
Chapter Four

Modernism and the Disenchantment of Art 

in Willa Cather’s A Lost Lady
 In contemporary studies of Willa Cather’s A Lost Lady, critics have departed from previous readings which largely mirror the novel’s ostensible tone of mourning for a lost past of pioneer values in the face of an exploitative, materialist age. Instead, these later readers have examined this often-neglected text more closely in order to determine how the novel retains an implicitly critical vantage point towards such an elegiac stance. On the one hand, such critics as Dalma H. Brunauer and Kathleen L. Nichols have focused on the essential unreliability of Niel Herbert’s perspective of Marian Forrester, disassociating his viewpoint from that of the narrator and thereby situating Cather’s work as an implicit commentary on the confining roles of women.
 On the other hand, the historicist readings of Joseph R. Urgo and Nina Schwartz have further elaborated upon Niel’s unreliability by regarding frontier myth as an inherently flawed repression of socio-historical reality that compromises his vision.
 If Niel’s anxious response to a changing social world has its undeniable affinities with the author’s own perspective, it is also clear that the novel nevertheless allows the reader sufficient detachment from the idealism of its young protagonist. The result is a complex narrative that intermittently evokes a romantic sense of nostalgia as well as a realistic awareness of this nostalgia as a form of blindness in its own right.

In turn, the tension between illusion and disillusionment, romance and realism, within A Lost Lady also has considerable significance with regard to the role of art in modernity. Indeed, the novel’s allegorical quality may be expanded further in this light—such that it offers not only an allegory of innocence and experience in the figure of Niel, or an allegory of social change in the decline of Marian Forrester, but also a more self-reflexive allegory of aesthetic value that mediates between the two. For if Niel Herbert is a protagonist who struggles to reconcile himself with a world that violates his ideals, he is also an aesthete who wishes to elevate Marian Forrester as a purified, sublimated artifact, uncontaminated by erotic and economic transactions. In this sense, Niel’s aesthetic idealism at once registers his own adolescent sexual anxiety, and represents his attempt to retain a closed sphere of value in response to a social world in which “value” has become increasingly fungible—the world of economic exchange and commerce as embodied in the rise of Ivy Peters. Yet as Niel’s vision echoes a post-romantic view of art as a refuge from materialism, I will argue that his dilemma is symptomatic of how such a cultural paradigm of aesthetic autonomy has become both more pronounced and more contradictory within the modernist era. 
To examine this problem in A Lost Lady, therefore, is to consider how the novel self-consciously reflects upon its own governing aesthetic principles, as well as how those principles are informed by a broader, socially symbolic economy of sexual and financial exchange. It is this turbulent interrelationship among aesthetic autonomy, sexual mores, and economic value that gives A Lost Lady such a rich thematic texture within its relatively modest length, and allows it to express a highly meaningful response to its historical moment. By considering this thematic texture at greater length, I believe that we may arrive at a clearer sense of how Cather’s novel may be appreciated as a distinctly “modernist” text.
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The significance of A Lost Lady within the trajectory of Cather’s life has received much commentary to illuminate its self-conscious concern with the meaning of art. It has often been observed that the works in Cather’s later period, as opposed to O Pioneers! (1913) and My Antonia (1918), reflect a more troubled, doubtful vision about the power of the individual artist to overcome external constraints. The negative critical reception of her previous novel, One of Ours (1922), is sometimes cited as a contributing factor to this shift. However, other critics have argued that Cather’s lapse of artistic faith may be traced to her anxious response to the marriage of Isabelle McClung, who had formerly served as both a source of support and the object of her affections. The chronology of the McClung marriage—in the midst of the war, and shortly before the composition of A Lost Lady (1923)—has suggested this traumatic event as a catalyst for the darker tone in the novels to follow. Although there is no disagreement regarding the role of Lyra Garber as the historical reference for Marian Forrester, Leon Edel’s claim that Isabelle McClung served as another “lost lady” within the author’s personal life has given added resonance to the book as an expression of personal and artistic crisis. 
  

Yet the tenor of this commentary has largely tended to de-emphasize the problem of art as a cultural issue in Cather’s work. Instead, the theme of art is typically viewed within the context of the author’s individual biography, often in such a way that A Lost Lady is considered primarily as her attempt to work through her own psycho-sexual dilemmas with respect to her personal relationships and her artistic vocation. From this vantage-point, Cather’s emphasis upon “the thing not named” in the “The Novel Démeublé,” her claim that “the world broke in two in 1922 or thereabouts,” and her denunciations of materialism appear as so many displacements of the author’s repressed desires.
 In many cases this critical approach has involved a legitimate attempt to place Cather within a marginalized tradition of lesbian-feminist writing, even as the resistance of her work to these efforts has been noted in turn.
 In other cases, however, the bio-aesthetic dimension of A Lost Lady has led critics to diagnose the author’s aesthetic as a private, individual means of expressing her insecurities in the face of a world that she could not accept. Demaree C. Peck’s claim that Niel Herbert represents a projection of Cather’s frustrated erotic and artistic impulses may serve as a case in point; noting that the author “invents her materialistic villains as scapegoats on whom she can blame the failure of her dreams of imaginative possession,” Peck draws upon the McClung thesis in order to argue that the novel fails to achieve ironic distance from Niel: “While Niel’s preadolescent idealism may make him seem unreliable to the reader, Cather does not make him the target of her irony” (163; 168).
 By personalizing Cather’s aesthetic, such an argument merely mimics the one-dimensional vision it ascribes to the novel.      

While the attempt to conceive of Cather’s artistic vision within a frame of gender politics has helped to situate her in a larger cultural context, an over-emphasis on her biography inherently risks distorting the work in order to delineate a portrait of the artist. There is no question that the psychological complexity of A Lost Lady owes much to the author’s own struggles, yet one does little service to the author or the work by reducing the former to a case study of the latter. Instead, having acknowledged the influence of Cather’s personal experience upon her writing, I believe we may now be in a better position to consider the theme of art as something more than a mask of her vexed private life. 

As Susan J. Rosowski has argued in The Voyage Perilous: Willa Cather’s Romanticism, Cather’s work developed out of a romantic literary tradition largely inherited from the prominent nineteenth century British poets. Rosowski traces this romantic sensibility in Cather’s work primarily in terms of its emphasis upon the imagination as a privileged medium of reconciling the human mind with the external world. In response to a scientific rationality that retains an essential dualism between subject and object, she argues, Cather’s artist seeks to overcome this dualism through a “sympathetic imagination” that recalls Keats’s concept of negative capability (9). In the case of A Lost Lady, however, Rosowski observes that this aesthetic impulse confronts its own limitations, such that Cather’s “carefully modulated romantic prose poem” now assimilates the failure of the sympathetic imagination to achieve its longing for unity: “In it, as in a Keatsian ode, subject and object engage in dialectic movement, with moments of wholeness followed by separation, of illusion followed by disappointment” (xii).
 In contrast to the earlier works, then, A Lost Lady represents Cather’s more pronounced awareness of the persistent gap between subjective mind and objective world; the novel thus exemplifies the more ambivalent, self-conscious concern with romantic illusion that one may already see in One of Ours, as well as such subsequent novels as The Professor’s House (1925) and Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927).
Yet as this nineteenth century romantic tradition may also be understood as a response to the expansion of capitalism, Cather also inherited its guiding principle of aesthetic autonomy as a fundamental quality of literary creation. The generalized sense of the aesthetic as refined, self-contained sphere of cultural value remains a strong legacy of post-romantic art, and receives some of its most notable, if variously inflected, expressions in the writings of Arnold, Ruskin, and Pater—all of whom were figures in Cather’s reading.
 Her appreciation of Flaubert and Henry James, as well as her aversion to naturalistic models of writing, also places Cather very strongly within this cultural current.
 It is perhaps in her essay “On the Art of Fiction” that she articulates this aesthetic ethos most explicitly: 
Writing ought either to be the manufacture of stories for which there is a market demand—a business as safe and commendable as making soap or breakfast foods—or it should be an art, which is always a search for something for which there is no market demand, something new and untried, where the values are intrinsic and have nothing to do with standardized values.  (103)

Here the distinction between art and commerce is understood in categorical terms, with the “standardized values” of a degraded commodity world held at arm’s length from the authentic craft of the imaginative writer. In her concept of the novel démeublé (or the “unfurnished” novel) Cather further translated this cultural attitude into an ideal of stylistic restraint, authorial impersonality, and an emphasis upon implied meaning rather than an accumulation of realistic detail.
 As her work also manifested a much more self-conscious concern with narrative technique in A Lost Lady, Cather’s overall relationship with literary romanticism may therefore be seen as a process of revision. As for the romantics, art for Cather offered an antidote to the disenchanted, materialistic world of industrialism and commerce; at the same time, her later experiments with narrative form would eventually develop, expand, and question the romantic tradition she inherited, thereby overlapping with a more modernist sensibility.


