteel behavior because of their
diverse backgrounds. Moreover, in the 1880s the idea of
aristocracy had lost much of its appeal, especially for
the European immigrant who had fled the rigid class system
of the o0ld country. Nevertheless, economic opportunity
enticed all, including the Cather clan who, though they
had not lost their property nor their social position
during the war, wanted to increase their income. 1In time,
a class system based on wealth and headed by landowners,
bankers, lawyers, and wealthy merchants emerged in this
area.

Unlike Virginia, which took several generations to
become civilized, this part of Nebraska, discovered and
later named Red Cloud by Captain Silas Garber in 1870,
changed rapidly from frontier to civilized community
within 13 years. The railroad accelerated the growth of
civilization in the midst of the wilderness. Stopping

places along the line, which acted as departure points for
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arriving settlers, grew 1into villages and then small
towns. Communities acquired businesses, schools, and
churches. Some, like Red Cloud, even had their own opera
house, playing host to traveling opera as well as acting
companies. By 1883, what had been unbroken prairie had
become a notable town. According to the Lincoln State
Journal, "No town in the state is better off in the line
of churches and schools than Red Cloud" (Bennett 94).
Within a short span of time, a stockade built to protect
settlers on the last American frontier had changed into a
thriving community. Yet, just on the outskirts of town
was unbroken 1land where individual families struggled
under primitive conditions to turn the sod into furrows.

In "The Significance of the Frontier" (1893),1
Frederick Jackson Turner makes several points that are
relevant to our discussion of Cather, her background, and
her fiction. Turner argues that the development of the
American nation and the American psyche was shaped by "the
existence of an area of free 1land, its continuous re-
cession, and the advance of American settlement westward"
(1), but, citing a bulletin by the Superintendent of the
Census for 1890, Turner says the "great historic movement”
had ended: "Up to and including 1880 the country had a
frontier of settlement, but at present the unsettled area
has been so broken into by isolated bodies of settlement

that there can hardly be said to be a frontier line" (1).
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In discussing the importance of the westward movement,
Turner says:

American development has exhibited not merely
advance along a single line, but a return to

primitive conditions on a continually advancing
frontier line, and a new development for that

area. American social development has been
continually beginning over again on the fron-
tier. (2)

Recent critics fault Turner's theory

for being too romanticized and just not in
accordance with the facts of our economic and
social history. We have seen how often the land
speculator got in first and capitalized on
rising land values and how seldom the average
man achieved the full measure of wealth or even
security that was Justly his due. (Horton and
Edwards 142)

Although early settlers may not have achieved the degree
of economic success they hoped, many found a better life
than the one they had left behind. More important to an
understanding of Cather's "Nebraska" novels is Turner's

observation that life on the frontier reduces the newcomer
to a state of beginning again, or to an early barbarian

phase of development:

[The frontier] finds him a European [or an
Easterner]) in dress, industries, tools, modes of
travel, and thought. It takes him from the
railroad car and puts him in the birch canoe.
It strips off the garments of civilization and
arrays him in the hunting shirt and the mocca-
sin. It puts him in the log cabin. . . . Before
long, he is planting Indian corn and plowing
with a sharp stick; he shouts the war cry and
takes the scalp in orthodox Indian fashion. 1In
short, at the frontier the environment is at
first too strong for the man. He must accept
the conditions which it furnishes, or perish,
and so he fits himself into the Indian clearings
and follows the Indian trails. (4)
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In addition to removing the garments of civilization,

the frontier removes the veneer of civilized behavior,
revealing a person's basic character. 1In order to survive
on the frontier (Nebraska as well as others), the pioneer
(or settler) needed "prowess and enterprise," the charac-
teristics possessed by the people who successfully turned
the Virginia wilderness into plantations. These charac-
teristics, according to Louis B. Wright, made the planter
"successful and prosperous" and thus deserving of respect
(48) . Wright's use of the terms "prowess and enterprise"
to describe the characteristics necessary to become
"successful and prosperous" on the frontier echoes
Veblen's statement that "in the -early barbarian, or
predatory stage proper, the test of fitness was prowess,
in the naive sense of the word" (159). Veblen was speak-
ing about the early stages of a barbarian culture, but as
Turner suggests, moving to the frontier returned people to

just that stage.

