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‘Hard on the Trail of My Old Priests’: Willa Cather’s Legend Cycle of Santa Fe

Just after publishing Death Comes for the Archbishop in the fall of 1927, Willa Cather wrote to Fanny Butcher, a reviewer for the Chicago Tribune with whom she had regular correspondence, requesting Butcher’s opinion of her new book (Selected Letters 395).  Initial reviews had criticized its structure and raised the question of whether it could rightly be called a novel.   To Butcher she confided:

“Just what is a novel, I wonder?  I’ve always wanted to try something in the style of legend, with a sort of New Testament calm, and I think I succeeded fairly well.  A story with no woman in it but the Virgin Mary has very definite limitations; … and you like it or you don’t. I had a glorious year doing it, and working in that new form with no solid drama.  … It’s a narrative, like Robinson Crusoe, and it’s a kind of writing that is colored by a kind of country, like a folk-song”  (396).

Cather’s many reviewers confirmed the value of her novel (to her mind more properly termed a narrative).  The serious critical praise it received, from New York Herald Tribune Books, New York Evening Post Literary Review, and Commonweal, to name a few, must ultimately have validated her original pleasure in researching, imagining, and composing it. But the novel’s initial critical reception was not without detraction, and one principle objection had to do with the work’s narrative structure.  Cather’s letter to Butcher reveals an interesting gap between her ambitions for her book and the expectations of some of her reviewers.  Though she expresses an intention to explore the alternate narrative form of the legend, her novel-length final product was offered to the public as her latest novel in a grouping which considered from various angles the ancient and modern histories of the inhabitants of the American Southwest. The dissonance produced a friction in relation to form and verity among critics.  It also created tension among those of her personal friends, such as the writer Mary Austin, who knew well the local history and cultural narratives of Santa Fe.  Austin consistently expressed dismay at the novel’s privileging the priests and their French culture, disparaging her friend’s having glossed over the Hispanic-derived culture that was such an essential part of Santa Fe’s history and social practice:  “… I was very much distressed to find that she had given her allegiance to the French blood of the Archbishop; she had sympathized with his desire to build a French cathedral in a Spanish town.  It was a calamity to the local culture.” (Reader’s Companion 133).

At the time of the work’s publication, questions of form and of its relation to truth comprise one critical objection of the book’s earliest readers, and these arise naturally from the assumptions and precepts of literary critics and from unsure readers who sought to match their lived experience and knowledge with historical representations of “their” Southwestern region.  Contemporary discussions of Cather’s novel are less concerned with these questions.  Instead, they revolve around the notion of cultural relativity.  In short, they ask the extent of Cather’s sympathy with the notion of manifest destiny, proposing the book’s service to this colonial ideal of progress.  Perhaps stimulated by Mary Austin’s criticism of her French leanings, they inquire into the complexity of Cather’s grasp on American culture at the moment that served as her book’s setting, and into the exact nature of her range of sympathies, both characterological and political.  Contemporary scholars such as Reed Way Dasenbrock wonder if Cather’s perspectives on Southwestern history are basically aligned with those of the colonizing “outsider,” who “sympathetically presents his efforts to introduce (or impose) external standards on the area” (qtd. In Prajznerova 133).  I believe that the apparently disparate critiques of formal and cultural dissonance in this novel are actually intrinsically related.  To begin, let’s boil the two questions down:
Is Death Comes for the Archbishop a novel or some other form of narrative? 
Does this narrative reveal Cather to be an apologist for manifest destiny?
 My answer to the first question comes from my own research into the literature of the Americas.  As I have come to understand the relationships between the earliest writings attempting to convey the experience of Europeans in both North and South America, I have become familiar with the special role played by narrative forms such as the legend.  Death Comes for the Archbishop is not the first book written in response to the exotic landscapes and inhabitants of the Western hemisphere; rather, Cather’s narrative of the mid-19th century Catholic Church in the Southwestern desert is part of a tradition, begun at the turn of the 16th century, of enraptured – if sometimes fantastical – representations of these evocative places.  Emir Rodriquez Monegal, editor of The Borzoi Anthology of Latin American Literature, observes that the letters, chronicles, and testimonial documents of the Colonial Americas were, in an important sense, more unified as a literature of the time period than the literatures that followed in later centuries, though many of these early texts were censored in Europe until the nineteenth century.  It was after the wars of independence were fought and won that the literature of the American Colonial period began to be accessible to the literary establishments of Europe, revealing “the fabulous sources of a literature to be” (2).  As sources, these written records of encounters with the rivers, forests, and tribal people of the New World were indeed fabulous, in the strictest use of the word.  The explorers’ early encounters in the Bahamas were so different from the world they knew, and were so little served in any explanation of it by the intellectual framework they brought to their experience, that their accounts often had the quality of a fable or legend, a narrative form quite accommodating to their ignorance of the place.  As testimony to what they saw and whom they met, their writings were marred by their difficulty in describing plants, animals, and especially a kind of people that they had never seen before and had no idea how to understand.  In addition to the fact that they did not initially share a language with the inhabitants, their visions of discovery and their unexamined assumptions about human cultures compromised the strict verity of their communications.  
Thus, the earliest written documents of the first contact between the western hemisphere and Europe betray a pervading “sense of the ‘marvelous’” that characterizes this literature (1). Monegal’s sense of the marvelous can be discerned in the early letters about their voyages written by Christopher Columbus and Amerigo Vespucci, translated and circulated within a limited circle in Europe.  In The Green and Beautiful Land, Columbus’ first letter, he reported to the Spanish king and queen of his exploration of the islands of the Bahamas:

