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Introduction 

The beginning of Amy Ahearn’s biographical sketch of Willa Cather emphasizes 

the importance of place and space within Cather’s writing. Ahearn writes,  

Willa Cather established a reputation for giving breath to the landscape of her 

fiction. Sensitive to the mannerisms and phrases of the people who inhabited her 

spaces, she brought American regions to life through her loving portrayals of 

individuals within local cultures. [...]Cather brought to national consciousness the 

beauty and vastness of the western plains. She was able to evoke this sense of 

place for other regions as well, including the Southwest, Virginia, France, and 

Quebec (“Willa Cather: Longer Biographical Sketch”). 

As many scholars note, Cather spent her years traversing the United States, and through 

an unparalleled eye for detail captured the essence of the national landscape within her 

simple, crystalline prose. This “sense of place” that Ahearn speaks about is prevalent 

throughout Cather’s oeuvre. Her cartographic descriptions of towns, biologically diverse 

and accurate depictions of wildlife and vegetation, and narratives that are inseparable 

from the transformation and evolution of setting have enticed many scholars to explore 

the places of Cather’s texts.  

 Upon the publishing of Cather’s second novel, O Pioneers! (1913), readers and 

critics began to take notice of the use of setting in her work. According to John J. Murphy 

and Kevin Synnott, “the large-scale landscape more than the characters impressed most” 

(2). When The Song of the Lark was published in 1915, H. W. Boyton in the New York 

Evening Post emphasized “the provincial theme of Song,” and claimed Cather’s work as 

“embodying the best in fiction” because it was “rooted in the soil, although not in the 
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local color sense” (Murphy and Synnott 3). This shows that while critics distinguished 

Cather from regionalists and local color writers, they also paid attention to the way in 

which setting was central to her narratives. The third of her Midwestern novels, My 

Ántonia (1918), was received by such critics as Randolph Bourne, H.L. Mencken, and 

Carl Van Doren as being the text with which Cather “left the ranks of the provincials and 

joined the class of modern world authors” (Murphy and Synnott 4). Despite this 

acknowledgment of her step into the realm of the Modernists and out of that of the 

provincials, these critics still saw her work as being intrinsically tied to a specific place—

the Midwest. Mencken saw her work as exploring a sort of Midwestern barbarism, in 

which characters contended with their fate (Murphy and Synnott 4). The idea of 

characters being rooted in soil, connected to place, continued after the publication of One 

of Ours (1922), such as in Herbert S. Gorman’s comparison of Claude and Ántonia (the 

protagonists of My Ántonia and One of Ours respectively) as being extensively though 

inversely molded by the soil in which they were raised.  

 After Cather’s death in 1947, many critics revisited her work and gave it new 

consideration. Henry S. Canby referred to her work as her “sympathetic chronicles” of 

the confrontation of “character and environment in the American West” (qtd. in Murphy 

and Synnott 17).  Others, such as Dayton Kohler and Morton Zabel, similarly noted the 

importance of ties to nature and the prevalence of distance, time, and place within the 

oeuvre of her work. Eudora Welty, very elegiacally, described Cather’s depiction of place 

as being like a painting in which Cather has carefully composed images in the foreground 

of the reader’s vision, saying “what she has given us is of course not the landscape as you 

and I would see it, but her vision of it; we are looking at a work of art. […] Look at the 
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Nebraska of her novels as a landscape she might have addressed herself to as an artist 

with a pencil or a brush” (67).  

 In recent decades, place has remained a concern among scholars and critics of 

Cather’s writing. Cheryll Glotfelty, in her article “A Guided Tour of Ecocriticism, with 

Excursions to Catherland,” quite accurately states that “recent and emerging ecocriticism 

of Willa Cather reveals a strikingly variegated palette of green readings” (30). One such 

green reading comes from Louise Westling and Mike Fischer, who view Cather’s 

pastoral work as representing a romanticized depiction of the colonization of land in 

which heroic actions force individual will upon the face of the earth. This can be seen as 

being consistent with other dominant white, patriarchal texts concerning human-land 

relations. Westling and Fischer characterize this aspect of Cather’s work in terms of 

“imperialist nostalgia,” and draws upon the ideas of ecofeminism in which the natural is 

feminized and the will of “mankind” is imposed upon it (qtd. in Glotfelty 30).  

 Susan Rosowski’s Birthing a Nation: Gender, Creativity and the American West 

comes to a very different conclusion about the function of land within Cather’s works. In 

this work, Rosowski is also attuned to the issues of a gendered representation of land and 

colonization, yet does not agree with Westling and Fischer. For Rosowski, land in 

Cather’s work is a force that is never truly subdued or controlled by mankind. Even the 

construction of borders and railroads that play such a marring role in Cather’s work are 

incapable of subduing the unbridled Eden of the prairies. Rosowski asserts that within 

Cather’s prairie novels, Cather “sent Adam packing and claimed paradise for women, 

restoring to them a psychosexual identification with nature and appropriating for them the 

promise of nature’s wilderness” (Birthing a Nation 79).  
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 For several, Cather’s construction of space and place also reflects the manner in 

which her work was situated in a very specific conversation at a time when ideas of 

nature and ecology were changing rapidly. In “Willa Cather’s Ecology of Place,” 

Rosowski seeks to “write of a Willa Cather we’ve scarcely met,” by discussing Cather’s 

ecological imagination in terms of her fondness for science and her proximity to the 

prominent botanist, Charles E. Bessey (37). Simply by studying at the University of 

Nebraska, while Bessey was a professor there, meant that she could not have avoided his 

influence (“Ecology of Place” 38). As the Bessey model “directed attention to the field 

and responded to practical problems” concerning the role of nature, Cather’s fiction 

emerges from this tradition with a realistic understanding of the dangers, and the 

necessary actions to mitigate said dangers, which threaten the agrarian lifestyle (40). 

Cather’s work, then, is tied up in the advances in the natural sciences that were happening 

around her.  

 Similarly, Joseph Urgo situates Cather’s texts in the context the National Parks 

movement. During Cather’s teenaged years and the years in which she began to write and 

publish her novels, the United States was rapidly preserving land as National Parks. Urgo 

notes that “the forty years between 1880 and 1920 are known as the ‘formative years’ of 

American environmentalism (and of Willa Cather)” and goes on to make the case that 

“we may want to include Willa Cather within this environmentalist, intellectual 

awakening” (46). He proposes that the psychological complexities of some of her 

characters represent the conservation conversation that was unfolding around Cather; Jim 

Burden, in My Ántonia, for example, could be said to be emblematic of the conservation 

debate because of his split roles as a legal counsel for the railroads and a preservationist 
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who funds “big Western dreams” (Urgo 50; My Ántonia xi). For Urgo, Cather’s work 

serves as a model of the same preservationist aesthetic that fueled the National Parks 

movement by creating art in which characters’ personal capacities to remember and 

understand their own life is inextricably linked to the landscape in which they were 

raised.   

Despite the attention that has been given to the ecological places of Cather’s 

work, less has been said about the sociological forces and realities that arise from 

Cather’s construction of space. Focusing on ecology has allowed critics to thoroughly 

analyze the ways with which the natural realm functions in Cather’s oeuvre, but by not 

coupling the ecological with the sociological, the human element and its imposition upon 

the natural world are never fully fleshed out. While elements of society are discussed to 

some extent within Cather studies—such as in the work of Thomas J. Lyon, who looks at 

society as a limiting factor in the pursuit of art, and Jan Goggans, who looks at the ways 

in which Cather’s ordering of society reflects principles of biology and botany—it 

remains a largely untapped well of information for approaching her texts. Lyon considers 

society from a perspective akin to the looking glass self. By his analysis, the collective 

conscious of society limits many of Cather’s characters to lose their wistful sense of 

wonder and constant learning by the time they reach adulthood, mirroring Cather’s own 

sentiments that recur throughout her writing and personal letters that all the raw material 

of creation occurs in one’s life before the age of twenty. The character’s who are able to 

continue growing and learning—the great heroines and heroes of her novels—are the 

one’s who see themselves less in terms of societal expectations, and maintain what it 
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feels like to be young, “with the world and the mind in a loving partnership, opening 

together in the movement of learning” (Lyon 101).  

To paraphrase Cather’s own words from The Song of the Lark, art serves as a 

vessel for capturing the very essence of life; as life is bound up and so often governed by 

human social behavior and institutions, art and sociology have the potential to come 

together to provide greater insight into the human experience.  Within Cather’s art, she 

demonstrates a complex sociological imagination. The term “sociological imagination” 

was first used by C. Wright Mills to describe one’s awareness of the relationship between 

personal experience and the wider society. Cather displays a profound awareness of the 

relationship between the individual and the environments—both natural and social—in 

which they are placed. Lyon writes that “Cather’s capacity to see a man or a woman, to 

imagine their inward life, is at the root the same as her ability to feel the ‘light reflecting, 

wind-loving trees in the desert’ [The Song of the Lark 37] and to describe the living 

landscape of a redrock canyon, or the open prairie. It’s all one sensibility” (89).  She 

possessed a unique, penetrating ability to understand and represent the way in which, to 

use Wright Mills’ language, individuals fit in with the larger society, and she illustrates 

these complex relationships by creating comprehensive physical places that overlap with 

highly nuanced social spaces.   

The Song of the Lark is a novel that can be used to thoroughly explore Cather’s 

sociological imagination. Though it is not the most well-known—and certainly not the 

most-well received—work of hers, its geographic settings are perhaps the most diverse 

within her oeuvre. It provides a cross-section of the settings that dominates her works—

rural Midwestern towns, sprawling metropolises, and the expansive western United 
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States. These types of settings each come with their own sociological models that 

encompass an interrelation of geography, economy, social connectedness, and a myriad 

of governing social structures.  

A particularly useful way of unpacking the complexities of these different place 

experiences—especially since they span a wide geographic area and diverse 

populations—is through employing the ideal types, Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, 

developed by Ferdinand Tönnies. Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, both of which will be 

discussed in greater detail shortly, are models that describe modes of human 

connectedness and the subsequent effects of those connections. These paired concepts 

constitute a foundational sociological principle that has provided a basis for Emile 

Derkheim’s explorations of labor division and class stratification, Maxwell Weber’s 

analysis of class and status (which has been a springboard for numerous post-Marxist 

sociologists’ research), and the Chicago School’s investigation into changing social 

structures challenging urban society. As ideal types, Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft serve 

as models that can be used to break down the complex relationship of sociological spaces 

and physical places within literature in the same way in which the aforementioned 

sociologists used them to break down and theorize about their own contexts; they provide 

a lens with a long history of insightfulness that can help succinctly categorize and 

comparatively analyze the effects of one’s type of society on his or her life. Particularly 

relevant to The Song of the Lark is the way in which these ideal types and their 

established means of exchange impact the nature of art.   

The sociological realities that nuance the way in which place experiences are 

created within Cather’s work are as expansive and full of potential as the rolling dunes 
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along the border of Moonstone; just as Thea values her opportunities to be taken out into 

these dunes as a time of reflection and peaceful harmony with the world around her, 

venturing into the sociological realm of the texts has the potential to bring readers into 

Cather’s carefully constructed worlds, expanding upon, but also differing from, the 

growing ecocritical discussion of her settings. By approaching The Song of the Lark from 

a perspective that provides insight into the ways in which people relate to one another, 

the intricate relationship between setting and social existence can be extensively 

illustrated and understood.  It speaks to the ideas of Lyon by further celebrating Cather’s 

keen awareness and penetrating powers of perception, but also harmonizes beautifully 

with the trend in Cather studies of putting Cather in conversation with contemporary 

culture theory. If spaces are only understood in terms of their natural elements and the 

way humans interact with the natural world, but do not get at the underlying social 

structures that are foundational for determining the manner in which humans construct 

spaces in natural places, then only some of the pieces of the puzzle have been put 

together—the rest of the pieces then need to be unboxed and combined to form the total 

picture.  

1.1 Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft 

Before moving into an analysis of the place experiences created by Cather, it is 

important to understand the paradigmatic framework being used.  Ferdinand Tönnies 

introduced Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as sociological concepts in his book 

Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (Community and Society) in 1887. He describes two very 

distinct yet coexisting models of social structure, and over a century later, the concepts 

are still used as the basis for theories and research into societal transformation and 
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advancement (Christenson 161). In Toennies’ model, Gemeinschaft is an expression of 

organic relationships rooted in the natural will and Gesellschaft represents a more 

mechanical structure rooted in rationality (International Encyclopedia of Social 

Sciences).  

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft function as a spectrum rather than a dualism, and 

in sociological study, they converge within a given place at any given time (such as 

exploring a family’s internal relationship—a Gemeinschaft space—in relation to that of 

the wider community—a Gesellschaft space). Though they co-exist in praxis, theory 

necessitates that they be defined individually. As other sociologists explored and refined 

Tönnies’ model, Gemeinschaft came to represent a social structure that was defined by 

intimate interpersonal relationships (such as the family unit) in which there was strong 

community cohesion. Christenson writes, “Gemeinschaft starts from the assumption of a 

unity of wills as an original or natural condition found preeminently in the nature of the 

relationship between individuals who are related to one another” (161). The most basic 

illustration of the Gemeinschaft model, therefore, can be thought of as the family unit; 

this form of interpersonal relationship, as used by Weber, can then be applied to 

communities that operate in a similar manner. Adherence to a core set of values, 

including folkways and mores, a sense of localized identity (or “commonwealth,” as used 

by Tönnies), and religion become the dominant factors in shaping the social order 

(Tönnies; Christenson). 