In his essay, Turner also includes a passage from
"Peck's New Guide to the West" (1837), in which the writer
cites three classes or waves of people who contribute to
the development of a frontier. The first wave consists of
the "true" pioneer who takes only enough land to meet his
family's needs: "'"With a horse, cow, and one or two
breeders of swine, he strikes into the woods with his

family, and becomes the founder of a new country, or
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perhaps state'" (20). Many of these pioneers remain only
until the area becomes too crowded before moving farther
west. The second wave includes people who

purchase the land, add field to field, clear out

the roads, throw rough bridges over the streams,

put up hewn log houses with glass windows and

brick or stone chimneys, occasionally plant

orchards, build mills, schoolhouses, court-
houses, etc., and exhibit the picture and forms

of plain frugal, civilized life. (20)

The writer goes on to say, "A portion of the two first
classes remain stationary amidst the general movement,
improve their habits and condition, and rise in the scale
of society" (21). Turner concludes, "So long as free land
exists, the opportunity for a competency exists, and
economic power secures political power" (32). Although
written in 1837, the passage from "Peck's Guide" describes
what happened in Red Cloud between 1870 and 1883. Red
Cloud and the surrounding area changed from a frontier
into a prosperous community.

The waves of settlers in "Peck's Guide to the West"
correspond to the stages Veblen cites in the development
of a barbarian culture. As the culture progresses from
the early barbarian stage to the later barbarian stage in
which men of "capital and enterprise" take over, the

predatory characteristics are modified:

Simple aggression and unrestrained violence in
great measure gave place to shrewd practice and
chicanery, as the best approved method of accu-
mulating wealth. A different range of apt}tudes
and propensities would then be conserved in the
leisure class. Masterful aggression, and the
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correlative massiveness, together with a ruth-

lessly consistent sense of status would still

count among the most splendid traits of the
class. These have remained in our traditions as

the typical "aristocractic virtues." But with

these were associated an increasing complement

of the less obtrusive pecuniary virtues; such as

providence, prudence, and chicanery. (159)

As an area changes from frontier to village to town,
physical prowess (massiveness, ferociousness, and tenacity
of purpose) gives way to cerebral prowess (providence,
prudence, and chicanery), but the goal remains the same--
the acquisition of property (wealth) which signifies
individual merit. Therefore, the earliest settlers who
came to Nebraska needed physical prowess, but once they
had brought the land under control, which they did within
a short time, they could employ cerebral prowess to
acquire more land through purchase or foreclosure than
through purely physical 1labor. At this stage, good
business sense (prudence, providence, and chicanery)
counted for more as a measure of a person's worth than
refined manners and social graces.

Moving to Nebraska improved the socioeconomic condi-
tion of many people, particularly those who had sufficient
predatory/pecuniary characteristics to make farming and
business ventures profitable. Among the second wave of
settlers were Willa Cather's uncle George Cather, who
arrived in 1873 (Bennett 12) and her grandfather and

grandmother, William and Carolyn Cather, who followed

their son in 1877 (Bennett 10). William Cather and
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George, products of the Southern genteel tradition (which
in the ideal balanced wealth, power, and social graces),
possessed an appropriate degree of predatory/pecuniary
qualities to enable them to acquire land. Back East,
William Cather had increased Willowshade from 130 to 304
acres, and he successfully homesteaded property in Webster
County, although he only lived another 10 years after the
move.

George Cather was even more successful than his
father. He initially bought 360 acres of land from the
Burlington railroad and homesteaded another claim
(Woodress 33). Settlers continued to arrive in the area,
and by 1876 there were enough people to justify a post
office. George Cather led the effort to get one, and when
various names suggested for the new town were refused, he
named the town "Catherton" after himself (Woodress 33).
In time, George Cather became "one of [Webster Coﬁnty's]
largest landholders, and a surveyor of the boundaries for

the present precincts" (Bennett 16). George Cather serves

as the prototype for Nat Wheeler in One of Ours. About
Wheeler, Cather writes, "In the early days he had home-
steaded and bought and leased enough land to make him
rich. Now he had only to rent it out to good farmers who
liked to work--he didn't and of that he made no secret”
(7). The symbol of Wheeler's success is his house,

