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Willa Cather’s A Lost Lady (1923) is a historical novel dealing with the age of transition 
of American cultural history of the Roaring Twenties. The twenties was an age of social 
and political transformation; an age when old values declined with the emergence of new 
cultural values such as mass culture, prohibition and the jazz. For the first time women 
entered into the open market for jobs.  They participated in social activities expressing 
their passions for rights and liberties. They turned flappers; a flapper is a fashionable 
young woman intent on enjoying herself and revolting against the conventional moral 
code of conduct .  The World War- 1 ended and America emerged as a super power in the 
world as money culture dehumanized the American people.  It was a time of growing 
prosperity and a stimulated interest in leisure activities. For instance, mass culture 
produced entertainment and movies reached all social classes. Willa Cather took up the 
theme of the passing of a glorious age and the emergence of a new age of material 
prosperity. Cather investigated the social and cultural forces that brought anxieties and 
tensions in the life of the pioneers of the prairies of Nebraska.  
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The publication of Willa Cather’s novel A Lost Lady excited great interest among the 
critics and reviewers. T. K. Whipple averred that this novel of Willa Cather is a fine 
specimen of her perfect art of fiction. Joseph Wood also praised Will Cather for her fine 
analysis of the historical forces that impacted the mind and sensibility of the innocent 
pioneers of America. Willa Cather was greatly impacted by the philosophical ideas of 
Nietzsche, Sartre, Camus and other existential philosophers. Willa Cather didn’t blindly 
imitate the ideas of existentialism and created characters struggling to build cities and 
railways turning uncultivable prairies into fertile land. The pioneers who migrated to 
Nebraska prairies were the real American heroes but they also experienced depression 
and frustration as nature was very destructive and many of them lost their lives. Born in 
Virginia on December 7, 1873, Willa Cather spent many years of her life in Nebraska 
with her family. She got her education in Nebraska and graduated from the University of 
Nebraska in 1895. Both in her life and in her fictional world, Cather explored the causes 
of the existential tensions of the life of the pioneers who built Nebraska. Willa Cather 
witnessed “the world broken into two” and she was caught up in this rift (Sergeant 114). 
Her experience as a settler and as a writer is a microcosm of the spirit of the time. She 
was rooted in the past and adored its certainty and stability. She was always haunted by 
the fear and terror of losing the old values and the fall of the old order and yet she was 
sensitive to the promise of the future in the new-found land of America. Such ambivalent 
ambience shaped Willa Cather “with her creative force, as in an iceberg, the greater part 
of her load submerged” (Sergeant, A Memoir 148). Cather’s novels and stories chronicle, 
the plight of the artist during the age of industrialization and progress, and the alienation 
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and initiation of the young. For Willa Cather, the American Midwest, her birth place was 
her inspiration and the deepest source of her art. In all her life, Cather looked to the 
prairies from fresh perspective to highlight the struggles, challenges and the absurdities 
of life.  
John Davenport observed in the Observer in an article published on May 7, 1966 that “A 
Lost Lady is a flawless novel structured on the images of loss of innocence. Cather wrote 
this novel in a lyrical style articulating the struggles and the plight of a woman who 
becomes the victim of materialistic forces of America. It was a time when the Women 
Question had become very popular during those days. The feminists were debating about 
the ongoing process of female identity.  Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman had become very popular and Margaret Fuller dedicated her life for the 
empowerment of women. The plot of the novel is seriously concerned with the theme of 
collapse of the values of prairies of America and depicting the events of the decline of the 
frontier culture and the loss of innocence of the protagonists. The novel begins with the 
decline of the west and the domination of the money culture in Nebraska society. Cather 
traces the history of the existential absurdity of the pioneers and their struggles with the 
wilderness of Nebraska prairies. Cather’s A Lost Lady can be described as an allegory of 
the loss of innocence. Cather dramatizes the need for the revival of all the old values that 
characterized American spirit.  
Cather’s A Lost Lady became very popular in America as the reviewers of Cather praise 
her for her innovative themes of the loss of the innocence of the frontier culture and the 
end of the age of innocence.  John Randall published his The Landscape and the Looking 
Glass: Willa Cather’s Search for Value (1960) in which he discussed the decaying 
pioneer spirit of Nebraska. He averred that the forces of money culture, fashion and new 
ideas of sexuality led to the decline of the values of the pioneers (Randall 175). Cather 
begins the heartrending tale of Mrs. Forrester with the historical decay of the West 
narrating the passing of a glorious age of innocence of the great pioneers of Nebraska. 
Donald Heiney in his Recent American Literature (1958) observes that “A Lost Lady 
(1923) traces the decline of the heroine, which parallels the decline of the town after its 
future as a railroad center is blighted” (197). Randall also recognizes tensions in the life 
of Marian Forrester and Captain Forrester who are trapped in the existential absurdity of 
the Nebraska society. The main interest in the novel is the collapse of the social structure 
of society; Marian Forrester’s dreams are shattered with the sudden death of her husband. 
