
lasting impact on Willa Cather7s legacy with the publication of Willa Cather: A Memoir. 

The book, which was published the same year as Edith Lewis's Willa Cather Living and 

E. K. Brown's Willa Cather: A Critical Biography, presents a vibrant, multi-dimensional 

portrait of Cather. As Witter Bynner wrote, after reading all three books, only Sergeant 

gave texture to "the life I wanted to know about." "Here was 'Willa Cather living," he 

continued, "here was the person present behind the young woman I had met at the turn of 

the century. . . .The fact that Miss Sergeant is not afkaid to criticize her fiiend adversely 

now and then, to see weaknesses as well as strength, rather draws the reader to Miss 

Cather than estranges him from her7' (61-2). 

Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant was a fellow writer who, particularly in the early 

decades of the twentieth century, was an essential member of Cather's intimate circle. 

Sergeant offered Cather the encouragement and professional support she needed during a 

crucial time for her creativity and was a "valuable reader during her friend's time of 

uncertainty" (O'Brien 358). As Cather7s correspondence repeatedly claims, Sergeant was 

a rare person whose literary opinion Cather trusted. Her praise for Cather's early 

Nebraska fiction, work that would propel Cather to the forefront of American letters, 

gave Cather the needed support for creative risk. Like Dorothy Canfield Fisher, Sergeant 

was a friend and writer who offered Cather's work the attention and response it needed. 

Help and Trust: 
Edith Lewis 

In order to write, Willa Cather "needed to be alone, as in a hotel room in the 

country; or to work in a corner protected by someone who knew what it was all about- 



like Edith Lewis, her companion in New York" (Sergeant 71). Edith Lewis certainly did 

know what it was all about, and her nearly forty-year partnership with Willa Cather was 

the most fruitful, most meaningful, and most sustained intimacy of Cather's professional 

life. Their relationship, largely discussed in criticism for what it reveals-or does not 

reveal-about Cather's personal and sexual life, has a professional dimension that has 

been virtually ignored by Cather scholars. Edith Lewis, a professional copy editor and 

published author, worked very closely with Cather during the last stages of revision of 

her fiction. As manuscript evidence reveals, Edith Lewis was key in giving the final 

polish to Cather's published work. 

The few critical writings that have discussed Edith Lewis's role in Willa Cather's 

professional life have focused primarily on her role as Cather's literary executor afier 

Cather's death in 1947. In Lewis's dealings with Mildred R. Bennett, Elizabeth Sergeant, 

E. K. Brown, Leon Edel, and Alfred A. Knopf, all whom were involved in writing or 

publishing works about Cather in the early 1950s, she made her attitude clear: Lewis, in 

Edel's words, "believed it was her duty to guard the approaches to Miss Cather's 

privacy" (189). Patricia L. Yongue saw, in Lewis's handling of Cather's work, "the 

desire the utter need-to possess and control [Cather]" (13). Bennett, who briefly met 

with Lewis in 1948, noted that "Lewis's response gave indication of the protective 

attitude she assumed toward Willa Cather's literary effects" (20). As John J. Murphy 

notes in his introduction to the most recent edition of Lewis's memoir, Willa Cather 

Living, many scholars "resent" Lewis for her destruction of letters, manuscripts, and 

other Cather documents (she was carrying out Cather's wishes), and for the "rough time" 

she gave biographers (v). All of this resentment has resulted in a rather ungenerous 



portrait of Lewis. She is considered the "first officer" to Cather's "captain" (Sergeant 

2 12), the "subordinate who always deferred to her more illustrious companion" 

(Woodress, "Cather" 89), a woman who "submerged her own talents to help Willa 

Cather's work" (Bennett 20). 

This view of Lewis is not completely inaccurate, though it is overstated. After 

Edith Lewis met Cather, she indeed stopped publishing her own work (she published at 

least two poems, in Scribner's and Harper's, in 1905). Yet, after the two women began 

living together in 1908, Edith Lewis maintained an active career, first as an editorial 

proofreader at McClure's-a job Cather helped her get-and later as a writer at the 

advertising company J. Walter Thompson. But all of those who have commented on 

Lewis (all of whom, significantly, knew Lewis through their relationship with Cather) 

have understood her identity as Cather's helpmate, a woman who "companioned a genius 

through many books and years" (Sergeant 98)' a "devoted and selfless" caretaker (Knopf 

222), someone who was the "buffer between Cather and the outside world (OYBrien 

359,  a glorified assistant who made hotel arrangements, picked out Cather's clothes, 

read her fiction aloud for her ear, and generally attended to all the distractions of daily 

life. 

