Willa Cather   1873-1947

Willa Cather was born December 7, 1873, in Black Creek Valley (Gore) Virginia, where she remained until the age of nine when she moved with her family to Webster County, Nebraska. Having passed her earliest years amid a settled landscape and established traditions, Cather compared coming to Nebraska to being “thrown onto a land as bare as a piece of sheet iron.” She later reflected that two experiences of that move shaped her within: being gripped with a passion for that “shaggy grass country” that was “the happiness and the curse of my life,” and visiting immigrant neighbors, particularly the old women who told her stories of the home country.


After eighteen months on a ranch, her family moved into Red Cloud, Nebraska, a “scrappy western town.” From her childhood days in and around Red Cloud, Willa was known as an unconventional girl. She was most criticized for her hobby of dissecting animals, which she hoped would prepare her for becoming a doctor. She wore her hair shorter than most boys, preferred starched shirts and men's ties and hats, and asked to be called William or Willie. She had radical opinions on religion, science, and the imagination. 


Cather remained in Red Cloud until in 1890, she entered the University of Nebraska as a second year preparatory student. As a student at the University of Nebraska, Cather posed for a time as her imaginary male twin, William. Her earliest published fiction dates from this time, offering grim stories of immigrant loneliness in a new country; as important, while a student she began her journalistic career, working as a drama critic for the Lincoln Journal. Also while at the University, Cather fell in love with Louise Pound, an older student who did not respond to her attentions as wholeheartedly as Cather would have wished. In her letters to Pound, Cather regretted the fact that society considers intimate friendship between women to be unnatural.
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Following her graduation in 1895, Cather moved to Pittsburgh, where she worked in journalism, taught high school, took the first of many trips to Europe, and in 1905 published The Troll Garden, her earliest collection of short stories. She worked for Home Monthly and the Daily Leader in Pittsburgh and later taught a year at Old Central High School, where John O'Connor Jr., who later became assistant director of fine arts at Carnegie Institute, was one of her pupils. For many years, he cherished a yellowed composition paper of his on which she marked “Good.” She was well-liked by the pupils, he said, who found inspiration in the breezy, western way she had with people. She dressed plainly in tailored clothes, he said, and always wore her hair parted Madonna-like in the middle. Following the year at Central, she transferred to Allegheny High School in 1901, where she became head of the English department. 

 
In 1899, Cather had met 16-year-old Isabelle McClung when the two found themselves visiting the same actress backstage after a performance. Isabelle was the beautiful, cultured daughter of prominent Pittsburgh judge S. A. McClung, with whom Cather eventually made her residence for most of her time in Pittsburgh. The two women were immediately attracted to each other. Although Isabelle eventually married a musician, Jan Hambourg, and later moved to Paris, she and Cather remained close friends for over forty years until Isabelle's death in 1938. Cather would later say, “all of my books were written for Isabelle.” Much of Cather’s musical knowledge and interest came about through her association with the Hambourgs. 

While living at the McClung home in Pittsburgh, Cather wrote one of her most famous short stories; it was called “Paul's Case” and was based on the actual suicide of a local high school youth. His parents objected, and when the story later came out in a book of short stories by Cather it was entitled “Youth and the Bright Medusa.”


In 1906, Cather moved to New York, to work as editor, then managing editor of McClure's magazine until 1912. While on assignment for McClure's, Cather met Sarah Orne Jewett, who understood her aspirations in art and encouraged her to withdraw from journalism and “to find your own quiet center of life, and write from that to the world” (1908).


Although Isabelle McClung may have remained Cather’s literary muse, her closest relationship was with her lifetime companion, editor Edith Lewis. Cather had met Lewis on a visit to Lincoln in 1903. Impressed with Cather's works, Lewis had arranged to meet the author from her native state. Cather, in turn, was equally impressed with the young Lincoln girl's desire to go to New York, even without a job, to try to make a career in publishing. Cather visited Lewis in Manhattan several times, and eventually the two became neighbors living in Washington Square. Willa got Edith a job as a proofreader with McClure's; and in 1908, after her last trip to Europe with Isabelle, Cather and Lewis took an apartment together. Cather and Lewis lived together in Greenwich Village for nearly forty years and arranged to be buried together in Jaffrey, New Hampshire (where they had often summered), when they died. 


