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Introduction

When Willa Cather visited New Mexico and Arizona for the first time in 1912 at age thirty-nine, she was immediately fascinated. Such was her enthusiasm that in the next fifteen years, she visited the Southwest five more times. She made another trip in 1941 and was planning still another at the time of her death in 1947.

The Southwest and its inhabitants obviously grabbed Cather’s attention. Most of all, she was smitten with the cultures of the Southwest, especially those displayed in its links with the Roman Catholic faith. Equally interest-whetting were the new, varied societies she encountered, especially those of Mexican heritage and Indian peoples. She was also attracted to the ribbed, colorful landscapes of New Mexico.

The repeated jaunts to the Southwest were notably important for Cather the writer. In addition to being a diligent researcher, reading widely in obscure sources for her historical novels, Cather was an inveterate and eager travel researcher. When visiting New Mexico and the Southwest, along with other journeys to Europe, Canada, and to varied American sites, Cather quickly began to think about how the scenes and residents of these fascinating places might appear in her writings and draw readers.

Cather’s experiences in the Southwest supplied over time important inspiration for her fiction. Having lived and visited several other sites and mentally and emotionally digested those varying societies and cultures, Cather now had a new region to consider, one with fresh landscapes and societies. The unfolding southwestern experiences provided new materials for her exploration of comparative cultures, a writerly approach at the center of several of her most important novels.

On a few occasions early in her career, Cather dealt with the Southwest in her fiction. Some appeared even before her first trip to the region. Her short story “The Enchanted Bluff” (1909) dealt with dreams of a group of young boys for a trip (never realized) to the Enchanted Mesa near the Ácoma Pueblo in New Mexico. In 1915, drawing on her 1912 trip to the Southwest, Cather devoted a section of her novel Song of the Lark to Arizona. Much more extensive was “Tom Outland’s Story” in The Professor’s House (1925). That story drew on Cather’s experiences on a memorable visit to Mesa Verde.

These travels, memories, and retained experiences and ideas together were prologue to Willa Cather writing her notable novel, Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927). In 1926–1927, Cather decided to tell her story of New Mexico through the experiences of two French priests who had come to the Southwest to lead and reorient the Catholic faith in the area. The priests, in addition, deal with the Mexican-heritage and Indian cultures of New Mexico as they introduce their European religious practices to reinvigorate and supplement those of residents without attacking the people they encounter for the first time. The novel also displays Cather’s lifelong interest in landscapes and the shaping power of those landscapes on human actions.

A best seller widely praised by critics and readers, Archbishop was—and remains—a high point in Willa Cather’s estimable career. The positive treatment of New Mexico and the Southwest in the novel illustrates Cather’s love of the region. Not surprisingly, before the end of her career, Cather came to think of Death Comes for the Archbishop as her best and most important novel.

The following pages are meant to be a brief introduction to Cather’s life, her links to the Southwest, the writing of the Archbishop, as well as a concise discussion of the novel. This introduction is intended primarily to help general readers, teachers, and students to understand more fully the importance of Cather’s superb southwestern novel.

†

Willa Cather spent most of the first twenty years of her life in two places.

Born in rural Virginia in 1873, she moved with her family to Nebraska in 1883. Raised through her teen years near and in the small town of Red Cloud, Nebraska, Cather then enrolled in the University of Nebraska, which she attended from 1890 to 1895. While at the university in Lincoln, she led an active campus life, attending dramatic presentations, writing for the college publications, and serving as editor of the Hesperian, the college literary magazine. As a college student, writes literary historian John J. Murphy, Cather proved to be independent and opinionated, in fact “somewhat aggressive and masculine.”

Following her graduation, Cather moved to Pittsburgh, where she launched her professional writing career and worked as an editor and teacher. There she became acquainted with and established a strong friendship with a young woman, Isabelle McClung, and moved into the McClung home. During the next six years, she taught high school English and began to publish reviews and short stories. Making contact with the rising editor S. S. McClure, Cather resigned her teaching job and took an editorial position with McClure’s Magazine, where she worked for the next several years. Her published stories continued to mount up, leading to her first book, The Troll Garden (1905), a collection of short fiction. In these years, Cather met well-known author Sarah Orne Jewett, a Local Color and New England writer, who encouraged Cather to write about the places and peoples she had known. Cather also reconnected with Edith Lewis, an acquaintance from Nebraska with whom Cather would live for more than forty years.