“Sir, forasmuch as I know that you will take pleasure in the great triumph with which Our Lord has crowned my voyage, I write this to you, … If the others already seen are very beautiful, green, and fertile, this is much more so, with large trees and very green. Here there are large lagoons with wonderful vegetation on their banks. Throughout the island all is green, and the herbage like April in Andalusia. The songs of the birds were so pleasant that it seemed as if a man could never wish to leave the place. The flocks of parrots concealed the sun; and the birds were so numerous, and of so many different kinds, that it was wonderful. There are trees of a thousand sorts, and all have their several fruits; and I feel the most unhappy man in the world not to know them, for I am well assured that they are all valuable. 

These people are very gentle and timid; they go naked, as I have said, without arms and without law. The country is very fertile. …There are a thousand other kinds of fruits, which it is impossible for me to write about, and all must be profitable.  The harbors of the sea here are such as you could not believe it without seeing them; and so the rivers, … and good streams, the most of which bear gold. … in this island there are many spices and great mines of gold and other metals.”  (Monegal 5 – 7)

Columbus’ wonder at the beautiful abundance of the islands is expressed in prelapsarian terms, stressing the innocence of the people and the untouched harmony of the landscape. But his Old Testament perspective and his confidence in the presence of gold may have resulted more from his desire than from his understanding.

Vespucci’s 1503 letter to the King of Portugal represents the land through a similarly Edenic filter:   “The climate there was very temperate and good, … there was never there any pest or epidemic caused by corruption of the air; … in the districts remote from the coast there is a great abundance of gold, and by them it is in no respect esteemed or valued.  They are rich in pearls … ” (19)   The two explorers’ parallel pictures thus may serve as founding images in the tradition of New World “legends”.  

The legends of Cather’s “old priests” and their mission, then, may be seen more clearly for what they are (and are not) in light of the literature of the marvelous that represented the contact between Europe and the Americas from its earliest moments.  The book’s first chapter gives us a dramatic narrative echoing the religiously-framed emotions of Columbus and Vespucci.  The young Father La Tour has been riding all day among red sand-hills on his journey to claim his Vicarate in New Mexico.  He is beginning to hallucinate from the persistent sight of these unfamiliar hills:

“The blunted pyramid, repeated so many hundred times upon his retina and crowding down upon him in the heat, had confused the traveler, … ‘Mais, c’est fantastique!’ he muttered, … (18).  His eye, ‘sensitive to the shape of things,’ next falls on a uniquely-formed juniper tree growing nearby: ‘Living vegetation could not present more faithfully the form of the Cross’ ” (19).  

Father Latour immediately makes his devotions at the base of this found church.  The awed voice of Cather’s desert wanderer is similar to that heard in the explorers’ letters to their kings.  A navigator travels across the seas to find gold for a king: a follower of the Franciscan Third Order Secular finds the original Garden of Eden before the Fall.  A priest struggles across the desert to complete his assigned mission and sees an oddly-shaped tree: a man of faith, wandering for a long time in a wilderness, discovers a sign of his God and, his faith confirmed, worships before it.  Each man sees his experience in the new landscape through the lens of an Old Testament masterplot (Genesis 2 – 3; Psalm 63:1, or Numbers 13-14, as you will!).  The tonal parallels to be observed between Columbus’ first letter and Cather’s first chapter certainly support the pride she shares with Butcher in her success at “the style of legend,” despite the fact that the biblical masterplots involved have more to do with Old Testament storms than with New Testament calms!

