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Supplanting New World Nature with Old World Architecture: 

Willa Cather’s Death Comes for the Archbishop  

Across the literary canon of Willa Cather there is land—the Great Plains, the Southwest, 

and often farms, large and small. The land is more than exposition; rather, it melds with many of 

her characters. Land can, by turns, be formidable and comforting, blanketed by winter storms, 

from which solace is taken. When the land yields, it can be fickle, bestowing great bounty and 

wealth on those wise enough to learn from it and adapt to it while demanding abject submission 

from the foolish and short-sighted. At times land is resolute and unyielding, refusing to submit to 

the labors and dreams of those wishing to tame it. At other times land is shaped to fulfill a 

dream, be it a garden or a cathedral. As people impose their will upon the land, there is 

transformation. The imposition may exceed a lifetime and the progress may be difficult to 

measure. A vision may bridge multiple generations as it is cast with words and deeds, triumphs 

and setbacks, hopes and despair. However long the shaping process may last, the people and the 

land endure until the two fuse to form a distinct expression, creating a new permanence. In Death 

Comes for the Archbishop, Cather explores the vast, high desert of the New Mexico Territory, 

uncovering a singular ochre rock face. This distinct rock triggers a vision leading a priest, Father 

Latour, to erect an extraordinary edifice of faith, not only to establish a church, but also to import 

a representation of the Old World to the New World. This importation requires locally sourced 

materials extracted by local indigenous people. Father Latour presupposes a certain kind of 

skilled labor is needed for the specificity of raising a cathedral. He demands the recruitment of 

European builders who, at least in his estimation, embody the classicism, the craftsmanship, and 

artistry honed by predecessors who shape stone into sacred landmarks appreciated by 

communities and even nations across the centuries. The spark of vision, albeit coming from a 
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humble, yet determined cleric, must catch fire and by actuality remove stone from a mountain to 

form a space of worship. This same spark swept across Europe centuries before, the land 

revealing majestic cathedrals, encrusted with stained glass, vaulted stone arches, stone gargoyles, 

and the incessant solemnity of holy mystery. Importing a semblance of this beauty and reverence 

to the parched Southwest of the New Mexico Territory is a vision whose reach may exceed its 

grasp, but for a dogged French immigrant priest, it is his time to stretch out his hand and touch 

the finger of God. 

Nearly a century after Alfred A. Knopf published Willa Cather’s Death Comes for the 

Archbishop, the territory known today as the state of New Mexico continues to display the 

resplendent beauty beheld by Father Latour and Father Valliant during their mid-nineteenth-

century sojourns. Today’s sojourner employs an automobile to cross the Land of Enchantment, 

eschewing the plodding mules used by the priests. Entering from the Arizona line on Interstate 

40, the sojourner passes through Gallup. He crosses the invisible line known as the Continental 

Divide, where rivers now flow east. Massive Hopi and Navajo reservations lie just over the 

southern horizon. Sited in a basin and braced by mountain ranges, lies Albuquerque.  The 

sojourner recalls the International Balloon Fiesta—the largest of its kind in the world and the 

Sanitary Tortilla Factory, where servers memorized your order and you paid on the honor 

system. Leaning northward onto I-25, the sojourner ascends nearly 1,900 feet. An hour more 

reveals Santa Fe, the nation’s oldest and highest elevation state capital. Ignoring the Georgia 

O’Keeffe Museum with its collection of skeletal artworks and flower depictions, and passing up 

countless boutique dining options, the sojourner reaches his destination at a church.  

The actual Cathedral Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi that Cather fictionalizes, referring 

to it in the novel simply as the cathedral, was built between 1869 and 1886 by Archbishop Jean 
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Baptiste Lamy. Believing the old adobe church built in 1714 was “inadequate for the seat of the 

Archdiocese, Bishop Lamy ordered a new Romanesque church built, and brought French 

architects and Italian stonemasons to build his Cathedral. Construction of the Cathedral began in 

1869 and continued until 1887” (Our Parish History). Interestingly, the new cathedral was built 

around and over the original adobe church, an example of something new absorbing and 

symbolically consuming something old. When the new cathedral walls were completed, the old 

adobe church walls were torn down and removed through the new cathedral doors (Our Parish 

History). While Cather concludes the novel with the death of the fictional Father Latour and a 

scene in which his remains “lay before the high altar in the church he had built” (459), she knew 

the actual Father Lamy was buried in the sanctuary. More than a century after its completion, the 

cathedral was elevated to the status of Basilica by Pope Benedict XVI in 2005. “Churches are 

honored by the Holy Father because of their importance in the history of spreading Catholicism” 

(Our Parish History). A thread of significance is viewed through the prism of history, beginning 

with Father Lamy. His original vision, paralleled by Cather with Father Latour’s vision, became 

a sustainable reality culminating with the transformation of adobe church to cathedral and then, 

long after Lamy’s time, to basilica. 