Moving to New York City, Cather transitioned from editorial work to focus on her own writing. In 1913 her first major novel, O Pioneers!, was published. It was a revealing and rewarding example of Cather’s emphases in her early fiction: the centrality of rural settings—in this case her beloved midwestern prairie country; the important roles of strong, never-stop pioneer women; and the achievements of people committed to hard work, balance, endurance, and thoughtfulness. One of Cather’s biographers James Woodress writes that O Pioneers! epitomized Cather’s “gift of sympathy,” which placed “the novel into the small group of works able to engage a reader’s emotion.”

One year before O Pioneers! was published, Cather traveled to the Southwest to visit her brother Douglass in Arizona. While in the Southwest, she visited mesa sites, attended folk dances, and heard and remembered numerous stories about Mexicans and Indians. Here were planted the first seeds of experience and memory that would grow and flower more than a dozen years later in Death Comes for the Archbishop.

Cather’s literary career boomed in the next decade. Her second novel about the prairie-plains country, My Ántonia (1918), even surpassed O Pioneers! in popularity, sales, and critical reception. It too exhibited the author’s fascination with strong midwestern characters (in this case immigrant women and families) who could fight off disappointment and near defeat and rebound into recovery and achievement. For more than a century, Cather’s My Ántonia has been frequently reprinted, assigned in hundreds of high school and college courses (history and women’s studies, as well as English and literature), and ranked among the best of novels portraying the American West.

Four years later in 1922, Cather’s reputation reached its highest point of formal recognition when her novel One of Ours won a coveted Pulitzer Prize for fiction. The novel employs a plot similar to those of several other Cather novels: a young person discontented with his or her upbringing or challenged with a depressing status quo sets out in a familiar or new arena to forge toward a new path—and achieve success. Such is the case with Claude Wheeler, who is upset with his parents and his Nebraska background. So he enters World War I, where in his thoroughgoing search and heroic and uninterrupted actions he finds satisfaction in the new identity he achieves.

In the next decade Cather averaged a new book nearly every other year. These included A Lost Lady (1923), The Professor’s House (1925), My Mortal Enemy (1926), and Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927). Thereafter, Cather slowed down in her production, and later novels were not on a par with her three best: O Pioneers!, My Ántonia, and Death Comes for the Archbishop, although Shadows on the Rock (1931) and Lucy Gayheart (1935) attracted considerable attention and many positive reviews.

During more than a half century of writing, Cather built an extraordinarily prolific career as a writer of fiction—with numerous short stories and many novels. Before her death, Cather was considered one of the leading western American writers. And she was increasingly recognized as a skilled historical novelist. Death Comes for the Archbishop was a memorable segment in this productive, high-level career.

Death Comes for the Archbishop is set in New Mexico, covering the years from 1850 to 1890. In her focus on these decades, Cather dealt with notable historical figures, events, and ideas. Some of her treatments of these subjects closely followed known history; other episodes owed more to the imagination of the creative author. Cather’s historical coverage was also selective, as she greatly emphasized some topics—religion, landscapes, and youthful persons—and overlooked others—aged people, sexuality, and violent conflict.

During these four decades, New Mexico was transitioning from an earlier Spanish colony (1500s–1821) and Mexican region (1821–1848) into an American territory. The pace of change was slow following the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, which ended the Mexican War and allocated to the Americans the Southwest stretching from Texas to California. The shifts in cultural, social, and political change in New Mexico during this period seemed at times to stall, and Cather’s major characters had to be careful to hold on to what they loved and attempt to reform what surrounded them.

The central themes and subjects Cather emphasizes in her novel are religious beliefs and actions, cultural patterns of Mexican and Indian peoples, and linkages between New Mexican landscapes and the people who reside in them.

Throughout her novel Cather shifts back and forth among these major themes and subjects.

More than on any other topic, Cather’s novel overflows with religion. From the opening chapter where priests in Rome chat about the challenges of mission work in the New World to the closing sections of the novel, religion is a major subject. The religious discussions and actions take place in a comparative framework. Drawing on her own travels and readings, Cather constructs an intriguing novel that features priests born and trained in France coming as Catholic missionaries to the Southwest and who try to return frontier Catholics back to traditional Catholic beliefs and rituals.

At the center of Death Comes for the Archbishop are two incoming priests, Father Jean Marie Latour and Father Joseph Vaillant, whose lives are based on the historical figures Bishop Jean Baptiste Lamy and his right-hand man Father Joseph Machebeuf. The two priests embody major themes, illustrate structural organization import, and are the focus of many actions in Cather’s novel.