The counterpart to Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft deals with more complex 

communities, usually those thought of as more “advanced” or industrialized. Gesellschaft 

shifts away from organic, primary relationships, dealing instead with “an interactional 
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system characterized by self-interest, competition, and negotiated accommodation” 

(Christenson 160). As an ideal type, Gesellschaft describes a relational system that 

operates upon the employment of rationality and logic, often governed by some form of 

bureaucratic measure. Interactions between individuals become less about common core 

values as population diversity increases; individualistic motivations tend to take 

precedent over collective good, and the influence of “modern industrial production and a 

money economy” is greater (Christenson 162). As Tönnies understood Gesellschaft, the 

larger societal organization was rooted in mutual self-interest, usually brought about by 

three key phenomena: rationality, negotiated order (such as contracts, laws, and 

bureaucracy), and individuality. According to Christenson, the manifestation of 

Gesellschaft organization can be found in an emphasis on such values as “freedom, 

material success, conspicuous consumption, rationality, and individualism” (162).    

The Song of the Lark lends itself well to the analysis of these concepts. The novel 

begins in Moonstone, Colorado, a rural, Midwestern town. Moonstone, as Cather depicts 

it, is a tight-knit community where conformity to common values is of great importance; 

it serves as a sort of illustration for the concepts of Gemeinschaft. Those within the 

community who most deviate from these values—particularly the Mexican-American 

population; Wunsch, a local music teacher; and eventually the heroine, Thea Kronborg—

are forced to live on the margins, or ultimately to leave town because of the ways in 

which they do not fit in with the Gemeinschaftliche order. Gemeinschaft serves as a lens 

for looking closely at the content that establishes the order and function of Moonstone, 

and its limitations provide a source of internal conflict for Thea when she finds herself 
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wanting to return to the simplicity of her childhood yet yearning for an environment that 

will afford her more artistic opportunity. 

As much as Gemeinschaft contributes to analyzing the rural landscapes of the 

novel, so Gesellschaft contributes to understanding the more urban settings. When Thea 

leaves for Chicago and New York, she finds herself in a place and space entirely disjoint 

from the social structures governing her former way of life. By approaching these 

differences and the representations of urban settings within the text through the lens of 

Gesellschaft, we see Cather’s sociological imagination at work as she explores the 

complexities and problems of coupling the aesthetic and the economic. While it becomes 

clear that Thea has to go to the city to study art at any depth, the competitive environment 

of the city puts more emphasis on producing a marketable product through art (such as 

Thea’s singing in a church to support herself) than on approaching art out of curiosity and 

passion, which provides another point of internal conflict and strain for Thea.  

Not only does the novel produce illustrations of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, 

but it also ventures into a space that shows the limits of these models—the canyons and 

cave dwellings of Arizona. In this stage of the novel, Thea enters into a space that is 

largely non-social. Though one of her close companions eventually joins her, it is 

predominantly a space void of civil society. Despite the fact that Gemeinschaft and 

Gesellschaft are less applicable in this portion of the novel, they still provide an 

interesting point of reference. In this section, the Native Americans who once inhabited 

the canyons have a lingering presence through the remnants of their art and society that 

have been left behind, and Thea envisions what their lives would have been like when 

they still occupied this land. Though Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as ideal types do not 
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greatly lend themselves to the unfolding actions of this setting, they do call into question 

the implications of a forced transition from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft: social anomie, 

or chaos, which ultimately results in the absence of a culture.  

As previously mentioned, Cather displays a keen perceptiveness in the ways in 

which she is able to construct societies in accordance with foundational sociological 

principles, resulting in realistic and insightful glimpses into the nature of humanity. The 

term sociological imagination was first coined by C. Wright Mills, the father of 

humanistic sociology. While all branches of sociology seek to answer questions about 

what it means to live within a society, humanistic sociology tends to seek out the answers 

to these questions through the created artifacts of people. Among the most telling of these 

artifacts is art. So, according to the principles of humanistic sociology, when Cather, 

speaking through Dr. Archie in The Song of the Lark, describes a series of books by 

saying “They aren’t exactly books […] They’re a city,” she seems to be embracing these 

principles (30). Later in the novel, Cather questions, “what was any art but an effort to 

make a sheath, a mould in which to imprison for a moment the shining, elusive element 

which is life itself—life hurrying past us and running away, too strong to stop, too sweet 

to lose?” (205). What Cather expresses over and over again is the idea that within art 

there is the power to encapsulate the very essence of humanity—the core of humanistic 

sociology. The marriage of sociology and literature provides unique insights into the 

functions of social theories, and also works to excavate the social realities embedded 

within literature; a humanist interpretation of a text has the power to illuminate key 

elements of the ways social meaning informs human agency and how prominent 

fundamentals of life (religion, towns, cities, geography, culture, and so on) go beyond 



Reichenbach	14	

simply being elements of setting to being demonstrative of social order (Carlin; 

Biernacki). In all of this, Cather focuses on the aesthetic capacities of various types of 

settings—whether rural small towns, major metropolises, or the rugged wilderness of the 

American west. While her exploration of the intersections of the aesthetic, social, and 

spatial often coincide with the elements of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as Tönnies 

constructed them, Cather also frequently scrutinizes these ideal types through the lens of 

artistry, accentuating the limitations and inconsistencies within this sociological dualism. 

As Cather presents the nature of art in this novel, it can only have a limited expression 

within either dominant social structure. Yet, she seems to also avoid the notion that an 

artist must retreat from society to truly create art. Proposing a third alternative, Cather’s 

exploration of the development of an artist who traverses the country over the course of 

her progress suggests that artistry thrives when it is able to transcend the permeable 

boundaries of both forms of society.  

Chapter 1: Moonstone, Colorado 

Cather makes the cohesion of wills in Moonstone quite explicit within the first 

chapter of The Song of the Lark, stating, “The children in the primary grades were 

sometimes required to make relief maps of Moonstone in the sand. Had they used colored 

sands, as the Navajo medicine men do in their sand mosaics, they could easily have 

indicated the social classifications of Moonstone, since these conformed to certain 

topographical boundaries, and every child understood them perfectly” (24). Moonstone is 

divided into explicitly defined neighborhoods that are constrained by topographical 

boundaries—boundaries that are readily understood by children. Not only are children 
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able to easily perceive these borders, but they are able to tell which geographical features 

define them. Cather displays a harmony between natural order and social order, which 

Ferdinand Tönnies refers to as “Natural Will.”  

 Ferdinand Tönnies begins Community and Society by stating that “the theory of 

Gemeinschaft starts from the assumption of perfect unity of human wills as an original or 

natural condition which is preserved in spite of actual separation” (37). Essentially, he 

begins exploring Gemeinschaft by emphasizing the importance of the cohesion of wills 

within these spaces, and exploring the resemblance of a community to a natural 

organism; it is from this feature of Gemeinschaft that Tönnies derives his term “natural 

will,” the defining principle of the ideal type. While the most basic Gemeinschaftliche 

unit is that of the family, Tönnies extends these principles to neighborhoods as well. Each 

component of the community has a specific function, which works toward the stability 

and preservation of the community. He writes that “Neighborhood describes the general 

character of living together in the rural village,” and goes on to claim that due to the close 

proximity of dwellings within rural settings and the pervasive contiguity which comes 

from such settings, “[rural villages] also necessitate co-operation in labor, order, and 

management, and lead to common supplication for grace and mercy to the gods and 

spirits of land and water…” (Tönnies 43).  

So, when Cather writes that the boundaries of Moonstone’s neighborhoods are 

almost innately known by children, we can see the interrelation of natural features and 

community as being simply an inborn part of their identity. Fittingly, the very idea of 

natural will  “has to be understood as inborn and inherited,” because it develops within an 

individual “in the same way as the organism which it represents, by gradual growth 
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developing from an embryo or tender bud which contains the form it has been 

predetermined and originated by the union of cells derived from the procreators” 

(Tönnies 105). Not only are children cognizant of the order of neighborhoods, but when 

they make their maps, they do so with sands, reemphasizing the interrelation of nature 

and society within their social order.  

 Cather translates the sand maps made by children into words, providing a 

thorough, cartographic description.  

The main business street ran, of course, through the center of town. To the 

west of this street lived all the people who were, as Tillie Kronborg said, “in 

society.” Sylvester Street, the third parallel with Main Street on the west, was the 

longest in town, and the best dwellings were built along it. Far out at the north 

end, nearly a mile from the court-house and its cottonwood grove, was Dr. 

Archie’s house, its big yard and garden surrounded by a white paling fence. The 

Methodist Church was in the center of the town, facing the court-house square. 

The Kronborgs lived half a mile south of the church, on the long street that 

stretched out like an arm to the depot settlement. This was the first street west of 

Main, and was built up only on one side. The preacher’s house faced the back of 

the brick and frame store buildings and a draw full of sunflowers and scraps of 

old iron. The sidewalk which ran in front of the Kronborgs’ house was the one 

continuous sidewalk to the depot, and all the train men and roundhouse 

employees passed the front gate every time they came uptown. Thea and Mrs. 

Kronborg had many friends among the railroad men, who often paused to chat 

across the fence, and of one of these we shall have more to say.  
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In the part of Moonstone that lay east of Main Street, toward the deep 

ravine which, further south, wound by Mexican Town, lived all the humbler 

citizens, the people who voted but did not run for office. (24)  

This description is the first snapshot of Moonstone in The Song of the Lark. In this 

passage, the narrative voice meanders along the streets of the town, providing readers 

with a cross-section of the way in which the city is ordered. It gives an idea of the socio-

economic structuring of the city by explaining class and ethnic divisions among 

neighborhoods, but expresses that even though Moonstone is spatially differentiated, it is 

still a singular entity with the church at its heart. Within Natural Will, religion is the 

primary means of establishing community expectations. From a sociological standpoint, 

religion serves a necessary function of human interaction by providing explanations for 

the reasons of life and death, and through ongoing collaboration as ideas are transmitted, 

culminates into a guiding ideology. Within Gemeinschaftliche spaces, religion has the 

capacity to further naturalize the cohesive desires of the community; a moral system 

believed to be God-given further emphasizes the idea that social structures and human 

relations naturally exist in such a clearly ordered manner. In the introduction to 

Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft, Charles P. Loomis and John C. McKinney write, “Under 

morality are grouped such norms as are interpreted by or relevant to an imaginary judge, 

who may be God; their range is wide, varying from rules for decent conduct to what is 

formally polite. Human conscience, reason, and ideals furnish their general basis. In 

Gemeinschaft these norms are sanctioned by religion through its beliefs, faiths, and 

creeds” (9, emphasis mine).  
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The centrality of religion within Gemeinschaftliche spaces seems to be one of the 

reasons why Thea’s older sister, Anna, finds Thea’s pursuit of art to be disgraceful. 

Rather early on in the text, Cather tells of the revivals that occurred in Moonstone. It was 

during one of these revivals that Anna’s religious identity began to take shape. Cather 

writes, “While Anna was going up to the mourners bench nightly and asking for the 

prayers of the congregation, she disseminated general gloom throughout the household, 

and after she joined the church she took on an air of ‘set-apartness’ that was extremely 

trying to her brothers and her sisters” (94). Shortly after this moment of conversion, Anna 

begins to “remonstrate with Thea about practicing-playing ‘secular music’—on Sunday” 

(96). The text suggests that the revival, as much as it brought about a conversion for 

Anna, brought about an awareness of her role as the preacher’s eldest daughter; within 

the organism that is Moonstone, she recognizes what her specialized function is within 

the larger system in accordance with the notions of Natural Will.  Upon returning to 

Moonstone after a brief stint in Chicago, Thea is confronted by her sister again one 

evening when Anna believes them to be alone. She expresses that she thinks Thea “would 

show more consideration for [their] father’s position” as a local minister by not 

associating with the Mexicans and attending their parties when she is in town, and by 

devoting herself to a religious life (164). The life Anna proposes Thea live represents the 

tendency for Gemeinschaft to establish a predictable social order, but Thea perceives this 

predictability as oppressive as it does not allow her to pursue art in what she believes to 

be a meaningful way. Cather depicts art in Moonstone as a means of encouraging 

community bonding through religious practice, dances, and pageantry rather than 

something done out of the passion of the artist.    
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Because religion provides a fertile ground from which the mores and values that 

act as the basis of Natural Will within a Gemeinschaftliche space grow, and the idea of 

Natural Will implies that Gemeinschaftliche systems work to perpetuate themselves in a 

way that mirrors a contained ecosystem, the text suggests that it is ultimately beneficial 

that Anna assumes the role of being devoutly religious. Her siblings recognize that in 

spite of the tension it adds to the home dynamic: “Anna’s sanctimoniousness was perhaps 

a good thing for their father. A preacher ought to have one child who did more than 

merely acquiesce in religious observances” (94 emphasis added). The notion that this 

ought to occur within the family of a minister suggests that this sort of intergenerational 

social reproduction is necessary to preserve the ways in which the community functions 

as a system.  

