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Fdith Wharton And Willa Cather

Hoth Mrs. ‘Tharton and Miss Cather rank very high in
American Literature, Zvery literature critic, whe studies Mrs,
Wharton thoroughly admits this whenever he comes to the final
analysis of krs. “Wharton, One of them, Arthur Hobson ‘uinn,
has gone so far as to say that rrs, “harton has won a secure
place, not only in American fiction but in that of the world:

.. she {irs. “harton] clothed her unflagging
invention, her remarkable character~drawing and her
unswerving reality of situation in a style so dis-
tinguished that we read and reread her fiction for
the sheer joy of tasting again the magnificent-
phrasing which fits its theme with the unobstrusive
nicety of great srt, der own phrase bkaffles
comnetition., 2y the ‘myskterigus auvthority of beauty™
she won her secure nlace, not only in American
fiction but in that of the world, as one who touched
rzal life with the imaginatvive magic of a poet and
who amid the shifting standards of a disturbed and
disjointed time, steadily refused to depart from that
conception of art which from the days of the fGresks
has been the highest., She beleoneged to no school, she
was her own master, 3She followed no fashions
because she had become herszlf a standard by which
the writers of American fiction of this period must
ultimately be judged.l

as for bMiss Cather, Quinn is impressed by her ability to
present life in the ‘est of America with unusual insight and
sympathy, He 1s alsec attracted by the beauty of her carly
memeries which are made vivid by her skill and artistry,.
David Daiches is posicive that Miss Cather's works are civi-
lized and that her position among American novelists 1s
unigue, He says that her novels:

..+ heve a strength and an individuality that-
it is not easy for the critic formally to describe,
virtues which can be ekperienced even if they cannot
easily be talked about, Her posikion among '
American novelists is unigue; no other has brought

to bear quite her kind of perception on the
American aceéne

4nd that hey szarch for a culture
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... is more than an ﬁmérlcﬁn theme, It transw
gends national problems to illuminate one of the
great guestions about civilization, 3

The {iction of Mrs, “harton and kiss Cather
definiﬁely gives the reader pieasufe'and At the same
time reveals certain aspects of America that have never
passed into history. Thaeir attitudes ore someﬁimes
similar and sometimes radically different, Thase
similarities and dissimilaritics make a study of their
works all the more interesting., Their different backe
grounds are of interest too becadSé one notices how
much both novelists drew on their past experiences in
producing their fiction which is very much admired even
today.

While Bdith Newbold Janes wam born inte a rich
and well-established family of old New York, "illa
Cather was born into tha family of a Verginia farmer,
Zdith Janes was surrounded by pecwele of high society,
while #¥illa Cather spent her childhood among simple
people of farming stock. While 0ld New York, with its
kindliness,its precise taste and its amenability was
presenting itself to the young Bdith Newbold Jones,
“illa Cather was straining against the rigid social
conventions of the Scuth. 32Zdith Jones's upbringing was
the conventional one given children of her time and
status, Consequently, inspite of living in a well~ pro-
cected family, the intellizent young 3dith Jones found
herselfl extremely bored. Feeling greatly disturbed by
her tutors, governesses and relatives she, at an early
age, began to write and to show a marked independence
of mind, 1illa @ather experienced a somewhat similar
and even though she was merely a young girl, she reactad
against it in a way which showed her independent spirit:
dven as a litwle girl she felt something