Cather's first novels (there were two, she said), followed: the Jamesian Alexander's Bridge  — and then O Pioneers! in 1913. In a copy for a friend, Cather wrote of O Pioneers!,  “This was the first time I walked off on my own feet —everything before was half real and half an imitation of writers whom I admired. In this one I hit the home pasture.”

During the next decade, Cather mined that home pasture. Under various names, Webster County and Red Cloud reappeared in The Song of the Lark (1915), My Antonia (1918), One of Ours (1922), and A Lost Lady (1923). Gradually, however, Cather's dismay over the results of “progress” in her Nebraska locale combined with her desire for artistic freedom to experiment with other locales and themes. Cather continued her education and received an doctorate of letters at the University of Nebraska in 1917.  In 1925, she explained that she did not want to become too identified with the West, for “using one setting all the time is very like planting a field with corn season after season. I believe in rotation of crops. If the public ties me down to the cornfield too much I'm afraid I'll leave that scene entirely.” And leave she did, to write novels set in Michigan, the American Southwest, and Quebec. Cather's themes, too, changed during this period, as she turned from the passion of individuals aspiring to greatness and began writing of compassion of ordinary people who, confronting mortality, seek comfort in the human family.


In the end, Cather returned to her earliest memories to write again of Nebraska and, in her last book, of Virginia. But unlike the sunny themes of her early novels drawn from childhood memories, Lucy Gayheart  and Sapphira and the Slave Girl  are Gothic stories in which dark passions break through the apparent calm of everyday lives. For during her final years Cather felt the horror of events leading to another world war, the pain over deaths of family and friends, and the frustration from an inflammation of her hand that meant an inability to write. But she also maintained old friendships and enjoyed new ones; and she continued to write, publishing short stories (e.g. “The Best Years”) and working on an Avignon novel that remained unfinished at the time of her death. She died of a cerebral hemorrhage on April 24, 1947.


Cather's life is remarkable for the faith that she kept — to her family, friends and loved ones; her first editor, Ferris Greenslet, at Houghton Mifflin; her publisher, Alfred Knopf, to whom she went following My Antonia and with whom she remained the rest of her life; and most of all to her art. As her biographer James Woodress has written, she lived “a literary life,” with “a single-minded dedication to the pursuit of art” (Willa Cather: A Literary Life, xvi).


Awards came to Cather during her lifetime —honorary degrees from University of Michigan, the University of California, and from Columbia, Yale, and Princeton, the Pulitzer Prize for One of Ours, a medal by the American Academy for Death Comes for the Archbishop, and the gold medal from the National Institute of Arts and Letters for a writer's lifetime achievement. The Song of the Lark is recognized as the first novel in western tradition in which the heroine’s development is not dependent upon sex or marriage. Cather’s artistic credo was that “the inexplicable presence of the thing not named, … gives high quality to the novel.”


Following her death, her reputation has grown steadily and, in the last fifteen years, exploded with activity, with over a hundred articles and several books appearing each year on her. In 1990, A Lost Lady was included among the Encyclopedia Britannica's “Great Books of the Western World,” and Cather is now widely recognized as a major American writer, and our country's foremost woman writer. But more telling than such accolades, Willa Cather's novels have never gone out of print, for her popular following has remained strong. Devoted to values such as the importance of family and the need for human courage and dignity, she created strong female characters whose sort of strength and determination had previously been attributed only to men. So the explosion of critical recognition means only that the experts have realized what her readers have known all along —that Willa Cather's novels and stories, in such apparently simple style, provide companionship for a lifetime.
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— Compiled from various sources, including the Nebraska Economic Development web site <http://info.neded.org /stathand/parttwo/cather.htm>, Harvard’s Cather web site at <http://www.courses.fas.harvard.edu/~cather/>, Willa Cather by Sharon O’Brien, the University of Nebraska Lincoln Willa Cather web site at <http://www.unl.edu/ Cather/life/chronology/chronology.htm>, the Prairie State College Cather page at <http://faculty.prairiestate.edu/ jflannigan/htdocs/cather.htm>, and the foreword to My Antonia by Dorris Grumbach (Houghton Mifflin, 1988)

