
277

Jeri Meikle Nowakowski*

Review of Chasing Bright Medusas: A Life of 
Willa Cather, by Benjamin Taylor. Viking, 2023. 
180 pp.

Benjamin Taylor describes his biogra-
phy of Willa Cather as a “debt of love.” And it 
reads as such. In a 2023 interview with Library 
of America, he explains: “She was for me what 
Hemingway, or Fitzgerald or Faulkner have 
been for other writers: the criterion.”1 Taylor 
is an accomplished and award-winning author 
of several novels and other works, includ-
ing a biography of Proust, and a memoir of 

his friendship with Philip Roth. Chasing Bright Medusas is grounded in 
Taylor’s impressive research of Cather’s life and works, the connections 
he provides between the two, and his literary analysis and descriptions 
of her novels. While Taylor’s biography of Cather is slim, it is compre-
hensive, and, above all, it is discerning, reflecting deep and respectful 
insights about Willa Cather’s complexity, her unconventional and life-
long female relationships, her heartbreak over negative reviews, and 
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revelatory-new-biography-of-willa-cather/.
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her determination to achieve literary immortality. Cather ran counter 
to her times as a woman and a writer, and Taylor’s intent is “to frame 
the story as driven by Cather’s antagonism to the times in which she 
lived. She alone among the moderns wrote with unguarded admira-
tion about the antique virtues: valor, loyalty, fulfillment of some high 
destiny.” (8)

For those familiar with Cather, Taylor’s biography provides an 
opportunity to revisit her novels within the timeline and context of her 
life, including the real places and people in her life who served as inspi-
ration for each novel. Taylor’s is the first biography to be able to quote 
directly from Cather’s letters since the restriction against quoting from 
them was lifted, and their inclusion adds a rich, personal dimension to 
the biography.2 Chasing Bright Medusas was published in 2023, the Year 
of Cather, marking her 150th birthday, and the 100th anniversary of her 
winning the Pulitzer Prize. The renewed interest in her and recognition 
of her status as one of America’s foremost authors comes at a time 
when her celebration of America, its historical frontiers, and the proud 
and determined immigrants and natives who settled them, offer a poi-
gnant reminder of who we were . . . and are. She was in contrast to her 
modernist contemporaries then and, perhaps, even now in celebrating 
the opportunities of life in America.

The settings in Willa Cather’s life would become the heart of most 
of her novels. She was born in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley where 
she lived until the age of nine when her father took the family west to 
Nebraska and the town of Red Cloud. The frontier land of the American 
West became her new home, the settlers her neighbors. “More pro-
foundly, there were Swedes, Czechs, Norwegians, Russians, French 
Canadians, Mexicans, and more on the sparsely settled plains.”(3) The 
new languages and way of life, proposes Taylor, “seem one key to her 
deeper theme: the nation as a gathering of peoples from elsewhere, 
adding Americanness to some earlier identity.” (3) She would later tell 
a Nebraska journalist, “All my stories have been written with the mate-
rial that was . . . absorbed before I was fifteen.” (4) And so her life in 
Red Cloud, the people within it and the country around it, “would be 
transubstantiated into Hanover in O Pioneers!, Moonstone in The Song of 
the Lark, Black Hawk in My Ántonia, Frankfort in One of Ours, Sweet Water 
in A Lost Lady, and Haverford in Lucy Gayheart.” (16)

Cather enrolled at the University of Nebraska, and Taylor 
describes her years there as “trying on various identities.” (22) “At this 
time she was acting and dressing more like a boy than a girl, cropping 

	 2.	 Willa Cather, There is no God but one God, in The Selected Letters of Willa 
Cather (Andrew Jewell and Janis Stout eds., New York: Alfred A. Knopf 2013).
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her hair short, going to class in starched white shirts and suspenders 
and affecting a low voice.” (22) She had her first essay published and 
was “bedazzled by the sight of her name in print. The dream of being a 
physician perished in a day. She would be a writer instead.” (22) Upon 
graduation, Willa worked as a journalist for the Nebraska State Journal 
and Lincoln Courier and subsequently the magazine Home Monthly. As 
she began to publish some of her own stories, her talent as a writer 
was recognized, and “the intelligentsia of Lincoln knew they were in 
the presence of a phenomenon.” (24) During this period, “well over a 
million words of journalism flowed from her pen.” (34)

In 1897, Cather was hired by the Pittsburgh Leader and moved to 
Pittsburgh where “she met her great love, Isabelle McClung, daughter 
of Samuel McClung, a wealthy and prominent Pittsburgh judge.” (34) 
Willa lived with the McClungs over the next four years, writing in their 
sewing room and later teaching at Central High School. During this 
time Willa and Isabelle traveled to Europe, spending time in France, 
expanding the places and experiences that would enrich her novels. 
Isabelle would be Willa’s lifelong muse, and they exchanged more than 
300 letters over the years. “Willa would declare, following Isabelle’s 
death in 1938, that all her novels and stories had been written for 
Isabelle.” (35) Isabelle’s letters were destroyed upon Willa’s death as 
specified in her will.