smothering in the polite, rigid sccial conventions

of that Southern society -- something factitious and

unreal., If one fell in with those sentimental

attitudes, those euphuisms that went with gocd
manners, one lost all touch with reality, with truth
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of experience, Il one rESlStEd them, one became a
socidl rebel. BShe told orce of an old judge who came
to call =-=~- and who began stroking her curls and
talking to her in the playful plztitudes one addreaﬁed
to little girls -- and of how she horrified her :
mother by breaking out suddenly:"I's a dang'ous nlg”er,
I is!" It was an attempt to break through the smocth,
unreal conventions about little girls -- the only way
that occured to her at Lhe moment . &
2dith Jones's teen year¢ were not marked by schooling
as ware Willa Cather's in Red CGloud, Nebraska: However,
she managed to g2t her own aducetiont: she read the works
of famous amzrican and Zriglish poets and her Experiencé in
society was educational in itsell, In her own circle she
studied the way of a peonle “"who dreaded scandal more
than diseass, who placed decency above courage, and whe
considered that nething was more ill-bred than 'scanes,’
except the behavior of those who gave rise, to them,*
There were standards: the werd standard™, she conlfeszed
later, gave her the clue her writer's mind needed to the
world in which she was bred. Bad manners were the
supreme offense; 1t would have been bad manners to speak,
bad Znglish, to nag servants, Her firast literary effort,
the work of her cleventh yzar, was a novel which began:
“Dh how do you do, Mrs, Brown?! said Mrs. Tompkins,
'II uhlf I had known you wers geing to call T should have
tidied up the drawing-room.'"'Her meother returned it coldly,
saying, "Drawing-rooms are always tidy.7? It was in this
kind of world that our distinguishaed tdith Jones mavyed in
her téen years, -=- among 2laborate luncheon partizs, a
thousand cerzmeonial dinners and exquisite tattle. It was
a world of graciousness, but it did not satisfy the
crzative intelligence of Edith Jones. Exactly at about
the same age, Willa Cather roamed the great plain on the
Divide where she was Immediately attracted by the lives
of ths immigrants on that specious plain. *“hile the good
manners and etiguette of high society suffocated =dith
Nawbold Jones, the prairie atmospherc enchanted ¥illa
Cather, But this was only one significant part of her
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experience during her teen years, There was much
still waiting in the Miture to satisfy the i1ntelledtual
curiosity of this rebellious child whose nature, she
herszlf, at this carly stage, did not guite understand,
Her search for the finer things in life started,
withput her knowing it, with her first tasfe of town
life, in Red Cloud, Nebraska. From school, from gifted
people in the town, and from books she got intellactual
encouragament which was of the utmost importance for her
future career. Whéen she entared the University of
Nebraska, she was even more thrilled and encouraged by
subjects that were new and enchanting to her and with
the help of able-mindcd preofessors, there openal before
her a world of the intsllect inte which she plunged
enthusiastically.

hereas Willa Cather remained unmarried
throughout her life, at the age of twenty-three, Zdith
Jones married Sdward Jharton, son of a well-to-do
Boston family, Although he was thirteen years older
than she iv was apparently a good match. Marriage gave
Edith the ogpportunity to travel in Zurope frequantly.
one advantage which played an important part in her
develgpment as a great writer:

Her marriage indeed gpened the way, as much as
she pleasad, to esasy travel, and now there were
constant and regular flizghts to lurepe... she was a
passignate traveller, nesver sg happy as when she took
the rgad to see the world. But still she rcturned to
her place at the journey's end; she helped herself in
her wanderings to what she nezeded, a magnificant
lapful and carried it home, It was not for her to be
hungering in her native air (or things that 1t didn't
provide; of these she could always bring back stors
in plenty, with vision and memory relreshed and
enriched-- encugh to last tiIl next time and the next,
It w28 no guestion with her as it was with some, of
an air in which she cduldn't shrime, a2 1ife dm which
she couldn't accomplish her purpose, She was naver cone
to linger heloplces and undecidad in conditions that
didn't suit hsr.

The Whartons lived a simple but graciocus life.
Their home, "The Mount'" at Massachusettes, was always
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highly praised by her friends who visitesd there, From one of
the complimentary notes one learns also that Edith Wharton
had a happy life with her husband:

I do not remembaer any house where the hospitality
was greater or more full of charm than at The Mount.
As one thinks of it in retrospect the word 'civilised!
comas to one's mind., The gardzn was a great interest
to Edith, and the opening of vistas and planting of
trea2s was a cohstant amusament to Teddy, angd tney
both shared in the love of dogs and horses,.

The Whartons however did not stay at "Ths Mount" as long as
they should have in spite of their love of the place, They sold
the house and emigrated to France and chose Paris as their
second home, Thair decision to leave the United Statas wos
rather mysterious. Mrs. Wharton made it known to Judge Rebert
Grant, onc of her older friends who had a part in helwving har
discover hersell as a writer of books, that their decision

‘was due to Edward!s ill health, However, their dacision was

30 sudden that ong suspects an ulterior motive, but even now.
there sezms to be no lagical @xplanation:

My last visit to *"The Mount"™ scemed the happlest
at the moment, for =ach of my hosts gave the
impression af being in lovs with what they builded,
and BEdith spoke gleefully of hoping to pay for a
new terrace with the profits of her next bock.