The sojourner steps through cathedral doors, the same as those installed at the completion 

of the cathedral in 1887, clutching a worn copy of Cather’s novel. The cathedral is much the 

same as it was in Archbishop Lamy’s lifetime as it was when Cather began to write. Like Father 

Latour, his fictional equivalent, Father—and later Archbishop—Lamy dreamed of erecting a 

cathedral to serve as a beacon of light in the rugged territory. Upon entering the cathedral, the 

sojourner passes through a pair of wide doors, each emblazoned with a wooden cross in bas-

relief. Rows of pews draw him to the front of the sanctuary. “Above the altar is the San Damiano 
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Crucifix, a replica of the crucifix in Assisi, Italy, where tradition has it that the Lord leaned down 

from the crucifix and said, ‘Francis, go and repair my house’” To the left of the crucifix, the 

Archbishop’s ornately carved chair is positioned at a 45-degree angle, near a pillar (Virtual 

Tour). The sojourner sits a few rows from the sanctuary, thumbing through Cather’s novel to 

explore the reasons that a French priest in the southwestern U.S. would import European 

architecture to convey the Church’s power and promise.  

The sojourner’s questions set the table for investigating Cather’s text in Death Comes for 

the Archbishop, specifically passages related to the construction of a cathedral. The novel is a 

departure from Cather’s earlier works, which are set primarily in the Midwest, where immigrants 

are establishing farms. Building a cathedral in Santa Fe, New Mexico with resources from the 

surrounding land is central to the vision of Cather’s French priest. In this novel, the immigrant 

adapts less to the New World land, but instead reestablishes the Old World by way of a church, 

inversely binding the new and the old into an inseparable existence. The Old World mindset of a 

white European cleric supplanting the New World culture of exotic non-white indigenous people 

reveals a fascinating tension and balance between the two traditions. These traditions also 

function on both physical and metaphysical levels as they relate to the land, where stone is 

excavated from a mountainside, resulting in strained limbs, bruised bones, and lacerated flesh, 

then the rough stone is hewn by artisans, smoothed by masons, and finally fitted together 

precisely to form a church, jutting from the base of the surrounding mountains.  

 In 1925, Cather “travels with Edith Lewis to the Southwest for the summer. Stays in 

Mable Dodge Luhan’s guest house in Taos for two weeks and visits D. H. and Frieda Lawrence 

on their ranch. Reads Father W. J. Howlett’s Life of the Right Reverend Joseph P. Machebeuf, 

biography of 19th-century French missionary in the Southwest. Spends fall in Jaffrey [New 
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Hampshire] working on Death Comes for the Archbishop, drawn in part from Howlett’s book” 

(Cather chronology 954). Cather was willing to invest time and research as a prelude to 

beginning her Southwest novel. A significant part of her research included Howlett’s Life of the 

Right Reverend Joseph P. Machebeuf, where reference is made to the death of Archbishop 

Lamy, “a life-long friend and more than brother” (404) to Machebeuf in 1888. During Lamy’s 

funeral, with transparency expressed in tears and sobs, Howlett reports that Machebeuf “uttered 

the unconscious prophecy that, as he had now seen the angel come to announce the term of that 

long life, which was even shorter than his own, his own call would come next, when he would be 

aggregated to the ever increasing number of those whom God was gathering on the shores of 

eternity” (404-405). Cather’s reading of Howlett’s biography seems to have inspired a fictional 

version of the historical Lamy: the literary Latour. The novel would focus on French immigrants 

coming to the New World to create something of permanence out of the raw land. A prevailing 

theme reflecting modernism in much of the text is that of European settlers transitioning from an 

environment and culture steeped in tradition and predictability, only to find themselves in a land 

with no common practices or land predisposed to fruitfulness. There is a sense of new 

beginnings, but with no reference points to the past. In 1926, Cather finished Death Comes for 

the Archbishop and, prior to publication, the novel was serialized in The Forum literary 

magazine from January through June 1927 (955). 