Though this role is not professionally insignificant-"without Miss Lewis," 

Bennett writes, "Willa Cather could not have achieved so great a literary stature" (19)- 

Lewis played a much more complex role in the creation of Cather's fiction. It has long 

been known that Lewis read proof with Cather. One of her earliest assignments with 

McClure's was to go to Boston, where Cather was preparing a McClure's piece on Mary 

Baker Eddy, to read proofs of the series with Cather. The two women continued this 



practice throughout Cather's novel-writing career. Lewis writes of reading proof of 

h ton ia  with Cather in the summer of 1918 on the rocks near the Shattuck Inn in Jafftey, 

New Hampshire. "It was very interesting to read proofs with Willa Cather," Lewis 

remembered, 

After a thing was written, she had an extremely impersonal attitude toward it. If 

there was "too much" of anything, she was not only ready, she was eager to cut it. 

She did not cherish her word and phrases. Sometimes she would have a sudden 

illumination and would make some radical change-always, I think, for the better. 

She had to pay nearly $1 50 for extra proof corrections on My ~ntonia .  

Afterwards she was more provident, and made most of her changes in the 

typewritten copies of her manuscripts. (106) 

Only once in Lewis's narrative does she acknowledge any sort of involvement with 

Cather's novels beyond reading proof. In 1930, Lewis reports, Cather asked her to "look 

over the foundry proofs" of Shadows on the Rock since Cather had to leave for California 

to visit her mother and receive an honorary degree from the University of California. 

Cather had "read carefblly the copy of Shadows and then the galley and page proofs" and 

she trusted the reading of the foundry proofs, which Cather requested, to Lewis (Lewis 

161). At the last minute, Lewis writes, Cather telegrammed her to tell her that all 

references to Archbishop Laval and Archbishop de Saint-Vallier had to be altered to 

Bishop Laval and Bishop de Saint-Vallier, thereby enabling Lewis to fix a mistake that 

would have been "endlessly annoying and humiliating" (Lewis 162). 

Lewis's attention to Cather's personal needs and her reading of proof with Cather, 

along with her management of Cather's work and legacy after her death, has long been 



thought to be the extent of Lewis and Cather's professional association. Recently, 

however, manuscripts have been unearthed that demonstrate Lewis's deep involvement at 

an earlier, and more meaningful, stage in Cather's writing process. Several revised 

typescripts of Cather's fiction and nonfiction have been donated by Cather's niece, Helen 

Cather Southwick, to the University of Nebraska-Lincoln's Archives and Special 

Collections since 2001. For the first time, scholars have access to revised typescripts of 

The Professor's House, Shadows on the Rock, Obscure Destinies, and Lucv Gayheart,; 

"Katherine Mansfield," "Sarah Orne Jewett," and "148 Charles Street" from Not Under 

Forty; and the stories "Before Breakfast," "The Best Years," and "The Old ~ e a u t ~ . " ' ~  

On virtually all of these manuscripts are handwritten revisions that move the typescript 

closer to the final form; that is, the revisions alter words, phrases, sentences, and 

paragraphs in the typescript in a way that is identical, or very close, to the accepted, 

published form. Many, if not most, of the handwritten revisions are in the hand of Edith 

Lewis. 

John J. Murphy suggests that this writing on the typescripts "suggest not 

coauthorship but the closeness of their working relationship. Lewis obviously did more 

than proof for errors; she most likely indicated where passages might be improved or 

made clearer" (vii). In the textual essay accompanying the Willa Cather Scholarly 

Edition of The Professor's House, the first volume of the Scholarly Edition to study the 

newly-available manuscripts, the editors note that "Cather and Lewis are known to have 

corrected proofs together, and the presence of Lewis's hand on this and other typescripts 

l 6  All of these manuscripts are held in the Philip L. and Helen Cather Southwick Collection. Archives and 
Special Collections, University of Nebraska-Lincoln Libraries. 



shows that she was involved at earlier stages of production as well." But the editors are 

hesitant to make too much of this involvement: 

We accept revisions in Lewis's hand as having Cather's approval; Lewis would 

not have made significant changes on her own and Cather would in any case have 

reviewed the proposed changes as she prepared the next draft. The typescript of 

"Two Friends," in fact, shows a few revisions in Lewis's hand that were struck 

out and replaced by other readings in Cather's hand. (Link et al. 398-99). 

Though I do not challenge the general assertions of Murphy or the Scholarly Edition- 

Cather deserves full authorial credit for the novels and most certainly approved all 

changes Lewis m a d e 1  do think both unnecessarily downplay the significance of 

Lewis's role. Though Cather was the author of her work, Lewis played an important role 

as Cather made final revisions to her fiction and prepared it for publication. Though 

there is no reason to believe Cather did not thoroughly review Lewis's revisions, very, 

very few of the revisions are challenged on the page. This suggests that Cather trusted 

Lewis's judgment and that Lewis, at least during the final stages of Cather's writing, 

brought her editorial experience to bear on the creation of Cather's work. 