Within three weeks I heard they had decidad to

uproot themselves and live abroad, The decision
seemed a mystery at the time, Teddy Wharton was an
attractive man, debonair, spruce, and amiable; they
had many fastidious tast2s in common, but he was not
intellectunl, and his wife had in this sensec outgrown
him, We have Edith's printed word for it that his
growing ill-health was the underlying cause of their
emigratiocn, On the other hand the lure of Zurope and
wider literary associations were fully undasrstandable
as one of her motives, and at the moment it saazmed

55 il Teddy would find the boulevards of Paris
thoroughly congenial, But he never fitted in, and
they bored him. On the other hand her zagsr in-
telligence derived [resh vigour and atmosphere [rom
the old world and from the contacts her growing
reputation brought her ...

So it seems that this move was not totally because, ol
Edward's ill-health, but at lzast partly tc provide literary
opportunity for Edith. It was a disaster for Edward. One of
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their friends was positive that this move causad Bdward's

mental disturbance and ultimately ended their marriage:

Hey marriage until then had been a happy one;
but an infirmity of temper grew on Mr, Wharton,
unreasening anger about trifles, which at first
puzzled, then woérried, finally disturbed Edith beyond
measure, Perhaps il the fact that there was some
tendency to mental disturbance had been recognized
garlier, if  the right word at the risht moment had
been spoksen, or il the Lanox house had not been sold,
the rift would not have widened and thz final
separaticn might not have come to pass, I felt the
disposal of "The Mount" deeply, discouraged it in
such slight ways as I could, and [2ared the con-
sequences — more for him than for her, He was devoted
to the country; the place at Lenox {(where he had
passed much of his bovhood) was a constant amusement,
and his love of animals and country life gave him
deep roots in the soil. To her the change of Paris
gpenad vistas of artistic pleasure and intallectunzl
devalopmant; but for him it tock away his chief
occupations, and he found himsz2lf strandzd in a
society for which he was neithzsr adaptzd nor inclined.
Add to this an illness partly nervous and partly
mental, and it is 2asy teo understand ths 5rave dif -
ferences that latér on came batween them,

By 1912, things had reached a point where it was evident that
no clffort or sacrifice of hars could further avail, and the
separation that snsued resulted in a diverce in the following
year,

While Mrs, Wharton was having years of both hanpy and
bitter marital expericnce, Miss Cather at the same age was,
beginning a c¢career as a journalist, From Lincoln, MNebraska,
she headed [or Pittsburgh where she [irst experienced real
city 1ife, and then to New York, the centzsr ol civilized
living — the city that this little Nebraska prairie girl
had always longed to visit. In both Pittsburgh and New York
Miss Cather fim@lly had an opportunity to come in contact
with the artistic bezuty that her drab Weatern town had
failed to offzr., Bo ambitiocus was her guest that she was ncot
satisficd with what she got on the =ast coast but she even
continued her quest by traveling to HZurope where she came to
appreciate deeply the old world. Back.from Zutbpe, she was
full of a desire teo seck 4n her own country valuss such as
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ahe'hﬁd found in Europer Tﬁqs she began to appreciate the
valuabié qualities of prairie life == the life that she had
pravicusly rejeéﬁed whéﬁ she was searching for beauty. For
this reason she revisited her Nebraskan plaing and after
that even made an extensive study of the Southwest ﬂ% the
vast reglon she haﬁ.not been interested in before, From
these vast journeyings she came to believe that the civili-
zation of her country was not superficial but deeply rooted
in a glorious past: in the heroic spirit and simple life
¢f the pioneers and in the culture of the Cliff-Dwellers of
the Southwest,

It is very important to remember that Frs, Wharton and
Miss Cather were contemovoraries who had witnessed similar
changes in their country resulting from variocus causes one
of the most revelutionary of which, was the coming of the
industrial age at the turn of the century, As seen in their
works, both of them reacted to this chansze, esnecially in
their presenvation in their vnrincival novels of the char-
acteristics of America before the turn of the twentieth
century. They regretted Ehat past and viewed the changes
with.nostalgia. Tat because of their great social differ-
ances, their subject matter which mostly reflected their
OWn eXperiences was radically unlike and provided a sharp
contrast which helps the reader to see the United States —
east and west — in different periods in the past,

While rrs. Wharton revealed to us aristocratic old New
York society in the eighteen seventies, Miss Cather pre-

sented the simple pioneer community on the Nebraska plains.
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However, before HMiss Qathet wrote--about the liyea of the
pioneers, she had written about the pedple who yearned for
artistic beadty and who had thus overlooked the pfecious
qualities in life on the nlains. This is because Miss Cather
herself in hef youth had not tasted the luxuricus living
that was taken for granted by Mrs. Wharton. For this reason
Mrs, “Yharton never showed in her fiction a similar search
for beauty, This then is one of their contrasts in theme,
Mrs. Wharton presented a high society that was quite accus-
tomed to this beauty, Her main protagonists who represent
the old New Ycrkxaristocrats for example Lily Bart and