patterned after "the 30-room George Cather home, still
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standing in Catherton, 'the tall house with its lighted
windows' that clutches at the heart" (Bennett 16).
Although Cather makes Nat Wheeler a New Englander, he has
many of the qualities of the successful Southern gentle-
man. He was a 1large 1landowner, and in the Southern
tradition he engaged others to work it. He "was active in
politics; [although he] never ran for an office himself,
but often took up the cause of a friend and conducted his

campaign for him" (One of Ours 6-7). He was generous to

churches and charities and "always ready to lend money or
machinery to a neighbour who was short of anything." He
was also well-read and had "an inexhaustible supply of

funny stories" (One of Ours 7). In many ways Nat Wheeler

reminds us of James Cather.

By 1883, when Charles Cather arrived in Nebraska, Red
Cloud was at the third stage of development characterized
by "men of enterprise." Because Charles Cather lacked the
predatory/pecuniary characteristics shared by his brother
and father, moving to Nebraska did not improve his
family's socioeconomic condition. Bennett says the
refined, delicate Charles "was quite unlike his aggressive
older brother George, who was intent on making money and
participating in public affairs" (23-240. Veblen notes
that an upper-class family may have members who lack the
necessary predatory characteristics and that

so soon as a case of reversion to non-predatory
human nature shows itself on these upper levels,
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it is commonly weeded out and thrown back to the
lower pecuniary levels. In order to hold its
place. in the <class, a stock must have the
pecuniary temperament; otherwise 1its fortune
would be dissipated and it would presently lose
caste. (158)

There are exceptions, however. Veblen explains: "The
chances of survival for individuals not gifted with those
aptitudes are . . . greater in the higher grades of the
leisure class than in the general average of a population
living under the competitive system" (219). As 1long as
Charles Cather remained in Virginia with its well-
established leisure class system, the reputability of the
Cather clan extended to him and his family, although he
himself lacked the predatory and pecuniary characteristics
necessary to acquire property and wealth in his own right.
The family name, though important in Catherton, did not
carry sufficient weight in Red Cloud to counteract his
financial ineptitude, which excluded him and his family
from the highest political and social groups.

Charles Cather failed in several ways. First, he
failed as a landowner because he never made land produce
large~scale income. Charles Cather began his venture on
the prairie under much easier conditions than many of the
settlers, including his brother and father (Woodress 33).
Instead of a temporary shelter dug into the sod or propped
against the side of a bluff, he and his family went

directly to his father's house, which was "built on two

levels, with a basement and its kitchen entered from a
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draw, or ravine, and a first floor which opened out on the
hillside" (Bennett 18). Although the house was warm and
secure during the cold winter, it could not compare to the
spacious three-story home at Willowshade.

Life on the prairie did not suit Charles and Virginia
Cather. "Breaking the ©prairie sod for planting and
building was a whole-family affair" (Bennett 19); they, on
the other hand, were used to overseeing the labor of
others. With the possible exception of Willa, the chil-
dren were too young to plow and plant, and Virginia
Cather, the Southern lady, had neither the temperament nor
the inclination to drudge in the house, much 1less in the
fields. Moreover, she spent her first summer in Nebraska,
suffering homesickness and recovering from a miscarriage
(O'Brien 41). In the fall of 1884, Charles Cather sold
his stock and equipment, and moved his family to Red Cloud
(Bennett 19). Although Bennett cites the lack of adequate
educational facilities for the children and physicians for
Virginia as the reasons for the Charles Cathers' reloca-
tion, one suspects that they moved because neither Charles
nor Virginia was willing to engage in the hard, physical
labor farming required, and they did not have the money to
hire the work done as did William Cather and George.
Charles Cather owned farm land; but, unlike his brother,

he never succeeded in making it financially profitable.
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The 18 months on the prairie were pleasant for the
children, however. Cather had initially found the change
in physical environment difficult, but due to her mother's
illnesses, she and the other children experienced freedom
from her supervision. They enjoyed running "about the
country much as they pleased," riding horseback, and
"visiting the Bohemians and Danes and Norwegians who were
their nearest neighbours" (Lewis 13-14). Although Cather
was homesick for Virginia, she was part of the extended
Cather clan headed by her uncle George Cather, and though
she would later criticize the American farmers and mer-
chants for their false sense of superiority to the

European immigrants (My Antonia 199), being a part of the

Cather family of Catherton temporarily eased the transi-

tion from Virginia to Nebraska.