Critics have frequently debated Cather’s representation of European religious tradition 

and its relationship to the traditions of indigenous peoples of the Southwest. In her article 

entitled, “Hallowed Ground: Landscape as Hagiography in Willa Cather’s Death Comes for the 

Archbishop” Kuhlken develops the argument that Cather turned her view downward from a 

heavenly perspective and faced forward across the land upon which her characters stood. In other 
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words, religious questions raised no longer contained sacred answers; instead, a secular response 

is more likely to result. Oswalt, a critic referenced by Kuhlken, argues how the frontier 

prominently written about by Cather is an embodiment of otherness. “Once this other was 

apprehended, it lost its ability to disclose the transcendent and sacred” (368). This is not an 

argument unique to literature, but also to an essence of what it means to be American. As we 

build more factories, lay more railroad track, cut more timber, and harvest greater populations of 

wild game—hoofed and winged, “the New World became profane: ‘Secularization of American 

natural space occurs when characters attempt to reduce the otherness of nature and to control the 

natural world’” (368). For Cather then, the land supplants religion. Quoting Ostwald again, “the 

land in Cather’s fiction embodies divine attributes of mystery, awesome power, beneficence, and 

ample providence that make human relationships possible.” Further, in her secular world, 

“human relationships replace what one loses from the destruction of the sacred environment, 

namely a relationship with deity” (368). Critics like Harvey and Ostwalt view Cather’s religion 

as a “relinking with a divine other—in human community. The land is merely the forum” (368).  

Religious and geographic references suggest a balance of emphasis by Cather, focusing 

on both the sacred and the secular. Removing stone from a mountainside implies physical labor, 

while constructing a cathedral establishes a space for worshippers who pass through its doors to 

witness, to resolve, and to bow before a crucified savior. In contrast to Ostwalt’s view, Kuhlken 

argues a desacralized earth, which by virtue of creation, is sacred and could no more be profaned 

than it could lose its properties as earth or the Southwest its distinctively red tint. Previous 

analyses have shortchanged the novel by overlooking one essential, indestructible component—

sangre de Cristo. Kuhlken states, “the land as having an irrevocable, redemptive quality: instated 

at creation, tainted by Eden’s die/dye, restrained by sangre de Cristo, and sealed by the cross” 
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(368). Sangre de Cristo, or the blood of Christ, is of central importance to the Catholic Church, 

which views the term as a metaphysical representation of His blood when consumed in the form 

of wine during communion. Interestingly, the Sangre de Cristo Mountains and can be viewed 

from Santa Fe. Cather weaves the religious and geographic together as a through line in the text, 

positioning Father Latour to reckon with both as his vision for building a church emerges. 

Drawing upon the critic Herbie Butterfield, Kuhlken notes “the Indians’ and Mexicans’ 

religious attachment to the land…as an idyllic, inseparable fusion of earth and spirit. And since 

divinity seems to be immanent in this reading, where the priests die is all-important. Home is not 

France alone but earth. Butterfield concludes that ‘it must be the novel’s burden that eventually 

[Latour’s and Vaillant’s] hearts will be given to the land of their mission’—to that which they 

can neither live nor die without” (368). As a revision of secular sources, the austere missionary 

letters of Machebeuf as well as a materialistic America, Death Comes for the Archbishop is a 

Romantic homage to the New World and its people” (369). The sacred devotion of Father Latour 

and Father Vaillant extends not just to the church, but also to the land upon which the church 

located physically and inhabited spiritually. Kuhlken asks, “Does the land’s ‘permanence’ 

warrant its sanctity? Is the fusion of earth and spirit a sufficient explanation of religion?” (368). 

Extending Kuhlken’s observations about the permanence of land, I argue that Father Latour’s 

commitment, balancing the physical and the spiritual, enables him to see his vision realized. 

The prologue to Death Comes for the Archbishop begins in a garden. An early scene 

provides a clear sense of how a traditional Eurocentric ideology interacts with the natural world. 

It is summertime in Rome in 1848; three cardinals and a missionary bishop from America are 

having dinner. They are “dining together in the gardens of a villa in the Sabine hills, overlooking 

Rome” (277). The time of year, summer, implies hot weather and the need for relief within the 
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confines of a cluster of gardens. These are not common gardens whose primary function is 

simply to provide an aesthetic pleasure; rather, these gardens are located on the grounds of a 

villa, elevated to take in the skyline of Rome. The text confirms the “villa was famous for the 

fine view from its terrace. The hidden garden in which the four men sat at table lay some twenty 

feet below the south end of this terrace, and was a mere shelf of rock, overhanging a steep 

declivity planted with vineyards. A flight of stone steps connected it with the promenade above” 

(277). The seclusion of the garden suggests a privacy that allows access to a view of Rome, but it 

is also a remove from the city. The global center of the Catholic Church looms large, but at a 

safe distance. This space of separation permits conversations to be conducted outside of the 

formal auspices of the Holy See in the Vatican, yet these conversations serve to inform later 

private exchanges in the holy halls of St. Peter’s.  