Cather’s observation that the “new form [has] no solid drama” is provoking to a scholar of literary form such as I am, and leads, I believe, to the second critical question raised by contemporary Cather scholars: does the novel hint that its writer was finally intolerant of cultural difference?  Does she give us racial stereotypes in the Indians and Mexicans with whom she peoples her narrative?  Does she make heroic conquerors or gentle shepherds of Father Vaillant and Father Latour? Does she flatten or erase the natural give-and-take of human interchange among the diverse kinds of societies that live, work, and worship together in the region?  I would say that she does none of these with her characters and events. Further, I would disagree with her that the form of the legend has no solid drama.  The legend, as a literary genre, usually features the agon, or conflict, of a character who notably struggles to overcome a particular set of harshly opposing circumstances.  The legend of Faust, for example, centers on the conflict between Faust’s vast desire for knowledge and power and the moral universe that will ultimately deny him those things.  The legend’s drama, then, offers a lesson in ambition, or tenacity, in luck, or simply, in life.  Frequently, however, the character of legend is distinctive in having been based on a “real” person – someone known and recorded – about whom so many others tell so many stories (each with their own agonistic structures) that the character is finally seen through these stories to have surmounted the original human state and is transformed into a figure that is larger than life, as it were.  Thus, as the events of the life of Johann Georg Faust, a documented citizen of a German town between the late 1400s to the middle 1500s and variously a doctor, a necromancer, an astrologer, and an alchemist, were told and re-told by his neighbors, the tales about his questionable deeds grew to be bigger than he was, and ultimately defined him in legend, if not in fact. To my mind, legends offer us a very solid kind of drama of transfiguration.  What kind of a legend is Cather attempting in her novel?  Are Latour and Vaillant born of actual history?  Is there a clear agon against which they must pit themselves?  Are these men legendary figures?  Do they ultimately transcend their human character, becoming symbolic figures in a spiritual or political allegory? 
 I would submit that Cather’s compelling drama traces the progress of these two priests, from their first arrival in New Mexico, through their struggles against social and cultural circumstances produced there by centuries of colonial occupation and resistance, to their final roles in and perspectives on the accomplishment of their mission.  Her two characters are drawn very specifically from the histories of actual missionaries who served the Catholic churches of Santa Fe at that time – the life of Archbishop Jean Baptiste Lamy was her source for Latour, and that of Father Joseph P. Machebeuf was her source for Vaillant.  According to John March’s A Reader’s Companion to the Fiction of Willa Cather, she “relied heavily” for information about both of her characterological prototypes on a biography of Machebeuf by William Joseph Howlett (Reader’s Companion 367).  Her creation of her “two old priests” is anchored by Howlett’s well-documented historical narrative of the missionaries’ lives, especially on their work in New Mexico.  I would also claim, though, that the legendary status that each attains by the novel’s end is the product of Cather’s own sympathetic vision of their transformation of faith. Through the events of the narrative, each man moves further away from his original goal of trying to shelter a once-pagan territory under the dome of the Church, and moves closer to a full embrace of the human community, with all of its perplexing diversity, its dismaying flaws, and its profound need for salvation that might spring from any source, human or divine. 

How does Cather’s legend effect this transformation in her priests’ views of the souls belonging to the regional inhabitants?  Most particularly, on what understanding of the indigenous inhabitants is her created world of Santa Fe based?  Though I have been unable to uncover her having read the early writings from the explorers, it is a matter of record that she was acquainted with the works of Francis Parkman, an American historian who had thorough knowledge of the early letters of the missionaries of Colonial North America (Skaggs 161).  In fact, Cather relied to a great extent in her research for Shadows on the Rock on Parkman’s seven-volume France and England in North America, a novel she began in the same year that her narrative of the Southwest was published.  Parkman’s 1846 sojourn with the Sioux tribe led to his characterizing Indians as “savages” in need of the civilizing ministrations of the government.  His views on this subject were aligned generally with those of many living in America in his time: the westward progress of American civilization was assumed to be ultimately beneficial (if for different reasons) to original and European-descended inhabitants alike.  As one might expect, he has been more recently criticized for such perspectives.  C. Vann Woodward wrote in 1984:   “Too often Parkman could ignore evidence that was not in accord with his views, permit his bias to control his judgment, or sketch characterizations that are little better than hostile caricatures.... Modern sensibilities will be nettled by his casual stereotypes of national character and by the sharp distinction he draws between ‘civilization’ and ‘savagery’. Even more difficult to take is his portrayal (not always consistent or invariably negative) of the Indian as a beast of the forest, ‘man, wolf, and devil, all in one,’ and as a race inevitably and rightly doomed”. (qtd. In Wikipedia)