The change in the family's socioeconomic condition

became apparent when the family moved to Red Cloud, "a

busy railroad town of 2,500" (Bennett 19). Money could be
made in farming and in business, but Charles Cather lacked
the aggressive nature to be a farmer or an entrepreneur.
In town, "he opened an office, made farm loans, wrote
abstracts, and sold insurance. His two years' study of
law . . . in Baltimore helped him in his new business”
(Bennett 19), but his endeavours, though respectable
enough, were neithér lucrative nor prestigious.3 Had he

become a banker or an attorney, however, his position in
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the community would have been assured. Concerning the
hierarchy of reputable employments, Veblen says:

Those which have to do immediately with owner-
ship on a large scale are the most reputable of
economic employments proper. Next to these in
good repute come those employments that are
immediately subservient to ownership and finan-
ciering--such as banking and the law. Banking
employments also carry a suggestion of large
ownership, and this fact 1is doubtless account-
able for a share of the prestige that attaches
to the business. The profession of the law does
not imply large ownership; but since no taint of
usefulness, for other than the competitive
purpose, attaches to the 1lawyer's trade, it
grades high in the conventional scheme. The
lawyer is exclusively occupied with the details
of predatory fraud, either in achieving or in
checkmating chicanery, and success 1in the
profession is therefore accepted as marking a
large endowment of that barbarian astuteness
which has always commanded men's respect and
fear. (156)

Though Charles Cather loaned money and wrote abstracts, he
was neither a legitimate banker nor a lawyer.

A further indication of Charles Cather's weak socio-
economic position in the community is the house (which
still‘ exists) he and his family rented in Red Cloud.
Mildred Bennett writes in a faintly apologetic tone: "The
story-and-a-half rented frame house . . . Was far too
cramped for the large family. They had planned to buy a
larger one, but that was sold before they could make an
offer, and the smaller house remained the only one avail-
able" (19-20). The house consists of an entry hall,
dining room, Grandmother Boak's room, a kitchen, chil-

dren's room, parents' room, and a sitting room. Willa,
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her two brothers, and Marjorie Anderson slept in the
attic. Bennett says Cather was sentimental about the
house as an adult, but that she

undoubtedly resented the crowded 1little house
built .by a Red Cloud 1lumberman who, Willa
complalngd, had used leftovers and odd pieces.
« + « Willa couldn't help but remember the
great, classic house in Virginia, with its
servants and fireplaces. (20)
Implicit in this passage is Bennett's sense that housing
reflects social class and that the Cathers' modest home
was inappropriate for people of their background.
Cather's own sensitivity to the correlation between

social class and housing appears in several works. For

example, in Song of the Lark, a bildungsroman in which

many of the details concerning the development of an
artist are derived from her own experiences as a child,
she distinguishes between the east side of Main Street
with its

little storey-and-a-half cottages, with none of
the fussy architectural efforts that marked
those on Sylvester Street. . . . their occupants
had no social pretensions to keep up. There
were no half-glass front doors with doorbells,
or formidable parlours behind <closed shut-
ters . . . (39)

and the west side of Main Street where Thea Kronborg and
people "'in society'" lived (38). In this passage, Cather
assigns homes like her own to the wrong side of Main
Street, though she places Thea (her artistic counterpart)

and her family on the right side. In Lucy Gayheart, Lucy
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admires Mrs. Ramsay's house on "Quality Street" because it
had

comfortable rooms, old-fashioned furniture, and

softf flowered carpets. She used to like the

feeling that there was a long distance between

the parlour and the kitchen, that they were not

always being mixed up together as they were at

home. (163)

Lucy could be describing the Cather home, in which one
room merges into the next without a real sense of sepa-
rate, defined space.