To say, however, that Anna’s concern with Thea’s action is solely due to her 

adherence to the community’s religious core or some necessary action of her role as the 

preacher’s religious child would undercut a rather pointed critique that Cather seems to 

be making about the ways Gemeinschaftliche spaces maintain stasis. Throughout Thea’s 

time in Moonstone, gossip functions as a rather powerful force that preserves the 

community’s identity. Characters whose actions or behaviors contradict the established 

ways of Moonstone are gossiped about to the point that they are practically cut off from 

the rest of the community. Unlike Gesellschaft spaces, where laws and clearly defined 

social contracts govern deviance and punishment, Gemeinschaftliche spaces tend to 

respond to deviance informally. While the art may not be inherently deviant within 

Gemeinschaft, Cather seems to be suggesting that when it is pursued out of individual 

passion instead of community bonding, it can be perceived as deviant. Rather than having 
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a clear punitive code, behaviors that break from the unifying forces of Gemeinschaft are 

punished in a way that seem as natural as the very formation of the community—gossip.  

Again, going back to the organic metaphor Tönnies uses to describe Natural Will, 

it is as though gossip functions as an internal device to establish and maintain the 

boundaries of the central Gemeinschaftliche space. This is quite true of Anna’s concerns, 

and it is a force of which Thea is also quite cognizant. Shortly before the revivals and 

Anna’s subsequent conversion begin, Mr. Kronborg instructs Thea to begin singing at the 

Wednesday night services on top of the singing she is already doing for the Sunday 

services.  Thea declines, stating that her Sunday singing should be satisfactory; her father 

counters by naming the people in the community who had requested her to sing on 

Wednesdays. This is enough to bring the argument to an end; Cather writes that it 

“conquered Thea” because “the fear of the tongue, the terror of little towns, is usually felt 

more keenly by the minister’s family than by other households,” and “Thea was still 

under the belief that public opinion could be placated; that if you clucked often enough, 

the hens would mistake you for one of themselves” (90, emphasis added). After her 

conversion, Anna echoes this sentiment. When criticizing Thea’s playing of secular 

music on Sundays, Anna complains to their mother, commenting, “Of course all the 

church people must hear her. Ours is the only noisy house on this street. You hear what 

she’s playing now, don’t you?” (96). And again, in the scene in which Anna admonishes 

her sister for not showing more “consideration for” their “father’s position,” she backs up 

her concern by saying “Everybody at Sunday-School was talking about you going over 

there and singing with the Mexicans all night, when you won’t sing for the church. 
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Somebody heard you, and told it all over town. Of course, we all get the blame for it” 

(164).  

Of course, Thea isn’t the only one threatened with being weeded out by gossip. 

Cather explores Moonstone predominantly through the eyes of those on the margins, so 

readers see several characters who have to face this border; these characters, with their 

vantage points from the margins of society, are also the ones who most avidly believe in 

the potential of Thea Kronborg to exceed the expectations and limitations of Moonstone. 

By already being in the margins of society, they are able to view Thea’s art in terms of 

her personal potential rather than what she can contribute to the community. Wilhelm 

Wunsch, Thea’s piano teacher, is known to drink, and is frequently a subject of the 

town’s gossip. Wunsch, perhaps more than any other character, is established as a sort of 

“other” in the periphery of Moonstone. He is described as being a very proud man, and 

many people of the town avoid him because of his reputation as a drinker. He is also 

linguistically an outsider, frequently speaking in German during his music lessons, 

believing German to be the language best suited for music. One night after drinking 

heavily with some of the other men of the town, Wunsch seems to reach a breaking point. 

He has a violent outburst and has to be carried back to his home with the Kohlers, a 

reclusive German family in Moonstone, out on the edge of town. While lapsing in and 

out of consciousness, he speaks frantically in German; in a fugue state, he takes up an axe 

and threatens those around him before beginning to chop down the trees of Mrs. Kohler’s 

garden. It takes several prominent members of the town to finally subdue him. While no 

legal action is taken against Wunsch, he became the source of public ridicule. Cather 

writes, “Wunsch was in bed for ten days, during which time he was gossiped about and 
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even preached about in Moonstone. The Baptist preacher took a shot at the fallen man 

from his pulpit, Mrs. Livery Johnson nodding approvingly from her pew” (68). Following 

the discourse surrounding Wunsch’s outburst, the mothers of the town end their 

children’s tutelage under him, taking away his only source of income. Physical location 

and relationship to the natural world are critical for the strength of Natural Will within a 

Gemeinschaftliche space; so when Wunsch enters his fugue state and begins to chop 

down Mrs. Kohler’s prized trees, he is not only separated by distance from the 

community, but he is violently disturbing the natural world as well. As he fells the trees, 

he simultaneously severs the last of his connections to the community. Ultimately, he 

leaves the town to try again elsewhere, leaving behind nothing more in Moonstone than 

rumors of a drunkard and a carefully restored German songbook for Thea.  

Similar to Wunsch’s case, gossip works against the Mexican community as well. 

In general, the white townspeople of Moonstone have a friendly relationship with the 

Mexican community, but frown upon white residents associating too much with them, as 

can be seen in Anna’s resentment of Thea singing with the Mexicans. For Mrs. 

Tellamantez, however, gossip is a much stronger force. Her husband, Spanish Johnny, 

was the first Mexican to arrive in Moonstone, and is a rather popular figure within the 

community. As Cather describes him, “His popularity would have been unusual for a 

white man, for a Mexican it was unprecedented” (32). Despite being so well-liked, 

“periodically he went crazy,” and “would fall in with a crowd at the saloon and begin to 

sing,” playing his instruments and drinking until he was thrown out of the saloon (32). In 

drinking, he becomes mentally distanced from the Natural Will of the town, and his 

instinctual response is to produce music for the joy it brings him. Upon being put out, he 
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would head out into the desert along the railroad track and board a freight train, 

disappearing from Moonstone for a while. “When he was completely wrung out and 

burned up, all but destroyed,” he would come back to his wife, “once with an ugly knife 

wound in the neck, once with a finger missing from his right hand” (33). Just as with 

Thea, when Johnny’s music becomes an act of individual creation rather than something 

contributed to the community, it problematizes his societal position. Curiously, the 

burden of gossip does not fall upon Johnny after he has his episodes. Instead, his wife and 

her solitude are the subject of public discourse. Cather writes, “Public sentiment was 

lenient toward Johnny, but everybody was disgusted with Mrs. Tellamantez for putting 

up with him. She ought to discipline him, people said; she ought to leave him; she had no 

self-respect. In short, Mrs. Tellamantez got all the blame” (33).  

In Spanish Johnny’s case, the Gemeinschaftliche order seeks to correct itself and 

to maintain adherence to the Natural Will of the community, but because he has 

established himself as an integral part of the community, removing him would prevent 

the system from preserving itself. So, his wife bears the burden of the “terror of little 

towns.” Here, clearly, gender roles are also a major part of Mrs. Tellamantez’ situation, 

as the town’s response also reflects the idea that women have a responsibility for 

maintaining domestic morality. By not fulfilling that role in the eyes of the town, Mrs. 

Tellamantez is more responsible for Johnny’s deviance. She does not have the 

prominence that her husband does, but through marriage, she represents an extension of 

him; so, when the Gemeinschaftliche system seeks to correct itself, it is not Johnny, a 

vital organ within the system, but his wife, a non-necessary component, who faces 

repercussions.  
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 Not only do figures like Wunsch and Spanish Johnny find themselves socially 

separated from the rest of the community, they are also physically separated from the 

community. Mexican Town, the area established by Johnny, is on the outskirts of 

Moonstone, “farther south” where “all the humbler citizens” live.  Similarly, the Kohler’s 

household, where Wunsch lives, is so far outside of the center of town that it is not even 

included in the lengthy description at the beginning of the novel. Its peripheral location is 

commented upon, however: “Thea had to walk more than a mile to reach the Kohlers’ 

house, a very pleasant mile out of town toward the glittering sand hills” (18). Both 

figures challenge the Natural Will of the community on the social plane, and this is 

reflected in their geographic distancing. When considering the passage in which the 

children of Moonstone make relief maps out of sand, perfectly understanding the 

neighborhood distinctions within their community, the locations of these men seem even 

more important. Second to family, neighborhoods constitute a very basic expression of 

Gemeinschaft. Those that are a part of the cohesive society—those that fit in with the 

Natural Will of the town—are centrally located within distinct topographical boundaries; 

those who challenge this power structure are more removed. Johnny, being rather popular 

in town but still remonstrated by proxy, is somewhat close to the center of town, but still 

in his own distinct location in which a stretch of sand separates him from being amongst 

the most central. Wunsch, a controversial figure who is at no point in the good graces of 

the town, is even farther removed from Moonstone, being more than a mile out and 

separated by a ravine. 

Dr. Archie fits into a similar pattern to Spanish Johnny’s situation. He is a central 

figure to the well-being of Moonstone, but by the very nature of his profession, he’s 
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somewhat detached from the social heart of the community. Archie is described on the 

first page of the novel as being “a distinguished-looking man, for that part of the world, at 

least,” and he expresses on multiple occasions that he finds the people of Moonstone to 

be too simple; frequently, he seeks out opportunities to travel to Denver. Again 

conforming to the pattern of social separation and geographical separation coinciding, his 

home resides along the northern edge of town, and his land is partitioned off with a fence. 

Cather writes: 

Howard Archie was ‘respected’ rather than popular in Moonstone. Everyone 

recognized that he was a good physician, and a progressive Western town likes to 

be able to point to a handsome, well-set-up, well-dressed man among its citizens. 

But a great many people thought Archie ‘distant,’ and they were right. He had the 

uneasy manner of a man who is not among his own kind, and who has not seen 

enough of the world to feel that all people are in some sense his own kind. (61, 

emphasis added) 

By not seeing himself as being amongst “his own kind,” Archie consciously chooses not 

to embrace the Natural Will of the community. As this passage suggests, he’s more of a 

commercial item or beneficial oddity to the community than a necessary organ within the 

larger social organism.  

Once again, because Dr. Archie is beneficial to the well-being and reputation of 

the town, the consequences of non-conformity within the Gemeinschaftliche space falls 

upon his wife. Mrs. Archie, similar to her husband, elects to keep her own distance from 

the rest of the community, though to a much greater extent than her husband. As soon as 

Dr. Archie would leave each morning, Mrs. Archie would “shut all the doors and 
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windows to keep the dust out” and “pull down the shades to keep the sun from fading the 

carpet. She thought, too, that neighbors were less likely to drop in if the house was closed 

up” (25).  Again the connectedness of the natural and the social within Gemeinschaft 

emerge within Mrs. Archie’s actions; she wants to keep out the dust and sunlight— the 

environment, then natural world—from her house just as she wants the social realm to 

keep its distance. So, not only is the Archie household geographically distant from the 

center of town, but it is shut off from the natural world and Natural Will as well. While 

Archie is not an artist himself, his distance from society is still heavily involved with 

aesthetics. His view that the people of Moonstone are too simple and his willingness to 

see potential in Thea that does not involve Moonstone, he still becomes involved in the 

arts as a sort of patron of Thea’s by agreeing to take her to Chicago and negotiating her 

initial arrangements once they get there, and eventually by funding her voyage to Europe 

to study opera.  

 The pattern of using gossip as a means of boundary maintenance is broken by Ray 

Kennedy. Kennedy is a local man in his early thirties, “with a square, open American 

face, a rock chin, and features that one would never happen to remember” (34). He plans 

to marry Thea once she is old enough, and even as a child, she is drawn to him “for 

reasons that had to do with the adventurous life he had led in Mexico and the Southwest, 

rather than anything personal” (34). He is not an object of public ridicule within 

Moonstone, and yet he defies the Natural Will of Gemeinschaft as much as (if not more 

than) Wunsch, Johnny, or Dr. Archie. “He was an aggressive idealist, a freethinker, and, 

like most railroad men, deeply sentimental,” and a part of his freethinking is a rejection 

of organized religion (35). Cather writes that throughout Ray’s experiences having to live 
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in poverty, struggling (typically unsuccessfully) to make his way in the world, and 

devoting his free time to educating himself in lieu of receiving any formal education, he 

remained a “loyal-hearted fellow,” but “it had cost him a great deal to give up his God,” 

implying that it separated him from his family (38). Even from a young age, Thea 

admires the life that Ray has lived. He instills in her a willingness to venture beyond the 

boundaries of Moonstone, but also confers the ability to do so upon her. At first, this is 

represented in their trips together out to the sand hills. Cather writes, “Thea liked him for 

the reasons that had to do with the adventurous life he had led […]. She liked him, too, 

because he was the only one of her friends who ever took her to the sand hills” (34). 

While there were dunes around Moonstone that were easy enough to reach, Thea found 

herself most enamored with the “Turquoise Hills” that were ten miles outside of town, 

and “Ray Kennedy was her only hope of getting there” (34). Just as Ray is able to take 

Thea to the Turquoise Hills—named after a stone renown for its aesthetics—it is 

eventually his life insurance money that is able to send Thea well outside of Moonstone 

to seriously study her art.  

 As discussed, religion is one of the core elements of Natural Will. Even when 

Thea so much as requests to not sing at church as much, she is criticized and reminded by 

her sister of the threat that people will invoke the terror of small towns and talk about her. 

Yet Ray, who is openly an atheist, does not receive the same retribution. The only person 

who disapproves of Ray in anyway is Wunsch, who had “divined Ray Kennedy’s hopes” 

of marrying Thea and “distrusted every expedition that led away from the piano” (36). 