Lawrence Selden in The House of Mirth, Countess Ellen Olen-

ska and Newland archer in The Are of Innocence or the Mar-

vells in The Custom of the Country are therefore pzople who

were born into an atmosphers of culture and artistic beauty.
Miss Cather's artists, on the contrary, are originally young
Westerners who desert their native towns to seek a rore -
promising life of aesthetic development. They are characters

like Thea Kronborg in The Song of the Lark, Harvey Merrick

in "The Sculpteor's Funeral’ or Claude Yheeler in One of Qurs,

Whereas Miss Cather occupied herself with the search
for beauty, Mrs, "harton was preoccupied with the role of
convention., 3She reveals her awareness of the influence of
convention and shows clearly that because of its set rules
and traditions sometimes it is hostile to the members of
that same society. There is in spite of its orderly condi-
tion and behavior, little chance for an individual with an

independent spirit to develop his potentialities. Every
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unusual vractice is shunned by Ehese ﬁfédiﬁiqn-minded
veople, For this reason one of lrs; Hharton;s main themes
is always the conflict of protagonists who because of their
.indEpendEnt snirit are at war witn their environment, and
they generally become the sictims of society. Two factors
that contribute te the destruction of the old aristocratic
society are: the inflexibiliﬁy of convention and the in-
creased power of the new materialistic generation. Prota-
gonists répreaenting this new generation are, for example,

Simon Rosedale in The House of Mirth or Zlmer Moffatt of

Apex City in The Custcm of the Country. Miss Cather also

reveals her awaréness of the influence of this new gencra-
tion whose greed for money destroyed the pioneer spirit and
whose lack of appreciation of art discouraged artists. They
are characters like the money-minded Bayliss Vheeler in One

cf Ours and Ivy Peters in A Lost Lady, However when both

novelists had shown their awareness of the hostilivy of
this new generaticn, they in a way yielded to the power of
these newcomers. DBoth realized that it was beyond their
power to resist the wlmer Moffatts or the Ivy Peters of the
modern world. DMrs. Vharton accepted this reality normally.
She retired graciously to live in the past, writing about
her old New York but she did not show har great anncoyance
with the new generation, &he even revealed in her novels
that she could net help admiring their strusmele and cager-
ness Lo win their place in poctety. Miss Cather did not
accepb this reality as normally as dMrs. Wharton. In por-

traying characters like Bayliss "Theeler in One of Durs
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or Ivy Paters in 4 Lost Lady; she showed that she had no

synpathy and tio exéqsé for tﬁésé pédple; Her reaction was
wild and strong. When éhe knew that it was impossible to
resist them, she even made an escape into the temota.past,
writing aboﬁt seventeenth century Quebec and eighteenth
century.New Mexico to portray the old past civiliéation af
America. - |

Both Mrs, Wharton and Miss Cather had done a lot of
traveling in Europe and both appreciaved Zuropean civiliza-
tion. The former had been so much inspired, especially by
France and her culture, that she chose that country as her
second home where she remained until her death while the
latter, from journeys in 1902 in both England and France,
had her first experience with "all the heaped-up riches,
the accumulated treasure, of European civilization, feeling
deeply its weight and glory, its past and present.”lD In
the little domain of the Pavillon Colombe, l?ing round the
corner, of{ the village street of 3St, Brice—sous-ForEt;
some few miles to the north of Faris; kirs, Wharton had
found a wvery charming place laor developing her art, There
she learnt to appreciate more deeply the French sense of
beauty and French taéte. She alsgo learnt about the old
French principles as well as the streong ties in old aristo-
cratiec French families. In "Madame de Treymas™ she
depicts most comoletely these French characteristics,

During her tour in France Miss Cather observed these
same characteristics, 3She travelled most of the time with

humble French peovle, and everywhere observed them closely.
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These simple people always cauzht and retained her atten~
tion., From hHer visit té Avighon she foiund it easy to con=

:1‘11 4t

clude that “Peopie know how to live in this country,
a hotel in Avignon, the hotel dining-rdﬁm; éonverted from
a Gothic chanter house, and the lavish msal of generous
Provengal cooking only confirmed hef sitisfaction, In