Cather’s aversion to the marketplace, as well as the post-romantic crisis of the imagination that Rosowski traces within A Lost Lady, may in turn be evaluated more fully in light of Adorno’s account of modern art and consumer capitalism. As I have previously noted, one of the fundamental dichotomies that Adorno delineates in Aesthetic Theory is the twofold status of art as both an idealized vehicle of spirit and a material object of production, a strictly “autonomous” form of creative expression and an indirect, “heteronomous” reflection of a broader socio-economic environment ruled by commodity exchange. Thus in his comments on the late nineteenth century aestheticist movement, he grants that the classical Marxian critique of art as a cultural “fetish” remains valid:  

It was plausible that socially progressive critics should have accused the program of l’art pour l’art, which has often been in league with political reaction, of promoting a fetish with the concept of a pure, exclusively self-sufficient artwork. What is true in this accusation is that artworks, products of social labor that are subject to or produce their own law of form, seal themselves off from what they themselves are. To this extent, each artwork could be charged with false consciousness and chalked up to ideology. In formal terms, independently of what they say, they are ideology in that a priori they posit something spiritual as being independent from the conditions of its material production and therefore as being intrinsically superior and beyond the primordial guilt of the separation of physical and spiritual labor. What is exalted on the basis of this guilt is at the same time debased by it.

At the same time, he argues that the autonomous status of art cannot be directly identified with its status as a commodified object. If aesthetic fetishism is indeed informed by commodity fetishism, the two aspects must be considered as dialectical qualities that intersect with one another within the space of the artwork itself; in more general terms, they designate two aspects of “non-identity” within the constitution of art in modernity. Thus he qualifies the classical Marxian critique of aesthetic autonomy with the counter-proposal that the fetish character of modern art, while intimately linked with a broader nexus of capitalist production, nevertheless remains a necessary foundation for its ability to disclose truth:     

…But the guilt they bear of fetishism does not disqualify art, any more so than it disqualifies anything culpable; for in the universally, socially mediated world nothing stands external to its nexus of guilt. The truth content of artworks, which is indeed their social truth, is predicated on their fetish character. The principle of heteronomy, apparently the counterpart of fetishism, is the principle of exchange, and in it domination is masked. Only what does not submit to that principle acts as the plenipotentiary of what is free from domination; only what is useless can stand in for stunted use value. Artworks are plenipotentiaries of things that are no longer distorted by exchange, profit, and the false needs of a degraded humanity. In the context of total semblance, art’s semblance of being-in-itself is the mask of truth.  (227) 

In proposing this, Adorno does not simply revert back to a one-sided defense of aesthetic autonomy; instead, he essentially seeks to rescue the potential of autonomous art to offer critical knowledge of the very conditions that underlie its own constitution as “autonomous” art. If modern art cannot offer such knowledge in the form of discursive statements, it can offer it indirectly through its own distinctive modulations of form, which have a cognitive, socio-historical dimension that may be deciphered through immanent analysis: “All aesthetic categories must be defined both in terms of their relation to the world and in terms of art’s repudiation of that world” (138). 

Among the most significant of such categories in Aesthetic Theory is that of “semblance,” which designates both the generalized quality of “illusion” or “fictiveness” in artworks as well as the inherent “claim to wholeness” that makes them appear as fully self-determined entities (101). If modernism represents a distinctive break from romanticism, Adorno argues that one of the key characteristics of the former is a much more internally conflicted, uneasy attitude towards the role of semblance in art, an attitude that he in turn links in part to the expansion of cultural commodification and the generalized transformation of art into a luxury item within bourgeois society. In this light, for example, a whole range of modernist trends—the rejection of Victorian ornament in architecture, the Neue Sachlichkeit or “new objectivism” movement in German art, the eschewal of rhetoric in Ezra Pound’s prosody and Hemingway’s prose, the role of montage in surrealist art and poetry, and even Cather’s own notion of the “unfurnished” novel—may be seen in terms of their varied attempts to purify art from modes of illusion that have become commercially vulgarized, culturally pernicious, or historically retrograde. Such self-posited “taboos” within modernism all display different degrees of uneasiness towards the semblance character of art, and sometimes (as in the case of Dadaism) a more radical desire to eradicate aesthetic semblance altogether and attain the status of a pure object. Yet insofar as art necessarily retains an element of semblance, a persistent degree of fetishism in its very constitution, such anti-illusory impulses in modernism must be grasped in terms of a conflict that becomes renewed in each case: “The dialectic of modern art is largely that it wants to shake off its illusoriness like an animal trying to shake off its antlers” (102). It is therefore one of the goals of Adorno’s own theory to address the modernist “crisis of semblance” in such a way that it may derive social, historical, and philosophical insight from this situation. Rather than abandoning the semblance character of art altogether, in other words, critical theory should instead strive to bring aesthetic semblance to “self-consciousness” from within the internal properties of the artwork.


While the cultural dichotomy between autonomous art and the marketplace informed the work of countless other writers of her time, in Cather’s case it contributed to her condemnation by the social critics of the 1930s, who argued that her writing was still too rooted within a genteel tradition of literature: “Miss Cather has never once tried to see contemporary life as it is; she sees only that it lacks what the past, at least her idealization of it, had. Thus she has been barred from the task that has occupied most of the world’s great artists, the expression of what is central and fundamental to her own age” (Hicks 144). That a popular writer of commercially successful fiction would denounce the vulgarity of modern society appeared to be more a symptom of bad faith than a clearly defined cultural vision, and the more pointed criticisms of Granville Hicks and Lionel Trilling were in turn echoed by a later generation of critics. Meanwhile, as Cather responded to such criticism with a strident defense of art as an apolitical pursuit (Not Under Forty, 1936), this only seemed to give further credence to the image of her as a recalcitrant romantic who refused to engage with the social problems of modern life. As Deborah Carlin has argued, this evaluation of Cather has remained a commonplace in the criticism, especially in critical judgments of the novels that follow One of Ours (17). 

Yet the status of art in an industrial age is a problem that informs Cather’s fiction in a much more complex fashion than was acknowledged by either her early critics or her own response to them. For in the case of A Lost Lady, the status of art as a self-contained object as well as a socially mediated form is already an internalized dilemma within the novel, insofar as this dilemma becomes rehearsed through the unhappy consciousness of Niel Herbert, the protagonist and unreliable observer of the narrative. Through Niel, Cather was able to incorporate her own concern with art as a thematic dimension of the book, yet in such a way that his experience also registers the inherent contradictions that Adorno and other critics have traced within the concept of autonomous art. Just as one must read the novel both through and against Niel’s vantage point in order to grasp its larger meaning, then, it is also necessary to read it both through and against the concept of art that Cather received from her precursors. In doing so, we may gain a greater understanding of the novel as expressing the problem of aesthetic value in modern culture.    
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As noted by David Stouck, the role of Niel Herbert originated in Cather’s attempt to resolve a stylistic issue in A Lost Lady.
 Having initially decided to write the novel from Niel’s first-person voice, Cather subsequently decided to adopt a more fluid, “double perspective” between his point of view and that of the third person narrator. Cather, in justifying her decision, claimed that such an approach would allow her to convey Marian Forrester’s qualities through their heightened impact upon another character’s sensibility, and thus to enhance the emotional effect of the story. Rather than limiting her focus to Niel’s subjective standpoint, or providing a relatively objective depiction of Marian via third-person omniscient narration, Cather situates the reader between these two angles of vision. In this way she departs from the personalized lyricism of My Antonia and replaces it with the sort of modulated perspective that characterizes Flaubert’s Sentimental Education, as well as the “impressionistic” style of narration she admired in Henry James.
 Yet precisely because this method establishes a measure of distance between the reader and Niel, it has all the more raised interpretative questions regarding his motives. However one-dimensional he may initially seem, Niel’s fluctuating vision reveals his highly ambiguous relationship with Marian, one that manifests both his own inner conflicts as well as his anxious response to a rapidly changing world. Niel functions as more than a mere narrative device: as the novel progresses, his romanticized standpoint compels substantive judgment from the reader. It is therefore necessary to examine him more closely before evaluating his perspective as a counterpart to the governing perspective of the novel as a whole. 