The editors of the Willa Cather Scholarly Editions describe Cather's 

compositional practices, practices explained by Cather in interviews, correspondence, and 

by Lewis in her memoir: "Cather's usual practice was to write her novels in longhand, 

then prepare or have prepared one or more typescripts, with carbons, always revising in 

the process. Final typescripts were prepared by a professional typist" (Link et al. 391). 

Manuscript evidence suggests that during this process Lewis was involved in reading and 

revising the typescripts. Cather apparently accepted the vast majority of these revisions, 



for "it is obvious that the uncorrected typescript was revised in the direction of the KI text 

[the first edition printed by Alfred A. Knopfll" (Link et al. 399). 

The nature of Lewis's holograph revisions to the typescripts is consistent across 

the typescripts. She does not alter characterization or plot, nor does she make 

suggestions for the revision of form or narrative structure. Instead, the revisions are 

"focused on clarifying and improving diction and syntax at the sentence level and on 

eliminating ambiguity of reference, wordiness, and irrelevant detail" (Link et al. 400). In 

other words, Lewis was making editing decisions analogous to the ones she made on the 

job at J. Walter Thompson; Cather was utilizing the professional skills of a woman who 

intimately understood her artistic ambitions and philosophy. 

Since many of the manuscripts contain both Lewis's and Cather's hand on them, 

it is likely that both women read the typescripts and corrected them. However, the level 

of revision, and the hand making the revisions, is inconsistent across the manuscripts in 

the Southwick Collection. This inconsistency can possibly be attributed to the varied 

stage of development each manuscript represents; the earlier manuscripts have more 

revisions on them. The manuscript of The Professor's House is probably the most 

heavily-revised typescript in the collection, and is "one of the earliest substantially 

complete texts of any Cather novel" (Link et al. 400). The Professor's House manuscript 

is also noteworthy because the revising hand appears to be predominantly Edith Lewis's. 

This is not true in other, later manuscripts in the collection, such as Lucv Gayheart, 

Obscure and "Before Breakfast." Though Lewis's hand appears on almost all 

manuscripts-"The Old Beauty" is a possible exception--only in The Professor's House 

manuscript does her hand so absolutely dominate. 



Precisely how Lewis worked with Cather when responding to these typescripts is 

unknown. There are a few possible scenarios. One possibility, given Lewis's assertion 

to have read proof with Cather, is that the two women read the typescript aloud, and the 

presence of Lewis's hand suggests that she was the scribe for the combined response. 

This is perhaps more likely to be true for typescripts that were revised after 1934, when 

Cather developed painhl tendonitis that confined her hand to a brace and prevented her 

from writing, though the manuscript with the most revisions in Lewis's hand, The 

Professor's House, was likely checked in 1924, a full ten years before Cather's hand was 

unusable. It could be that, at least at certain points in her career, Cather read proof with 

Lewis in order to hear her prose aloud; that is, reading proof together strengthened 

Cather's aesthetic judgment of her own work. However, Cather's hand does appear on 

many manuscripts, which conflicts with any conclusion that presupposes her resistance to 

personally reading and correcting the proof in her own hand. In all likelihood, a 

combination of revising strategies were employed, sometimes listening as Lewis read and 

made revisions, sometimes reading and revising alone. 

Another potential scenario is that Lewis read the typescript independently, made 

corrections and suggestions, and returned the manuscript to Cather for approval. This 

possibility, though feasible when confronting the manuscript evidence alone, defies much 

of what we know about Lewis and Cather's relationship. It suggests that Lewis may have 

independently and thoroughly revised Cather's fiction and that Cather accepted it with 

few changes. Such a scenario in unlikely, however, given the personalities of the two 

women, the record Lewis left about their working relationship, and Cather's clearly 

articulated desire to control her fiction. The evidence is still incomplete, but we do know 



that Lewis's role in the development of Cather's fiction was more significant than 

historically assumed. The manuscripts suggest the possibility that Edith Lewis, at least at 

certain moments in Cather's career, was trusted to apply her independent editorial eye to 

Cather's manuscripts. 

Though this manuscript evidence is not conclusive, it demonstrates that Lewis's 

involvement certainly was pronounced well before proof stage, although Lewis's 

discussion of reading proof with Cather on My h t o n i a  ("Afterwards she was more 

provident, and made most of her changes in the typewritten copies of her manuscripts 

[106]") does suggest the possibility that she understood reading the typescripts as 

checking "proof." The presence of Cather's hand overruling Lewis's (see Figure 3) 

demonstrates that Cather read Lewis's revisions closely; however, only one example of 

such overruling exists. This acceptance, and the trust it suggests, makes Lewis a much 

more important contributor to Cather's work than has previously been acknowledged. 