Death Comes for the Archbishop and Shadows on the Reck,

this French food has beébme a.symbol af the nourishmerf dew
rived from Latin culture, in Roueﬁ she was so imﬁressed by
the architectural beauty thét zhe found words of moving
beauty to describe her first glimpse of the cathedral, its
arches and its vaults, and its two great rose-windows,
Twenty years later, in 1922, she exvoressed through Claude,
the sensitive, diffident younsz boy from Nebraska who was

the hero of One of Curs, the high meaning of France in the

awe with which he [irst viewad Rouen. 1iss Cather's deep
aporeciation of old-world values is also seen clearly when
she presented the difficulty in adjustment of the delicate
and refined immigrants from Zurope to the crude American
Frontiers as seen in the case of lr. Shimerda in My
Antonia,

iMrs. Wharton is considered a novelist of manners and
she deserves to be called thus for her presentation of the
0ld aristocratic New York society in the eighteen Seventies,
Readers of her novels can get a complete picture of the
manners observed in that high society: the etiquette of
ladies and gentlemen at the cpera and at sccial events;

their polite speech; their avoidance of scandal even thousgh
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it meant their own destructicn. DHManners are of the utmost

importance in old families like the Marvells in The Custom

of the Country, the Mingotts and the Van der Luydens in

The Are of Innogence, But Miss Cather ih her [iction deals

with pioneers and, therefore, she stresses the ploneer code
of behavior. In her prairie novels cne learns of pioneer
devotion to the land, their neighborliness especially in
time of trouble, and their enjoyment of simple pleasures
like dancing to native folk music, Eesides, in the novels
of the Southwest, one [eels the charm of the primitive way
of living and the culture of the Mexicans and the (liff-
Dwellers. Every detail shows how carsful a study Miss
Cather has made to make her novels as trus to life as
possible,

One great difference between Mrs. “harton and Miss
Cather in theme is their attitude toward human relation-
ships. Mrs. Wharton's own marriagse has taught her that
the relationship between men and women is natural no matter
whether it brings happiness or misery. For this reason
Mrs, Wharton's protagonists are always those who eXperience
marriage and later marital problems. Throuesh her novels
she reveals how irrevocably marriaze bound a married c¢ouple
of her generation together, On the other hand she always
brings in divorce which is one of her recurrent themes.
Treating divorce in her fiction, Mrs. Wharton at the same
time presents the reaction of her contemporaries to divorce.
Her treatment of marriage and divorce is lively and spirited

and having learnt of her own failure in marriage, the
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reader understands why Mrs. Wharton is superb in deaiing
with sﬁch matters. Her success with this theme-definitély
springs from a biographical impulse, Miss Cather, who re-
mained dnmarried all her life) never ventures to treat the
theme of méfriage and its subsequent problems, except as a
spectator, On the contrary, she avoids it as much as
possible and even goes so far as making marriage a means
of destruction for the ambiticus. If happiness in human
relationships should exist, it has to come after one's aim
in 1ife has already been achieved. Thus Alexandra Bergsocon

in O Pioneers! is a symbol of pigneers — she must succecd
¥ L

in taming the hardness of the land before shé finaliy Tets
married and once she gets married, the novel comes to an
end, In the case of her artists, sMccess comzs to those
who reject human relationships but.those who refuse %o
reject personal attachmant reap failure. Hiss Cather, for
example, sometimes puts her heroineg in a condition that
does not seem true to life as in the case of Thea Kronborg,

the heroine of The Song of the Lark, who is not allowed to

marry untlil she has succeeded in reaching her Aartistic goal.
The same treatment is seen in the casae of Don Hedger; the
hero of "Coming; Aphrodite I who, because of separation
from the girl he loves, achieves his ideal of becoming a
great painter; or in the case of Cressida Garnet; the
hergoine of "The Diamond Mine," who is complately destroyed
because she cannot detach herself from human ties. Or if
an individual enjoys a happy married 1life he is generally

doomed to a life that will never be prospergus,. Antonia
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Shimerda in My Antonia and Rosicky in "Neighbour Rosicky"

