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Cather in 1912
Early Years
Although she is usually thought of as a Nebraskan, Willa Silbert Cather was actually a Virginian by birth.  She was born on December 7, 1873 in Back Creek Valley, a small farming community close to the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia where her ancestors had farmed for a hundred years.  She was the first of seven children.   
Cather's given name was actually Wilella, but her family always called her "Willa" or, probably even more often, "Willie," which was a common Southern pronunciation of a name ending in -a. She signed herself "Willie" or "Aunt Willie" in many of her family letters for most of her life.  Later in life, she reflected: "I never liked my own first name. I never like feminine forms of masculine names, in fact. If I had known, when I first began to write, that my name would be printed about a good deal, I would certainly have changed it to Mary or Jane, or Janet."  Occasionally, as a child, when she was feeling particularly interested in science, she called herself "William Cather, M. D."  
Back Creek, her early childhood home, was a place deeply affected by the Civil War. It was a border area, and had shifted sides multiple times. The Cathers, who had a sheep farm, were sympathetic to the Union and some of Cather's relations were officials of the reconstruction. Emotions ran deep and the effects of the tumult were slow healing.


Probably owing to the ongoing frictions caused by the war, in 1883 when Willa was nine years old, the Cather family decided to leave Back Creek and move to Nebraska to join Willa's grandparents.  They left behind a large and prosperous farm, a house that Willa remembered as roomy and cheerful, and the lush landscape of Virginia. Instead, they settled on a farm near Red Cloud, Nebraska, a railroad town which had been founded just 13 years earlier and had a population of about 1,000, a school, and a small opera house.  The near-treeless countryside could not have been less like Virginia, and the drastic change took a toll on the young Willa. She later said that the new landscape had evoked a sense of “erasure of personality.” A character in one of her novels says of his first glimpse of Nebraska, “There was nothing but land: not a country at all, but the material out of which countries are made.”
A year later they moved into Red Cloud, where her father opened a loan and insurance office. The family never became rich or influential, and Willa attributed this to her father, whom she claimed placed intellectual and spiritual matters over the commercial. Her mother was a vain woman, mostly concerned with fashion and trying to turn Willa into "a lady".  Willie responded by cutting her hair short and wearing trousers.
It was the experience of moving to Nebraska and absorbing its pioneer culture that first inspired her to write some of her best loved novels. At the age of 11 we find Willa delivering mail to the farms around Red Cloud on horseback, which gave her access to the talk and the lives of her immigrant neighbors. The knowledge she gained about them, however, set her apart from the other English-speaking settlers. Her own people, she wrote, were kind to their neighbors from Europe but also “provincial and utterly without curiosity” about the Old World cultures from which these people had come. The Czechs, Swedes, and Norwegians “were looked down upon for their poverty but were lonely for a culture which was, in many cases, richer than their American neighbors’.”
College

Willa entered the University of Nebraska in the early 1890s, initially intending to study medicine. After her essay on Thomas Carlyle was published in the Nebraska State Journal during her freshman year, she became a regular contributor. Having discovered her gift for writing, Willa spent time editing the school magazine and publishing articles and reviews in the local papers. Her theater and music reviews were often so unrelenting in their critique that she developed a reputation among the traveling performers as a real "meat ax" critic.  She changed her major and graduated in 1894 with a B.A. in English.
Journal Editor

Before she was a novelist, Willa Cather was one of the country's most successful journalists. Her first job out of college was as editor of a magazine called The Home Monthly, in Pittsburgh.  While editing the magazine, she wrote short stories to fill its pages. Between 1901 and 1906, Willa worked as a high school English teacher. During this time she wrote the stories that would be published in her first collection, called the Troll Garden (1905). These stories brought her to the attention of the flamboyant S.S. McClure, owner of one of the most widely read magazines of the day. In 1906, when she was 33, Cather moved to New York to join McClure's Magazine, initially as a member of the staff and ultimately as its managing editor. After she had worked for McClure for two years, according to a letter she wrote to a friend, he told her "that he does not think I will ever be able to do much at writing stories, that I am a good executive and I had better let it go at that."  Strong-willed Willie reacted predictably. A couple of years later, she published her first novel, Alexander's Bridge, and promptly left the magazine to give full time to her own writing. 