Charles Cather justified the small house, saying, "it
was better business for him to pay rent and loan money
than to buy or build" (Bennett 20). Cather, however,
recognized that her father's failure as a businessman was
responsible for their uncomfortable living conditions. 1In
"Old Mrs. Harris," Cather acknowledges the cramped living
guarters of her youth when the grandmother thinks, "If
only Mr. Templeton's business affairs would look up, they
could rent a 1larger house, and everything should be
better. They might even get a German girl to come in and
help,--but now there was no place to put her" (135).
Young Vickie, Cather's counterpart in the story, admires
Mr. and Mrs. Rosen's home which

was the nearest thing to an art gallery and a

museum that the Templetons had ever seen. All

the rooms were carpeted alike (thatu was very

unusual), with a soft velvet carpet, little blue

and rose flowers scattered on a rose-grey
ground. The deep chairs were upholstered 1n

dark blue velvet. (103)
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On the walls hung engravings "in pale gold frames" as well
as watercolors Mr. Rosen had painted while on a trip to
Italy as a boy. During the late hot summer afternoons,
Vickie would go to Mrs. Rosen's house, ostensibly to read,
but in actuality "she seldom read. She would take a sofa
pillow and lie down on the soft carpet and look up at the
pictures in the dusky room, and feel a happy, pleasant
excitement from the heat and glare outside and the deep
shadow and quiet within" (104). 1In the concluding sen-
tence of the paragraph, Cather remarks, "Curiously enough,
Mrs. Rosen's house never made her dissatisfied with her
own; she thought that very nice, too" (104-105). Cather's
sense of loyalty to her family may have prompted these
sentiments.

Further proof of Charles Cather's financial inepti-
tude is the fact that Grandmother Boak, a woman in her
late sixties, contributed to the family income by cooking,
not only for the nine members of the family, but also for
"two extra paying guests for the noon meal" (Bennett 21).
Feeling constrained to Jjustify behavior unusual for a
Southern woman of Grandmother Boak's social class, Mildred

Bennett says,

Like most middle-western towns of the '80's, Red
Cloud had no eating places except the hotels,
which refused to serve meals to any but reg;s-
tered guests, and the railroad restaurant which
could have accommodated them but was about a
mile from the center of town. As a result, some
of the young men, friends of Willa's cousin
Bess, found it convenient to take their noon
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meal at the Cathers', where the food was excel-

%e?téz Grandmother Boak was an expert cook.
21-22)

This was not the first time Rachel Boak had cooked for a
living, however. Bennett reports that "family friends
think that Mrs. Boak for a time ran an exclusive boarding
house in Richmond or Washington, D.C." (6). Cather cites
her grandmother's talent for cooking, though not neces-

sarily for profit, in Sapphira and the Slave Girl, noting

that Rachel Blake prepared gourmet meals to please her
husband and his friends (139), and in "0ld Mrs. Harris,"
the grandmother is known for her excellent cakes (120).
Sharing meals was a vital part of Southern hospitality;
however, to do so for pay suggests the state of the
family's finances.

Charles Cather lacked the grit necessary to succeed
in this rapidly developing Midwestern town. Though Cather
loved her father and admired him for his gentle manners,
she realized that in this environment he was weak and
ineffectual. She depicts his type in a sketch about a

Southern gentleman, which she wrote for the Nebraska State

Journal, December 17, 1893, when she was 20 years old.

William M. Curtin, editor of The World and the Parish in

which the sketch appears, says the portrait is partially
based on her father. Cather writes,

He was a Virginian and a gentleman and for that
reason he was fleeced on every side and taken in
on every hand. Indeed, he had been swindled out
of all that he had brought with him from the
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South, until he had very little left to himself,
but his generosity

and his good manners toward women. Cather concludes the
sketch, saying, "That man had better go back to the South;
it does not pay to be a Southern gentleman in the hustling
Northwest" (20-21) .4

Nearly 40 years later, Cather's view of her father
remained essentially the same as she presents his gentle
manners and financial ineptitude in "0Old Mrs. Harris."
The leitmotiv throughout the story is Hillary Templeton's
failure to make enough money to support his ever-growing
family. Templeton had believed the stories that by going
West he could better himself. Once there, he had gotten a
good position with a mining company and proved a good
worker: "He was 1industrious and honourable, and the
managers of the mining company liked him, even if they
laughed at his polite, soft-spoken manners" (132-133),
But his wife and children became ill, and he was forced to
move. He "lost his courage" and "things had not gone well
with him"” and the rest of his family (133).