are appropriate examples. Miss Cather also presents un-

satisfactory married lives in One of Qurs, My Mortal Enemy

and My Lost Lady,

On the whole one sees that the themes of Mrs. Wharton
and Miss Cather are different. lrs, Wharton reveals; in
dealing with the nature and influence of old New York con-
vention, her deep interest in social ideas; in using the
themes of victimization and illegitimacy, her precccupation
with moral principles; in presenting the picture of aristo-=
cratic society in the eighteen seventies and the material-
istic new gensraticn in thé early twentieth century, her
regret and nostalgia; in using divorce as one of her main
themes, her acknowledgment of human relationships and in
discussing European; particularly Freach, taste and culture,
her appreciation of the values she finds lacking in Ameri-
cans. Miss Gather; on the other hand, reveals, in her
novels and short stories rejecting of life on the vast
Nebraska nlains and in dealing with artistic aims, the depth
of her pursuit of beauty and the finer things in life; in
the prairie novels, her appreciation of life on the plains
that she had previously overlooked; in her presentation of
seventeenth century Quebec and the sighteenth century South-
west; her nostalgia for.the past and her search for national
identity; in discussing the maladjustment of the refined
immigrants {rom the 01d World and the deep-rooted character-
istics of the French-Canadians, her appreciation of Qld
World values and in dealing little with marriage or showing

matrimonial failures, her negation of human ties.
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Of the two novelists, Mrs. Wharton seems to have
started off her career and contifued it Wiih greater matur-
ity and confidence, After she has chosen any theme for a
book, she oursues that theme resolutely and relentleasiy;
never letting her reader discovgr any unce;;ainty or he;i-
tation, ©5he makes her reader feel that she has no other
aim than to present what she has really s€en or known,
Even though she i3 often engaged in sﬁpporting hizh moral
standards, ‘her fiction has no didactic quality, Her themes
also tend to be universal since the pictﬁres of the hich
soclieby she painkts in her beooks and the tribal or personal
problems arisine in that society can apply te any aristo-
cratic society in the world, 0ld Mew York socisty reminds
one of a society where social manners and etigquette are
still observed as ceremoniously as in the old New York
circle. The integrity; honor and hyprocrisy displayed in
Mrs. Wharton's ficvitiocus high society either .in old New
York or in the Faubourg St. Germain are exactly the sane
characteristics one discovers in the past or present high
society in Thailand. This makes Mrs. Wharton's fiction
more interesting. The nature of Miss Cather's themes
makes her readers feel that she began her career like an
experimenter. The characteristics of her [irst novel;

Alexander's Bridme, and her early short stories make one

Teel that the writer was not sure of herself and was seek-
ing appropriate materials. Howéver, this experimentation
is good for her since she is much more conflident when she

writes the prairie novels and is successful with them, It
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is not disparaging to say that she is the type 6f nbvelist
who 1s sood at developing novels on her own expeériencde,
téiiing the events that she really came across or basing
her charadters on the peogle she kneit Uersonally. Miss
Cather herself must have reallzed that thls klnd of writing
suited her since one nothes that the Storids she wrote
after that are always based on real experiénées; The ma-
jority of Miss Cathgr*s characters always take after pecople
that she knew herself and this is one marked difference
between Miss Cather and krs, Wharton. Antonia Shimerda
in My Antonia is in fact Anna Pévelka; a Bohemian woman
whom she had known Jery waell, when théy were girls, Thea
Kronbeorg is in reality Olive Fremstad, a famous contempor-
ary singer, Olauds Wheeler and his artist friend David

Gerhardt in One of Ours are moulded resmectively after G,

F. Cather, Jr,, her young cousin, and Dawvid Hochstein, a
young violinist, both of whom had become soldiers. In

prasenting #rs, Forrester and her husband in 4 Lost Lady,

Miss Cather nearly found herself in difficulty since
althouzh wrs. Garber, after whom Krs. Forrester was drawn,
and her husband, Governor Garber, both of whom Miss Cather
knew well; were dead, some of their relatives were still

a.+%

living and might be offende The characters in Death

Cogmes for the Archbishop and Shadows on the Rock are not

drawn from her acquainténces, but they are the people she
learnt about in history. In her last novel and short
stories she portrays even her ¢wn relatives., 0ld Frs,

Harris is believed to bhe nobody butbt her own grandmother
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and the chgrqcﬁers.fﬁ Sépphira_éﬁﬂ:tﬁé Siavé'Girl'éfa the
people living at a tiﬁe when her gféndhctﬁeré wéfe ?ounﬁ.
womeh. It is true that because of her almosn constant use
af autoblographlcal naterlal Mlss Gather ampears 1nfer10r
to lirs. Hharton' but one cannot deny that these abundant
detalls that she has put into her storles have made her
staories vigorous and true to life+