Three cardinals and a missionary bishop—all with close affiliations within the Vatican—

strategize and criticize without direct reproof and inferred oversight. “The table stood in a sanded 

square, among potted orange and oleander trees, shaded by spreading ilex oaks that grew out of 

the rocks overhead” (277). The square confers a semblance of formal dimensions, while the 

surface of sand suggests a rural informality. That the meal and the meeting take place around a 

table, instead of in a dining room furthers the idea of informality, even community. A table 

ensconced in the embrace of a garden creates an environment for transparency. The clerics may 

pause to consider and then speak freely. This is not a group without common ground. These men 

are steeped in the millennia of the church and the timelessness of God’s natural creation. The 

garden in which they are ensconced is carefully manicured and protected—a natural hideaway 

for the privileged. Yet, within this hidden space a lunch party imagines a future fraught with risk 

and reward. 
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The cardinals shift from taking in their pastoral surroundings and transition to a cerebral 

stage. The land they now discuss is found after an ocean crossing and countless days on the 

unyielding back of a mule. “The missionary sighed. ‘Your Eminence, the Bishop of Durango is 

an old man; and from his seat to Santa Fe is a distance of fifteen hundred English miles. There 

are no wagon roads, no canals, no navigable rivers. Trade is carried on by means of pack-mules, 

over treacherous trails” (279). The missionary argues that the organizational structure of the 

territory is impractical, even dangerous. “The desert down there has a peculiar horror; I do not 

mean thirst, nor Indian massacres, which are frequent. The very floor of the world is cracked 

open into countless canyons and arroyos, fissures in the earth which are sometimes ten feet deep, 

sometimes a thousand. Up and down these stony chasms the traveler and his mules clamber as 

best they can. It is impossible to go far in any direction without crossing them” (280). What a 

stark contrast to focus on a New World land that is the antithesis of the present location. In the 

garden outside of Rome, there is shade, seclusion, and comfort. By contrast, the faraway desert 

offers up none of these amenities. No hint of shade from the relentless sun is found in a desert. 

There is seclusion, but it is an environment of open aridity where growth is minimal for lack of 

precipitation. Sitting on the lurching backbone of a mule attempting to navigate deep and high 

elevations draws a stark contrast with comforts of the lush garden. Whereas the Old World is 

filled with a placid permanence borne over centuries of practiced faith and unequivocal rigidity, 

the New Mexico Territory of the New World is rife with the unknown, with unbelief, and with 

separation. These tensions are compounded against the culture of the indigenous people 

populating the sprawling territory. 

The danger inherent to the land is no place for the fragile.  “If the Bishop of Durango 

should summon a disobedient priest by letter, who shall bring the Padre to him? Who can prove 
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that he ever received the summons? The post is carried by hunters, fur trappers, gold seekers, 

whoever happens to be moving on the trails” (279-280). European authority is muted by the lack 

of reliable transportation and effective communication. There is no silhouette of the Vatican at 

the terminus of the countless, dusty trails. There is no verdant garden for refuge from the pitiless 

sun; only what can be created from the land as it presents itself. The Holy Father is far beyond a 

myriad horizon, so the church’s authority must be instilled by two stalwart priests. 

With these inherent implications, issues of an expansive land and the lack of agile 

administration, accountability to the Bishop of Durango in Mexico is less effective than 

accountability to the Holy See. The purpose of the missionary bishop’s presence is revealed 

when a French parish priest, recently graduated from seminary and currently serving in Ohio, is 

proposed to oversee the New Mexico Territory. “He will eat dried buffalo meat and frijoles with 

chili, he will be glad to drink water when he can get it. He will have no easy life, your Eminence. 