Broadly speaking, Niel Herbert’s development as a character in A Lost Lady may be traced through three distinct, yet overlapping dimensions—the psycho-sexual, the socio-historical, and the aesthetic—each of which entails its own code for the reader’s interpretation. Corresponding to these codes are the three major roles that Niel’s lost lady plays (and fails to play) within his imagination: Marian as maternal figure, Marian as emblem of a mythic frontier aristocracy, and Marian as self-contained object of beauty. Considered separately, each dimension manifests its own conflicts within Niel’s consciousness, such that the novel lends itself to sustained analysis at any given level. On the psychological level, A Lost Lady provides the reader a highly nuanced depiction of Niel’s uneasy initiation into the world of adult sexuality; within this lens, the significance of the novel is rooted primarily within the individual ego of its male protagonist. Yet insofar as Niel’s experience is also situated within the context of social transformation in the West, the “reality principle” that confronts him is also that of an expanding sphere of industrialization and commercialism. Within this larger lens, Niel’s troubled vision thus allows the novel to articulate a pessimistic allegory of historical change: the passing of a previous, heroic era of Western settlement in the face of capitalistic “progress.” Finally, as a figure of the artist manqué, alienated from a world that violates his fantasies, Niel’s particular form of bovaryisme introduces the thematic problem of truth and illusion within aesthetic experience. Within this lens, the novel may be read as a self-reflexive meditation on the meaning and value of art in a modern age.  

While the last dimension is what concerns us here, it cannot be considered in strict isolation from the other two elements of Niel’s perspective. Rather, I propose that these three dimensions operate within a comprehensive, dialectical structure in the novel, whereby Niel’s view of Marian Forrester as objet d’art entails a failed attempt to contain the psychological and socio-economic contradictions that he cannot resolve within his experience. Through this structure, Niel’s sexual neuroses and social perception not only serve as thematic questions in their own right, but also provide the substrata for a complex genealogy of artistic consciousness—a genealogy that ultimately reflects upon the status of the novel itself as an autonomous cultural artifact. By considering this dynamic further, we may see how Niel’s aesthetic disillusionment serves as a necessary component of Cather’s ambivalent, double perspective in the novel.

First, as noted by Kathleen L. Nichols, Niel’s adolescent relationship with the Forresters offers a variant of the Freudian “family romance”: having suffered the loss of his mother as a child, Niel unconsciously perceives Marian as a surrogate mother as well as a forbidden object of desire.
 The early episode of Niel’s fall from the tree on the Forrester’s property, and the care he receives at the hands of Marian, offers the first hint of this scenario. Recovering from the fall within her bed, he responds to Marian’s care with a nascent sense of sexual attraction: “What soft fingers Mrs. Forrester had, and what a lovely lady she was. Inside the lace ruffle of her dress he saw her white throat rising and falling so quickly…The little boy was thinking that he would probably never be in so nice a place again” (26). As she caresses his hair and kisses him on the forehead, Niel is struck by her smell: “Oh, how sweet, how sweet she smelled!” (26). As the boy grows older, his view of her often suggests the sensibility of the faithful courtier: “Compared to her, other women were heavy and lifeless,—they had not that something in their glance that made one’s blood tingle” (39). Through such responses, Niel’s sense of Marian repeatedly suggests an underlying Oedipal conflict between his erotic desire and filial love. As Nichols has observed, “The problem that Niel eventually will have to solve is how to retain the moment of sexual ‘innocence’ in Marian’s bed—how to keep his own sexual development from upsetting the balance between his need for the restored maternal figure and his growing attraction for the sexual woman” (189). 

Within the classic Oedipal paradigm, the (male) child’s desire to possess the mother must be transferred to his identification with the father. Rather than supplanting the father as an erotic rival, the child must emulate the father as a symbolic figure of patriarchal law; in turn, the child must eventually transfer his sexual desires towards other female figures. In his esteem of the elderly Captain Forrester—who appears as a distinctly non-sexual surrogate father—Niel only partially achieves this psychic shift. In his visits to the Forrester home, Niel repeatedly marvels at the Captain’s decorum at the dinner table, as well as the old man’s reverence towards his wife. Through his unyielding social rituals, Captain Forrester appears as a venerable figure of innate, paternal authority. At the same time, Marian clearly continues to predominate in Niel’s reveries, such that he must justify his admiration:  

Curiously enough, it was as Captain Forrester’s wife that she most interested Niel, and it was in her relation to her husband that he most admired her. Given her other charming attributes, her comprehension of a man like the railroad-builder, her loyalty to him, stamped her more than anything else. That, he felt, was quality; something that could never become worn or shabby; steel of Damascus. His admiration of Mrs. Forrester went back to that, just as, he felt, she herself went back to it. He rather liked the stories, even the spiteful ones, about the gay life she led in Colorado, and the young men she kept dangling about her every winter. He sometimes thought of the life she might have been living ever since he had known her,—and the one she had chosen to live. From that disparity, he believed, came the subtlest thrill of her fascination. She mocked outrageously at the proprieties she observed, and inherited the magic of contradictions. (75)

Yet the “magic of contradictions” that Marian “inherits” here says considerably more about Niel’s perception than it does about her innate qualities. On the one hand, Niel transforms Marian into an ideal of loyalty by subordinating her role to that of the symbolic father, a move which allows him to withdraw her from any context of illicit sexuality; in this way, both her virtue and his chaste intentions are mutually affirmed. On the other hand, this ideal involves a curious fantasy projection: by summoning and abolishing her past lovers, and by associating the Captain with an asexual sense of propriety, Niel still struggles to manage his own lingering desire for Marian. Rather than acknowledging this desire directly, he transforms it into a vicarious “thrill” that affirms and cancels her sexuality in the same gesture.   

Meanwhile, Niel’s refusal to pursue relations with other women makes it clear that he prefers to remain enthralled by the magic spell of his mixed feelings towards Marian. Taking up residence with his uncle, Niel eventually adopts an austere lifestyle: 

There he lived with monastic cleanliness and severity…and resolved to remain a bachelor, like his uncle.…Niel was now nineteen, a tall, straight, deliberate boy. His features were clear-cut, his grey eyes, so dark that they looked black under his long lashes, were rather moody and challenging. The world did not seem over-bright to young people just then. His reserve, which did not come from embarrassment or vanity, but from a critical habit of mind, made him seem older than he was, and a little cold. (31) 

At one of the Forrester dinner parties, Marian plays the matchmaker between Niel and Constance Ogden, the daughter of some family friends, but Niel remains uninterested in the young girl. Instead, his attention remains anxiously fixated on one of the guests, Frank Ellinger: 

His black hair, coarse and curly as the filling of a mattress, was grey about the ears, his florid face showed little purple veins about his beaked nose,—a nose like the prow of a ship, with long nostrils. His chin was deeply cleft, his thick curly lips seemed very muscular, very much under his control, and, with his strong white teeth, irregular and curved, gave him the look of a man who could bite an iron rod in two with a snap of his jaws. His whole figure seemed very much alive under his clothes, with a restless, muscular energy that had something of the cruelty of wild animals in it. Niel was very much interested in this man…He didn’t know if he liked him or not. He knew nothing bad about him, but he felt something evil. (43-44)  

Well before he learns of Ellinger’s adulterous relationship with Marian, Niel’s unease towards the older man projects him as a vaguely predatory figure, an interloper whose masculine vitality threatens to disrupt the fragile equilibrium that Niel has established in his relationship with the Forresters. Unlike the suitors that Niel can magically evoke and banish within his imagination, and unlike the chaste father figure of the Captain, Ellinger is a recalcitrant personification of the sexuality that Niel cannot acknowledge within himself or within Marian. That Niel instinctively distrusts him at first sight is therefore apt; within the psychological code of the novel, Ellinger represents both a “return of the repressed” within Niel’s consciousness as well as an external rival for Marian’s affections.