Anocther thing that.shouid be noticed about Miss Cather
is that she delights in humble pecple. Her protagonists
are generally humble people struggling for their living —
she depicts with warm undergtanding; She herself while
touring Europe; was much more interested in the humble folk
she met in the streets or.in the trains than the fashicn-
able people, TWhen she comes to write about the problems
of her humble protazonists, she showers her sympathy on
them. Take [or example the case of Antonia, When Antonla
is deceived by Larry Donevan, a railroad conductor, the
Widow Steavens, who relates Antonia's tragic story to Jim,
never blames Antonia, She is able to accept the fact that
there is a tragic¢ incomprehensibility in the fates meted
out to human beings: she can admit that Antonia had made a
mistake and still believe in her. Antonia remains an ob-
ject of pity, If one expects the birth of Antonial's 11-
legitimate child to form the c¢limax of the book, one is
disappointed. This is quite significant since it shows
that Miss Cather does not overemphasize any sort of Serious
human confilict that shows the unworthy side of human

nature, The really emotional situations, the scenes in
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which it is neceszary to face up to the hard facts about

human nature and passicns Miss Cather seems to avoid if

she can; Of My Antonia she said:

. There was material in that book for a

lurid melodrama. But I decided that in wri-

ting it, I would dwell very lightly on those

things that a novelist would crdinarily em--

phasize, and maks up my story of the litkle,

every-day haprenings and occurences that

form the gréatfit part of everyone's 1life

and happiness.

Mrs., Wharton and Miss Cather use different tedhnirues

in presenting their works., On the wheole, Mrs, Wharton is
a master of style and technique whereas Miss Cather always
seems to be groping:. Mrs, Wharton's plots in all her
stories are well done since she is able to keep her reader’s
interest all through the stories. One feels that hsr works
are the products of finished art: she knows where to begin
and end her stories and she is perflectly aware of the forms
of both novels and short steries. Her stories move natural-
ly and legically. ©She does not put in details or incidents
that do not advance the story, The fact that she wviews
things with a kind ¢f detachment makes her works even more
successful, One has no feeling that she is being subjec-
tive and this quality has unguestionably made her works
more dramatic., In plotting her short stories her genius
is shown even more clearly. Zach story, having usually a
single theme, is drawn cleverly, using only necessary de-
tails to build up the climax of the story and once the
story reaches its climax, it ends usually with ironical

unexpectedness — a technique which surprises and pleases

the reader, The best example is seen in her famous
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Ethan Frome; a long short story, where little incidents

accumulate quite naturally to form an unexpccted climax.
'he conclusions of her short stories are usually 50 pdinted
that they are =zasily remembered, Her diction is5 ocutstanda
ing. She always sslects the apt words,uses expressi?e and,
unlike Miss Cather, Freﬁu9nzly ironical language that
appeals to nobler and better-edicatad minds, In "ther
Holbein™ the stroke, that suddenly gvercame old Anson
“larley when he was leaving the hous: of old Mrs. Jasper,

iz wvary cleverly described:

He smiled again with satisfaction at
the memory of thz wine and the wit. Then
he took a sten forward, to where a moment
before the pavement had been — and where
now there was nothing.

Or notice the mastery of irony displayved at the end of "The
Other Two' when Alice Waythorn entertsains hor three huse
bands, each with a cup ol tza;

She swept aside their cmbarassment with
A charming gesture of hosnitalicy.

"I'm so sorry = I'm always late; but
the alternoon was 30 lovely.," She stood
drawing off her :zlovas, propitiatory and
graceful, diffusing about her a sense ol
ease and familiarity in which the situation
lost its grotesquaness, "But belfore talking
business,™ she added brizghtly, "I'm surec
everyvong wants a cup of tea,”

She dropped into her low chalr by the
tea-table, and the two visitors, as if drawm
by her smile, advanced to recelve the cups
she held out,.

She pglanced about for "aythorn: and he
took the third cup with a laugh.l5

Hy comparing the description of Mrs. Forrester in

Miss Cather's A Lost Lady and Countess Ellen Olenska in

Mra. “Marton's The Age of Innccence, one sees the differ-

ence in skill of these two writers clearly:
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How strange that she should be here at
all, a woman like her among common, paople !
Hot even in Denver had he ever seen another
woman so elegant, He had sat in thHe dining-
room of the Brown Palace hotel and watiched
them as they came down to dinner; -—
fashionable women from "The East," on their
way to Califernia., "But he had never found.
one so0 attractive and distirguished as Mrs.,
Forrester, Compared with her; other women
were heavy and dull; even the pretfy ones
seemed lifeless, — they had not that some-
thing in their glance that made one's blood
tingle, And never elsewhere had he heard-
anything like her inviting, musical lauch,
that was like the distant measure of dance
music,lgeard through opening and shutting
doors,