That country will drink up his youth and strength as it does the rain” (281). The territory offers 

none of the amenities the priests enjoy—a generous array of exquisitely prepared entrees 

supplemented with fine, locally produced wine. Father Jean Latour is young, tough, humble, and 

stubborn, constitutionally suited to thrive in the unforgiving environment. Creature comforts or a 

prestigious title will not drive him to establish a church and community of believers. As with any 

stalwart missionary, especially if he a European Caucasian, a vision to serve God and his fellow 

man will enliven him for the remaining days allotted to him for earthly labor. Thus, a new 

appointee, originally from the Old World, is dispatched from Ohio to the New Mexico Territory. 

Father Latour is young and full of young visions. Paradoxically, he replaces an old man; 

nevertheless, he is an Old World man afresh with new ways of furthering the church. The trope 

of the Caucasian European persevering to overcome all obstacles presented by an untamed, 
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barren land and an exotic, minimized indigenous community of unsaved people reeks of racism. 

Father Latour is the New World white savior, sent from the Old World to saturate the non-white 

residents with the white man’s religion. Even so, the mantle of a white European needs to adapt 

in a desert radically different from the fertile fields of France. It must be a shield from the arid 

heat, a source of warmth during cold nights, and a representation of a churchman to the territory 

dwellers he encounters while navigating the treacherous crevices.  

The New Mexico Territory is a land unlike anything Father Latour had encountered in 

Ohio, when he was a fresh parish priest. There are few, if any, rivers by which to navigate. There 

is a pronounced absence of farmland. Instead of green, brown is the primary color of the land. To 

process the dissonance of the topography, he must venture across the land. In the company of a 

guide, he visits the fauna outside of Albuquerque. “It was like a country of dry ashes; no juniper, 

no rabbit brush, nothing but thickets of withered, dead-looking cactus, and patches of wild 

pumpkin—the only vegetation that had any vitality” (329). The mention of dry ashes suggests a 

probable wildfire had visited the terrain in the past, destroying much of the plant life. The 

exceptions—cactus and wild pumpkins—seem to live, not necessarily thrive, because of the 

scarcity of other living organisms. The harshness of the land begs the question: what is a French 

priest to do in a place so devoid of life as it was known in France? When your geographic point 

of reference—the verdant pastureland of France, known since childhood—is mostly erased, a 

new perspective is demanded when confronting the desert scape of the New Mexico Territory. 

This is not a garden commonly found in France; this is a wasteland for all practical purposes to 

the visiting priest. What was common and familiar to him is now stripped away and replaced 

with an exotic veneer of rough gravel and rugged mountains.  Latour observes the wild pumpkin 

patch “looks less like a plant than like a great colony of grey-green lizards, moving and suddenly 
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arrested by fear” (329-330). The desaturated coloration of the image of lizards is an example of 

plain, monochrome blandness. Returning to the villa luncheon outside of Rome, was this 

hardscrabble landscape viewed through tinted lenses of optimism? Were the descriptions of 

sunbaked chasms and dangerous travel simply not understood by strategists wholly unfamiliar 

with the New World? As the church extended its presence across the globe, often to locales 

significantly unfamiliar to the Old World mind, was the deployment of a novice priest more of a 

gamble to secure additional converts and a more formal position of papal authority? The text 

suggests the strategy of deploying young, idealistic ecclesiastics to far-flung, unfamiliar lands is 

common and risk-aggressive. The New Mexico Territory was home to indigenous Americans 

who practiced their own faith rather than the Catholicism practiced by those who crossed 

themselves and recited their rosary. While the fields may not be appropriate for a Caucasian 

European harvest, this wide-open, rain-deprived country could be a new outpost for the church—

established for millennia on a distant continent, but new and untethered in this wide-open 

territory. For example, a traditional French cuisine is now replaced by a southwestern menu; 

likewise, the traditional European church practices are supplanted with a liturgy more common 

to the local population. The church can be filled with new members from the indigenous tribes 

living across the chasms, mountains, and mule-wide trails. If the current missionary fails, due to 

deprivation, disease, or native disagreement, there will be another freshly devoted seminarian 

eager to replace him. The work of conversion continues, a bifurcation of adjusting to and settling 

in a harsh New World. The indigenous community has long established itself in a space 

graphically at odds with the familiarity of Europe. Cather approaches the New Mexico Territory 

on two levels—first, for Father Latour to adapt to the physicality of the high desert that is the 

inverse of Western Europe and make it a new homeland and, second, to determinedly settle the 
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church in the wide open space of the Western New World following centuries of placement in 

European strongholds that welcome the Church. This juxtaposition of established religion against 

a newfound faith, at least to the indigenous residents of the territory, strikes a tension and a 

balance. Moving forward with both engenders exertion of the body and the mind, more often out 

of sync than in lockstep. The common umbrella is the vision of the indefatigable Father Latour. 