Niel’s discovery of the affair between Marian and Ellinger—dramatized in the eavesdropping episode outside Marian’s bedroom window—thus initiates his progressive disenchantment with his “lost lady.” Having made a bouquet of flowers for Marian, Niel approaches the house and is shocked to overhear her laughter intermingled with that of Ellinger outside the bedroom window. His immediate response to this scene suggests a regressive form of Oedipal trauma:    

Niel found himself at the foot of the hill on the wooden bridge, his fact hot, his temples beating, his eyes blind with anger. In his hand he still carried the prickly bunch of wild roses. He threw them over the wire fence into a mudhole the cattle had trampled under the bank of the creek. He did not know whether he had left the house by the driveway or had come down through the shrubbery. In that instant between stooping to the window-sill and rising, he had lost one of the most beautiful things in his life. Before the dew dried, the morning had been wrecked for him; and all subsequent mornings, he told himself bitterly. This day saw the end of that admiration and loyalty that had been like a bloom on his existence. He could never recapture it. It was gone, like the morning freshness of the flowers. (82)

In casting the flowers in the mud, Niel symbolically expresses his revulsion towards Marian’s sexual betrayal, and his mourning over her loss suggests a crucial turning point in the novel. Yet as indicated by his subsequent attempts to protect Marian’s virtue, Niel’s introduction to sexuality remains compromised; rather than reconciling himself with his loss and embracing the future, he still wishes to recapture the lost object of his childhood desire. 

However, it would be a mistake to regard adolescent sexual anxiety as the sole factor in Niel’s character development. Rather, the psychological conflict that conditions Niel’s perception of Marian is itself informed by her role within the social framework of Sweet Water; the psycho-sexual reading of Niel’s “lost lady” must therefore be translated into socio-economic terms as well. For it is clear that Marian appears not only as a maternal figure for Niel, but also as the feminine icon of a refined, noble class of independent landowners who have settled the West. Through her marriage to the Captain, Marian’s pseudo-aristocratic status allows her to represent the social antithesis of a venal class of middle-class professionals; the latter, for Niel, is most clearly personified by Ivy Peters. Thus one finds a strong element of historical romance in Niel’s melancholy musings:

The Old West had been settled by dreamers, great-hearted adventurers who were unpractical to the point of magnificence; a courteous brotherhood, strong in attack but weak in defence, who could conquer but could not hold. Now all the vast territory they had won was to be at the mercy of men like Ivy Peters, who had never dared anything, never risked anything. They would drink up the mirage, dispel the morning freshness, root out the great brooding spirit of freedom, the generous, easy life of the great land-holders. The space, the colour, the princely carelessness of the pioneer they would destroy and cut up into profitable bits, as the match factory splinters the primeval forest. All the way from Missouri to the mountains this generation of shrewd young men, trained to petty economies by hard times, would do exactly what Ivy Peters had done when he drained the Forrester marsh. (102) 

Such a vision entails a notable irony in the case of Captain Forrester—whose ownership of the land has already displaced the Native Americans, and whose expansion of the railroad has already opened the frontier to the commercial development of Ivy Peters.
 Yet for Niel, such an idyllic frontier myth filters out such historical considerations, and instead allows him to perceive the Captain and Marian as the “feudal” lord and lady of an idealized, pre-capitalist social order. 


Niel’s family history, in which the loss of his mother coincides with a loss of economic security, offers insight into why he remains so enthralled by the high social standing of the Forresters. Driven by financial necessity after the loss of their Kentucky home, Niel’s family migrates to Sweet Water to make a new start. Shortly after their arrival to Nebraska, his mother dies. As Niel enters adolescence, his father is largely absent due to his long hours of work as a consultant: “Having lost his own property, he invested other people’s money for them” (27). Upon returning home after his accident on the Forresters’ property, Niel regards his surroundings—the spectacle of soaking linen and unmade beds, with Cousin Sadie reading murder trials over breakfast—as squalid and lonely. If the move to Sweet Water has given his family a chance to recover from their diminished fortunes, Niel nevertheless senses a strong “air of failure and defeat” in the household, and still feels his mother’s sense of violated pride in the wake of their displacement (27-28). His unhappiness compels him to spend the majority of his time assisting his uncle, Judge Pomeroy, who gives Niel the chance to be a regular guest in the Forrester household: “Except for the fact that he was Judge Pomeroy’s nephew, Niel would have been one of the boys to whom Mrs. Forrester merely nodded brightly as she passed” (26-27). 

Thus Niel, a relative outsider to the social milieu of the Forresters, enjoys the special privilege of witnessing such a milieu as if he himself were a participant. Through his interactions with Marian and the Captain, Niel seeks to escape his lower middle-class circumstances and dwell within a refined environment of independent wealth; accordingly, most of the description of the Forrester household remains heavily filtered through his own admiration. Such admiration, appropriately enough, is often inflected with the pathos of distance: “How strange that she should be here at all, a woman like her among common people! Not even in Denver had he ever seen another woman so elegant…And never elsewhere had he heard anything like her inviting, musical laugh, that was like the distant measures of dance music, heard through the opening and shutting of doors” (39). Niel finds Marian’s laugh both “distant” and “inviting” because her aristocratic status appears inaccessible; such a tantalizing mixture of emotions—a sense of longing heightened by an undercurrent of social exclusion—has the familiar resonance of class-based fantasy. 

At the same time, as a fundamental element of this fantasy, Niel typically perceives the actions of the Forresters as invested with a heightened value that derives not from their wealth, but rather from an inherent quality that radiates outward from themselves. In the case of Captain Forrester, whose good name serves as a reliable gold standard for financial investors, even the smallest gesture commands respect—whether making a toast at dinner, or in his management of others (“When he laid his fleshy, thick-fingered hand upon a frantic horse, an hysterical woman, an Irish workman out for blood, he brought them peace; something that they could not resist” [46]). In Marian’s conversational grace, she is able to exercise a similar magic: “Where Mrs. Forrester was, dullness was impossible, Niel believed. The charm of her conversation was not so much in what she said, though she was often witty, but in the quick recognition of her eyes, in the living quality of the voice itself. One could talk with her about the most trivial things, and go away with a high sense of elation” (67). By representing a world in which value is naturally grounded, beyond the forces of economic change, the Forresters provide Niel a sense of stability that compensates for the financial vicissitudes of his own family. 


However, since Niel cannot fully situate himself within the aristocratic fantasy that he has created, he faces a dilemma somewhat analogous to the Oedipal scenario. For in spite of his loyalty to the Forresters, he is destined to be a member of the same younger generation of middle-class professionals that will eventually supplant them; Captain Forrester, the figurehead of a dying cultural age, clearly cannot provide a model for Niel to emulate in his adult life. The psycho-sexual conflict that informs Niel’s perception of the Forresters is also compounded by class conflict, neither of which can be resolved on its own terms within his experience. Just as Niel continues to disavow his lingering desire for Marian by conceiving her as an asexual model of fidelity, he must also disavow his own position within a changing class structure by valorizing her social standing in Sweet Water. It is within the intersection of these conflicts, therefore, that Niel’s aesthetic vision of Marian develops. Unable to take the Captain’s place as her loyal husband or her feudal lord, Niel situates himself as Marian’s devoted witness, such that she becomes a cherished object of beauty that he seeks to protect from contamination. 