Like Cather herself following her graduation from
high school, Vickie Templeton finds her family lacks the
money to send her to college. When Vickie wins a scholar-
ship to attend the University of Michigan, she asks her
father for the additional three hundred dollars necessary
to "put her through the year" (160). He is embarrassed

because "just now, I couldn't spare that much. Not this
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year. I expect next year will be better for us" (161).
Vickie tells her father the scholarship is not offered for
the next year. He replies,

"I really ain't got it, daughter." He spoke, oh

so kindly! He had 1lovely manners with his

daughter and his wife. ™"It's just all I can do

to keep the store bills paid up. I'm away

behind with Mr. Rosen's bill. Couldn't vyou

study here this winter and get along about as
fast? It isn't that I wouldn't like to let you

have the money if I had it. And with young

children, I can't let my life insurance go."

(161)

Mrs. Harris wants to use some of the money derived
from the sale of her Tennessee home to help her grand-
daughter, but when she asks Templeton about the money, he
becomes nervous, saying, "'I couldn't just conveniently
call in any of it right now'" (164). The money had been
loaned out, and "'The fellers I've loaned to can't pay up
this year. Maybe next year--' He was like a little boy
trying to escape a scolding, though he had never had a
nagging word from Mrs. Harris" (165). When Mrs. Harris
looks "downcast," Templeton hurries to assure her that the
money was "'perfectly safe. It's well invested'" (165).
Mrs. Harris thinks, "Invested; that was a word men always
held over women, Mrs. Harris thought, and it always meant
they could have none of their own money" (165).

The scenes between Vickie and her father and between
Mrs. Harris and Templeton are significant in that they

show Cather's knowledge of her own father's financial

failure as well as her awareness of women's economic
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dependence upon men. In the story, Mrs. Rosen's husband
lends Vickie the money. Although Charles Cather en-
couraged his daughter to teach a year or two after high
school graduation, Virginia Cather supported the girl's
desire to attend <college; and, in the end, Charles
Cather--"land poor" and with "six children to support"--
borrowed "money from a business associate" to finance his
daughter's education (Woodress 63).

In spite of the fact that the Charles Cathers were
financially hard-pressed and lived in cramped quarters,
the family attempted to conduct themselves in ways appro-
priate to their class and background. The primary burden
of displaying family reputability fell on Virginia Cather,
who was the opposite of her gentle, retiring husband.
According to Lewis, she was "a handsome, imperious woman,
with a strong will and a strong nature"; she was "the
dominating figure in the family," who "inspired great
devotion and great deference--her will was law, to show
her disrespect was an unthinkable offense, and her dis-
pleasure was more dreaded than any other catastrophe” (6).
Confirming Lewis's description, Bennett says,

[Virginia Cather] was not one to be "put upon."

Apparently a much more positive and strong-
willed person than her husband (although in
actuality she dutifully accepted without ques-
tion his occasional family decisions) she
ordered the household, her steel-gray eyes
unwavering as she disciplined, severely when
necessary. She had an immense store of energy
and was fiercely devoted to what she cogsxdered
the proper way of doing things. (29-30)
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According to Lewis, Virginia Cather "had her own absorbing
life, and she let her children have theirs. She had a
great capacity for caring about things--everything-- . . .
for caring about living, in fact" (6-7). Lewis concludes
the paragraph by noting that Cather "always said she was
more like her mother than 1like any other member of the
family" (7). Woodress agrees that Cather "much admired
her mother, despite clashes of personality, for her
bearing as a southern [sic] lady and very much wanted to
be one herself," (28) but he offers no explanation for the
seeming contradiction between Cather's admiration for her
mother, a product of the Southern genteel tradition, and
her ambivalent feelings toward her Southern heritage (28).
Had the family remained at Back Creek, Virginia
Cather would have continued as mistress of Willowshade,
presiding over a three-story house administered by her
mother and maintained by assorted hired servants. In Red
Cloud, her domain was reduced to a storey-and-a-half
cottage, and her staff consisted of her 68-year-old mother
and the "simple" (Lewis 11) Margie Anderson. Yet, accord-
ing to the leisure class tradition which had shaped her,
Virginia Cather was expected to maintain and display the
family reputability through her dress and activities.
Virginia Cather was noted for her meticulous appear-