As Father Latour travelled the rugged territory entrusted to his care, he takes pains to 

observe and, over time, begin to understand the culture, values, and practices of the indigenous 

Americans holding potential to become future parishioners. This understanding begins to move 

him from the fixed mindset of a white man, long accustomed to his upbringing in France and his 

training there to become a priest to a growth mindset of a man internalizing the past and 

embracing the future. His willingness to think differently unfolds when he initially noted the 

locals’ craftsmanship. “In the working of silver or drilling or turquoise the Indians had 

exhaustless patience; upon their blankets and belts and ceremonial robes they lavished their skill 

and pains” (420). This attention to artistic detail is applied to functional materials, but not to the 

land. This posture denotes the importance of personal appearance rather than a statement of 

ostentation in a structure, whether it be a community gathering venue, church, or home. “They 

seemed to have none of the European’s desire to ‘master’ nature, to arrange and re-create” (420). 

The question surfaces about how the silver and turquoise were mined from the land without 

altering its natural appearance? The text implies an attitude of sustaining the environment and 

striking a balance with it. There are no excavated pits, gouged of precious metals and gems. 

There are no disruptive quarries, injuring the visual grandeur of the desert. There is no hoarding 

of native heritage in the form of crafted jewels or fabrics. Preserving the land in its original state, 

however, is not a priority for Father Latour. His observation of ecological preservation is 
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witnessed, but not implemented. To his way of thinking, the land and its resources exist to serve 

the purposes of the man. To his way of thinking, God the creator is foundational, but God the 

builder adds a deeper layer to His preeminence. Knowing God is the chief architect, felt more 

than seen, is the confirmation Latour needs. 

Building a cathedral, drawn from nearby raw materials, impacts the environment and 

marks it as a testament to the builder’s presence. “This [attitude held by the indigenous people] 

was not so much from indolence, the Bishop thought, as from an inherited caution and respect. It 

was as if the great country were asleep, and they wished to carry on their lives without 

awakening it; or as if the spirits of earth and air and water were things not to antagonize and 

arouse” (420). This New World reverence for the land stands in stark contrast to the Old World 

reverence for looming edifices of sacred spires and holy relics. City-states and nations in the Old 

World competed for God’s favor as measured by their centuries-long building projects, invoking 

holy blessings upon the hewn stonework illuminated by generations of craftsmen designing 

massive stained-glass tableaus. “The land and all that it bore they [indigenous people] treated 

with consideration; not attempting to improve, they never desecrated it” (420).  

To inform Father Latour’s vision for a cathedral, he must process what he learned from 

the native people and the land. He must act as a pragmatist keeping in mind the challenges of 

transporting raw materials across primitive infrastructure. His decision to use the local ochre 

stone is for the sake of durability and logistical ease and likely clashes with the environmental 

reverence for the land held by the indigenous communities. He must uncover a pathway between 

the tension of the Old and New Worlds and build a hallowed space where both can coexist. An 

integration of vastly disparate cultures and belief systems was unavoidable. Latour furthers his 

vision by fueling his pragmatism. The indigenous Americans reverenced the land, while the 
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European priest reverenced a Christ on a cross. Erecting a building to evoke this reverence could 

find a commonality with respect for land and the nature found upon it. Finding a path for the two 

forms to coexist would be an evolving quest for both priests and converts. The future archbishop 

is undeterred and continues to press forward with the construction of a cathedral at the foot of the 

desert mountains. While this notion of monument creation is a tenuous balance of church 

expansion and converting indigenous American souls, Father Latour sees his vision as a means 

to extend the church from a tradition-bound European continent to an unbridled new territory 

deep with a New World. This action is akin to filling new wineskins with old wine, the 

repurposing of a time-tested faith, a purpose filled faith to which he adheres. 

In time, Father Latour, now Bishop Latour, opens a conversation in another garden, 

speaking to another missionary priest about sourcing local resources to build his cathedral. 

Father Valliant waits for three weeks before he can meet with his superior. The Bishop extends a 

morning invitation to a garden lunch. The image of a garden situated high in a nearby mountain 

contrasts with the rugged area. Bishop Latour “had no parlour—his dining-room served that 

purpose. It was long and cool, with windows only at the west end, opening into the garden. The 

green jalousies [shutters] let in a tempered light. Sunbeams played on the white, rounded walls 

and twinkled on the glass and silver of the sideboard” (421). There are binaries in the text of 

peace and quiet, of light and color, of flora and home. The separation of structure and garden are 

indistinguishable. One flows into the other with no clear border. The text presents a strong 

parallel to the garden described in the prologue recounting a strategic luncheon outside of Rome. 