From the second chapter to the final pages, Cather devotes extraordinary attention in Archbishop to Fathers Latour and Vaillant. The weighty matters the priests carry are Cather’s thorough emphases on transitions, combinations, and integrations. The themes appear most extensively in the experiences of Father Latour, but they are also apparent in the life of Father Vaillant.

A concise plot summary of Cather’s novel could read thusly: the story of European Catholic priests who encounter a different brand of Catholicism in New Mexico and the Southwest, which at first seems insurmountable; but over time, the priests learn to adjust to New World Catholics and even open their eyes to Native American religious ideas so distant from their own beliefs. The steps by which the two pastors accommodate to southwestern ways of thinking and acting exhibit Cather’s methods of organizing and telling her New Mexico story.

Father Latour’s background ill prepares him for the Southwest. From a high-class French family and well educated, he is strongly committed to traditional Catholic ways. His distances from New Mexico Catholics emerge in his early-on negative attitudes about Hispanic Catholics; he is excessively judgmental during his first years in the new setting. Not only does Latour lose his way en route to the new location; he is equally lost in how to react to the views and actions of many New Mexico Catholics.

Then the transition begins—but only gradually. Latour meets the physically and emotionally abused yet strongly committed believer Magdalena, who encourages the priest with her faith despite the abuse of her American husband; the same enduring faith appears in Sada, a Mexican slave woman, despite her forced servitude. Another Hispanic, rich don Antonio Olivares, supports Latour’s dream of a building a huge cathedral in Santa Fe. In several parish churches, Latour encounters faithful priests and parishioners willing to aid the less fortunate. These illuminative moments of faith help Father Jean move beyond hedonistic and trouble-making priests like Padre Martínez and Padre Gallegos.

Although less complete than his transition to a new, more tolerant attitude toward Hispanic Catholics, Latour’s new connections with a few Native Americans help him gain a new appreciation of Indian ways even when he lacks sufficient understanding of them. Jacinto becomes Latour’s Pueblo guide, and Eusabio, a Navajo, epitomizes Indians’ close ties to their lands. Together, the Native Americans encourage Latour to step away from his earlier ethnocentric reactions to the mysterious beliefs of Indians.

The results of the connections Latour forges with New Mexico during his many years as a missionary priest become clear in his final years. He accomplishes his dream of building the magnificent cathedral in Santa Fe, which he believes to be for the glory of God and the good of New Mexicans. And when he decides to spend his last days in New Mexico rather than returning to his natal France, his decision symbolizes that he has become a New Mexican.

Father Vaillant’s journey differs because his personality and backgrounds differ from those of Latour. From a lower-class family and less educated than the archbishop, Vaillant nonetheless readies himself for his missionary work by learning elementary Spanish and English. More important, he is an open, warm, and spiritual man whose ways immediately attract followers more quickly than does Latour.

In his first years in New Mexico, Father Joseph primarily serves as Latour’s assistant—his Vicar. His friendship and support mean a great deal to the archbishop. Then, as the diocese (church district) grows and expands into nearby areas, Vaillant moves away from Santa Fe to serve in Albuquerque and later in Arizona and the new mining areas of Colorado. Latour misses Joseph’s warm companionship but accedes to his associate’s desire to do missionary work in new places.

In fact, Vaillant is more driven to move quickly and forcefully than his church mentor. Vaillant promptly forms friendships with Mexicans and Indians in Arizona, for example, and impresses Latour with his dutiful and compassionate ways. Father Joseph is also not shy about asking for financial support for his missions and their churches. On one occasion he pressures a well-to-do Mexican rancher to gift him two premier white mules because he needs one and tells the rancher they cannot be separated from one another.

Vaillant is also less inclined than Latour to reflect on his French origins and to ponder his forthcoming actions. Joseph’s energetic, continuing actions prove extremely beneficial in the Colorado mining camps where he ministers to a variety of churchgoers. The booming expansion of Catholic parishes in the mining camps is a clear testament to Vaillant’s ability to lead and draw people in with his embracive personality.

Like Latour, Vaillant symbolically illustrates Cather’s penchant for emphasizing transitions and accommodations in the lives of her major protagonists. As she had in her previous novels, Cather seems motivated to illustrate how her characters adjust to new circumstances in their lives. Perhaps this was a natural path for the author to follow because there had been so many transitions and adaptations in her own life.

The lives of Latour and Vaillant opened the door to a second central emphasis in Cather’s Archbishop: the focus on a complex, multicultural society in the Southwest.