ance, "never stepping out of her bedroom without first

being perfectly groomed" and with every hair in place
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(Bennett 29). Fond of "jewelry, lovely lingerie, [and]
imported perfumes" (31), she "prided herself on her
knowledge of high fashion" (Bennett 30) and "maintained
the strictest standards of poise, carried a small parasol
to match her costume, and whenever possible, wore fresh
violets" (Bennett 31). Sharon O'Brien, who emphasizes the
limited scope of a woman's dominion in a patriarchal
society in the 1late 1800s, on the one hand attributes
Virginia Cather's concern with her physical appearance to
her desire to exercise control over at least one area of
her life (37). But, on the other hand, O'Brien compares
Virginia Cather's activities involved with dress and
grooming to those of an actress who plays a role (38).
O'Brien states that Virginia Cather had a "flair for the
lady's role," and by observing her mother, Cather "learned
that being a 1lady was a performance" (38). O'Brien
contends that the role of a lady was "a social construct
that mothers imposed on daughters" (43), implying that the
manner of behavior is somehow false and unreal. O'Brien,
however, mistakes "being a lady" for "acting like a lady,"
thus misunderstanding and misinterpreting the significance
of the "lady" in Southern thought. According to Elizabeth

Fox-Genovese in Within the Plantation Household: Black

and White Women of the 01d South,

A lady was not a woman who happened to be more
affluent than others. She was a white woman
whose privileged position was essential to her
identity and social role. J. S. Buckingham
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noted, in his account of his travels in the

South, that "a female negro is called 'a wench,'

or a 'woman'"; and it is this, perhaps, which

makes the term 'woman' so offensive to American

ears, when applied to white females, who must

all be called 'ladies.' (202)

Fox-Genovese continues, "The ideal of the lady constituted
the highest condition to which women could aspire, . . ."
(203) . As a lady, Virginia Cather was especially con-
cerned with dress because it indicated her status and
position within the community:

fashion . . . meant both dress and a way of

life. As dress, it represented standing in the

world. As a way of 1life it represented a

continuation of those brief years as belles that

[Southern women] were expected to put behind

them upon marriage. (Fox-Genovese 215)

Thus, Virginia Cather, the Southern lady, may have been a
social construct--in this case, a product of the Southern
genteel tradition--but she was no more nor less real than
was a "New England suffragette" or a "West Texas farm
woman" or a "Cherokee squaw" of the same period. Such
women were not actresses but products of their respective
society.

As a product of the Southern genteel tradition and
thus the leisure class system, Virginia Cather understood
that her physical appearance and her dress made a public
statement about the family's socioeconomic condition.

Veblen states that "our apparel is always in evidence and

affords an indication of our pecuniary standing to all

observers at the first glance" (119). Moreover,
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if, in addition to showing that the wearer can
afford to consume freely and uneconomically, it
can also be shown in the same stroke that he or
she is not under the necessity of earning a
livelihood, the evidence of social worth is
enhanced in a very considerable degree. Our
dress, therefore, in order to serve its purpose
effectually, should not only be expensive, but
it should also make plain to all observers that
the wearer is not engaged in any kind of produc-
tive labor. (120)

The more restrictive the article of clothing (for example,
the corset that Victoria Templeton wears in "Old Mrs.
Harris"), the better because it proclaims the wearer's
inactivity (121). Veblen continues that dress "must . . .
be up to date" because fashionable attire denotes the
ability to pay for new, unneeded clothes (122). In
addition, since performing work 1is not a respectable
activity for respectable women, their clothes should
impress upon the beholder the fact (often indeed
a fiction) that the wearer does not and cannot
habitually engage in useful work. Propriety
requires respectable women to abstain more

consistently from useful effort and to make more
of a show of leisure than the men of the same

social classes. (126)

Even in the household--"the woman's sphere"--, she is
expected to beautify it and be its "'chief ornament'"
(126) . Veblen concludes: "By virtue of its descent from

a patriarchal past, our social system makes it the woman's
function in an especial degree to put in evidence her
household's ability to pay" (126).

Virginia Cather was obliged by her background as well

as by her family to perform this duty. Although she may