As Parkman was influenced by his own experiences and by missionaries’ characterizations of the indigenous people, it may be assumed that Cather was influenced by Parkman’s characterizations of native Americans, and that these may have colored her own creations of characters such as the Bishop Latour’s Indian guide, Jacinto, and his Navajo Chieftain friend, Eusabio.  Latour does not appear to see or judge these two men, though, in terms of cultural contrast.  His relationship with Jacinto, given some detail in the first third of the book, is one of mutual respect from the beginning.  On their travels to Acoma, as they muse over the different names that the Indians have for the great mesas, Jacinto is careful to return the respect that he feels he is shown by Latour’s appreciation of the Laguna name of Snow-Bird mountain:  “Oh, Indians have nice names, too! Jacinto replied quickly, with a curl of the lip.  Then, as if he felt he had taken out on the Bishop a reproach not deserved, he said …, The Laguna people think it very funny for a big priest to be a young man.  The Governor say, how can I call him Padre when he is younger than my sons?”. (91)

Latour appreciates his guide’s kind intention to flatter him, as well as the fine social nuances of his English grammar in this exchange.  More evidence of his appreciation of the growing companionship between them follows in this scene, when he drifts to sleep justifying to himself his tendency to think of Jacinto as “his Indian boy”:  “One called the young Indians ‘boys’ perhaps because there was something youthful and elastic in their bodies.  Certainly about their behavior there was nothing boyish in the American sense, nor even in the European sense”. (93)
 
Respectful lexical discriminations such as these are typical of Latour, even while he is still a comparative stranger to the region.  Cather’s young priest is not drawn as an instinctive racist, nor are her native characters drawn as part-human, part-beast.  In the novel’s last chapter, the sympathetic long-standing relationship between the elder Latour and his friend Eusabio suggests a deepening of the original respect that the priest had for his Indian associates, and a corresponding growth in the sophistication of his views on the persistence of the warfare between the Indians and the American government:  “For many years Father Latour used to wonder if there would ever be an end to the Indian wars while there was one Navajo or Apache left alive.  Too many traders and manufacturers made a rich profit out of that warfare; a political machine and immense capital were employed to keep it going”. (292)
This perspective on the cultural contact zone in which he lives has been born of years of thoughtful and honest observation on the part of the Bishop, and is very much transmuted from the despair he felt as a much younger priest leading a Mass at Acoma: “He felt as if he were celebrating Mass at the bottom of the sea, for antediluvian creatures; … the sacrifice on Calvary could hardly reach back so far” (100).  

Father Vaillant, too, shows a kind of spiritual growth, or an accumulation of strength in his mission, due to the challenges of living with the earlier inhabitants of New Mexico.  The easy sociability with which he “cons” the rich Senor Lujon out of his two beloved mules “to carry the word of God about this heathen country” (63) eventually gives way to the strict spiritual dedication required of him for his last mission in the Colorado Rockies.  From the beginning, Cather paints him as a spiritual optimist – a lover of human companionship, a prompt discoverer of miracles, a comfortable ascetic – and these qualities are exactly those required by the Bishop of Leavenworth, who badly needs a priest to minister to the lawless gold-rush society that has spontaneously developed around Pike’s Peak:   “… an able one, … not only devoted, but resourceful and intelligent, one who would be at his ease with all sorts of men”. (247)   Latour understands, however, that Father Joseph will be tested and changed as he tries to minister to these rough mountain campers. Vaillant still becomes the first Bishop of Colorado, despite many injuries and illnesses suffered among the harsh conditions of his mission.  As he takes on the responsibility for a sprawling and unruly diocese, his early assets of character harden into the mettle necessary to his surroundings.   At his funeral, Latour notes that “extraordinary personal devotion that Father Joseph had so often aroused and retained … in red men and yellow men and white”(289).  