Far from the helpmate always "at the feet" of Cather (Bennett), Edith Lewis was an 

influential and dependable colleague who helped polish and refine Cather's published 

work. 
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Figure 2: A sample page from the corrected typescript of The Professor's House. The handwriting is 
Edith Lewis's. Courtesy Philip L. and Helen Cather Southwick Collection, Archives and Special 
Collections, University of Nebraska-Lincoln Libraries 
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Figure 3: Cather's hand altering Lewis's revision to the typescript of "Two Friends." Courtesy 
Philip h and Helen Cather Southwick Collection, Archives and Special Collections, University of 

Nebraska-Lincoln Libraries 

The corrected typescripts offer some insight into Cather and Lewis's long 

relationship, but Lewis remains an enigmatic figure in Cather studies. Only one letter 

between them is available. Written by Cather from Jaffrey, New Hampshire, in 1936, it 

is a quiet accounting of Cather's time-her appetite, her sleep, her astronomical 

observations of Venus and Jupiter, her wrinkle-free clothes. Its tone, like many letters 

between longtime partners, suggests a deep personal intimacy, the sort of intimacy that 

makes one interested in the other's sleeping and eating habits. This personal, domestic 

familiarity clearly expanded into a professional closeness. Edith Lewis was a part of 

Cather's personal community of writers for a longer, and more meaningful, period than 

either Dorothy Canfield Fisher or Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant. Yet, because Lewis, 

unlike Canfield Fisher and Sergeant, suppressed knowledge of her fill involvement, she 

has been generally given short shrift in Cather criticism. Lewis's memoir of Cather is 



remarkable for what it says so very little about: Lewis and Cather7s relationship. That 

silence, combined with its sometimes hagiographic tone (Lewis on Cather: "They were 

dark blue eyes with dark lashes; and I know of no way of describing them, except to say 

that they were the eyes of genius" [xxvii]), have led to a rather dismissive attitude about 

Lewis among critics. Only recently, in fact, have scholars made attempts to discover 

more about Lewis's role in Cather's life. l7 As more and more discoveries are made, it is 

likely that Edith Lewis's stature will continue to grow. Far more than just a "first 

officer" to Cather's "captain," Lewis exerted considerable influence on the development 

of Cather's fiction, and her active role hrther proves that Cather, hardly working in 

isolation, depended on the circle of writers around her. 

In an April 8, 1921, letter to Dorothy Canfield Fisher, Cather emphasized the need 

she had for an intimate literary circle. Cather told Fisher that she wrote for herself, 

Fisher, and no more than a half-dozen other friends (Madigan, "Willa" 118). Though 

Cather's claim is obviously an overstatement (she treasured many of the letters she 

received fkom her readers), it speaks to her recognition of the importance of her closest 

literary contacts. Dorothy Canfield Fisher, Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant, and Edith Lewis 

were certainly among those half-dozen friends, for they formed the nucleus of the 

personal writing community Cather gathered around her. She sought out the advice and 

l7 At the 2003 International Cather Seminar in Bread Loaf, Vermont, Anne Kaufman and Melissa 
Homestead presented a "work in progress" which suggests that some of Cather's connections-including 
D. H. Lawrence-potentially can be traced back to Lewis and her friends at Smith College. In tracing 
Lewis's role in Cather's career, they argue, one begins to understand that Lewis was much more influential 
and powefil than most have acknowledged. 



support of her friends and fellow writers, and she returned it in kind. She cultivated 

communal exchanges with these three women, leaning on them at important moments in 

her career, and supporting them at important moments in theirs. From the beginning of 

her writing life, when she co-wrote a football story with young Dorothy Canfield, to the 

very end of her life, when she was reading over a typescript of "The Old Beauty" that 

Edith Lewis had made suggestions on, Cather wrote in the midst of community. Unlike 

the arts communities that surrounded Cather in Greenwich Village, Boston, Taos, 

Vermont, or New Hampshire, this community existed only for Willa Cather; it was a 

community that arose from the patterns of her own experience. When Cather's 

relationships to Canfield Fisher, Sergeant, and Lewis are understood collectively, we 

understand that the most profound communal interchanges of Cather's artistic career 

were with a small group of fellow professionals, women who were invested in Cather's 

career as she was invested in theirs. This was a circle that Cather did not stay at the edge 

oc  this was a circle that had Willa Cather at its center. 
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