- - - - -— - - - - - - - - — - -— - — - - - -

In the middle of the room she (Ellen
Olenska) paused, looking about her with a
grave mouth and smiling eyes:; and in that
instant Wewland Archer rejected the general
verdict e¢n her looks. It was true that her
early radiance was gone. The red cheeks
had paled; she was thin, worn, a little
clder-leococking than her age, which must have
hean nearly thirty. But there was about her
the mystericus authority of beauty, a sure-
ness in the carriage of the head, the move-
ment of the eyes, which, without being in
the least theatrical, struck him as hizhly
trained and full of a conscious power.T

By indirect means the protagonists of Mrs. Wharton are
so skilfully brought cut that one has complete living pic-
tures of the characters, A4mong her woman protagonists one
cannot forget the refined but luxury-leving Lily Bart in

The House of Mirth; the tragic figures of Ellen Olenska in

The Ase of Innocence or Charlotte Lovell in The 0ld Maid;

the "innocent™ May Weeland or the conventional Delia

Halston in The Ase of Innocence and The 01ld Maid respecs

tively; the anthoritative Madame de Treymes and the mesan

Zeena in Ethan Frome. Il the male protaconists are less

forcefully drawn perhaps it is because Mrs, Wharton feels
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that they are less comolicated than the women ¥et a
‘character like ambitious Elmer Moffatt of Apex City in

The Custom of the Country gives cone a vivid picture of the

materialistic generation while Newland Archer in The Age of
Innocence symbolizes outstandingly the refined ;fistocrats;
One can say that Mrs. Wharton's works are well put together,
She 15 an excellent craftsmar,

The plots of Niss Cather's stories, in comparison with

Mrs. Vharton's, are rather weak, If one considers Ethan

Frome and Alexander's Bridee which both novelists cone-

sidered exercises in writing, one sees clearly that

e

Alexander's Bridge cannot be comnared with Ethan Frome.

Even in tiiss Qather's masternieces like O Pioneers!,

My Antonia and Death Comes for the Archbishop, the plots

are not very well put together and sometimes as in My
Antonia there seems to be no plot at all since Miss Cather
seems to insert extra episcdes and details that have little
te do with the main theme of the story. Howsver one has to
admit that these extra little stories are generally excit-
ing and so nerflectly drawn that cone does not care whether
the book has a plot or not.

The device that Miss Cather often uses to tell her
stories is the method of narration. Miss Cather always
has narrators of the stories who sometimes are nearly as
important as the main protagenists as in the casgse of Jim

Burden in My Antonia, but sometimes these narrators are

unnecessary. For this reason Migs Cather appears rather

less acc¢omplished as a craftsman, but she compensates [or
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this defect with her mastery of beautiful; lyrical laﬁ-
guage — a lanzuage which few writers can equai; Sﬁe is-
also often attacked for being too Subjective since, thpough
most of her protagonists, she voices her own réactions 1
toward and concention of problems and conditions.

While iirs. Wharton prefers to reveal her characters
by indirect means, Miss Cather tends to describe her char-
acters directly., The characters in birs. Wharton's fiction
are individuals, but cach character seems to symbolize a
tyoe of persen. The [ictitious characters of Miss Cather,
on vhe contrary, are based mainlﬁ on people of the novel-
ist's own acguaintances. Miss Cather has also tried to
portray characters that symbolize people as a group when

she prasents the money-minded lvy Peters in A Lost Lady or

Bayliss Wheeler in One of Ours but this is the exception

rather than the rule for her,

In gpite of the fact that [rom the point of view of
¢raftsmanshin, kiss Cather is inferior to Mrs. Wharton and
they are not on the same level, they are both immortant
among famous American modern writers. 'With their original |
interesting themes, remarkable lansuage and distingsuished
style and technigue Mrs. Wharton and Miss Cather have
proved that they belonz to no school but are their own
masters. Theilr literary genius has given much of wvalue
and beauty to American literature., Their works deserve
full literary consideration. It is consequently not sur-
crising that both Mrs, Wharton and Miss Cather have won
secure places in American fiction and that they are two
garly twentieth-century women novelists of whom America

can be proud.



	PART III : EDITH WHARTON AND WILLA CATHER