True enough, the priests’ largest challenge is adjusting to a southwestern form of Catholicism, but almost as important is that the shifts (or refused shifts) take place largely within the arenas of racial and ethnic groups. As white European priests, Latour and Vaillant have to grapple with groups—Mexicans and Indians—they had not previously encountered.

Cather deals with two different periods of racial-ethnic history in her novel. Although her Archbishop is set in the years from 1850 to 1890, her firsthand views of the Southwest began in 1912, the year New Mexico became a state, and stretched up to 1926, the year before her novel was published. At times, her depictions of racial-ethnic matters owe as much to the twentieth as the nineteenth century.

Cather’s major strategy in dealing with race and ethnicity is to picture how each group tried to launch or maintain its control. For example, when the French priests arrive, they are convinced they must superimpose their style of European leadership on New Mexicans, especially Catholics. This brand of cultural imperialism dominates the first chapters of the novel.

Before long, Mexican leaders, priests as well as others, display an equal and opposite effort to control their sociocultural surroundings. Latour faces—or hears about—a series of dogmatic, self-centered, and sometimes tyrannical Mexican Catholic priests. These include Friar Baltazar Montoya in Ácoma, Padre Martínez in Taos, Padre Gallegos in Albuquerque, and Father Lucero of Arroyo Hondo. These priests will go their own ways, the ways of Catholics in New Mexico, not those from Rome.

On the other hand, Latour and Vaillant encounter Mexicans who want to maintain their native identities but are willing to accommodate others. Among these are the old priest Padre Baca in Isleta who supports and leads his Indian parishioners. Padre Herrera also encourages the European priests with his miracle story of the Virgin of Guadalupe.

Overall, Cather portrays a wide variety of Mexican characters, villains as well as friends and supporters. At first, Latour chooses not to move against the hedonistic and tyrannical Mexican priests, but eventually he defrocks Padre Martínez for his immorality and Gallegos for his self-indulgences. In addition, Trinidad, the unkempt, gluttonous son of Padre Martínez or Padre Lucero, appalls Latour with his self-centered behavior. The Bishop is also upset with don Manuel Chavez, an influential Mexican who hates and harms Native Americans. In contrast, the devoted faith of the abused Magdalena and the enslaved Sada encourage Latour despite their battered lives.

Death Comes for the Archbishop depicts Native Americans, on the other hand, not so much as energetic competitors but as persistent people bent on retaining their identities despite growing competition. Much of what Father Latour learns initially about Indians comes from his guide Jacinto, a Pecos Pueblo man, and Eusabio, a Navajo leader. Latour wonders if he’ll ever be able to understand Indian spiritual beliefs. The mystery deepens when on one trip a horrendous storm hits, and Jacinto is forced to guide the priest into a mysterious cave, which immediately strikes Latour as a freezing, fetid, and strange—and perhaps a dangerous—place. Jacinto treats the cave as a sacred space and gives signs, perhaps, of worship; but to the priest it seems an irreligious, possibly evil shelter. Latour’s reservations and doubts about Indian beliefs reach their height that night in the dark cave.

But in subsequent trips with Jacinto, the Father can see his guide as a dependable, hard-working young man. Jacinto also regards the priest as friendly and supportive, not driven to superimpose himself and his beliefs on Indians like so many other Mexican leaders and priests. Gradually, Latour accepts Jacinto as he is, a loyal follower of his Indian ways and not someone whom Latour should try to convert to his brand of Catholic Christianity.

Eusabio, though a young man, has become an affluent Navajo leader. He and Latour had met in Santa Fe and struck up a warm friendship. They had “entertained an increasing regard for each other.” In a stay in Eusabio’s hogan in Navajo country and on a return trip to Santa Fe, Latour is impressed with Eusabio’s actions: at home he plays a drum and leads a dance and displays protective care of the environment on a trip back to Santa Fe. Eusabio reflects a lifestyle at home with the surrounding lands and illustrates the ways Indians protect their lands. As with Jacinto, Eusabio’s actions help Latour transition from his earlier worries about the mysterious ways of New Mexico Indians to an acceptance of their religious and lifestyle ways as different but acceptable.