In 1903, Cather met S.S. McClure, editor of McClure’s Magazine— 
“one of the most exciting publications of the day.” (41) He began pub-
lishing her work and then convinced her to come to New York and 
become McClure’s managing editor. Cather brought Edith Lewis, a 
young Smith graduate she had met earlier, as the magazine’s proof-
reader, and “Edith would be first mate to Willa’s captaincy for four 
decades.” (52) While Isabelle would marry Jan Hambourg, a concert 
violinist, six months after mourning her father’s death in 1915, “[s]till, 
Isabelle was the great love of [Willa’s] life—Edith being but the other 
love—and she continued for some years to regard the marriage as a 
personal misfortune.” (69)

In 1912, Cather went to visit her brother in Winslow, Arizona for 
six months. Taylor describes the trip as transformational for her as an 
author. “She was captured for good and all by the harsh beauty of the 
Southwest.” (7) While in Winslow, she traveled to the Painted Desert, 
Grand Canyon, and to Walnut Canyon where she discovered the cliff 
dwellings of the ancient native American Anasazi people. She writes 
back to S.S. McClure, “I feel as if my mind had been freshly washed 
and ironed, and were ready for a new life.” (5) And upon returning to 
Pittsburgh, and the sewing room at the McClung’s, she finally was able 
to finish O Pioneers! Set in Nebraska, the story is about a love triangle 
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that ends in two deaths and imprisonment. Alexandra Bergson, a 
strong and successful Swedish farm owner, is one of her most memo-
rable heroines, and Taylor describes O Pioneers! as “vivid and profound, 
a new level of achievement, and drawn from the deepest stratum.” (56) 
The book came out in 1913 to exceptionally strong reviews. “At forty, 
Willa had arrived.” (58) 

Whether in New York with Edith or visiting her brothers in Taos or 
Santa Fe or Wyoming, Cather continued working on her next novel, My 
Ántonia. The setting is the Nebraska Divide, and the novel is a progres-
sive set of stories about immigrant settlers. The story focuses on mem-
ories of a beautiful and charismatic Bohemian girl and the nostalgic 
and unrequited love of the narrator Jim for his friend, Ántonia. Taylor 
describes the narrator as “a male double” of Cather whose final words 
are “[w]hatever we had missed, we possessed together the precious, 
the incommunicable past.” (72) My Ántonia was broadly recognized as a 
success. H.L. Mencken called it “not only the best done by Miss Cather 
herself, but also one of the best that any American has ever done.” (76)

In 1918, Cather began a World War I novel she would develop 
over the next four years. One of Ours, published in 1922, tells the story 
of Nebraska farm boy Claude Wheeler as he grows from an uncertain 
idealistic youth into a man of purpose on the battlefields of France. 
Critics of One of Ours, many, like Mencken, very important to her, called 
it too long (459 pages), too dogged, a flat failure, and unoriginal. While 
critics were divided, and there were more positive than negative, the 
opinions Cather cared about were negative, and some even brutal. 
Ironically, she would be awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1923 for One of 
Ours, and it became a best seller. But it was hardly a sweet victory. In 
a letter to her sister Elsie, she says, “Well, we never get anything for 
nothing, in life or in art. I gained a great deal in mere technique in that 
book—and I lose my friends.” (89)

Taylor divides Cather’s creative life in two. “At forty-nine she’d 
come to full creative self-awareness, a new aesthetic from which she 
would not veer.” (92) She had come to believe the novel, her own 
included, was “over furnished” with the result that detail was confused 
with art, and “we take it for granted whoever can observe and can write 
the English language, can write a novel.” (61) The task she set out for 
herself in her essay “The Novel Démeublé” was to create meaning 
“evoked but not belabored.” “Whatever is felt upon the page without 
being specifically named there—that, one might say, is created. It’s 
the inexplicable presence of the thing not named, of the overtone 
divined by the ear but not heard by it, the verbal mood, the emo-
tional aura of the factor or the thing or the deed.” (92) Taylor sees the 
works that came in the second half of her career, including A Lost Lady,  
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The Professor’s House, and Death Comes for the Archbishop, as fulfilling this 
task. She moved as an artist “from strength to strength into middle 
and old age.” (93)