The rest of the community seems to largely overlook Ray until he is killed in a train 

wreck. With Ray, Cather seems to be questioning the relationship between the strength of 
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Natural Will within a Gemeinschaftliche space and one’s geographical place. As a train 

conductor, Ray is a very transitory character. Movement defines his presence in the 

novel. Thea admires Ray for his tales of travel; he is seen as the means by which Thea 

can venture out into the sand hills outside of Moonstone; he takes Thea and Mrs. 

Kronborg in his train car to Denver; even his death is, characteristically of Ray, just 

outside of Moonstone. Ray remains in motion, and always just outside of Moonstone in 

his descriptions. Unlike the others who believe in Thea’s latent artistic powers, Ray is not 

even described as having a permanent dwelling within Moonstone.  

 Wunsch, Johnny, Archie, and Ray are Thea’s only real companions during her 

time in Moonstone. She views most of the children her own age as opposing her, as being 

nothing but a hurdle in her path to greatness. Of her companions, only Johnny remains in 

Moonstone in the long run, though it would perhaps be more accurate to say that Johnny 

returns to Moonstone as his time there is marked by periods of drinking away his 

inhibitions and then following music like a siren song far away from the town for 

extended period. Wunsch and Dr. Archie both leave under their own volition once they 

finally accept that they have no belonging within the Gemeinschaftliche order. Wunsch 

leaves to save himself from further ridicule and to protect Thea from having any 

association with him; perhaps it was also within his foresight that in his absence, Thea 

would take over as the primary piano teacher in the community and be able to start 

making money for herself in that way. Dr. Archie does not leave until later in the novel, 

but after Thea has already left Moonstone far behind, he decides that he is better suited 

for Denver, where he moves and begins to invest in mines. Ray’s removal may not have 

been self-determined, as it was death that took him away, but even in his death he defies 
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the Natural Will of Moonstone by leaving his accumulated wealth and insurance policy to 

Thea with the intention that she use it to get out of town and study music in a more 

suitable environment.  

 These four men are the only members of town to be friends of Thea’s during her 

formative years, and they each reside on the margins of the community. They see in Thea 

the potential that she was only beginning to sense in herself, and as her companionship 

with them grows stronger, her attachment to Natural Will weakens. As a teenager, Thea 

starts to acquire several pupils for piano lessons who pay her twenty-five cents per 

lesson, and she immediately uses this meager income to slowly turn the uninsulated half-

story of the Kronborg’s attic into her personal room so that she no longer has to reside 

with her siblings. Cather writes, “The acquisition of this room was the beginning of a 

new era in Thea’s life. It was one of the most important things to ever happen to her,” as 

it allowed her to separate herself from the noise and commotion of her family and focus 

solely on herself and on art. Anticipating the ideas Woolf would write about fourteen 

years later in A Room of One’s Own, with a private room and enough income to provide 

herself with a few comforts, Thea begins to engage with artistry in more meaningful, 

deeper ways than before. Her curiosity about the world outside of Moonstone is elevated, 

and her solitude gives her imagination greater room to roam. While Thea understands her 

move to the attic to be one rooted in achieving refuge from the noise of her siblings, it 

should be noted that her move into an isolated space is also an act of physically 

separating herself from her family, the primary unit of Gemeinschaft, just as her 

companions on the margins of society were geographically separated from the 

community. Distance and a deep, sandy ravine kept Wunsch away from the community; 
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ethnic boundaries that were so well-known within the community that children could 

identify them in relief maps made of sand separated Johnny; Archie positioned himself at 

the edge of town and had his property fenced in, and his wife took further efforts to 

separate their dwelling by blocking out all dust, light, and people; Thea took advantage of 

the attic’s secluded location and bitterly cold temperature to keep her siblings at bay. As 

she comes into herself, she begins the process modeled for her by her companions of 

sequestering herself off physically and socially from others. 

 As Thea separates herself spatially from primary Gemeinschaft connections and 

Natural Will, her other ties to Gemeinschaft also begin to decay. After Wunsch’s 

departure and Thea’s acquisition of the attic, there is an episode in which a tramp comes 

into Moonstone on a train. He “had a thin, hungry face covered with black hair,” and 

“there was a terrible odor about him, too” (96-97). In what for Thea is a particularly 

disturbing scene, a few days after the tramp’s arrival in town, “she found the tramp, his 

bony body grotesquely attired in the clown’s suit, his face shaved and painted white […], 

and his eyes wild and feverish” (97). After attracting a crowd by playing an accordion, he 

displayed a box of living snakes, saying that he would eat one of the live reptiles for the 

sum of one dollar. The disturbed crowd sent for the marshal, and the tramp was arrested. 

Nobody was sure of what happened to the tramp after he was taken in, only that he 

disappeared without a trace. Several days after his disappearance, the town’s water 

supply began to smell and taste bad, and further investigation revealed that the tramp, in a 

last act of rebellion against the town, had thrown himself into standpipe and died. A fever 

broke out amongst those who drank from the city water, and “several adults and half a 

dozen children died of it” (98).  
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 Thea’s response to the situation does not match the rest of the community. After 

the tramp’s act of getting “even with Moonstone,” the city council decides to pass new 

ordinances about tramps. Thea, however, does not insularly turn to the community for 

resolution or answers. Instead, she questions the very faith at the core of Natural Will. In 

an extended dialogue with Dr. Archie, she explains her stance: 

It seems to me, Dr. Archie, that the whole town’s to blame. I’m to blame myself. I 

know he saw me hold my nose when he went by. Father’s to blame. If he believes 

the Bible, he ought to have gone to the calaboose and cleaned that man up and 

taken care of him. That’s what I don’t understand; do people believe the Bible, or 

don’t they? If the next life is all that matters, and we’re put here to get ready for it, 

then why do we try to make money, or learn things, or have a good time? There’s 

not one person that really lives the way the New Testament says. (99) 

For Thea, the religion that forms the backbone of Moonstone society lacks universal 

applicability. She starts to see it as something used only within Moonstone for the will of 

those already in Moonstone—though it had been a naturalizing force within her early life, 

she realizes that the validation it gives to her community’s way of life is incompatible 

with the arrival of threatening external forces, such as the tramp, but more importantly, it 

is incompatible with her emerging sense of what it is to be an artist. This rather critically 

undermines any lingering ideas that she belongs within the community due to providence. 

Dr. Archie tries to assuage her concerns, but ultimately reinforces her issues with faith by 

suggesting that one ought to keep to the Commandments, but that it is more important to 

extract the most life and joy one can from the few years that they can really enjoy it.   
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As her companions taper off, Thea spatially separates herself from her primary 

Gemeinschaftliche unit, and as her views on religion shift, she finds herself on the same 

path her companions had once walked—the path away from Moonstone. By the time the 

first section of Song of the Lark, “Friends of Childhood,” draws to a close, Thea sees 

herself as entirely opposed to the Natural Will of the community, which necessitates her 

departure. Interestingly, both she and Dr. Archie echo the language of nature when 

describing Thea’s relationship to Moonstone. Dr. Archie, as one of Ray Kennedy’s few 

friends in Moonstone, brings the Kronborgs the news that Ray’s life was insured for six 

hundred dollars in Thea’s favor, and that he had very specific plans for how the money 

was to be used—“that she should take this money and go to Chicago” as soon as that 

winter, because “He felt that it would be an advantage to her in a business way” (107). 

Naturally, Thea’s parents are hesitant to embrace this idea, but Dr. Archie argues that it 

would be best for her, saying that in Moonstone “she has no companions but old fellows 

like me. It’s not a natural life for a young girl” (107 emphasis added). In saying that it is 

not a natural life for Thea, Dr. Archie seems to be suggesting that if she stays in 

Moonstone, she will be incapable of joining into the Natural Will of the community, the 

adhesive that holds Gemeinschaftliche spaces together.  

Society and nature come together again in Thea’s own speech as she struggles to 

figure out what her place is in Moonstone’s society. While still only twelve, Thea sets 

herself apart from those that stand between her and her success in the arts, most notably 

in an early episode of the text in which Thea performs in the town’s Christmas pageant. 

Cather creates a foil for Thea in the character of Lilly Fischer. Both are gifted vocalists, 

but Lilly is depicted as being the more obliging, graceful of the two. Despite the fact that 
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the two young girls are depicted as opposites, Thea only considers them to be rivals; she 

may have a strong disdain for Lilly Fischer, but the language Thea uses to describe Lilly 

is still that of someone describing her equal. It is Lilly’s promoter, Mrs. Livery Johnson, 

whom Thea truly detests. Mrs. Johnson, as an adult and prominent member of the Baptist 

church who has authority in the creation of the pageant program, creates a power 

dynamic between herself and Thea. She is able to use her age and position as president of 

the Sunday School committee to ensure that Lilly exclusively occupies the limelight and 

prevents Thea from rising to her full potential. As such, Thea describes Mrs. Johnson as 

one of her “natural enemies” (44).  

 Thea uses the language of “natural enemies” again later on in the novel when she 

returns to Moonstone after her time in Chicago. In the same section in which Thea’s 

sister Anna threatens her with public ridicule for her association with the Mexicans, Thea 

has a moment of clarity in which she entirely reorients her relationship to her siblings. 

Cather writes, “Oh, she [Thea] would make these people sorry enough! There would 

come a time when they would want to make it up with her. But, never again! She had no 

little vanities, only one big one, and she would never forgive” (165). Though Cather 

never specifies what Thea’s “one big” vanity is, it is implied that Thea’s sole desire is to 

pursue art and freedom—a singular vanity as art and freedom are inextricably linked for 

Thea throughout the novel. When she has this realization that even her siblings threaten 

to get between herself and her pursuit of her singular vanity, they too become natural 

enemies: “They faced each other as individuals, and she saw that Anna and Gus and 

Charley were among the people whom she had always recognized as her natural enemies. 

Their ambitions and sacred properties were meaningless to her” (165 emphasis added). 
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This represents the point at which Thea is able to fully leave behind the natural will of 

Gemeinschaft. Because the family comprises the basic unit of Gemeinschaft—the unit 

that should be bound by the strongest degree of Natural Will—when Thea sees her 

siblings as individuals rather than a cohesive body of which she is a part, she has ejected 

herself from the Gemeinschaftliche order. She has moved herself outside the societal 

organism and looks at it as one not bound by the same forces. In referring to her own 

siblings as being natural enemies, she sets herself in direct opposition to the Natural Will 

of Moonstone.  

 When Thea leaves Moonstone for the second time, she weeps as the train pulls 

away from the station despite the fact that her parents and her younger brother—the only 

sibling of hers to not be labeled a natural enemy—seem “calm and cheerful” at her 

departure (170). Having moved outside the Natural Will of the community, Thea sees 

what they do not. She has reached a point where she no longer feels the strain of her 

native community holding her back or interfering with the pursuit of her goals. Thea is 

able to recognize that “she was going away to fight, and she was going away forever” 

(170). Her companions—Ray, Wunsch, Johnny, and Dr. Archie—are no longer able, 

either through absence or a newfound disconnect caused by Thea’s time away and better 

understanding of her own personhood, to have their own community on the margins of 

society, and with her own siblings now being her natural enemies, Thea no longer has a 

place within Natural Will. The most basic units of Gemeinschaft no longer encompass 

her, and like her companions before her, she has to leave her hometown behind. Before 

her, Chicago and New York await her arrival, offering a Gesellschaft space in which 
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Thea believes she will be able to rely upon her own agency to pursue her dreams without 

being limited by the compulsion to act in accordance with Natural Will. 

Chapter 2: Chicago  

 Long before Thea has the opportunity to leave Moonstone behind for Chicago, 

she has a discussion with Dr. Archie in which he remarks upon her curiosity in people. 

Thea asks for clarification, curious as to whether Dr. Archie is speaking about “city 

people or country people” (30). Though Dr. Archie tries to tell Thea that people are 

“pretty much the same everywhere,” she disagrees, but is unable to explain why. Perhaps 

somewhere within Thea’s vague musings about the differences between people from the 

country and people from the city is a reflection of Cather’s sociological imagination in 

which she is able to recognize the sociological differences that can make it seem as 

though people in another region have their own unique culture. Even if people are similar 

from region to region, the ways in which they interact and the social forces at play vary 

greatly—Thea learns this very quickly as she enters into Chicago and finds herself 

transitioning from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft.  

 According to the U.S. census, by 1890, around the time in which The Song of the 

Lark is set, Chicago’s population had reached 1,099,850 residents, and was continuing to 

grow rapidly. As Chicago is far larger than Moonstone, Cather could not feasibly give the 

sections of the novel set within this metropolis as much attention to detail when 

describing place. As discussed in the first chapter, Moonstone conforms to specific 

divisions that were determined by class and race, and which adheres to topographical 

boundaries. Chicago, by contrast, remains a highly enigmatic place for Thea. As Cather 



Reichenbach	36	

writes, “By the first of February Thea had been in Chicago almost four months, and she 

did not know much more about the city than if she had never quitted Moonstone” (134). 

Her new piano instructor, Harsanyi, believes that this is due to Thea’s lack of curiosity 

concerning the places around her. Yet this doesn’t seem to fully account for why the city 

would remain so impenetrable for a young woman who is otherwise headstrong and bold. 