In addition to stressing religious and racial-ethnic matters, Cather’s novel devotes a good deal of attention to major characters’ reactions to surrounding landscapes. In this emphasis on the shaping power of settings on human character and deeds, Cather exemplifies a major ingredient of American regional writing so popular in the 1920s and 1930s. Earlier western Local Color writers such as Bret Harte (California), Mary Hallock Foote (Idaho), and Alfred Henry Lewis (Southwest) had reveled in western landscapes, but they had not taken the next giant step to show how settings shaped and spawned characters’ actions and identities. On the other hand, Cather fills her Archbishop with examples of how New Mexico settings mold the identities of the area’s residents. Father Latour and Vaillant epitomize those on the path of adjustment, Indians on the trail to retaining traditions, and Mexicans presenting a variety of roads stretching between transitions and retaining.

Fathers Latour and Vaillant get lost—literally and figuratively—on their first trip into New Mexico. Latour, especially, feels alienated from the “monotonous red sandhills”; he seems “to be wandering in some geometrical nightmare.” But there is promise of hope when he sees and prays before a juniper tree resembling the Cross. He kneels and prays before the cruciform tree and then moves on, seeming more willing to adjust to the previously disturbing scenes. This illuminative moment in a southwestern desert setting foreshadows the priests’ next years. They gradually acclimate to New Mexico landscapes and, over time, are shaped by the terrains and resident cultures they encounter.

If the relationship of Fathers Latour and Vaillant to landscapes is one of year-by-year transition toward acceptance of the new, Native Americans in Cather’s story stand for a different relationship with their physical surroundings; Indians are familiar with and stewards of the lands on which they reside. An ancient timelessness aligns Jacinto, the Pueblo guide, with the settings that others often consider dry and barren. Europeans and some Mexicans think Indians are unproductive in their dealings with land, whereas the Natives dedicate themselves to caring for their physical surroundings, avoiding large changes to land surfaces and formations.

Nowhere is this Indian protective care of lands clearer than in Eusabio’s trip to Santa Fe with Father Latour. During their travel, Eusabio is “careful to obliterate every trace of their temporary occupation” of the lands through which they pass. What Latour sees in Eusabio’s actions helps the priest to realize that his fellow whites have been more destructive than restorative in their drive to reform New Mexico to fit their expansive dreams.

The lessons Latour learns illustrate Cather’s bent toward regionalism. At odds at first with what he considers an arid and unproductive New Mexico landscape, Latour gradually experiences moments of epiphany, realizing that longtime residents have learned how to live with these settings. The sociocultural landscapes of New Mexico—largely those of Indian residents—instruct Latour on how to change his thinking about the settings that surround and impact him. The priest is reshaped in his thinking about living within New Mexico.

†

We turn next to what the author herself said about the purposes and specific content of the novel. Throughout the years, Cather provided several revealing comments about her novel.

First, the book’s origins. On one occasion, Cather explained how she came to write her New Mexico novel. At first she had decided not to write about the Southwest; there were too many kinds of people, too much varied landscape, and everything else was too big. But a moment of epiphany quickly brought a change.

One late afternoon not far from Santa Fe, Cather was watching the colors changing on the slopes of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. In an illuminating flash, she realized that she wanted to write the story of two French priests who had served faithfully for so many years in the Southwest. Soon thereafter she happened on a book, William Joseph Howlett’s The Life of Right Reverend Joseph P. Machebeuf (1908), a volume overflowing with information about the Southwest and Catholic missions in letters that Father Machebeuf wrote to relatives in France. Now, Cather had much of the information she needed on Lamy and Machebeuf, whose lives became clear prototypes for her fictional Latour and Vaillant. As Cather’s longtime companion Edith Lewis revealed, once Cather realized the possibilities of a new story, “in a single evening … the idea of Death Comes for the Archbishop came to her, essentially as she afterwards wrote it.”

In 1925 and 1926 Cather made her final visits to the Southwest before the publication of her novel. During those two trips she spent a good deal of time with Tony Luhan, who was married to Mable Dodge Luhan, a woman often viewed as the cultural leader of Taos, New Mexico. Cather came to admire Tony and enjoyed automobile trips with him to nearby as well as distant Indian and Mexican settlements. For Cather, Tony Luhan was both a travel guide full of valuable information for a writer, but also a model of bicultural awareness because he retained his links to his Pueblo Indian culture and yet moved smoothly and easily in Anglo cultural arenas. Several characters in Cather’s novel, including the two priests, face similar challenges: these peoples are of separate white, Indian, and Hispanic heritage but are able to navigate the roiling waters of other, nearby societies and cultures.

Cather’s most extensive comments about her novel came after it was published, however. Wanting to respond to early reactions to the novel, Cather wrote a lengthy letter to The Commonweal magazine in November 1927. The letter appeared just two months after the publication of the novel, proving to be Cather’s longest comment on the origins of Archbishop.