Taylor provides literary analyses of these later novels, including 
passages of the descriptive and sensory prose that is Cather’s genius, 
and portraits of her complex and heroic characters. In his description 
of The Professor’s House, Taylor retells the story of Tom Outland, the pro-
fessor’s student, and St. Peter, the professor who ultimately becomes 
“the young man’s student.” (101) Tom’s story of discovering Cliff House 
at Mesa Verde and its revelation is central to his transformation (as 
it was to Cather’s). “In stopping to take breath, I happened to glance 
up at the canyon wall, I wish I could tell you what I saw there, just as 
I saw it, on that first morning, through a veil of lightly falling snow. 
Far up above me, a thousand feet or so, set in a deep cavern in the 
face of the cliff, I saw a little city of stone, asleep.” (101) Taylor adds, 
“Here is the essence of Cather’s far-reaching humanism: a reverence 
for the conquest of barbarous existence by beauty-making civilization.” 
The Professor’s House received “an overwhelmingly enthusiastic press.” 
Speaking at this time at the University of Chicago, Cather in describing 
the modern novel said, “There is such a thing in life as nobility, and 
novels which celebrate it will always be the novels which are finally 
loved.” (104)

Just as Cather was different from her modernist contemporar-
ies as an author, she was unconventional as a woman in her “strong 
preference for her own gender.” (7) In her writing she was able to be 
androgynous, developing both compelling male and female protago-
nists. Taylor notes that throughout her novels, while love is described 
as exalted, “sexual need is the flaw in human nature .  .  . her great 
protagonists rise above it .  .  .” (57) He believes she likely would not 
necessarily have seen herself as homosexual so much as exceptional. 
While she and Edith lived together over decades, viewed perhaps as 
“two spinsters,” he suggests for most people “that the bond was con-
nubial simply did not occur.” (52) Whatever the relationship, Cather 
would travel to stay by Isabelle’s side, alongside her husband Jan, as 
she was dying, and Edith, who continued to work and live with Cather 
over some forty years, is buried at the foot of Cather’s grave. 

For Taylor, what makes Cather the most important anti-modernist 
American author is that “ideals were what were most real to her.” (4) He 
compares her to the men who wrote The Sun Also Rises, The Sound and the 
Fury, and The Great Gatsby—“men who wrote mockingly about the illu-
soriness and deceptiveness of ideals.” (4) She calls ideals in The Song of 
the Lark “instinctive standards for which one is bound to suffer.” (4) And 
everywhere in her novels are American citizens, many new and hailing  
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from other countries, idealists working hard and believing there is 
reason to do so.

Taylor’s biography provides a compelling case for why Willa Cather 
is one of our foremost American authors and remains relevant and 
worth reading or rereading. Chasing Bright Medusas captures the full of 
Cather’s life in a slim volume, includes a rich portrait of turn of the cen-
tury America that was backdrop to Cather’s life and novels, and offers a 
discerning literary essay on her works. Throughout, Taylor emphasizes 
the attributes she valued that ran so counter to her contemporaries: 
a strong belief in the nobility of people, the assurance of religion, and 
the grand possibilities of the country and its people. This resulted in 
distinctive and memorable characters at the heart of her novels who 
feel deeply real, heroic, and reverent and faithful to the land and the 
native and immigrant Americans who were its past and are its future. 

On a personal note, I was delighted to discover Cather’s 1912 visit 
to her brother in Winslow, the little western town where I was born 
and raised. Winslow was the doorway for Cather to her exploration of 
northern Arizona and her subsequent life-long love of the Southwest, 
“her adopted landscape.” (110) The Southwest remains my home, and 
I share her love of it, and deeply appreciate her capturing its beauty, 
history, and people in some of her finest novels. As well, I recommend 
Taylor’s biography as a roadmap for understanding and appreciating 
Cather and her immense contribution as an American author. Espe-
cially as we celebrate our 250th anniversary as a country, this book is a 
prescient gift and reminder of the deepest held American values cap-
tured so vividly by Willa Cather.


