
The Professor’s House, Willa Cather
History, Commodification, and the Creation of National Identity

History of Mesa Verde:

The discovery of Mesa Verde provided the base for the fictional and romanticized rendition of
Tom’s discovery of the Mesa in Willa Cather’s The Professor’s House.

1888: On December 18, Richard Wetherill and Charles Mason rode out in search of lost cattle with their
Ute guide Acowitz. That afternoon Richard entered Spruce Tree House, and the next day the two
men climbed to Square Tower House.

1889: Over a 15-month period, the Wetherill brothers explored the Mesa Verde "ruins" and reported having
entered 182 cliff dwellings, 106 in Navajo Canyon alone. On December 20, their father Benjamin
Wetherill wrote a letter to the Smithsonian Institute. He proposed that the Mancos and its tributary
canyons, as well as Mesa Verde, be reserved as a national park in order to preserve the cliff
dwellings.

1890: On February 11, in another letter to the Smithsonian, Benjamin Wetherill again stated their desire
that the area be made into a national park to protect the "ruins." If not, he feared that "the tourists
will destroy them."

1891: Baron Gustaf E. A. Nordenskiöld, of the Academy of Sciences in Sweden, using painstaking field
methods for his time, excavated, sketched, and photographed numerous sites. He collected about 600
items which were sent to Sweden, and now reside in the National Museum in Helsinki, Finland.
Nordenskiold’s initial attempt to ship his artifacts back to Sweden sparked a controversy. When his pack
animals, loaded down with 600 items (including a mummified corpse), reached the Durango railway
station, he was accused of looting Mesa Verde and arrested. But the charges were dropped when it was
established that he could not have broken any law, since no law existed to protect antiquities at the
time.

1900: The Colorado Cliff Dwellings Association formed under the leadership of Virginia McClurg and Lucy
Peabody. The organization’s sole purpose was to preserve the cliff dwellings of the Mesa Verde area.
They promoted their campaign to make Mesa Verde a national park through letter writing, fund raising,
and even tours of Mesa Verde for the press.

1901-1905: In February, 1901, the first bill was introduced before Congress to create "Colorado Cliff Dwellings
National Park." The bill did not pass. At least four more bills were introduced during the following years,
but all failed.

1906: In 1905, a bill for the creation of Mesa Verde National Park was introduced in the 59th Congress. This
bill was subsequently passed, and the park was created on June 29, 1906. The bill was signed by
President Theodore Roosevelt. Earlier that same year, on June 8, 1906, a bill called "an Act for the
Preservation of American Antiquities," or more commonly, the Antiquities Act of 1906, was passed.
This act made it a federal crime to collect or destroy any historic or prehistoric object or building on
federally owned land.
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S.doc.314 - Preservation of Historic and Prehistoric Ruins, etc., 1904

Source: Committee on Public Lands. Senate. Hearing Before the Subcommittee of the Committee on Public Lands
of the United States Senate, S.doc.314, Apr. 22, 1904 ProQuest Legislative Insight, PL59-209-1 Antiquities Act of
1906

Letter to Pat Knopf, 1938

→ In a letter written to Pat Knopf, Alfred Knopf's son, on 12 December 1938, Cather describes
her inspiration for the novel as being Dutch paintings. The letter was published (in
abbreviated form) in 1940 in the College English Association newsletter and then reprinted
after Cather's death as the essay "On The Professor's House" in On Writing.

“Just before I began the book I had seen, in Paris, an exhibition of old and modern
Dutch paintings. In many of them the scene presented was a living-room warmly
furnished, or a kitchen full of food and coppers. But in most of the interiors,
whether drawing-room or kitchen, there was a square window, open, through
which one saw the masts of ships, or a stretch of grey. The feeling of the sea that
one got through those square windows was remarkable, and gave me a sense of
the fleets of Dutch ships that ply quietly on all the waters of the globe—to Java,
etc.



In my book I tried to make Professor St. Peter's house rather overcrowded and
stuffy with new things; American proprieties, clothes, furs, petty ambitions,
quivering jealousies—until one got rather stifled. Then I wanted to open the
square window and let in the fresh air that blew off the Blue Mesa, and the fine
disregard of trivialities which was in Tom Outland's face and in his behaviour.”
("On The Professor's House" 31-32)

Source: Cather, Willa. "On The Professor's House." On Writing: Critical Studies on Writing as an Art.
Foreword by Stephen Tennant. New York: Knopf, 1949. 30-32. Cited in Karush, Deborah. “Bringing
Outland Inland in The Professor’s House: Will Cather’s Domestication of Empire.” Cather Studies, 4
(1999) http://cather.unl

Willa Cather’s Mesa Verde Promotional Essay, Originally printed Jan. 31, 1916, in The Denver Times

[…]

[…]



Source: Rosowski, Susan J., and Bernice Slote. "Willa Cather's 1916 Mesa Verde Essay:
The Genesis of The Professor's House " Prairie Schooner 58 (winter 1984): 81-92.
JSTOR



PL50-535, Mesa Verde National Park Establishment, 1906

Source: 34 Stat. 616, Chap: 3607, ‘An Act Creating the Mesa Verde National Park’, PL59-353, First Session,
ProQuest Legislative Insight

Interiority of history through the cultural museum house movement:

“Yet Cather’s novel presages a new form of interiority- a modernist interiority- in which
the home fulfills and important civic role. Charting a shift in cultural primacy from
original sites and their museum representations to the exhibition space of the private
home, The Professor’s House envisions a home not simple as an alternative site to the
museum but as a new kind of museum. Cather’s unique concern with the place of
history within modernity finds her negotiating the home’s conflation of economic,
social, and cultural value to imagine how the domestic interior could renew culture. To
recast the home as a museum requires attentiveness to the formal as well as the social
aspects of the domestic interior, and in her novel Cather restages the revivification of
cultural objects by incorporating them into the settings and scenery of daily life. Yet she
goes further to deny that this affective relation is limited to a single space or time. The



mise-en-scene of history and culture is maintained through distinctly curatorial
household rituals and performances that establish a relationship between objects,
spaces, and persons both within and between homes. Undercutting more traditional
notions of preservation, Cather’s novel creates a literary museum that models a mobile
and generative archive for the modern era” (Festa77-78).
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