Most important for the novel’s origins, Cather wrote, were her trips to the Southwest and particularly, when there, the people she met. As an invaluable source of information, she singled out Father Haltermann, a Belgian priest in the small town of Santa Cruz, New Mexico. He was an indefatigable worker, endlessly visiting his eighteen mission groups. Cather gathered much from the priest because he “knew a great deal about the country and the Indians and their traditions.”

In a larger sense, Cather added, the more she visited New Mexico and other parts of the Southwest, the more she “felt that the story of the Catholic Church in that country was the most interesting of all stories.” An adept storyteller, Cather gathered bundles of information on the Catholic religion like an enthusiastic shopper at a sales bin. The mission churches and their appealing architecture, the artworks in and near churches, and the moods and emotions displayed inside the churches—these were shaping and never-forgotten experiences for Cather the novelist. There were also influences inherited from the lives of Catholic leaders. Over time, Archbishop Lamy, the model for Cather’s Bishop Latour, “had become a sort of invisible personal friend.” The tales she had heard about him—his character, his work habits, his roles as a Catholic leader—piqued her curiosity about “the daily life of such a man in a crude frontier society.”

Cather admitted how much Father Howlett’s book on Bishop Machebeuf aided her with her story. Previously, she had seemed reluctant to speak of her reliance on Howlett’s book, but not in the Commonweal letter. The letters Machebeuf wrote to his sister Philomène in France that described in detail the actions of her brother and Lamy in their priestly labors, the daily life of New Mexicans, and the conflicts and adaptations of their French backgrounds to distant New Mexico—here were the sources of information she needed to portray the thoughts and deeds of her dual protagonists.

Cather also wanted readers to understand her use of the “conjunction of the general and the particular” in her novel. That is, she had always been drawn to “the style of legend,” as seen in famous frescoes and other art works and in the old legends surrounding martyrs. Legends were not stories of factual realism, however; they were instead summaries of overarching, lasting human experiences. But to construct those legendary overviews, Cather needed the specifics of Machebeuf’s letters to France, the realities of landscapes she saw in the Southwest, and the contacts with longtime southwesterners. These three sources would provide the “particulars” for her overreaching “general” stories.

Once these sources and the narrative were in mind, Cather quickly began to write. “It took only a few months” from start to finish, she recalled. Her writing was so rapid because “the book had all been lived many times before it was written, and the happy mood in which I began never paled.” The production of the novel “was like a happy vacation from life, a retreat to childhood, to early memories.”

In the closing section of the Commonweal letter, Cather clarified the genre of her book. When reviewers stated that the volume was “hard to classify,” Cather somewhat agreed. In fact, she preferred to label the book “a narration,” not a novel. Still, a novelist tended, in a work of “imagination,” to tell the story of “the experiences and emotions of a group of people by the light of his own.” Without being exact, Cather suggested that she had tried to do exactly this, and thus the book could be considered a novel—as well as a narrative.

Death Comes for the Archbishop sold quickly and well, soon climbing to the top of bestseller lists. Expecting these large sales, Cather had even negotiated a higher royalty from her New York publisher, Alfred A. Knopf, a request she never made earlier or later. During the first four years of its publication, Cather’s novel sold one hundred thousand copies, the best sales record to date of any of her novels.

Reviewers promptly published numerous evaluations of the novel. Most of the reviews were positive, although a few critics pointed to parts of the novel they disliked. To Cather’s and her publisher’s benefit, reviews of Archbishop appeared in dozens of leading newspapers and journals.

Rebecca West, in the New York Herald Tribune, pointed to one strength in Cather’s novel when she praised the author’s use of a “different state of being,” that is of “things seen and things remembered.” For West, Cather’s work was a first-rate example of smoothly combining so many significant entities. In her review in The Atlantic Monthly, Mary Ellen Chase thought of the book as “not a novel” but nonetheless a worthy, important work of fiction.

Not surprisingly, reviews appearing in Catholic journals found much to celebrate in Archbishop. For these commentators, faith—both human and Godlike—was on display in the novel. Such shaping faith was symbolized in the love of the two priests for God and one another. As the Catholic reviewers noted, the lives of the priests were emulative models for the very best of human conduct. Even though the novel avoided popular man-woman romance themes, it was a “sermon” on human love—for one another, among varied men and women, and within families.

Other critics pointed to still other strengths in the novel. It was, several of them asserted, a sterling example of Cather’s storytelling talents. The uniqueness of her style, her unconventional but appealing organization, and her ability to conjoin episodes and impressions were concrete examples of Cather’s powerful literary artistry.