Throughout the novel, Niel’s vision of Marian is often conveyed through a network of figurative associations (the imagery of flowers, the recurrent leitmotif of her laughter), as well as through small, still moments of heightened apprehension:     

She stood beside his desk in her long sealskin coat and cap, a crimson scarf showing around the collar, a little brown veil with spots tied over her eyes. The veil did not in the least obscure those beautiful eyes, dark and full of light, set under a low white forehead and arching eyebrows. The frosty air had brought no colour to her cheeks,—her skin had always the fragrant, crystalline whiteness of white lilacs. Mrs. Forrester looked at one, and one knew that she was bewitching. It was instantaneous, and it pierced the thickest hide…Something about her took hold of one in a flash; one became acutely conscious of her, of her fragility and grace, of her mouth which could say so much without words; of her eyes, lively, laughing, intimate, nearly always a little mocking.  (33)

In such epiphanies, the elements of adolescent longing and aristocratic fantasy in Niel’s mind are sublimated into the stylized, straining rhetoric of aesthetic contemplation. While Marian’s mixed role as Oedipal mother and genteel lady is still indirectly evoked, here the language projects her beauty as a self-contained essence—a magical aura that surrounds and protects her like the tantalizing veil that covers her face. Yet in the image of the veil, as well as the slightly “mocking” quality of her eyes, one may detect an ambiguous undercurrent in Niel’s perception, which appears intensified through his inability to see her fully. Such muted, Flaubertian irony may similarly be noted when Niel visits Marian after his first year of college:        

He approached quietly and was just wondering if she were asleep, when he heard a soft, delighted laugh, and with a quick movement she threw off the lace hat through which she had been watching him. He stepped forward and caught her figure, hammock and all, in his arms. How light and alive she was! Like a bird caught in a net. If only he could rescue her and carry her off like this,—off the earth of sad, inevitable periods, away from age, weariness, adverse fortune!

She showed no impatience to be released, but lay laughing up at him with that gleam of something elegantly wild, something fantastic and tantalizing,—seemingly so artless, really the most finished artifice! (104-105)

As conveyed in his gestures, Niel’s wish to rescue Marian from a world of change reflects his unacknowledged desire to possess her. At the same time, the brief moment of intimacy he feels is punctuated by his sense of her as an “artless artifice,” which situates her both within and beyond his grasp. It is as if, by conceiving of her in aesthetic terms, Niel can paradoxically possess her most fully by not possessing her, understand her most fully by not understanding her. Thus while Niel’s distinction between the “artless” and “artificial” suggests his genuine understanding of Marian, his reversal of terms—whereby her artless quality is conceived in terms of appearance, and her artificial quality is conceived in terms of reality—simultaneously obscures this distinction. As a “true illusion,” Marian effectively becomes an object of aesthetic value for Niel, a creation of his own mystified contemplation.   


Niel’s discovery of literature in his uncle’s study dramatizes his initiation into the world of art, and provides a revealing backdrop to his idolization of Marian. Preferring novels to philosophy, Niel finds imaginative delight in reading Fielding, Goethe, Montaigne and Ovid: 

He was eavesdropping upon the past, being let into the great world that had plunged and glittered and sumptuously sinned long before little Western towns were dreamed of. Those rapt evenings beside the lamp gave him a long perspective, influenced his conceptions of the people about him, made him know just what he wished his own relations with these people to be. (79)

Like his visits to the Forrester household, Niel’s love of literature serves as an escape from his mundane family environment and the drudgery of his legal studies, allowing him to transform his present experience through the lens of past ideals. Yet the manner in which his response to literature remains anachronistic—as if one could directly transpose the social values of the past to the present—suggests the futility of his cultural nostalgia. If such reading informs his sense of the present, it remains all the more detached from his lived existence, such that Niel experiences literature as a guilty form of private wish fulfillment: “…he had been living a double life, with all its guilty enjoyments” (77). The “long perspective” that Niel gains is tempered by his self-conscious awareness of how his reading remains isolated, subjectively cut off from the world around him.


In this regard Niel’s bad faith towards literature reflects the historical problem of art that has been traced by Adorno and others. To some extent, Niel’s sense of literature as an unprofitable indulgence is necessary if art is to function as an ideal refuge of beauty, removed from a practical world of work and money—as represented by his uncle’s legal volumes and his father’s work as a financial consultant. For Niel, as for the Victorian generation that precedes him, art promises something higher and nobler than material possession; like the undeveloped marshlands of the Captain, art retains an intrinsic cultural value that cannot be given a price. Yet Niel’s furtive, guilty aestheticism all the more betrays the power of the socio-economic world it holds at a remove. For the more that art remains separate from the practical realm, the more it reinforces a social division between work and leisure that easily relegates art to the status of blind consumption—as represented by Cousin Sophie’s vulgar reading at the kitchen table. Here the question of art as an ambiguous medium of truth and illusion is not solely rooted in Niel’s personal limitations; within the context of social history, this question is informed by the antagonistic interdependence between art and a broader commodification of culture. That art can simultaneously inspire a spiritualized, non-possessive orientation in its audience, and at the same time resemble the most secret, private possession—such a contradiction injects aesthetic experience with the logic of the commodity at the same time that it resists such logic.
 Ironically enough, this dilemma indeed influences his conception of Marian, and makes him know what he wishes his relationship to her to be. 


Thus the possessiveness that Niel feels towards Marian’s beauty goes hand in hand with his fear that she will barter herself off to philistines such as Frank Ellinger or Ivy Peters. In the case of Ellinger, Niel is aware of his previous affair with a prostitute (Nell Emerald), which symbolically links the older man’s erotic vitality with sexual commodification. When Niel discovers Marian’s affair with Ellinger, his inability to accept her sexuality also entails his vague sense that she has allowed herself to be exploited by a “coarse worldling”; by consorting with Frank, she has essentially become an object for his opportunistic desires. After hearing their laughter outside Marian’s bedroom window, Niel struggles to understand: “Grace, variety, the lovely voice, the sparkle of fun and fancy in those dark eyes; all this was nothing. It was not a moral scruple she had outraged, but an aesthetic ideal. Beautiful women, whose beauty meant more than it said…was their brilliancy always fed by something coarse and concealed?” (83). In the case of Ivy Peters, the conflation of adult sexuality and economic exploitation characterizes his relationship with Marian more overtly. After the financial decline of the Forrester estate, Peters buys the lease for the property, drains the marshlands, conducts Marian’s finances, and soon begins to make crude advances towards her. Niel tries to intervene, but Marian insists that he avoid doing so; she similarly declines his offer to help her manage her business affairs: “‘But, my dear boy, you know nothing about these business schemes. You’re not clever that way,—it’s one of the things I love you for’” (118). If Niel perceives Ellinger and Peters as symbolic rivals for his lady’s affections, the businessman and lawyer also embody an economic world in which everything, even Marian’s inestimable beauty, eventually has its price. 

Niel’s need to protect Marian thus represents a figurative wish to remove her from erotic and economic circulation—to prevent her from becoming either exchanged or consumed as an object of desire. Within this scenario, sexual contamination and commodification appear as mutually reinforcing tropes, and indicate a volatile intersection of the psychological and socio-economic codes that I have previously traced within Niel’s consciousness. Just as Marian’s removal from the “restricted economy” of the Forrester marriage entails his loss of her as a maternal substitute, her removal from the “restricted economy” of the Forrester estate entails his loss of her as aristocratic icon. While Niel cannot directly situate himself within either of these economies, their apparent stability still allows him to conceptualize Marian’s beauty as a self-contained value, and thereby to manage his own conflicted sexual and social relationship with her: Niel’s disinterested aesthetic stance towards Marian serves as both a cancellation and an indirect extension of his own vested interests.
 The crude expression of interest by Ellinger and Peters, however, threatens to destroy this dialectic by re-situating Marian within a modern sexual and financial economy, wherein her qualitative value (“That, he felt, was quality; something that could never become worn or shabby…”) will be effectively liquidated.       

Yet as one may see in Niel’s epiphanies, his image of Marian remains de-humanizing in its own right, insofar as it projects her beauty in symbolic terms that fail to acknowledge her as a willful human being. Notwithstanding his sense of her distinctive charms, his perception of her is fundamentally static, disembodied, carefully confined within the realm of his passive contemplation. Thus Niel’s aesthetic sensibility distorts the beauty that it seeks to protect: for the more rigorously he conceives of her beauty as a self-contained essence, the more he transforms it into an abstract form that lacks any substantial content in Marian’s person. At the same time, Niel’s formalized vision ends up perceiving her beauty as its own content—such that “beauty” also appears as a detachable “thing” that Marian owns, and that she can “give” to him: “He burned to ask her one question, to get the truth out of her and set his mind at rest: What did she do with all her exquisiteness when she was with a man like Ellinger? Where did she put it away? And having put it away, how could she recover herself, and give one—give even him—the sense of tempered steel, a blade that could fence with anyone and never break?” (95). Such an unresolved question testifies not only to his confusion regarding Marian’s sexuality, but also to how his sacrosanct veneration of her beauty has transformed it into a cultural fetish. 
   