Not only does Thea have to deal with the difficulties of trying to adapt to urban 

sensibilities and her busy schedule of practicing and working, but the impersonal nature 

of Gesellschaft perturbs her, causing her to have a tendency to be more reclusive than she 

was in Moonstone. 

As the counterpart to the Natural Will of Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft spaces are 

maintained by the role of Rational Will. Within Rational Will, mutual benefit and 

exchange become the core focus. It is less concerned about replicating values, mores, and 

an ideologically cohesive society. Tönnies writes that “in the Gesellschaft, […] we find 

no actions that can be derived a priori and necessarily existing unity; no actions therefore 

which manifest the will and spirit of unity even if performed by the individual; no actions 

which […] take place on behalf of those united with him” (65). Instead, Rational Will 

seeks to increase efficiency and bureaucratically dictated order; formal law takes the 

place of shame and gossip for maintaining order, and people are more likely to group 

together with those who have the potential to be of the most benefit rather than those with 

whom they have a primary relationship. Because of this tendency within Gesellschaft to 

distance oneself from the larger population, “a negative attitude toward one another 

becomes the normal and always underlying relation of these power-endowed 

individuals,” so that “nobody wants to grant or produce anything for another individual, 
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nor will be inclined to give ungrudgingly to another individual, if not in exchange for a 

gift or labor equivalent” (65). 

 This shift from primary relationships to relationships based upon mutual benefit 

can be seen in the company Thea keeps once she arrives in Chicago. In Moonstone, Thea 

had an obligation to her family and her peers to be civil, and there were expectations that 

she would spend certain times with specific individuals, such as attending her father’s 

church and singing or playing the piano every time there was a service. In Chicago, she 

instead spends her time with the people she feels are most beneficial toward the pursuit of 

her soaring ambitions. Her initial landladies, for example, are humble German women 

who have little more to do with the arts than to recommend that Thea visit the Art 

Institute or the theatre. She, at first, regards the women as faithful friends, but seldom 

associates with them outside of the mealtimes they share, and eventually refers to their 

interactions as “tiresome overtures of friendship” (136). The tiresome nature of the 

friendships and connections Thea makes in Chicago is rooted in the ways in which these 

people—such as her first employer in Chicago, Rev. Lars Larsen, and her first vocal 

teacher, Madison Bowers—demand economic productivity from her artistry. Throughout 

Thea’s time in Chicago, Cather explores the strain Thea feels in a way that she recognizes 

the opportunity an artist can be afforded within a metropolitan area, but pairs it with 

consideration of the ways in which the demand of Rational Will can hamper aesthetic 

vitality.  

 One of the most notable changes for Thea is the role of money. Of course, being 

on her own in a major city means that she has to be able to provide for herself in ways 

that were irrelevant when still living in her family’s home. Yet aside from needing money 
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simply to care for herself, wealth also takes on a new role in determining social 

interactions. In Moonstone, money was scarcely mentioned in connection with Thea; 

only twice was it a significant factor in her life. One of the few times was when Thea 

increased her fee for piano lessons. When her mother decides that it would be best for 

Thea to earn seventy-five cents per hour lesson and fifty cents per half hour, her father 

warns that “there’d be talk,” again invoking the Gemeinschaftliche fear of gossip (72). 

Yet in Chicago, money acts as the basis for forming relationships. Earnings transition 

from being something gossiped about as shameful to something quite celebrated.  

For Thea, the harsh capitalist reality of what it means to pursue her art within 

Gesellschaft is often at odds with what she had envisioned as her coming into artistry. 

Within Gesellschaft, Thea frequently finds herself exhausted and forlorn. While she 

makes some progress in her abilities as a piano player and as a vocalist, she also reflects 

that it at times feels to be a wasted endeavor. By the time Thea leaves Chicago, the 

narrative voice remarks “So far she had failed. Her two years in Chicago had not resulted 

in anything. She had failed with Harsanyi, and she had made no great progress with her 

voice” (199). Though Thea, Dr. Archie, and Ray Kennedy all believed that moving to the 

city was the only way for Thea to get on with her art, Cather consistently depicts the 

nature of Rational Will as being opposed to the true nurturing of art. This becomes quite 

evident with the natures of both of Thea’s teachers in Chicago, who are depicted as foils 

to each other as Cather explores where true artistic expression fits into the Gesellschaft-

model.  

 Despite Thea’s struggles navigating this new way of life, she once again acquires 

an older, male companion in Andor Harsanyi, and he makes some efforts to assist her in 



Reichenbach	39	

the transition. Dr. Archie orchestrates Thea’s meeting with Harsanyi, claiming that his 

friends in Chicago recommend the Hungarian concert pianist as the best in the city. Upon 

Thea and Harsanyi’s first meeting, Cather writes, “Andor Harsanyi had never had a pupil 

in the least like Thea Kronborg. He had never had one more intelligent, and he had never 

had one so ignorant” (121). The two are instantly fascinated with each other. For 

Harsanyi, there is a latent talent in Thea that he is determined to uncover, and for Thea, 

Harsanyi is the first true artist she has known, and the only way for her to fully develop 

herself as an artist. Despite the artistic fascination between the two of them, their 

relationship is still rooted in monetary exchange. Harsanyi takes an intense fascination in 

Thea, yet offers no charity or lower rate, as one might expect within a Gemeinschaftliche 

scenario. Thea works tirelessly for Mr. Larson, the preacher of a local Swedish church, 

performing solos and singing at funerals as a way to earn money, the primary use of 

which is to pay for her piano lessons with Harsanyi.  

After hearing Thea sing and watching her physical appearance become more 

lively and limber while singing in ways that it never did while playing piano, Harsanyi 

decides that he is no longer the teacher best suited for her. When he makes this 

announcement and suggests that Thea begin taking vocal lessons from Madison Bowers, 

both Thea and Mrs. Harsanyi initially reject the idea. Thea fears losing touch with the 

only person she has grown to admire and feel a sense of companionship with during her 

time in Chicago; it also makes her feel as though she has wasted all of her time and 

money in Chicago for no purpose. Mrs. Harsanyi’s fear, however, is rooted in the fact 

that Thea is Harsanyi’s hardest working pupil. She sees it as her husband letting go of 

one of the few chances he has to be successful. Cather writes that her heart ached for her 
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husband, and she mournfully tells him that if he’s willing to let go of Thea as a student he 

will never “get on” (147). His response is simply that he knows he will never get on, but 

that someday he will “be able to look her in face and laugh because [he] did what [he] 

could for her” (148). Though the mutual benefit that governs Rational Will means that 

continuing to teach Thea could be profitable for him, he would rather pursue art in a 

purer form. Instead, he angrily proclaims, “All this drudgery will kill me if once in a 

while I cannot hope something, for somebody!” (148). Because he rejects the ideas of 

Rational Will in his decision to send Thea to a new teacher, he is cognizant of the fact 

that he is likely not going to be very successful within a Gesellschaft society. While it 

could be argued that Harsanyi gets a sense of peace or satisfaction out of the 

arrangement, emotional reward does not seem to constitute the mutual benefit discussed 

by Tönnies. For Tönnies, the realm of emotions and passion is appropriate solely for 

women, and does not fit in perfectly with the realm of Gesellschaft; he writes, “an 

inspired person may appear unintelligent, stupid or silly, foolish or insane among the 

‘real’ men of a dry, businesslike mentality, resembling an inebriated person in a sober 

company” (154).  

Thea’s second teacher, Madison Bowers, also explores these limitations, but from 

the other side of the spectrum. While Harsanyi would rather sacrifice success for art, 

Bowers sacrifices achievement in art for wealth; he is more of an epitomic Gesellschaft 

figure. Of Bowers, Cather writes, “He hated the whole race of artists; the work they did, 

the wages they got, the way they spent their money. […] He was not at all above helping 

a very lame singer across, if her husband’s checkbook warranted it” (171-172). As Thea 

interacts with Bowers’ professional clients, she finds herself feeling angry and frustrated 
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because she is unable to recognize the success and popularity of women who are unable 

to perform pieces with the range in which they were intended to be performed. Bowers 

seems to recognize this same frustration in himself, but is “intensely avaricious” and 

continues to work bitterly and scornfully, harvesting wealth from his clients—especially 

the vastly successful ones which Thea views as overrated. Bowers’ worldview is rooted 

in the mutual benefit of Rational Will. He is not bound to any sense of common good or 

shared community. Rather, he pursues that which he believes will most benefit him. In 

exchange for his lofty prices, he provides singers with his expertise as a vocal teacher.  

 As is typically the case of people who move from one environment to a vastly 

different one, Thea goes through a transition period in which she has to get used to her 

new environment. Speaking of Thea’s first several months in the city, Cather writes, 

“During this first winter Thea got no city consciousness. Chicago was simply a 

wilderness through which one had to find one’s way” (135). She frequently finds herself 

desiring silence and retreat from the world around her and from her piano lessons, which 

could at times be quite frustrating for her, especially when the challenges of her 

education force her to confront her upbringing. As Cather writes, “There were times 

when she came home from her lesson and lay upon her bed hating Wunsch and her 

family, hating a world that had let her grow up so ignorant; when she wished that she 

could die then and there, and be born again to begin anew” (122). In Moonstone, she had 

viewed most of her peers as stupid or too simple for her, which made her desire retreat 

from society, but in Chicago, she realizes the limits of her own abilities, and, finding 

herself to feel like the stupid one, again desires a retreat from society around her.  
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 Where Thea once would have sought refuge in the sand hills outside of 

Moonstone or the Kohler’s garden, she has to find a new way to get the reprieve from 

society that she desires. This new retreat becomes takes the form of art—first in the Art 

Institute, and then in the theatre. Cather writes that Thea finds herself perplexed by the 

statues that are on display at the Institute, but for all of her love of the casts, she is most 

drawn to one painting in particular:  

But in that same room there was a picture—oh, that was the thing she ran upstairs 

so fast to see! That was her picture. She imagined that nobody cared for it but 

herself, and that it waited for her. That was a picture indeed. She liked even the 

name of it, ‘The Song of the Lark.’ The flat country, the early morning light, the 

wet fields, the look in the girl’s heavy face—well, they were all hers, anyhow, 

whatever was there. She told herself that the picture was ‘right’ (137) 

While exploring the Art Institute, Thea discovers the painting which lends its name to the 

novel. In it, she is able to see herself, finding solace in the work. Just as she frequently 

feels a discontentedness or hope concerning herself that she cannot quite put a name to, 

she similarly sees something in this painting by Jules Breton that make it “right” and 

wonderful, even though she cannot quite identify what it is about it that so greatly appeals 

to her.  

 The painting, as pictured below, shows a young woman working in an open 

field just as the sun is setting. Her face is uplifted toward the horizon as she gazes off in 

the distance, still gripping the tools of her work. Behind her, a cultivated field awaits the 

young woman. She is frozen in a poise of arrested motion, as though entranced by the 

lark’s song as it reverberates across the farmland. When Cather writes that “[“The Song 
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of the Lark] was [Thea’s] picture,” perhaps she is suggesting that the focal point of the 

painting and Thea strongly parallel each other. Both have been hard at work, attempting 

to cultivate a future reward, but are arrested in their efforts for a moment of fascination 

with art—for the woman in the painting, this is the lark’s song, and for Thea it is the 

painting itself.  

 

It is as though the call of the lark that transfixes the laborer is ringing through the 

painting, subconsciously leading Thea to remember how nature and art were once 

intertwined for her. Nature is seldom discussed during her time in the city, except for a 

few passing mentions of the hostile, cold wind and weather prominent through the city. 

Jules	Breton.	The	Song	of	the	Lark,	
1884.	Oil	on	canvas.	42.5”x	33.75”	
Henry	Field	Memorial	Collection,	Art	
Institute	of	Chicago	
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The order that nature provided in Moonstone is completely missing for Thea in Chicago. 

While the social and geographic divisions of Moonstone typically marked Thea as one of 

those who interacted with the city from the margins, it still constituted something very 

familiar and comfortable for her. Especially before her tense return to Moonstone that 

breaks up her time in Chicago, she actively seeks out ways to grasp this familiarity.  

Concerts become another way that she attempts to reconnect with the natural 

world. Shortly after her discovery of the Jules Breton painting, as though being exposed 

to the elative powers of art makes her more open to new experiences, she also explores 

the concert hall and attends a symphony. Her first concert is a performance of Dvorak’s 

Symphony no. 9 in E Minor, and is identified in Thea’s program as “From the New 

World” (138). This piece is more often referred to as the “New World Symphony,” and is 

considered a major milestone in “the validation of American […] music and lore as 

source material for classical composition” (Schwarm). Even in one of the nation’s largest 

cities, Cather manages to pull in the pastoral and the regional in the form of art. Dvorak’s 

symphony drew from the Negro Spirituals of the south, Native American tradition, and 

the music of the European immigrants who populated the western plains and fueled 

expansion (Schwarm). This pastoral influence manifests itself powerfully in Thea’s 

imagination as she watches the performance.  

