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Abstract: 

Willa Cather's novel Death Comes for the Archbishop profoundly explores faith, 

resilience, and cultural transformation in the American Southwest. Through the 

character of Bishop Jean Marie Latour, Cather portrays the Catholic Church’s role in 

shaping frontier society. This paper critically examines how Cather’s novel addresses 

themes of religious hierarchy, cultural conflict, and moral perseverance. By engaging 

with existing scholarship on Cather’s work and frontier literature, this study situates 

Death Comes for the Archbishop within broader literary and historical contexts, 

demonstrating its lasting significance and enduring impact on the study of American 

literature and cultural studies. 
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Introduction 

In Death Comes for the Archbishop, Willa Cather intertwines faith and the 

frontier to explore religious expansion's moral and cultural complexities in the 

American Southwest. The unique setting of the American Southwest, with its vast, 

untamed landscapes and diverse cultural traditions of Indigenous and Mexican 

communities, serves as a backdrop for the challenges faced by Archbishop Jean Marie 

Latour in establishing Catholicism in this region. The novel portrays the frontier not 

merely as a geographical space but as a moral and spiritual battleground, where faith is 

tested against isolation, resistance, and the ethical dilemmas of colonialism. While 
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Latour represents a gentler, more contemplative form of missionary work, other clergy 

members embody the corruption and power struggles that arise when religious authority 

intersects with frontier lawlessness. Ultimately, Cather presents the frontier as a space 

where faith must be redefined—not as rigid dogma but as an evolving force shaped by 

the land, its people, and the complex histories they carry. 

Willa Cather’s Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927) presents a nuanced 

portrait of Catholic missionary work in the American Southwest. The novel follows 

Bishop Latour’s journey to establish religious authority in New Mexico, navigating 

cultural tensions between indigenous communities, Spanish settlers, and the American 

expansionist agenda. Cather’s work, often studied within the framework of regionalist 

literature, also raises important questions about religious authority and cultural 

integration. This paper argues that Death Comes for the Archbishop is not just a 

historical reflection of Catholicism’s expansion but a literary meditation on the 

remarkable resilience of Bishop Latour in a changing world, a work of significant 

importance in the study of American literature and cultural studies. 

Cather’s novel highlights the Catholic Church’s role in structuring frontier 

society. In an area marked by lawlessness and moral ambiguity, Bishop Latour is 

portrayed as a symbol of civilisation and order who brings discipline.  For example, 

Blanche Gelfant noted that Cather’s depiction of Latour “mirrors historical figures who 

sought to impose European religious structures onto indigenous traditions” (Gelfant 

134). However, Cather does not present Latour as an inflexible enforcer; instead, he is 

portrayed as a patient mediator who respects local customs while upholding Catholic 

doctrine. This patience and respect for local customs is a key aspect of Latour's 

character, and it is through this approach that he can navigate the cultural conflicts and 

adapt to the diverse traditions of the Southwest. “Where there is great love, there are 

always miracles.” (Cather 51)This reinforces Latour’s role as a spiritual leader who 

believes in faith as a transformative power rather than just institutional authority. 

One of the novel’s central tensions is the clash between European Catholicism 

and indigenous spiritual traditions. The character of Father Jesus, who uses parrots to 

communicate religious messages to non-Spanish-speaking indigenous parishioners, 

exemplifies adaptation rather than coercion.  Swift argues that Cather’s portrayal of 

Catholicism "differs from rigid colonial narratives, presenting faith as a unifying rather 

than divisive force" (Swift 417). This perspective underscores Latour’s approach of 

incorporating indigenous traditions rather than forcefully erasing them. The novel's 

portrayal of Catholicism as a unifying force has significant implications for the cultural 

conflict and adaptation in the Southwest, as it suggests that faith can transcend cultural 
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differences and bring people together. However, the novel also acknowledges the darker 

aspects of missionary work, including the corrupt practices of figures like Father 

Baltazar Montoya, whose exploitation of the indigenous population contrasts sharply 

with Latour’s moral integrity. 

Cather uses landscape imagery and colour symbolism to reinforce the novel’s 

themes. “A wave of gold light had just rolled over the mountains.” (Cather 89)This 

supports the interpretation that Cather uses landscape imagery to convey spiritual 

awakening and renewal. The southwestern landscape is depicted with “waves of rose 

and gold,” suggesting beauty and harshness. Sharon O’Brien asserts that Cather “uses 

the natural environment as a metaphor for spiritual testing and renewal” (O’Brien, qt.. 

in Etulain 54) mainly through the imagery of the desert landscape. This aligns with the 

novel’s depiction of Latour’s physically and spiritually arduous journey. His journey 

through the desert, particularly his miraculous survival at Agua Secreta, can be 

interpreted as a symbolic reaffirmation of divine guidance in an untamed world. 