In this sense, Niel’s rarefied cult of beauty remains part of a broader network in which she appears as a symbolic locus for the conflicting and confining “investments” of a masculine social order.
 Indeed, it is within this network that her fluctuating value as both cultural fetish and economic commodity becomes developed most clearly. For the Captain, Marian’s value appears through her role as a marker of his own social status in the community: “‘When I came here as a young man, I had it planned in my mind, pretty much as it is today; where I would dig my well, and where I would plant my grove and my orchard. I planned to build a house that my friends would come to, with a wife like Mrs. Forrester to make it attractive to them’” (50-51). If the Captain’s love of his wife is sincere, it also appears as an indirect extension of his paternalistic ownership of property: “Her husband had archaic ideas about jewels; a man bought them for his wife in acknowledgment of things he could not gracefully utter. They must be costly; they must show that he was able to buy them, and that she was worthy to wear them” (49). Within the Captain’s “archaic” value system, the financial worth of the jewels must be secondary to their iconic significance as a token of his esteem; at the same time, their iconic value must be rooted in their financial value in order that they may express Marian’s worth as well as his own ability to purchase them. As the jewels thus signify an uneasy mixture of sentiment and proprietorship that cannot be expressed in words, they become metonymically associated with Marian’s own ambiguous value within the Forrester marriage. In contrast to the Captain’s compromised idealism, Frank Ellinger is a cynical realist: he sees Marian as a potential source of wealth until her value diminishes after the bank failure. His previous respect for her cultural status remains the shallow façade of a gambler who hedges his bets, and he eventually opts for a more profitable marriage with someone else. Finally, for Ivy Peters, whose pleasure in the declining fortunes of the Forresters expresses all the unfettered resentment of a rising business class (“‘The Forresters have come down in the world like the rest’” [100]), his affair with Marian becomes a direct, callous extension of his commercial appropriation of the Forrester land. 

As his lady becomes exchanged among these different men, Niel witnesses the steady erosion and de-sublimation of his aesthetic ideal. While this process reflects the inherent weakness of such an ideal, it is primarily dramatized as a progressive encroachment of outside forces: her private significance in Niel’s imagination becomes compromised as he cannot prevent her from becoming socially and sexually redefined by others. Thus the role of Ellinger and Peters as third parties in Niel’s relationship with Marian also extends to larger segments of Sweet Water society, who represent the intrusion of a vulgar, middle-class milieu within the previously restricted cultural space of the Forrester household. The first sign of this appears in the scene of Marian’s anguished phone call to Ellinger after his marriage; in the midst of her repudiation of Ellinger, Niel cuts the phone cord due to his fear that her conversation will be overheard by the operator. However, his attempt to protect Marian’s reputation comes too late, and her affair “circulates” through the gossip of the local townswomen. Shortly thereafter, the same townswomen appear as a horde of economic speculators within the Forrester home:             

The Mrs. Beardsleys and Molly Tuckers had their chance at last. They went in and out of Mrs. Forrester’s kitchen as they did out of one another’s. They rummaged through the linen to find more sheets, pried about in the attic and the cellar. They went over the house like ants, the house where they had never before got past the parlour; and they found they had been fooled all these years. There was nothing remarkable about the place at all! (118)

The demystification of Mrs. Forrester’s private space continues as Niel overhears the women repeatedly evaluating the items of the house, already anticipating their sale after the Captain’s death: “‘Why didn’t she sell some of that silver? All those platters and covered dishes stuck away with the tarnish of years on them!’ ‘I wouldn’t mind having some of her linen. There’s a chest full of double damask upstairs, every tablecloth long enough to make two. Did you ever see anything like the wine glasses! …If she has a sale after he’s gone, I’ll buy a dozen champagne glasses…’” (133). For Niel, such accoutrements are symbolic tokens of Marian’s idealized grace; for the townswomen, their value is primarily defined in practical terms, as mere possessions that they may appropriate at a bargain price. 


Near the end of the novel, a similar dynamic occurs as the widowed Mrs. Forrester hosts a dinner party for the younger generation in the community. As Niel regards the aspiring professionals with characteristic distaste, the narrative reflects his view of their unseemly, middlebrow culture: 

…he saw that the silver dishes had reappeared on the dinner table, and the candlesticks and flowers. The young men who sat about in the twilight would not know the difference, he thought, if she had furnished her table that morning from the stock in Wernz’s queensware store. Their conception of a really fine dinner service was one “hand painted” by a sister or sweetheart. Each boy sat with his legs crossed, one tan shoe swinging in the air and displaying a tan silk sock. They were talking about clothes; Joe Simpson, who had just inherited his father’s clothing business, was eager to tell them what the summer styles would be. (136) 

The inability of the guests to distinguish between “genuine” artifacts and kitsch, combined with their self-conscious display of prosperity and their preoccupation with fashion trends, evoke the dominant values of a rising middle-class culture in Sweet Water society. As such, their commercial sensibility serves as a symbolic parody of the aesthetic idealism that informs Niel’s perspective: a reduction of beauty to trinkets, to pretension, to the illusions of advertising. For her new guests, Marian can only appear as a quaint, sentimental relic of a bygone era as she seeks to solicit their admiration.  


Niel’s final moment of disillusionment comes when he witnesses Ivy Peters casually embracing his lost lady, a brief scene that appropriately parallels his previous eavesdropping on Marian and Ellinger: 

It happened like this,—had scarcely the dignity of an episode. It was nothing, and yet it was everything. Going over to see her one summer evening, he stopped a moment by the dining-room window to look at the honeysuckle. The dining-room door was open into the kitchen, and there Mrs. Forrester stood at a table, making pastry. Ivy Peters came in at the kitchen door, walked up behind her, and unconcernedly put both arms around her, his hands meeting over her breast. She did not move, did not look up, but went on rolling the pastry. (161)

That this curiously anticlimactic moment can have such decisive significance is fitting, for within the overall course of the narrative Niel’s vision has become transformed into an increasingly alienated, fragile wish that finds no external legitimization in the world around him. In response to this episode, Niel would prefer that Marian “immolate herself…and die with the pioneer period to which she belonged,” yet this harsh sentiment only underscores the dark undercurrent of his idealism, as well as its contradictory quality. For in its extreme repudiation of a degraded, materialistic culture, Niel’s devotion becomes expressed through the ambiguous image of destroyed property. In imaginatively withdrawing Marian from circulation, and thereby preserving her symbolic value, he also defines her as a mere extension of the Forrester estate; his rigid idealism ironically appears as the obverse mirror of Ivy Peters’s crude materialism.            

As Niel conceives of his final discovery as a “cure” for his youthful illusions, the nature of this cure remains complex by the end of the novel. Niel has been forced to acknowledge Marian’s sexuality as part of his initiation into adulthood, yet this understanding goes hand-in-hand with his belated acknowledgment of a world in which sexual relationships are mediated by economic necessity. His final words in the novel, “‘At least she was well cared for’” (166), therefore have a pointed irony that qualifies any normative assessment of his hard-won wisdom: having internalized the reality principle of adult sexuality, he has also internalized the reality principle of capitalism, whereby marriage relations—as one sees in the case of Marian and Captain Forrester—are fated to bear the distorting mark of property relations. In this respect Niel’s experience has taught him not only that one must “live life on any terms,” but that the terms one must choose entail objective social constraints that ultimately have a bearing upon that life.  