When the first movement ended, Thea’s hands and feet were cold as ice. She was 

too much excited to know anything except that she wanted something desperately, 

and when the English horns gave out the theme of the Largo, she knew that what 

she wanted was exactly that. Here were the sand hills, the grasshoppers and 

locusts, all the things that wakened and chirped in the early morning; the reaching 
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and reaching of high plains, the immeasurable yearning of all flat lands. There 

was home in it, too; first memories, first mornings long ago; the amazement of a 

new soul in a new world; a soul new and yet old, that had dreamed something 

despairing, something glorious, in the dark before it was born; a soul obsessed by 

what it did not know, under the cloud of a past it could not recall (139) 

The effect upon Thea is so profound that the narrative voice and style shifts drastically in 

its description. Rather than Cather’s typically crystalline, direct prose, the description 

becomes more fragmented. Sentences such as “Here were the sand hills, the grasshoppers 

and locusts, all the things that wakened and chirped in the early morning; the reaching 

and reaching of high plains, the immeasurable yearning of all flat lands,” begin by 

looking at the small elements of the landscape—the grasshoppers and locusts—very 

quickly, despite Cather’s tendency to load descriptions of nature with thorough detail, 

before zooming out so that the scope of the image evoked by the sound includes 

something as nebulous as the “immeasurable yearning of all flat lands.” Concepts spill 

forth connected by semi-colons, creating the images that are crashing together to the 

rhythm of the music in Thea’s mind in a way that is a stark change from her usually 

direct descriptions.   

 Her transcendence to communing with nature through the symphony is so 

impactful that when she leaves the concert hall, it is as though she sees Chicago through 

new eyes: “For almost the first time Thea was conscious of the city itself, of the 

congestion of life all about her, of the brutality and power of those streams that flowed in 

the streets, threatening to drive one under” (139). She leaves in the cold, bustling crowd 

and for the first time begins to explore the city. The harsh treatment she receives from car 
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drivers when she accidentally boards the wrong one and the offensive advances men 

make toward her when they notice her lost and confused on the street corner are a far cry 

from the normative morality that pervaded her life in Moonstone, but Thea finally 

reaches a point where she is cognizant of these differences and declares to herself that she 

“would have it, what the trumpets were singing;” while the text leaves the meaning of 

what the trumpets were singing unstated, the answer likely lies in the images which the 

trumpets managed to evoke (140). At this point Thea only has vague musings about what 

these images mean, but seems to understand that it involves the marriage of art and 

nature.   

 Though elements of nature, such as land masses or vegetation, are not often 

discussed while Thea is in Chicago, images of nature and associations with nature are 

evoked most prominently while Thea is fully immersed in her artistic endeavors. Until 

she reaches the point where she is ready to leave Chicago, Thea assumes that this has to 

do the lingering influences of her upbringing in Moonstone. Despite telling herself that 

she would never feel the pain of leaving home again when she leaves Moonstone for the 

second time to return to Chicago, the break from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft is not 

clean cut. In fact, though she is described in later sections of the novel as looking the part 

of a Chicago woman, there are still many instances in which she reflects the ideas and 

values of her Moonstone upbringing. These are most notable when considering her 

interactions with Fred Ottenburg.  

  Fred Ottenburg is the youngest son in a family of German beer merchants. His 

family is incredibly wealthy, and as Fred entered into adulthood, he took charge of the 

family business. He is also, however, still a man of leisure, and in his free time he took an 
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interest in music and theatre.  It is through this interest that he has ambiguous connections 

to Madison Bowers, and thus has the opportunity to meet Thea. Characterized as highly 

flirtatious, Fred initially takes note of Thea’s beauty; once he hears her sing and begins to 

recognize her country manners, he starts to invest in her—he takes her to dinners and the 

theatre, and as they continue to grow closer, he invites her to spend a summer living at 

his family’s ranch in Panther Canyon, Arizona. Despite the Gesellschaft nature of Thea’s 

other relationships, Fred makes these offers expecting nothing in return. Still, it would be 

inaccurate for Fred to be associated with Gemeinschaft either; he acts much more as a 

free agent than one who is obliged to Natural Will. Largely due to the fact that he is 

already substantially wealthy, but also in part due to the fact that he is already married 

(unhappily), he expects nothing in return from Thea. Much like Panther Canyon, which 

will be discussed at length in the next chapter, Fred instead occupies a liminal space in 

which he cannot be easily placed in either Gemeinschaft or Gesellschaft. Unlike figures 

such as Wunsch who occupied the margins of the larger social order, Fred passes through 

Gemeinschaft spaces and Gesellschaft spaces alike, belonging to neither yet permitted in 

both.  

 As a poor girl alone in the city, Thea readily accepts Fred’s attention and their 

romantic connection grows. Being present in Chicago and for part of Thea’s time in 

Panther Canyon, Fred, more than anybody, is able to observe Thea as she blossoms into a 

full-fledged artist. Like most of the men in Thea’s life, he is almost immediately drawn 

toward her headstrong will, and as they grow closer and she divulges the stories and 

people of her childhood, Fred begins to call her strong will the “Moonstone in her.” Late 

in the novel as Thea is planning to leave to study in Germany, she refuses to accept any 
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of Fred’s money, claiming that he would be “keeping” her (240). He responds, saying, 

“Keeping! I like your language. It’s pure Moonstone, Thea—like your point of view. I 

wonder how long you’ll be a Methodist” (240). In this instance, it’s not that there is 

anything particularly rural about the word “keeping.” Instead, the idea that owing 

someone money means that the lender has a controlling power over them reflects the core 

Methodist values in which Thea was raised, the ideas at the heart of Natural Will. The 

trading of money for continued companionship as an exchange would be in accordance 

with Rational Will, but in finding the idea revolting, Thea adheres to Natural Will, in 

which companionship is derived from intrinsic obligation.  

 Again, Cather’s sociological imagination fits well with Tönnies’ depiction of the 

ideal types. For Tönnies, Natural Will is not limited to a specific place. While its 

influence may be strongest within an established Gemeinschaft, those who are physically 

removed from its locus still typically adhere to or are influenced by its principles. So, 

when Fred remarks of Thea that “Her scale of values will always be the Moonstone 

scale,” he is recognizing the fact that even as Thea’s behavior, dress, and physical 

appearance develop and change to better match the urban sensibilities of the environment 

around her, she is still strongly influenced by her upbringing (246). Though Thea often 

mentally distances herself from the limitations of her childhood, even she cannot escape 

from such associations. Late in the novel, while she is briefly in New York City and 

preparing to leave for Germany to study opera, she is lying in her bed, restless and unable 

to sleep. She questions whether or not she has the skill or inherent value to take 

advantage of the opportunity to go abroad, when the narrative voice slips into free 

indirect discourse, saying:  
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Why was she going so far, when what she wanted was some familiar place to hide 

in?—the rock house, her little room in Moonstone, her own bed. Oh how good it 

would be to lie down in that little bed, to cut the nerve that kept one struggling, 

that pulled one on and on, to sink into peace there, with all the family safe and 

happy downstairs. After all, she was a Moonstone girl, one of the preacher’s 

children (255, emphasis added).  

After this reflection, she dreams of life in Moonstone, envisioning what her life would be 

like if she had stayed. She sees herself singing at funerals, beating on her students who 

did poorly in piano lessons, and gets a glimpse of her reflection in Ray Kennedy’s eyes. It 

is not until her dream shifts to Mrs. Livery Johnson’s daughter, the natural enemy of her 

childhood, that she awakens and is compelled to go on with her plans to leave for Europe, 

as though the image of her childhood rival is enough to remind her of the aesthetic 

shallowness and insincerity she associates with Moonstone. 

 Though elements of Gemeinschaft and Natural Will linger in the wake of 

Moonstone, Cather does reinforce that there are prominent shifts between the rural and 

metropolitan areas. For example, late in the novel, Dr. Archie comes to New York City to 

visit Thea. She has called upon his aid, requesting money from him to go study in 

Germany so that she does not have to rely upon Fred, as discussed earlier. For her, 

getting help from Dr. Archie is different—she cannot explain why she would not be 

“kept” by him in the same way that Fred would be keeping her, but it seems to be that 

because she and Dr. Archie come from the margins of the same Natural Will, his 

assistance would be one rooted in primary relationships rather than mutual benefit. When 

he arrives, however, he again reminds the reader of the stark contrasts between 
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Moonstone and the major cities. By this point, Thea has begun to blend in with the city 

streets, but Dr. Archie does not. Though he has since moved from Moonstone to Denver 

to invest more time and effort into the mining business, when he receives Thea’s initial 

telegram, the narrative voice remarks “He had known that Thea was in Mexico, traveling 

with some Chicago people, but New York, to a Denver man, seems much farther away 

than Mexico City” (231).  

 The physical distance between Denver and New York City is readily traversed by 

train, but the disparity between the social spaces remains. Dr. Archie, new to New York, 

remarks to Fred and Thea, “these people all look happier to me than our Western people 

do. […] I insist that people do look happier here. I’ve noticed it even on the street, and 

especially in the hotels” (246). Fred’s response, as is typical of him, is oddly 

philosophical and sounds somewhat affected: “New York people live a good deal in the 

fourth dimension, Dr. Archie. […] I mean that life is not quite so personal here as it is in 

your part of the world. People are more taken up by hobbies, interests that are less subject 

to reverses than their personal affairs” (247). Fred goes on to explain that this is what he 

perceives as the principle difference between not just country people and city people, but 

“one of the principle differences between people anywhere” (247). On the surface, his 

response reinforces the broad principles of Gesellschaft; in an environment where people 

are less bound to each other along lines of Natural Will and common values, they are 

more at liberty to pursue their own personal interests, to perform actions that may only 

benefit themselves rather than the larger community.  
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Chapter 3: Panther Canyon 
 Thea’s time in Chicago can be summed up by the title of the third chapter of the 

book—“Stupid Faces.” The endless toiling and inability to truly connect with her own 

artistry on a deep level in Chicago has drained her of the energy and vitality that had 

previously been her primary asset. To continue to progress as an artist, Thea has to 

reclaim the vigor of her youth and the ambition that initially took her to Chicago, which 

is something that she cannot do in either a Gemeinschaft or Gesellschaft space. Instead, 

her convalescence comes from an extended excursion into a Western, liminal space 

where she is able to seek out a clarity and energy that society has not yet been able to 

offer her.  

 Liminal spaces, coming out of Victor Turner’s work concerning religious ritual, 

are those in which one is in a state of transition, or in between thresholds of other spaces. 

By being between these thresholds, one attains an understanding or mindset that they 

otherwise would not be able to. Turner depicted liminal space as “a catalyst for the 

creative impulse; it frequently generates myths, symbols, rituals, works of art. These 

cultural forms in turn provide a set of templates, models, or paradigms which are . . . 

periodical reclassifications of reality . . . [that] incite us to action as well as to thought” 

(Turner 50). The concepts of spaces that allow for individuals to acquire insights that 

would otherwise be unobtainable have an established legacy within literature. For 

example, as Joan Wry writes, within the poetry of Emerson, “one finds an aesthetic 

perspective that calls attention to perceived margins and borderlines in nature as points of 

active transition and transformation but also focuses on the ‘limen,’ or spaces between, as 

areas in which artistic processes are generated” (264). Within The Song of the Lark, the 

section of the novel titled “The Ancient People” affords Thea the opportunity to immerse 
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herself within a landscape that acts as a “space between” the thresholds of her life—the 

confines that come with a lack of opportunity in Gemeinschaft, and the loss of vitality 

and inspiration that comes with the transactional nature of Gesellschaft. While it is 

important to note that this space sets itself apart from the Gemeinschaft-Gesellschaft 

dichotomy, it would be remiss to assume that the entirety of both types of society are 

absent. A crucial component of liminal spaces is that they allow—and often mandate—

the merging of oppositional elements. The abstract space of an ancient Native American 

civilization and the concrete place of the canyon are unified into a single entity; Thea, 

similarly, finds herself within the convergence of the artistry of nature and the nature of 

art in human society; the inspiration of her childhood in a Gemeinschaft setting and the 

drive and work ethic needed to achieve those dreams found within Rational Will, 

likewise, find their home in this space that defies dichotomies.  

While in Chicago, Fred Ottenberg has learned that Thea’s disposition can be read 

by her poise. When joyfully immersed in her art, her body is described as becoming quite 

fluid; when stressed or angry, it becomes rigid and tense. In reading the signs of Thea’s 

body, Fred knows that she needs time away from Chicago, time away from the “stupid 

faces” of shallow, talentless people who so greatly perturb her. Fittingly, her time in 

Chicago ends with the following passage: 

Thea rose. “I don’t know. Being bored eats the heart out of me, I guess.” She 

walked meekly in front of [Fred] to the elevator. Fred noticed for the hundredth 

time how vehemently her body proclaimed her state of feeling. He remembered 

how remarkably brilliant and beautiful she had been when she sang at Mrs. 

Nathanmeyer’s: flushed and gleaming, round and supple, something that couldn’t 
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be dimmed or downed. And now she seemed a moving figure of discouragement. 

[…] It was not that she made a fuss, but her back was most extraordinarily vocal. 

One never needed to see her face to know what she was full of that day. […] Her 

flesh seemed to take a mood and to “set,” like plaster (198) 

After having labored away in Chicago and growing more and more frustrated about the 

business of singing, as opposed to the act of singing itself, Thea has grown tired and 

sullen. The full, bright face and lustrous blonde curls of her childhood have lost their 

shimmer, but the transformation goes well beyond the dimming of entering adulthood. 

She has resigned herself to work and work alone, saying that she will work through the 

summer because there is “no use in having any plans when you haven’t any money” 

(196). Fred diagnoses Thea as having gone “stale,” noting that she “was as gray as the 

weather” (196).  