Several other critics pointed to Cather’s talents in combining diverse elements in the novel. One of them noted that Cather had superimposed a novel on history, juxtaposing imagination and factual details. Another pointed to Cather’s ability in showcasing transitions, in this case from European to frontier Catholicism, but also in the interchanges among the tricultures of New Mexico: Anglo, Mexican, and Indian peoples.

On the other hand, a few naysayers wrote negative reviews. In the New York Times Book Review, Henry Longan Stuart was upset with what he considered Cather’s imbalance of content: too much “fancy” and too little “fact.” Well-known author Burton Rascoe carped in the Bookman that in Archbishop Cather “had taken a sabbatical in order to write a story outside her main line of interest.” Robert O. Ballou was even more dismissive in the Chicago Daily News, lampooning Cather for having “written another western novel,” suggesting that writing a Western (a new generic term just beginning to appear) meant she was falling down to the level of Zane Grey’s twice-yearly, shoot–’em–up romantic dramas set in the West.

In the years following publication of Archbishop, it was recognized as one of Cather’s major works. Previously, she had often been closely linked to only the midwestern woman pioneer stories in O Pioneers! and My Ántonia. But in the 1930s and beyond, biographers and literary critics pointed to Archbishop as proof of Cather’s comprehensive talents in dealing with a new territory and Catholic priests as major protagonists. At her death, she was considered one of the handful of best writers about the American West.

†

So what are the most important takeaways? What should readers, writers, and students think about Death Comes for the Archbishop nearly a century after its publication?

First, consider the novel’s literary artistry. Cather was a consummate storyteller. In Death Comes for the Archbishop, she provided an inviting panoply of inviting characters, events, and scenes. She smoothly links those ingredients through a carefully organized series of episodes.

The novel also furnishes a one-person historical perspective on New Mexico. Cather does not cover all the territory’s history in the years from 1850 to 1890, however. She overlooks important subjects such as the Lincoln County and Colfax Country wars, leaves out Billy the Kid, and skips over the rise of the powerful Santa Fe Ring in politics, for example. But she contributed valuable information on religion, particularly on Catholic Christianity and Indian spirituality; racial and ethnic relationships; and environmental influences on human character.

Thematic concerns in the novel are likewise memorable. Cather provides several examples of transitions in characters’ lives and in New Mexico sociocultural history. Nor does she overlook the important educative power of human activities.

A final takeaway. Death Comes for the Archbishop remains an important novel about the American West nearly a century after its publication. It is the remarkable work of a gifted literary artist. Provocative and intriguing, the novel remains a memorable work of art. It offers a notable example of a wide-angle view of late nineteenth-century New Mexico.




A Note on Cather’s Text

Willa Cather was a nonstop reviser of her book projects. By the publication of Death Comes for the Archbishop in 1927, she had first prepared the book for serial publication in a leading literary magazine, as she had with several earlier volumes. Frequently these serializations commenced even before the full book manuscript had been completed. Such was the case with the Archbishop novel.

Serial publication of Cather’s New Mexico novel began in January 1927 in Forum magazine. Six serial and monthly installments were issued, and the official full novel appeared in September 1927. A little over half of the full novel appeared in the serial installments. Cather continued making changes in the serial installments before they were placed in the finished novel. When later editions of the novel were published after 1927, Cather continued to revise the first and subsequent editions for later reprints in the United States and Europe. These were usually minor word or phrase changes.

The edition reprinted here is the first U.S. edition issued by New York publisher Alfred A. Knopf. Within the next few years, Knopf published dozens of reprints of the best-selling first edition, subsequent editions, and a new illustrated version of the Archbishop novel.

Cather’s word, phrase, and spelling revisions of earlier editions continued almost up to her death in 1947.
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PROLOGUE

At Rome

One summer evening in the year 1848, three Cardinals1 and a missionary Bishop from America were dining together in the gardens of a villa in the Sabine hills, overlooking Rome. The villa was famous for the fine view from its terrace. The hidden garden in which the four men sat at table lay some twenty feet below the south end of this terrace, and was a mere shelf of rock, overhanging a steep declivity planted with vineyards. A flight of stone steps connected it with the promenade above. The table stood in a sanded square, among potted orange and oleander trees, shaded by spreading ilex oaks that grew out of the rocks overhead. Beyond the balustrade was the drop into the air, and far below the landscape stretched soft and undulating; there was nothing to arrest the eye until it reached Rome itself.