On another level, however, it appears that Niel manages to keep his lost lady after all: “But eventually, after she had drifted out of his ken, when he did not know if Daniel Forrester’s widow were living or dead, Daniel Forrester’s wife returned to him, a bright, impersonal memory” (163). Having renounced Marian as an object of desire within the present, Niel as an adult is able to re-appropriate her as a ghostly, remote image of human happiness, beyond the forces of time or change. Indeed, it is only after having confronted her loss—as maternal figure, as aristocratic lady, and as an object of beauty—that Niel can now conceive of Marian all the more as an “impersonal” symbol, fully removed from a world that has failed to sustain his perception of her. In doing so, however, his vision remains divided between “Daniel Forrester’s widow” and “Daniel Forrester’s wife.” Through such a divide, he can regard the former as someone who helped him gain a realistic understanding of life, while regarding the latter as promising a transcendent beauty that might compensate for such painful understanding:                           

He came to be very glad that he had known her, and that she had had a hand in breaking him in to life. He has known pretty women and clever ones since then,—but never one like her, as she was in her best days. Her eyes, when they laughed for a moment into one’s own, seemed to promise a wild delight that he has not found in life. “I know where it is,” they seemed to say, “I could show you!” He would like to call up the shade of the young Mrs. Forrester, as the witch of Endor called up Samuel’s, and challenge it, demand the secret of that ardour; ask her whether she had really found some ever-blooming, ever-burning, ever-piercing joy, or whether it was all fine play-acting. Probably she had found no more than another; but she had always the power of suggesting things much lovelier than herself, as the perfume of a single flower may call up the whole sweetness of spring. (163). 

As Rosowski has noted, Niel’s final anamnesis recalls the Wordsworthian poetic dictum of “experience recollected in tranquility” (129); the overtones of Walter Pater in the phrasing (“…some ever-blooming, ever-burning, ever-piercing joy…”) also reinforce the aesthetic dimension of this passage.
 Yet it is all the more significant that Niel’s attitude does not resolve the dichotomies in his perception so much as it rearticulates them at a deeper register of his consciousness. On the one hand, his wish to interrogate Marian’s ghost suggests his ambivalence towards the gap between this impersonal symbol and the person it evokes: he cannot escape the bitter sense that her grandeur was no more than “fine play-acting,” well before she ever became involved with Ellinger or Peters. His lingering awareness of this gap, on the other hand, is precisely what allows this symbol to suggest a larger, otherworldly realm of beauty that it cannot fully embody (“…but she had always the power to suggesting things much lovelier than herself…”). Rather than reconciling the conflicts that have previously characterized his sense of Marian, Niel’s adult vantage point remains suspended between loss and longing on an even more introverted level than before, despite the resigned attitude he adopts towards his previous experience. 


By the end of the novel, Niel therefore offers a decidedly paradoxical figure of aesthetic disenchantment for the reader. His struggle to protect Marian from a tangled social web of sexual and commercial relations has clearly ended in failure, and he is bereft of the splendor that he once felt in her presence. His psychic and social initiation into adulthood has required him to give up his adolescent role as Marian’s protector, and to come to terms with a world in which ideal beauty can never be reconciled with social reality. At the same time, just as Marian’s absorption within a sex-money nexus leads to a dismantling of his idealism, it also allows her to return as a disembodied image within his memory. This return of Marian may suggest something that the reader has suspected all along: that Marian has always served as an image of lost happiness for Niel, in spite of his futile attempts to rescue her from a vulgar world. What remains significant in his final adjustment, however, is that his loss has become recognized as such, and that he can no longer sustain the illusion that his image of her has any inherent foundation in who she “really” is. Instead, once his relation to Marian has become sufficiently assimilated within a social order of patriarchal law and commodity exchange, Niel retains his lost lady as abstract, de-substantialized symbol of beauty. He attempts to turn his very disillusionment into an aesthetic experience. In other words, he becomes a modernist.        
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In light of the issues traced above, we may now suggest how A Lost Lady compels further re-assessment of Cather’s cultural significance for contemporary readers, particularly with regard to her position within American modernism. The basic assumption that Cather’s fiction indirectly reflects her own psychological experience as well as her aversion to industrial modernity is inescapable. By the same token, it is clear that this premise has generated an assortment of authorial personae that remain at odds with one another within the larger body of Cather criticism: while Cather once appeared as the mouthpiece for a beleaguered, genteel regionalism, she has been subsequently recuperated as a feminist or proto-feminist author, and in turn criticized by lesbian-feminist critics for “masking” her own homoerotic desires through heterosexual male characters.
 All of these voices may be heard within A Lost Lady, depending upon the degree to which the reader identifies the author’s own epistemological or social standpoint with that of its male protagonist. Deborah Carlin’s judgment regarding the late novels therefore applies to this novel as well: “At the same time that the texts elicit certain readings by trying to enclose the story within a traditional ending, they inevitably confound the reader’s ability to affix an order or a meaning by incorporating within the narrative a multiplicity of contradictory perspectives and interpretations” (25). Readers wishing to identify a consistent authorial perspective in Cather’s work have been fated to encounter such ambiguities—and too often, to judge them as marks of the author’s limitations.


Yet Cather’s tendency to incorporate divergent, conflicting perspectives in her fiction, particularly towards the meaning of art, suggests the significance of her work within the context of literary modernism. As I have argued, the method of narration in A Lost Lady does not directly express the author’s own psychological or social experience but rather re-contextualizes this experience in order to articulate a broader, self-reflexive allegory of art within a social order based on commodity exchange. While Niel Herbert’s conflicted vision reflects Cather’s cultural dilemma as an artist, it also allows the narrative to objectify this dilemma at a more complex, meta-aesthetic level: the inherent problem of art that informs the novel thus appears as a theme within the novel, as it is played out through the struggles of its troubled protagonist. Likewise, the double perspective of Cather’s impressionist style serves as more than a technique for enhancing the effect of the story. The modulation of the narrative voice, as it moves within and beyond Niel’s point of view, allows the novel to establish sufficient distance from his idealism, while still allowing him to provide a medium of intensified aesthetic apprehension for the reader. In effect, Cather provides a way for the problem of art and commodification to be structurally “managed” within her narrative method, even as this method inevitably mimics the perceptual conflicts of her protagonist.           


In considering this approach to narrative in A Lost Lady, then, we may answer a recurrent question of Cather criticism—was she a failed romantic or a modernist?—by positing that both impulses are closely interrelated, insofar as they both emerge out of the fundamental problem of aesthetic value. That is, if one grants that Cather projects a “romantic” viewpoint through Niel Herbert, while also critically distancing the reader from such a viewpoint through a “modernist” manipulation of perspective, this tension effectively expresses the inherent socio-cultural conflict that already determines the novel as an autonomous artifact. For in rehearsing Niel’s symbolic fall from innocence to experience, A Lost Lady also compels the reader to acknowledge how his aesthetic vision of Marian Forrester remains illusory precisely because of his blindness to socio-economic realities. Such an acknowledgment therefore constitutes what may be termed the realistic layer of the novel: the implicit recognition that, in a modern social world governed by commodity production, art can only provide a semblance of autonomous value. Yet at the same time, in keeping with the author’s aversion to literary realism and commerce, the novel does not simply renounce the viewpoint of its young artist figure. Instead, it would be more accurate to say that Cather’s alternating, bifocal point of view serves a twofold function within the narrative: to disavow Niel’s romantic aesthetic on the one hand, and to re-configure this aesthetic impulse within a more sophisticated, self-conscious modernist style on the other hand. 
By incorporating aesthetic disenchantment within its own ambiguous mode of narration, A Lost Lady has strong affinities with the work of Flaubert, James, and Conrad, who variously incorporated a characteristically modernist “critique of illusion” within their complex narratives. In turn, by developing this tension within a broader context of socio-economic change, Cather’s novel allows the reader to see how the problem of artistic illusion is itself symptomatic of the uneasy relationship between autonomous art and commerce within industrialized modernity. In this sense A Lost Lady may not only be considered a modernist novel, but a virtual re-enactment of the cultural conflict through which literary modernism emerged as an aesthetic paradigm for authors and critics in post-World War I America. 

NOTES
� Susan J. Rosowski (“Willa Cather’s Women”), Jennifer Bailey, and Anneliese Smith have offered feminist readings that similarly emphasize Neil’s limited perspective of Marian Forrester, and provide alternative assessments of her role in the novel. For further considerations of Cather’s feminist themes in A Lost Lady, also see Diane Cousineau’s “Division and Difference in A Lost Lady” and Nancy Morrow’s “Willa Cather and the Nineteenth Century Novel of Adultery,” both of which appear in Women’s Studies 11 (1984). Deborah Carlin’s Cather, Canon, and the Politics of Reading (1992) gives a broader survey of feminist criticism on Cather, whereas Joan Acocella’s Willa Cather and the Politics of Criticism (2000) provides a critique of feminist approaches to the author.