Personal
Two of Cather’s most successful novels were books so steeped in Catholicism that many readers think she was a Catholic.  Actually, she was raised a Baptist, and later became Episcopalian, but that’s as close to Catholicism as she got. At the age of 23, in a letter to a friend, she expressed her spirituality somewhat whimsically: "There is no God but one God and Art is his revealer; that’s my creed and I'll follow it to the end, to a hotter place than Pittsburgh if need be."

Cather’s fiction is infused with her esteem for art and history, for the “pomp and circumstance” of organized Catholic and Episcopalian religion, for those who live in harmony with their natural environments. She decried materialism and the advent of modern mass culture, which she believed blunted human intellectual achievement and polluted public taste.

Cather is now generally understood to have been a lesbian. She lived for 38 years in domestic partnership with Edith Lewis, a professional editor, in New York City. Lewis's editorial skills probably contributed to Cather's elegant prose style, as the two of them went over her novels together before publication.
Novels
Cather wrote novels set in New York and San Francisco, in New Mexico, Quebec, and France, and in the case of her last novel, back in Virginia. But it was her novels set in the Great Plains that are best remembered.  Having had the good fortune to have lived among the first generation of white settlers in 1880’s Nebraska, Cather gives witness in her writing to their time and place in such a way that American literature will never forget them.  My Antonia (1917), which followed O Pioneers! (1913) and The Song of the Lark (1915), completes the trilogy of Cather’s best-known Nebraska novels, dealing with the hardy people who risked their lives and fortunes in this harsh new land.  My Antonia is probably her most widely read and admired novel.  Among others, critic H. L. Mencken thought it to be her finest work and, reviewing it shortly after it was published, he wrote, “Her style has lost self-consciousness; her feeling for form has become instinctive. And she has got such a grip upon her materials. … I know of no novel that makes the remote folk of the Western prairies more real … and I know of none that makes them seem better worth knowing.”  He summed it up: “No romantic novel ever written in America, by man or woman, is one half as beautiful as  My Antonia.” 
Criticism
It was risky, in the early 20th century, to write fiction about ordinary, rough-hewn people facing the monumental rigors of pioneer life. The prevailing literary style was for over refined, elegant novels with characters of class and wealth who held fast to European pretensions and standards of gentility. Think William Dean Howells’ Indian Summer, of recent memory. Cather made her own prose as spare as the land about which she was writing.  Along with writers such as Theodore Dreiser and Sinclair Lewis, Willa Cather was seen by some contemporary critics as the answer to a prayer.
My Antonia was nominated for the first-ever Pulitzer Prize but didn't get it. The novel for which she later won a Pulitzer in 1923, One of Ours, published the year before when she was 49, is not generally considered to be among her best efforts. 

Her critical acclaim began to wane in the 1930s with the advent of Marxist Criticism. Marxist critics suggested that Cather did not understand or show concern for modern social issues, and they made fun of the romanticism which infused her stories.
Passing
Cather maintained an active writing career, publishing novels and short stories for many years until her death on April 24, 1947. At the time of her death, she ordered her letters burned. Though thousands of letters escaped destruction, Cather's will prevents their publication.
Quotes

I’ll end with a few quotes from her writing.

“I like trees because they seem more resigned to the way they have to live than other things do.”  

“Artistic growth is, more than it is anything else, a refining of the sense of truthfulness.  The stupid believe that to be truthful is easy; only the artist …, knows how difficult it is.”

“The sun [on the prairie] was like a great visiting presence that stimulated and took its due from all animal energy. When it flung wide its cloak and stepped down over the edge of the fields at evening, it left behind it a spent and exhausted world.”

“Freedom so often means that one isn't needed anywhere.”
“One cannot divine nor forecast the conditions that will make happiness; one only stumbles upon them by chance, in a lucky hour, at the world's end somewhere.”
“There are only two or three human stories, and they go on repeating themselves as fiercely as if they had never happened before; like the larks in this country, that have been singing the same five notes over, for thousands of years.”
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