 His proposed remedy is to send Thea to one of his family’s ranches at Panther 

Canyon, Arizona, just outside of Flagstaff. While she is hesitant to accept his 

assistance—believing the proposition to be too easy to be real—she eventually accepts 

the offer, allowing Fred to pay for her travel into the Southwest. Thea’s time in Panther 

Canyon demonstrates Cather’s ability to create transcendent landscapes that operate as 

profound liminal spaces. In her other Midwestern novels, O Pioneers! and My Ántonia, 

these landscapes come at the ends of the novels. When Jim Burden returns to Red Cloud 

at the end of My Ántonia, the namesake of the novel has transformed her farm into an 

Eden-like oasis amidst the open Nebraska farmlands, and is portrayed as having 

transcended to being a sort of elemental Earth Mother figure (Arnold 249). O Pioneers! 

concludes similarly by looking at the goddess-like Alexandra Bersgson, who has 
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managed to tame the wild lands about her, constructing her farm as her own agrarian 

utopia. In both of these novels, the landscape transforms into a powerful, transcendent 

figure only after the heroines have impressed themselves upon it; as they become larger-

than-life figures, the land they possess flourishes as though nourished by the vitality of 

the presence of these elemental Earth Mother figures. In The Song of the Lark, however, 

the process is much more dialogic and does not serve as the culmination of a life. As 

Danielle Russell puts it, at this point, roughly three-fourths of the way through the novel, 

“Thea opens herself to the natural world, and Cather implies that it, in turn, opens to her” 

which allows her to begin thinking and living intuitively, finding clarity from the haze of 

muddling through life in Chicago (77).  Interestingly, early criticism of The Song of the 

Lark, as well as Cather herself later in her life, suggested that the novel went on too 

long—that it could have been cut by eighty to one hundred pages. Had this been Cather’s 

notion at the time in which she originally wrote the novel, then The Song of the Lark 

would have read much more similarly to the other Midwestern novels; the fourth chapter 

of the book, “Dr. Archie’s Venture,” would have been omitted, and the novel would have 

ended once again with a Catherian heroine transcendent and at one with nature.  

  Instead, however, the novel continues after Thea’s time within the liminal space 

of Panther Canyon, following her to the culmination of her career as a renowned opera 

singer. In this way, one of this section’s major contributions to the novel is that it 

provides a setting in which Thea is operating almost entirely outside the scope of human 

society. For her time here, just as she reflects upon the society of Native Americans that 

once existed within the walls of Panther Canyon but have since faded away into a 

memory, her time in Moonstone and Chicago falls behind her into the haze of memory; 
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“Moonstone and Chicago had become vague” within a space in which “everything was 

simple and definite, as things had been in childhood” (206). It is during this section of the 

novel when Thea draws closer to her roots in Moonstone, and recognizes how they have 

contributed to the act of becoming an artist, but at the same time, Cather does not seem to 

be suggesting that the Gemeinschaftliche space of Thea’s hometown is more beneficial 

than the tiresome Gesellschaft life of Chicago for the cultivation of art. Instead, this 

section of the novel allows for Cather to call the limits of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft 

into question with art acting as a reference point.  

 Just as Cather used physical boundaries in Moonstone to set apart those who lived 

on the margins of society, borderlines cut off the Ottenburg ranch from the larger society. 

Cather writes that as Thea is carted to the ranch, the trail “continually dipped lower, 

falling away from the high plateau on the slopes of which Flagstaff sits. The white peak 

of the mountain, the snow gorges above the timber, now disappeared from time to time as 

the road dropped and dropped, and the forest closed behind the wagon. More than the 

mountain disappeared as the forest closed thus” (199, emphasis added). As Thea is 

descending into the ranch and her access point to the canyon, Flagstaff is entirely blotted 

out from view. The forest behind her has the power to eclipse society and even the 

mountain beyond it from her view. Here, Flagstaff seems to represent the only inhabited 

zone amidst an expansive, Western landscape, and Cather has constructed a potent barrier 

between it and Thea. Even the discussion of the trees of the forests reiterates this 

sensation. They are described thus: “The great pines stand at a considerable distance from 

each other. Each tree grows alone, murmurs alone, thinks alone. They do not intrude 
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upon each other” (199). Thea’s time in Panther Canyon is meant to be perceived as a time 

in which Thea is set apart.  

 This is critical for the construction of transformative, liminal spaces. These 

margins and borders of nature create boundaries that sequester Thea off from the rest of 

society. From this vantage point, she is able reflect upon the societies from which she has 

been removed. Thea’s daily rituals in the canyon, where “she could lie for half a day 

undistracted, holding pleasant and incomplete conceptions in her mind—almost in her 

hands” makes the space of the canyons into a threshold highly similar to Turner’s 

analysis of religious ritual in that it becomes a repetitive action for her which attain a 

seemingly transcended understanding of the societies she finds herself caught between. It 

sets Panther Canyon off from the rest of the world, carving out an Eden-like space, which 

Kerstin W. Shands sees as being akin to the Maggie Tulliver’s attic and Red Deep in 

George Elliot’s The Mill on the Floss, or walled-in gardens and “ghostly garrets” in 

Charlotte Brontë’s Villette; Panther Canyon becomes a feminine space “infused with 

mystic or oceanic feelings” with a “strong sense of recuperation, regeneration, and rebirth 

into a new world” (22-23).  

 The only society that intersects with Thea’s time in the canyon is that which lends 

its name to the chapter’s title, “The Ancient People.” Very much so reflecting dominant 

ideas of her time, Cather depicts Native American society as one attuned to nature yet 

disappearing into cultural memory. While in the canyon, Thea explores the artifacts of a 

civilization depicted as having disappeared well in the past. She treats the items left 

within the caves carved into the cliff face of the canyon as though they are holy relics, 

reverently admiring the art and function that converged in the creation of blankets and 
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pottery. Thea often finds herself feeling a particular kinship with the Native Americans 

who inhabited the canyon before. She “could with her thumbnail dislodge flakes of 

carbon from the rock roof—the cooking-smoke of the Ancient People,” which causes her 

to exclaim, “they were that near!” (203). Thea finds herself walking the narrow trails in 

the way that she imagines those before her once walked them; Cather describes her as 

having “intuitions about the women who had worn the path,” and in her daydreams she is 

able to envision the livelihood of the cliff dwellers, imagining that she sees them at work 

and at play. Shands writes of this connection that:  

Dwelling, resting and sleeping in this prehuman and nonverbal palace of 

receptivity, Thea becomes one with it before she can emerge from it. The rock 

dwellings are landscape, home and body. The landscape associates to the female 

body, to the labia and the womb. Dichotomies of time and space dissolve as the 

creativity of Thea and her foremothers, the ancient women, are fused through her 

contemplation of a piece of pottery made by the women who once lived here—

pottery that once held water (24). 

 Despite Thea’s fascination with the Native Americans, they fade even further into 

the background as she begins to associate their way of life with the essence of art. In 

describing the creation of Indian pottery, Cather writes, “Their pottery was the most 

direct appeal to water, the envelope and sheath to the precious element itself. The 

strongest Indian need was expressed in those graceful jars, fashioned slowly by hand, 

without the aid of a wheel” (204 emphasis added). While this commentary about the 

function of a jar may seem mundane on the surface, Cather extends this definition of 

pottery into a metaphor that serves as the very culminating moment of an artist. After 
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having this conclusion about the pottery, Thea goes into a pool of water in the canyon to 

bathe. Upon emerging from the surface of the water: 

something flashed through her mind that made her draw herself up and stand still 

until the water had quite dried upon her flushed skin. The stream and the broken 

pottery: what was any art but an effort to make a sheath, a mould in which to 

imprison for a moment that shining, elusive element which is life itself—life 

hurrying past us and running away, too strong to stop, too sweet to lose? The 

Indian women had held it in their jars. In the sculpture she had seen it in the Art 

Institute, it had been caught in a flash of arrested motion. In singing, one made a 

vessel of one’s throat and nostrils and held it on one’s breath, caught the stream in 

a scale of natural intervals (205 emphasis added).  

Though The Song of the Lark largely defies conventional plot structure, avoiding such 

distinctions of having a rising action or climax or falling action, this moment in which 

Thea emerges from the water serves as a sort of pseudo-climax where she is able to 

synthesize her experiences and find clarity and understanding about her life moving 

forward.  

 By repeating the language of “sheath” and “element itself,” Cather is emphasizing 

the similarity in function of art and the pottery. The pottery has the capacity to hold 

water, which is necessary for the very act of living, just as art has the ability to 

encapsulate the elusive essence of life. Thea’s previous stages of life are validated by this 

revelation. As she noted, the jars were “fashioned slowly by hand, without the aid of a 

wheel,” meaning that their creation was an act of careful labor, in which the Native 

Americans took the soil around them and then carefully shaped it into a useful, beautiful 
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object; in the same way, Thea has had to take the soil from her roots in Moonstone and 

transfigure it into something useful through careful manipulation in Chicago. She has 

become the vessel that holds onto the essence of life. This image fits in with earlier 

depictions of Thea, such as in the moments of artistic bliss in which Fred describes 

Thea’s back as presenting itself very fluidly.  

 Thea’s revelation functions as the moment when she comes of age. Cather writes, 

“[n]ot only did the world seem older and richer to Thea now, but she herself seemed 

much older” (206). By uncovering the nature of art, she transcends what she had 

previously perceived as the hindrances of her crude upbringing in Moonstone and her 

failures in Chicago. In the caves and in the flights of the eagles and sparrows of the 

canyon, she is able to feel herself becoming relaxed and re-energized as she is getting 

back to the “earliest sources of gladness that she could remember” (200).  

At times throughout this section, Thea’s reflections suggest that her memories of 

Moonstone, which she was so desperate to escape in an attempt to become a true artist, 

may have actually been what were best for her. Thea is actively getting back to her 

primal interests, her roots. She frequently thinks about Ray Kennedy, as his tales of 

traversing the southwest by train first imparted her with a sense of reverence and mystery 

about the cliff dwellers. As nature was a much more pervasive element back in 

Moonstone and she is now finding artistic renewal through nature, it at first seems as 

though her artistry is being awakened through a sort of backwards glance toward Natural 

Will. 

 Cather, however, challenges this idea by bringing the ambition and work ethic of 

Gesellschaft into the equation. She does this in the form of Fred Ottenburg. As Thea is 
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musing about the lessons she acquired from Ray Kennedy, she receives a letter 

announcing that Fred will be arriving soon. She is delighted, and her thoughts 

immediately shift to Fred and all that he has provided for her. Cather writes that Thea 

“was delighted that he was coming soon,” because she “had never felt so grateful to any 

one, and she wanted to tell him everything that had happened to her since she had been 

there—more than had happened in all her life before” (206). While nature has provided 

Thea with the rejuvenation necessary to be a singer, Fred represents the mechanism 

through which Thea will have the opportunity to put her singing to use.  

Like Fred, Thea is, by this point in the novel, beginning to transform into a 

nomad; she no longer seems to be trying to live in accordance to either Natural Will or 

Rational Will, suggesting that neither of these ideal types are fully capable of nurturing 

artistry. Once she knows that Fred will be arriving, her artistry and ambition once again 

collide, and she determines that she will be going to Germany “to study without further 

loss of time” (207). In declaring this next step in her development, the narrative voice 

seems to dip into free indirect discourse, and Thea starts to unravel her disconnectedness 

from the types of societies that have previously dominated her life:  

There was certainly no kindly Providence that directed one’s life; and one’s 

parents did not in the least care what became of one, so long as one did not 

misbehave and endanger their comfort. One’s life was at the mercy of blind 

chance. She had better take it in her own hands and lose everything than meekly 

draw the plough under the rod of parental guidance. […]Yet she clung fast to 

whatever was left of Moonstone in her mind. No more of that! The Cliff-Dwellers 

had lengthened her past. She had older and higher obligations (207) 
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In denying Providence and obligations to one’s parents, Thea is setting herself in direct 

opposition to the tenants of Natural Will, and her declaration “no more of that!” gives this 

a sense of finality. Though more subtle, the notion that “blind chance” could govern 

one’s life and that she had “older and higher obligations” than those of Moonstone work 

together to strongly distance her from Gesellschaft as well. Gesellschaft is regulated 

through hard work and self-determination—the opposite of chance—and though the two 

ideal types are not necessarily a linear progression, Gemeinschaft is thought of as the 

more traditional, older model of the two, meaning that these pre-Gemeinschaft 

obligations could not come from a Gesellschaftliche space. Instead, in saying that the 

Cliff-Dwellers have lengthened Thea’s past, Cather seems to be suggesting that Thea is 

now connected to the timelessness of the society that once inhabited the cliffs, and that 

her obligations—seemingly to art—can only be fully held in this sort of liminal space.  