� Both Urgo and Schwartz draw upon the work of Richard Slotkin, whose influential study of frontier myth in the industrialization period of American history situates mythic plotting as a means of justifying present social structures through a selective reading of the past. While my reading does not fully address the ramifications of Niel’s “feudal myth,” the arguments of Urgo and Schwartz are not inconsistent with my own. In Willa Cather: The Writer and Her World, Janis P. Stout also addresses the problem of historical perspective in the novel, with some discussion of Cather’s critical attitude towards materialism (188-208).





� For information about the role of Lyra Garber as the prototype for Marian Forrester, see Susan J. Rosowski’s historical essay in A Lost Lady: The Willa Cather Scholarly Edition (193-202). With regard to Isabelle McClung, Leon Edel develops his psycho-biographic argument in an interpretation of The Professor’s House (1925).





� See Sharon O’Brien, “‘The Thing Not Named’: Willa Cather as a Lesbian Writer,” 576, 577.





� See Joan Acocella’s Willa Cather and the Politics of Criticism (2000). While I believe that Acocella’s arguments against the feminist-lesbian critics are sometimes misinformed, her account nevertheless helps to illustrate the difficulty of situating Cather within a homoerotic tradition of writing.  





� Peck’s identification of Niel with the author is echoed by Philip Gerber (111). While this identification is premature, Peck’s re-assessment of the “selfless idealist”/ “selfish materialist” dichotomy in Cather’s fiction is very relevant to my argument: “Cather’s artist-claimants themselves have a stake in the world, and in many ways they appear as self-interested as their materialist antagonists…Whereas the commercial degenerate is portrayed as wanting to hoard material or physical things—land, houses, jewelry, a woman’s body—the artist-claimant greedily tried to appropriate the very genius of the land or the very consciousness of other people as a mirror to the self” (162). As Niel’s vision of Cather appears at once as a sublimated desire to possess her, as well as a desire to remove her from the sexual/economic “possession” of others, Peck’s account is valid (see also note 21 below). I would only add that the significance of this tension does not lie primarily in the author’s biography. Rather, this aspect of Niel’s experience reflects a more objective dilemma: the contradictory value of art in a capitalist economy.  





� Rostowski’s regards this dialectic between illusion and disillusionment as already inherent within the romantic tradition, whereas Stouck’s reading of the novel as a “pastoral of experience” emphasizes a dialectic between romantic and anti-romantic/realistic impulses in the book. While both of their arguments do justice to the aesthetic tensions in the novel, I have tried to “stratify” this dialectic on three narrative levels (the psychological, the socio-economic, and the aesthetic) in order to highlight the relationship between aesthetic and psycho-social tensions in the book. In this approach, I am indebted to Fredric Jameson’s book, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (1981).   





� See Rosowski, The Voyage Perilous: Willa Cather’s Romanticism, 4.





� For a consideration of the influence of James and Flaubert in A Lost Lady, see Middleton (89-90, 96). David Stouck has noted that A Lost Lady has strong affinities with Flaubert’s Sentemental Education (72).





� The following passage from “The Novel Démeublé” underscores this trait of the author’s style: “Whatever is felt upon the page without being specifically there—that, one might say, is created. It is the inexplicable presence of the thing not named, of the overtone divined by the ear but not heard by it, the verbal mood, the emotional aura of the fact or the thing or the deed, that gives high quality to the novel or the drama, as well as poetry itself” (Cather, Not Under Forty, 50).





� Jo Ann Middleton has offered an extended argument on behalf of the author’s modernist approach to narrative form (19-50).





� For a fuller discussion of “semblance,” see Aesthetic Theory (100-118), and Albrecht Wellmer, “Truth, Semblance, and Reconciliation: Adorno’s Aesthetic Redemption of Modernity.” 





� Both the Hicks essay and the Trilling essay appear in section IV of Willa Cather and Her Critics (1967); James Schroeter’s introduction to this section offers a helpful survey of Cather’s critical reception during the 1930s.





� See David Stouck, Willa Cather’s Imagination, 59-60.





� See David Stouck, “Willa Cather and the Impressionist Novel” (48-58).





� The Nichols essay, “The Celibate Male in A Lost Lady: The Unreliable Center of Consciousness,” offers an extended examination of the Oedipal dilemma within the novel. Demaree C. Peck has echoed this reading, but with an emphasis on the role of Isabelle McClung in Cather’s biography (170-188). Also see Diane Cosineau’s “Division and Difference in A Lost Lady” (305-322) and Sharon O’Brien’s “Mothers, Daughters, and the ‘Art Necessity’” (288).





� Joseph R. Urgo has proposed that Ivy Peters’s role as “shyster” and venal land-developer may be viewed as the logical counterpart to Captain Forrester’s role as railroad baron: “I would argue, however, that such a disparity does not really exist…that Ivy Peters is the legitimate offspring of the childless Captain, whose enterprise he effectively repeats in the only way available to him in the all-but-settled West of the turn of the century” (47-48). Also see Stout (195-197).   





� Kathleen L. Nichols argues that this reading offers a vicarious form of sexual gratification for Niel, who appears as “somewhat of a literary Peeping Tom” (190). That his reading would have such overtones appears appropriate here, both as an expression of Niel’s highly sublimated sexuality as well as a reflection of his “consumerist” orientation towards literature. Nichols also proposes that Niel’s reading—which largely consists of male initiation narratives (Don Juan, Tom Jones, Wilhelm Meister) and erotic elegies (Ovid’s Heroides)—provides an ironic counterpoint to his inability to become initiated into a world of adult sexuality (190-191).





� Adorno may offer a particularly trenchant diagnosis of Niel: “The bourgeois want art voluptuous and life ascetic; the reverse would be better…While the artwork’s sensual appeal seemingly brings it closer to the consumer, it is alienated from him by being a commodity that he possesses and the loss of which he must constantly fear. The false relation to art is akin to anxiety over possession. The fetishistic idea of the artwork as property that can be possessed and destroyed by reflection has its exact correlative in the idea of exploitable property within the psychological economy of the self” (13).  


 


� “There is no art that does not contain in itself as an element, negated, what it repulses. If it is to be more than mere indifference, the Kantian ‘without interest’ must be shadowed by the wildest interest, and there is much to be said for the idea that the dignity of artworks depends on the intensity of the interest from which they are wrested” (Adorno, 11).  This comment arises in the larger context of Adorno’s critical comparison between Kantian and Freudian “sublimation” (8-10), which is particularly relevant to my reading of Cather’s novel.





� Peck’s response to this passage is especially insightful: “As if human passion were a quantifiable asset like money in the bank, Niel seems to be asking Marian what kind of inner savings she has made. Above all, he wants to know if she has been able to store her essential personality in an inner vault, safe from the thefts of men like Ellinger…If Marian’s vitality is a kind of ‘capital,’ then, in Niel’s view, it is a limited amount that ought not to draw interest from her emotional investments in others; either she can save herself up for his imaginative use or she can spend herself in human relationships, only to become impoverished of her best self. Niel’s theory of the economy of human relationships will permit no mergers among investors, no common stock, no common bonds. He and Frank cannot share Marian; she is a property whose value must accrue to one or the other” (180). As Peck notes, the correlation between Marian’s affairs and the bank foreclosure further underscores a symbolic “economy” of moral and sexual value in the novel (179). Such a pattern in the novel offers a crucial counterpoint to Marian’s aesthetic value in Niel’s eyes.  





� In considering Marian Forrester as a form of “cultural currency” between various male characters, I am primarily indebted to Gayle Rubin’s essay “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex.”





� In his Introduction to Modern Critical Views: Willa Cather, Harold Bloom cites this passage from the novel as an example of how Cather elicits a Paterian “epiphany” (5).





� For divergent feminist assessments of Cather’s use of male narrators or characters as “masks,” see Russ (81, 83), O’Brien (“The Thing Not Named,” 597-598), Fetterley (43), Zimmerman (123), Carlin (21), Lambert (31), Sedgwick (68-69), and Butler (143-145).  
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