Both gardens are places of both informality and planning. Reflection, often deemphasized when 

prioritizing a call to action, is executed in the mind before implementation. There is a sense of 

cooling and sheltering from the outside world. The garden lunches differ though: in the Old 
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World a strategy is proposed to expand the church, whereas in the New World a vision of 

expansion is disclosed for implementation. Bishop Latour announces, “We will take a ride this 

afternoon. I have something to show you” (421). The ride separates the priests from the village 

of Santa Fe, morphing from a road into a trail and all the while “running straight south, through 

an empty greasewood country sloping gradually in the direction of the naked, blue Sandia 

mountains” (422).  

Cather employs distinct colors found in the landscape to complicate the monochromic 

hues of brown found in the desert. The mountains are described as blue. A ridge is depicted as “a 

curious shade of green, something between green and olive” along with a similarly colored “thin, 

pebbly earth” (422). A pivotal moment transpires with the priests arriving at a rock cliff—“not 

green like the surrounding hills, but yellow, a strong golden ochre, very much like gold of the 

sunlight that was not beating upon it” (422). The bishop reaches down to pick up a chip of the 

yellow rock, asking Father Vaillant, “It is curious, is it not, to find one yellow hill among all 

these green ones?” A discovery of yellow in a barren wilderness summons an image of gold long 

hidden in the loins of the earth, but now uncovered for future consideration. The color of ochre is 

not gold; rather, it is a result of mixing clay, sand, and ferric oxide, making it more of a burnt 

orange. The archbishop discloses his vision for the ochre stone when he holds the rock chip in 

his hand as if it is sacred and pausing, he says, “That hill, Blanchet, is my Cathedral” (422). Over 

the course of many journeys to far-flung outposts, this outcropping has held a place in his 

memory. 

The archbishop seizes upon the opportunity to build a cathedral, far away from Rome, as 

a means to express a sense of separateness from and conformity to the Holy See. The priests 

reference architectural touchstone sites in Europe. Father Vaillant questions the hardness of the 
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stone, but notes it is a good color. Father Latour imagines a similar colored stone for his New 

World basilica, though not identical to the Papal Basilica of Saint Peter. The bishop reminisces 

about his French homeland and a long-ago time when an equally preeminent center of the 

Church was located on French soil. “It is more like something nearer home—I mean, nearer 

Clermont. When I look up at this rock I can almost feel the Rhone [river] behind me” (423). 

Father Vaillant makes the connection. “Ah, you mean the old Palace of the Popes, at Avignon! 

Yes, you are right, it is very like. At this hour, it is like this” (423). The Palace of the Popes, or 

Palais des Papes, is located in Avignon, holding a rich yet controversial place in the history of 

the Catholic Church. Noted as “a mighty symbol of the church’s influence throughout the 

western Christian world in the 14th century. The Popes’ Palace is the biggest Gothic palace in all 

of Europe” (Discover). The erection of a cathedral will draw attention. Its design, its materials, 

its position in the New Mexico Territory—all of these important decisions are left up to him. If 

converts are proselytized in acceptable numbers and a cathedral becomes a city on a hill to draw 

a community together, the vision of an ochre-cast basilica will withstand the scrutiny of the 

church. Here, standing upon desert detritus, two French priests gaze at a cliff in the desert 

mountains of the American southwest and compare it to iconic church edifices found in Europe, 

far away in distance yet vividly near in their minds. Before a foundation is laid for a new church, 

a garden must be planted. 

The process of planting a garden and witnessing the growth of fruits, flowers, and 

vegetables signifies a natural model for adding to the ranks of the church. Installing a garden, 

regardless of the geographic outpost, is an opportunity for a priest to demonstrate a number of 

virtues: planning, labor, patience, nurturing, confidence and hope. As he ages, Father Latour 

repeatedly states he can educate young priests about the importance of planting a garden, 
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drawing upon the muse of his native homeland. “Wherever there was a French priest, there 

should be a garden of fruit trees and vegetables and flowers” (438). The passionate priest must 

demonstrate his fervor for Christ through the practical process of gardening. There must be a 

plan for contacting those in need of salvation, there must be a willingness to work hard to create 

those contacts, there must be an attitude of waiting for those contacts to be converted, there must 

be an investment of resources to strengthen those possible conversions, and there must be an 

unequivocal belief that conversions will occur. Although Father Latour centers his passion for 

living by erecting a cathedral to God, he also leans hard into nurturing a microcosm of the 

sweeping landscape by planting gardens. The gardening process is a microcosm for building a 

cathedral. Though a small plot of land is required for a garden compared to a cathedral, the soil 

for both still needs to be prepared for seeds to grow plants or a framework to support walls. 