It was early when the Spanish Cardinal and his guests sat down to dinner. The sun was still good for an hour of supreme splendour, and across the shining folds of country the low profile of the city barely fretted the sky-line—indistinct except for the dome of St. Peter’s, bluish grey like the flattened top of a great balloon, just a flash of copper light on its soft metallic surface. The Cardinal had an eccentric preference for beginning his dinner at this time in the late afternoon, when the vehemence of the sun suggested motion. The light was full of action and had a peculiar quality of climax—of splendid finish. It was both intense and soft, with a ruddiness as of much-multiplied candlelight, an aura of red in its flames. It bored into the ilex trees, illuminating their mahogany trunks and blurring their dark foliage; it warmed the bright green of the orange trees and the rose of the oleander blooms to gold; sent congested spiral patterns quivering over the damask and plate and crystal. The churchmen kept their rectangular clerical caps on their heads to protect them from the sun. The three Cardinals wore black cassocks with crimson pipings and crimson buttons, the Bishop a long black coat over his violet vest.

They were talking business; had met, indeed, to discuss an anticipated appeal from the Provincial Council at Baltimore for the founding of an Apostolic Vicarate2 in New Mexico—a part of North America recently annexed to the United States. This new territory was vague to all of them, even to the missionary Bishop. The Italian and French Cardinals spoke of it as Le Mexique, and the Spanish host referred to it as “New Spain.” Their interest in the projected Vicarate was tepid, and had to be continually revived by the missionary, Father Ferrand; Irish by birth, French by ancestry—a man of wide wanderings and notable achievement in the New World, an Odysseus of the Church. The language spoken was French—the time had already gone by when Cardinals could conveniently discuss contemporary matters in Latin.

The French and Italian Cardinals were men in vigorous middle life—the Norman full-belted and ruddy, the Venetian spare and sallow and hook-nosed. Their host, Garcia Maria de Allande, was still a young man. He was dark in colouring, but the long Spanish face, that looked out from so many canvases in his ancestral portrait gallery, was in the young Cardinal much modified through his English mother. With his caffé oscuro3 eyes, he had a fresh, pleasant English mouth, and an open manner.

During the latter years of the reign of Gregory XVI4, de Allande had been the most influential man at the Vatican; but since the death of Gregory, two years ago, he had retired to his country estate. He believed the reforms of the new Pontiff impractical and dangerous, and had withdrawn from politics, confining his activities to work for the Society for the Propagation of the Faith—that organization which had been so fostered by Gregory. In his leisure the Cardinal played tennis. As a boy, in England, he had been passionately fond of this sport. Lawn tennis had not yet come into fashion; it was a formidable game of indoor tennis the Cardinal played. Amateurs of that violent sport came from Spain and France to try their skill against him.

The missionary, Bishop Ferrand, looked much older than any of them, old and rough—except for his clear, intensely blue eyes. His diocese lay within the icy arms of the Great Lakes, and on his long, lonely horseback rides among his missions the sharp winds had bitten him well. The missionary was here for a purpose, and he pressed his point. He ate more rapidly than the others and had plenty of time to plead his cause,—finished each course with such dispatch that the Frenchman remarked he would have been an ideal dinner companion for Napoleon.

The Bishop laughed and threw out his brown hands in apology. “Likely enough I have forgot my manners. I am preoccupied. Here you can scarcely understand what it means that the United States has annexed that enormous territory which was the cradle of the Faith in the New World. The Vicarate of New Mexico will be in a few years raised to an Episcopal See, with jurisdiction over a country larger than Central and Western Europe, barring Russia. The Bishop of that See will direct the beginning of momentous things.”

“Beginnings,” murmured the Venetian, “there have been so many. But nothing ever comes from over there but trouble and appeals for money.”

The missionary turned to him patiently. “Your Eminence, I beg you to follow me. This country was evangelized in fifteen hundred, by the Franciscan Fathers. It has been allowed to drift for nearly three hundred years and is not yet dead. It still pitifully calls itself a Catholic country, and tries to keep the forms of religion without instruction. The old mission churches are in ruins. The few priests are without guidance or discipline. They are lax in religious observance, and some of them live in open concubinage. If this Augean stable is not cleansed, now that the territory has been taken over by a progressive government, it will prejudice the interests of the Church in the whole of North America.”

“But these missions are still under the jurisdiction of Mexico, are they not?” inquired the Frenchman.

“In the See of the Bishop of Durango?”5 added Maria de Allande.

The missionary sighed.
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