 Fred’s coexistence within this liminal space does not equip him with the same 

rationality or obligations as Thea, however. Shortly after his arrival, he and Thea are 

exploring the cliffs on a daily basis. One morning, shortly after sunrise, Thea wants to go 

for a climb with Fred. Their climb closely parallels Thea’s artistic development: “The 

upward climb, after they had crossed the stream, was at first a breathless scramble 

through the underbrush. When they reached the big boulders, Ottenburg went first 

because he had the longer leg-reach, and gave Thea a foothold” (214). From there, they 

are on a “platform among the rocks,” and Fred declares that it’s important to know when 

to stop—he is content with pausing there and smoking his pipe for a while. Thea, 

however, responds by saying “I’m not going to stop now until I get there. […] I’ll go on 

alone” (214). By introducing Thea to important members of Chicago’s art scene and 
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enabling her to convalesce in Panther Canyon, Fred has been able to use his connections 

and wealth—his longer social leg-reach—to give Thea a foothold. From there, she 

refuses to stop until she has made it to some indeterminate point. Her stopping point is 

never made quite clear, but Cather seems to be suggesting that it is something indefinite. 

As Fred lounges and rests, Thea catches a glimpse of an eagle careening through the 

canyon. Once again, the narrative voice shifts to free indirect discourse, exclaiming, “O 

eagle of eagles! Endeavor, achievement, desire, glorious striving of human art!” (216).  

 While Fred has been able to give Thea a platform from which to work, it is the 

eagle that is able to communicate what it is that Thea strives for. Birds serve as an 

important motif for expressing Thea’s mentality and condition throughout the novel, 

reiterating her closeness with nature. As previously discussed with the painting which 

lends its name to the title of this novel, Thea finds an unnamable familiarity and 

understanding in a painting of a farmworker, pausing from her work assumedly to listen 

to the lark’s song. Thea similarly has to turn away from the mundane, confining nature of 

her work to enjoy the artistry in nature. When she first arrives at Panther Canyon, she 

remarks upon the swallows whose flocks flutter within the walls of the canyon. As Thea 

watches them, she comments upon their timidity, saying that “they seldom ventured 

above the rim of the canyon, to the flat, wind-swept tableland” and goes to muse about 

how she has “often felt how easy it would be to dream one’s life out in some cleft of the 

world,” which reflects her recurring concerns and questions about what her life would 

have been like had she been able to marry Ray and stay in Moonstone (203).  

 Thea’s observations of the nature of birds aren’t the only way that she is 

paralleled with nature. Throughout the novel, the characters who are most influential in 
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her life—such as Wunsch, Harsanyi, and Fred Ottenburg—describe Thea as having a 

“nature voice.” Wunsch goes into the most detail when Thea is still a child, describing 

her as “like a flower full of sun, but not the soft German flowers of his childhood,” 

instead “she was like the yellow prickly pear blossoms that open there in the desert; 

thornier and sturdier than the maiden flowers he remembered; not so sweet, but 

wonderful” (70). Not only does this early conceptualization of Thea aptly describe her 

disposition, but it parallels her blossoming that comes years later in the desert of Panther 

Canyon. His comparison of Thea to a flower recurs near the end of the novel. Though 

Wunsch has long since disappeared from the text, Thea still possesses the song book that 

he left for her. In it, he left an inscription in which he quotes part of “Adelaide” by 

Beethoven, which says in German “Einst, O Wunder, Entbluht Auf Meinem Grabe, Eine 

Blume Der Asche Meines Herzens” (252). This would translate to “Someday, O miracle, 

a flower will blossom upon my grave from the ashes of my heart,” which much more 

intimately expresses Wunsch’s hopes for Thea than he did in person before leaving 

Moonstone. Cather leaves this verse un-translated, and Fred’s ensuing explanation is 

simply that Wunsch, Dr. Archie, Ray, and he have been Thea’s “whistling-posts” and that 

they have backed her as they could (252). Harsanyi, while still Thea’s teacher in Chicago, 

also pairs Thea with nature and incorporates the bird motif into his evaluation of her. 

When he first hears her sing, he muses, “He loved to hear a big voice throb in a relaxed, 

natural throat[…]. It was like a wild bird that had flown into his studio on Middleton 

Street from goodness knew how far! No one knew that it had come, or even that it 

existed; least of all the strange, crude girl in whose throat it beat its passionate wings” 
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(131, emphasis added). In this description, Thea’s development is not simply paralleled 

with birds, but she much more directly becomes, in part, a bird.  

 Thea’s communion and association with the natural world blur the lines between 

the two of them—she is at once Thea and a songbird in the same way that the Native 

Americans who are not in the canyon anymore are, in many ways, still there. Therein lies 

the true transformative power of liminal spaces; the limits of dichotomies are broken. 

Thea can access both the inspiration and longing she had as a child in Moonstone while 

also channeling the competitive drive that has propelled her through Chicago. As a result, 

she finds herself feeling revived as an artist, and is unmoored from associations with any 

particular space. Neither Natural Will nor Rational Will exert a notable amount of 

influence over her decision making. While she still finds herself, especially in New York, 

recognizing her Moonstone sensibilities that have stuck with her throughout her life, she 

is no longer a part of Moonstone. This is most clear when Mrs. Kronborg, Thea’s own 

mother, passes away. Thea is faced with the dilemma of returning to see her mother on 

her deathbed or taking on a potentially career-altering role in an opera, and chooses to act 

on behalf of her own career than the connection to her family. As the family is the most 

basic unit of Gemeinschaft, Natural Will is strongest within this type of connection, and 

yet the compulsion and obligation of Natural Will still was not enough for Thea to choose 

coming home over advancing her career.  

 Her relationship to Gesellschaft is a bit more complicated. Thea ultimately spends 

her time traveling between cities as one of the leading prima donnas of her day, which 

could suggest that she is committed to the Gesellschaftliche model of exchange—she 

performs and is paid in return, the essential expression of Rational Will. Yet, the novel 
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never suggests that money is a concern for Thea after she returns from studying in 

Germany. During her time in Chicago, she fretted constantly about having to work for a 

living, frequently relying upon Fred Ottenburg’s visits simply to eat. After her time in 

Panther Canyon, however, she borrows enough money from Dr. Archie to travel to 

Germany; from that point forward, money stops being a concern of hers. Instead, the 

novel suggests that it is the raw energy and exuberance she gets from performing that 

motivates her to continue—the energy that makes her back, as Fred notes, appear fluid 

and lithe. By not noting any material reward that Thea gets in return for her performances 

aside from an internal motivation that cannot be given to her by others, Cather’s portrayal 

of Thea’s career is one that breaks from the core element of Rational Will. Tönnies writes 

of Rational Will that it is “the negative of (subjective) freedom, and action based on it 

means diminuation of individual power; the (extraneous) result, however, is 

compensation therefor” (140 emphasis added). The fact that Thea is empowered, rather 

than have her power or freedom diminished by performing, further contradicts the power 

of Rational Will. In addition, the epilogue of the novel informs us that Thea eventually 

marries Fred. By the time they are married, money is far from being a concern of hers, 

but she continues to tour and perform.  

 By the culmination of the novel, Thea is an entirely transitory figure, moving 

from town to town with her performances. Just as she is not solidly tied to a single place, 

she cannot be restricted by either Rational or Natural Will; her time in Panther Canyon 

has allowed her to see the boundaries of both Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, and to 

exceed their limitations.  
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 
 As mentioned in the Introduction, Tönnies’ discussion of the arts is vague and 

inconclusive at best; it seems explicitly bifurcated down lines of gender, purporting that 

men have the mental capacity to create art but lack the passionate capacity to express it, 

whereas women, his nineteenth century values suggest, are entirely emotional and 

therefore able to express art, but lack the mental faculties to truly craft it. At the same 

time, however, he recognizes that his ideal types and aesthetics necessarily converge. In 

writing that creative work “forms its image out of the depths of its own being, as 

compared with the mere synthesis of given material elements into a dead, lifeless whole 

which is only present to the extent that it can be conceived by the mind as means to an 

end,” he recognizes that artistry cannot be easily placed within either model, but still 

assumes that it arises as a means to a specific end—such as either compensation in 

Gesellschaft, or community bonding in Gemeinschaft. While this could explain 

phenomena like filled concert halls and stardom, or ornately stitched baby blankets and 

painted water jugs, it fails to recognize a case like Thea’s in which art springs forth from 

a place of desire—a situation in which art is both a means and an end.  

 Art for the sake of art may have been an accepted standard amongst many of the 

Modernists, but for Tönnies’ model, in which every cause has an effect and every means 

an end, this mentality is unfounded. Just as Thea becomes a transient figure who cannot 

be placed within a specific social model, the aesthetic philosophy Cather constructs 

throughout The Song of the Lark avoids easy placement within larger camps of thought. 

Her sociological imagination and exploration of how aesthetics fit into various 

sociological models is not only divergent from what Tönnies outlines as the ways in 
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which societies are ordered, but her work also finds itself teetering between the values of 

the Regionalists and the Modernists.  

Regionalist writing had a profound impact upon Cather’s writing, and its elements 

are reflected therein. One reason Cather is sometimes rather strongly associated with the 

Regionalists is due to her relationship with Sarah Orne Jewett. Jewett is often portrayed 

as being a mentor to Cather, and several scholars have suggested that Jewett’s writing 

style had a significant influence on Cather’s own writing (Carlin). Eleanor Smith, in a 

1956 essay, wrote that “The emphasis which both place on character and the ennobling 

values in life overshadows plot, dramatic action, and emotional situations. And the 

provincial atmosphere of their stories, revealing a discriminating choice of material, 

sympathetic portrayal of old people, and intimate response to the beauty of nature, is 

strengthened by their desire for simplicity of effect” (473). As with the Regionalists, “the 

provincial atmosphere” of Cather’s writing is one of her characteristic features. 

Throughout her body of works, place is as important a character as any of the men or 

women she crafts. Her work is typically so strongly tied to place that the narratives she 

constructs are inseparable from the land in which they are set. She does this is a way that 

she is writing reminiscently and fondly of the past, with most of her novels set in the 

decades preceding the twentieth century; she paints the plains of the Midwest and the 

Western deserts and canyons with broad, romantic strokes. This often resulted in her 

contemporary critics to say that her work was too sentimental, and lacked relevance to 

their given sociopolitical situation. Again, while this generality is broadly applicable for 

discussing her work, it fails to encapsulate what she was able to accomplish as a writer, 

and does not fully account for her aesthetic philosophy, especially as it is represented in 
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The Song of the Lark. Too often, her work is much more Modernist in its manner of 

experimenting with the ways in which a story can be told, and, as is clearly seen in The 

Song of the Lark, even when place is of great importance, her stories are seldom locked 

into any specific locale, and it is not uncommon that she traverses borders and regions 

within a singular text. Thematically, as well as in terms of plot, Cather’s work surpasses 

the tendencies of Regionalist writing to focus primarily on communities and rituals; she 

also tends to refrain from making qualitative claims about the rural-urban dichotomy. As 

shown in Thea’s time in Moonstone and Chicago, neither is entirely good or bad, and 

Cather judiciously outlines the benefits and disadvantages of each.  

 Modernism is where Cather is most often anthologized in the chronology of 

American Literature. Novels such as Alexander’s Bridge (1912), My Ántonia (1918), One 

of Ours (1922), The Professor’s House (1925), and others display a Modernist sensibility 

in terms of content and how narrative is constructed. Alexander’s Bridge, Cather’s first 

novel, anticipates the height of the Modernist movement in its sharp deviation from 

Victorian values and frequently leaving gaps in its timeline so that it is often somewhat 

fragmented. Moving into her novels published after World War I, Cather, while still often 

quite sentimental, is much more prone to displaying a cynicism about the modern world 

from the standpoint of post-war consciousness. Even One of Ours, which at times seems 

to glorify the sacrifice of a soldiers life, offers a gritty depiction of a sort of emotional 

isolation and transnational fear that drives one to voluntarily enlist as a soldier, and her 

description of the conditions in which soldiers lived seems entirely disjoint from the 

quaint, idealistic settings of her earlier works. Not only do the social values of the 

Modernists heavily influence Cather’s work, but as discussed with The Song of the Lark, 
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the aesthetic values do as well. In the novel, art exists seemingly out of its own volition; 

Thea is an artist simply because she is an artist. It is art that brings Thea vitality and 

energy, and is a part of her livelihood, not something she pursues out of desire for reward 

or esteem. Art is, within this novel and other works of Cather’s (such as Youth and the 

Bright Medusa and Cather’s personal letters), for its own sake, despite being significantly 

influenced by the societal context of the artist creating it. She often depicts it as a sort of 

sentient entity that can be influenced by context, but is not derived from context. Her use 

of fragmented style at times, such as the symphony scene in The Song of the Lark, also 

fits in with the Modernist aesthetic ideas of capturing feeling and ideas by experimenting 

with language, and when sections such as these occur, they seem much more in alignment 

with such writings as Katherine Anne Porter or Virginia Woolf than with Cather’s 

Regionalist precursors.  

 Despite the elements of these various philosophies visible in Cather’s writing, 

placing her within any camp is not an easy mapping exercise. The Song of the Lark if 

often described as the self-portrait of an artist coming into her own right, and just as Thea 

finds herself existing and thriving within the spaces outside of Gemeinschaft and 

Gesellschaft, Cather as an author occupies a place in literary history where she seems to 

be looking at the boundaries of the literary and philosophic movements around her, 

drawing useful elements from them at times, and at others, deviating from their norms. 

While The Song of the Lark is rather explicitly based off the life of Olive Fremstad, who 

Cather came to know and admire while working for McClure’s magazine, it also seems 

self-reflective in that its heroine’s self-discovery of artistry and personal efficacy outside 
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of dominant paradigms matches Cather’s ambiguous placement within and adherence to 

philosophies of aesthetics.  
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