While Death Comes for the Archbishop primarily focuses on the lives of male 

missionaries, Willa Cather’s narrative subtly underscores the influence of women in 

shaping religious and cultural values. Scholars like Ann Moseley and Guy Reynolds 

argue that, though less prominent, Cather’s portrayal of female figures is a foundation 

for spiritual and moral perseverance. Ann Moseley and Guy Reynolds note that Cather’s 

female characters “serve as moral hubs that emphasise resilience through relational 

ethics, compassion, and justice” (Moseley and Reynolds 2011). This is evident in 

Magdalena’s struggle, which embodies resilience not as passive endurance but as an 

active moral stance. The novel's female characters, including Magdalena, Sada, and 

Doña Isabella, serve as moral hubs, emphasising resilience's moral aspects. Unlike the 

traditional resilience of endurance alone, struggles and actions emphasise survival 

through relational ethics, compassion, and justice. Magdalena’s escape from her abusive 

husband (the corrupt priest Father Martínez) represents resilience not as brute endurance 

but as an act of moral courage and transformation. She seeks the protection of Latour 

and Vaillant, reinforcing that resilience also involves ethical intervention and the 

willingness to challenge oppressive structures.   Indigenous servants stand in for the 

unsaid pain that marginalised women endure. Her quiet faith and reliance on the Church 

for refuge illustrate resilience as a form of spiritual and communal dependence rather 

than individual triumph alone.    

A feminist reading of Cather’s work reveals how these female figures expose 

the limitations of the church's male-dominated hierarchy. While Latour is portrayed as 

a just and contemplative leader, the novel acknowledges the moral failings of specific 
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male religious figures (e.g., Father Martínez and Father Lucero), whose corruption 

directly harms women. The resilience of female characters in navigating these injustices 

underscores an ethical framework rooted in care, justice, and resistance, adding a 

profound moral depth to the characters and the narrative. 

Bruno Latour’s notion of resilience in actor-network theory (ANT) emphasises 

interdependence among human and non-human actors. In Death Comes for the 

Archbishop, women’s contributions to the Church’s mission illustrate resilience as a 

relational process rather than an individual attribute. Their presence and struggles reveal 

that ethical resilience is not just about sustaining institutions (like the Church) but 

ensuring institutions evolve in response to injustice. 

For example, Magdalena’s plea for protection forces Latour to act against an 

influential male figure, reinforcing that resilience involves adaptability and ethical 

decision-making within complex social networks. Similarly, the quiet strength of 

Indigenous and Hispanic women in the novel highlights resilience as an ongoing 

negotiation within oppressive systems rather than a simple triumph over adversity. 

Beyond religious and cultural dimensions, Death Comes for the Archbishop 

plays a vital role in shaping representations of the American West. Scholars such as 

Richard W. Etulain argue that Cather’s novel redefines the frontier as a spiritual and 

intellectual space rather than a geographical one (Etulain 54). Unlike traditional 

Westerns emphasising conquest and heroism, Cather’s work presents a vision of the 

frontier shaped by endurance, moral struggle, and cultural synthesis. Latour’s journey 

reflects a more significant transformation of the West, where religious and ethical 

considerations replace brute force as the defining forces of civilisation. 

Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT) has been celebrated and 

critiqued for its approach to agency, resilience, and ethics. Scholars such as John Law 

and Madeleine Akrich praise Latour’s emphasis on decentralising agency, arguing that 

his framework allows for a more nuanced understanding of resilience as a product of 

interconnected networks rather than individual strength alone. However, feminist 

theorists like Susan Sturman and Donna Haraway challenge this perspective, arguing 

that ANT’s neutrality toward actors risks obscuring entrenched power dynamics, 

particularly those related to gender and marginalisation. In Death Comes for the 

Archbishop, this tension is evident in how female characters contribute to the Church’s 

mission, not simply as passive actors within a Latourian network but as individuals 

whose resilience actively reshapes the ethical landscape of the novel. 

Further critiques of Latour, notably by Alexander R. Galloway, suggest that 

ANT’s flexibility can make it complicit with neoliberalism by failing to challenge 
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existing hierarchies. This critique is relevant when examining Willa Cather’s portrayal 

of resilience, as the novel acknowledges the Church’s role in upholding and challenging 

colonial power structures. While Archbishop Latour embodies a form of ethical 

resilience that aligns with Latour’s vision of adaptive networks, female figures like 

Magdalena and Sada complicate this framework by highlighting how ethical resilience 

must also involve resistance to oppression. Resilience is better understood as an active, 

moral negotiation within power structures rather than merely the ability to endure. When 

these feminist criticisms are combined with Latour's network theory, resilience is better 

understood. 

Death Comes for the Archbishop remains a pivotal work in American literature, 

offering profound insights into the complexities of religious faith, cultural negotiation, 

and moral leadership. By revisiting this novel through the lens of historical and literary 

analysis, this paper underscores its enduring relevance in discussions of frontier 

literature and religious identity. Further research might explore its connections to 

contemporary debates on cultural integration and the ethical dimensions of missionary 

work. Additionally, feminist and postcolonial readings can deepen our understanding of 

how Cather’s work navigates issues of gender, power, and spirituality. 
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