The plot of the novel hinges on the conflict between the tradition and modernity. These 
tensions form the core of all the major novels of Willa Cather.  Captain Forrester fails to 
understand the real sentiments of his wife Marian Forrester. Ivy Peters is an amoral 
businessman trapped in growing money culture of America. He acts like a wolf that preys 
on the life of innocent pioneers to amass money. A Lost Lady depicts the loss of old 
values of society and the growing absurdity and nihilism in Nebraska society. Willa 
Cather has vividly depicted the age-old tension between possibility and loss of innocence 
of the pioneers. Cather introduces her “lost lady” Marian Forrester who enters into the 
world of Sweet Waters owned by her construction tycoon husband, Captain Forrester. 
Cather gives a conflict between the old and younger generation in the beginning of the 
novel hinting at the trapped nature of Marian Forrester. She is in crisis as her husband is 
nearing death and her land and home are slipping from her. Her tale of closing her 
frontier results into disillusionment and psychological torture. Death is a common theme 
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of Willa Cather as most of her protagonists suffer either because of the dissolution of 
marriage or death ends their chapter of life. The main existential forces are the conflict 
between the frontier culture and the new fashion and modernity and change. Captain 
Forrester feels that life is meaningless and absurd and he dies leaving her lovely and 
beautiful wife Marian Forrester at the mercy of selfish and money minded Peters. His 
loss of fortune and health symbolizes the decline of the prairie culture and the domination 
of materialism of Sweet Water. Niel Herbert narrates the existential journey of Mrs. 
Forrester who is two generations younger than the pioneers.  Niel realizes, he lives at "the 
very end of the road-making West .... It was already gone, that age; nothing could ever 
bring it back” (162). The core of the plot of A Lost Lady is the pervasive conflict 
between illusion and realities; between romance and realism and the decline of the old 
frontier culture. Niel’s struggles of life symbolize the loss of innocence as he speaks of 
the destructive role of modernity in the life of the pioneers. The plot of the novel 
dramatizes the allegory of the loss of innocence of the pioneers who resist social 
transformation. The adultery of Marian Forrester symbolizes the allegory of the loss of 
innocence and the helplessness of pioneers. Niel Herbert represents the young Americans 
who look bewildered in the face of the existential absurdity of life. Niel comes under the 
spell of the grace, innocence and purity and elegance of Marian Forrester and holds a 
high opinion about her. She is the ideal dream girl of his life; the symbol of innocence 
and purity of life of the frontiers. For Neil, Mrs. Forrester is a spiritual goddess but soon 
he becomes aware of other incongruities in her: a scandalous past and a present 
respectability. He believed that she inherited the magic of contradictions" (Willa Cather, 
A Lost Lady 72). Neil’s confusion is intensified when he watches the appearance of 
Frank Ellinger as Mrs. Forrester's lover, and culminates when Niel overhears Mrs.  
Forrester with Ellinger in her bedroom. Cather describes the scene thus: 
He  burned  to  ask  her one  question,  to  get  the  truth  out  of  her  and  to set  his  mind  
at  rest: What  did  she  do  with  all her  exquisiteness  when  she was  with  a  man  like 
Ellinger? Where did she put it away?  And having  put  it  away,  how  could  she recover 
herself,  and  give  one-give even  him-the  sense  of tempered  steel, a  blade  that  could  
fence  with anyone  and  never  break"  ( 93). 
Niels’s dreams about a pure and innocent woman are shattered when he discovers that 
Marian Forrester has become a fallen woman and her personality is bulldozed by the 
powerful forces of nihilism and absurdity. She is sick of the aesthetic idealism and 
becomes a prey to materialist forces represented by Ivy Peters. Niel observes that 
Forrester “had drifted out of the ken” and had migrated to South America. She remarried 
and died. Cather describes the image of her drifting away to convey a dreamlike, 
imaginative quality in his response. He helplessly observes the growing affluence of Ivy 
Peters representing the world of economic exchange and commerce. Cather’s A Lost 
Lady is packed with action as Cather dramatizes the episodes of expectation and 
disappointment. The cycle of absurdity of life goes on; pioneers live and die, the 
economy grows and declines. The cyclical nature of the plot enhances the thematic depth 
as the boy Niel Herbert first enters the Forrester place and at its ending an older Niel 
departs "for the last time."  
Willa Cather is at her best in designing the fabric of the novel; the images of stillness, 
romance and beauty are the essential substance of the novel. The images of action flow 
like strong currents as the readers watch Mrs. Forrester bringing cookies to the boys in 
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the marsh.  She entertains her dinner guests and presides over her own dinner party. Niel 
has high opinion of Mrs. Forrester and for her she is a spiritual goddess but he also 
observes her fading beauty, her fragility, vitality and her void. Tension builds in her mind 
and culminates and the climax comes when he discovers her ideal lady indulging in 
adultery as he finds Mrs. Forrester with Ellinger in her bedroom. Freud observes that 
sexuality is a safety valve to release the tensions of life.Mrs. Forrester commits the sin of 
moral transgression in her quest to escape from the uncertainties and absurdities of life. 
Niel becomes aware of the incongruities in her; he becomes aware of her scandalous past 
and false present respectability, Niel is caught in the whirlpool of illusion and disillusion; 
reality and romance and the climax comes when he is outside her bedroom window. 
Marian Forrester is the lost lady for him and the age of glory has passed away forever and 
the new age of money culture has emerged bringing illusion and disillusionment and 
alienation for the young Americans. 
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