On the trail of her two old Catholic priests, through the diverse cultures and people they strive to understand, and across the changing landscape of their own religious narrative, Cather celebrates the elasticity of the human spirit in finding ways to encompass the human in all of its variety.  Aware of the relative criteria they must apply, Father Latour and Father Vaillant congratulate one another on the fact that they have fulfilled their Catholic mission, increasing that fulfillment with each modulation of the Catholic perspectives and principles they brought with them to New Mexico.  They rejoice in the reversal of colonial wrongs that restores the Navajo to their sacred lands after their ruinous displacement.  As Latour confides to his young Seminarian companion, Bernard:  “God has been very good to let me live to see a happy issue to those old wrongs.  I do not believe, as I once did, that the Indian will perish.  I believe that God will preserve him”. (297)
The funerals scenes of both priests display alike the extent to which they have become incorporated, along with the legends of Friar Balthazar’s execution, of Juan Diego and the shrine to Our Lady of Guadalupe, of Father Junipero’s Holy Family, or the legend of the rescued Magdalena, into the fabric of legends that encircles and so defines the societies of their missionary regions.  

I will return, in closing, to my original questions about Death Comes for the Archbishop.  As to its form, I will say that for me, this work bears a number of identifying marks of the novel.  The many narratives – legends and shadow stories – embedded within it do not disqualify it from that ultimate designation.  Much of the setting, descriptive prose, and character development are clearly “novelistic,” as far as I’m concerned. The overall narrative structure is one of legend, as I alluded to earlier in this commentary, but for this work Cather has created a seamless amalgam of novelistic treatment, legends, folk-tales, and imagined chronicle. In the matter of the novel’s giving evidence of Cather’s underlying colonial sympathies, I am not so sure of my answer.  I do see the priests’ progress in understanding and respecting the cultural differences among which they live and work, an intention about characterological development that I take for granted.  At the same time, I do appreciate the extent to which their characters are emblems of the Catholic Church, with all of its cruel institutional history, its theological debates on the ultimate humanity of the indigenous people of the Americas, its official tolerance of the ruinous colonial encomiendas (The courageous 1511 sermon of Father Montesinos on Hispaniola, in which he demanded of his colonial flock, “Are the Indians not men?” being an exception to such tolerance).  As her letter to Irene Miner Weisz makes plain, Cather immensely enjoyed making legendary figures of Lamy and Machebeuf, especially the former: “I’m working like a beaver, … and I love my Bishop!” (375).   But I am not sure that her book has made me love either one of her two old priests.

**********************************************************

Works Cited

The Bible, Old Testament
Willa Cather, Death Comes for the Archbishop
Andrew Jewell and Janis Stout, eds., The Selected Letters of Willa Cather
John March, A Reader’s Companion to the Fiction of Willa Cather
Emir Rodriguez Monegal, The Borzoi Anthology of Latin American Literature, Vol. 1
Katerina Prajznerova, Cultural Crosspollination in Willa Cather’s Death Comes for the Archbishop
Merrill Skaggs, Cather’s Use of Parkman’s Histories in Shadows on the Rock
Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johann_Georg_Faust
	     http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francis_Parkman


Questions for Discussion

1.)   In her letter to Fanny Butcher, Cather concedes that a novel without female characters may not be to the taste of everyone.  Yet there are some notable females with bit parts.  
- If they do at all, how do Magdalena and Dona Isabella “feminize” this narrative?  How do we read these women characters and Cather’s having created them?
- What is the presence and resultant effect of the Virgin Mary in the work?  Is the European tradition of Marian worship continued in the Catholicism of the New World?

2.)   In Bishop Latour’s early visits to the Catholics under his jurisdiction, he says a Mass at the church of Acoma.  This church and many others that he visits, along with the landscape on which they sit, are given detailed description and evoked in stark visual terms.  How do you see these churches and their settings in comparison to the  cathedral that Latour is finally able to build for Santa Fe?   

3.)   Although Cather began with the historical figures of Father Lamy and Father Machebeuf as the sources for her two protagonists, she took the person of Kit Carson from whole cloth.  
- Why do you suppose she decided to anchor her fiction with a nonfictional element?
- Was her  insertion of a “real person” into her narrative successful?

4.)   Over the course of their long relationship and even in the long separation that marks its end, the Fathers Latour and Vaillant are a distinctive pair.  
- How do you assess their devotion to one another: do they complement one another?  Do they support one another?  How do you think each would have lived if he hadn’t been close with the other?
- How does the dynamism of this duo fuel the energy of Cather’s novel?
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