“Father Latour’s recreation was his garden. He grew such fruit as was hardly to be found even in 

the old orchards of California; cherries and apricots, apples and quinces, and the peerless pears 

of France—even the most delicate varieties. He urged the new priests to plant fruit trees 

wherever they went, and to encourage the Mexicans to add fruit to their starchy diet” (438). A 

priest born in Old World France desires to assimilate his dietary preferences, drawn from 

childhood, with the local diet of indigenous tribes.  

One must wonder at the symbolism of fruits found in the Old World and the presumption 

these fruits were superior to those locally harvested and consumed. There are botanical fruits, 

beginning as seeds extracted from the harvest of an existing garden, and there are the fruits born 

of a faith shared by Bishop Latour and Father Valliant. The botanical fruits have a predetermined 

shelf life, eventually to be harvested, consumed, and replanted. The fruits of faith differ, in that 

they can be harvested by one generation of believers, consumed by the next generation, and then 
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shared with generations yet unborn, establishing a sustainable and renewable church. The 

prevailing wisdom of the old man was, “Wherever there was a French priest, there should be a 

garden of fruit trees and vegetables and flowers. He often quoted to his students that passage 

from their fellow Auvergnat, Pascal: that Man was lost and saved in a garden” (438). That 

philosophical thread wound its way through a French countryside, crossed an ocean bounded on 

the west by a New World, and more than halfway across a continent consisting of swaths of 

nutrient rich farmland, imposing rivers and woodlands, grass spread plains, and dwarfing 

mountain ranges. The thread finds the end of itself, settling upon a basilica in the high elevation 

of an old village where, echoing the Old and New Worlds, it draws the attention of all who 

would look upon it.  

This is the legacy of the old archbishop, a vision imported from the Old World to find 

significance in a New World space. Father Latour’s vision for a cathedral to replace an adobe 

church speaks to readers on multiple levels. Regardless of the time and era in history, there is the 

juxtaposition of making something new in a way that represents the traditional, the timeless, and 

the immutable. At the same time, the introduction of a dominating, imposing, and even inspiring 

cathedral to jut from the desert land is a bold decision. Father Latour’s vision demonstrates a 

new way replacing an old way of culture and religion. No longer bound by centuries of tradition 

found in the Old World, the transformation aligns the two ways, allowing for a fresh 

methodology to expand the influence of the church. What was time-honored, steeped in centuries 

of predictable tradition, morphs now into a contemporary practice of faith and belief. 

Wistfully, as he senses the ebbing season of life—an enduring winter—Latour smiles and 

muses, “I shall not die of a cold, my son. I shall die of having lived’” (440). This is a fitting 

epitaph for the cornerstone of the basilica. He can walk the aisles of the cathedral, looking across 
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the neat rows of pews, easing himself into the seat reserved for his position, and looking down 

the length of his creation. “Wrapped in his Indian blankets, the old Archbishop sat for a long 

while, looking at the open, golden face of his Cathedral. How exactly young Molny, his French 

architect, had done what he wanted! Nothing sensational, simply honest building and good stone-

cutting, –good Midi Romanesque of the plainest” (441). His vision, his architect, his materials, 

his devotion, his legacy: they are and will be bound up in this church. It is where two worlds 

intersect, where the personal melds with the eternal, where forgiveness is not sought after 

permission is granted from a holy city he will never see again. Ultimately, the cathedral belongs 

to Latour, not in title, but in accomplishment. His vision drives the walls of ochre to be erected. 

His satisfaction is felt within every moment in which the archbishop walks through the vaulted 

sanctuary. Yes, he fulfills the dispatch of the church to establish a land-locked beacon at the base 

of a desert mountain range. Alongside the establishment is the deep satisfaction of a sublime goal 

well met and a personal legacy to define the achievement. 

Archbishop Latour, the vision caster, and Molny, the architect implementer, take time to 

appreciate what the two have partnered to complete. “The steep carnelian hills drew up so close 

behind the church that the individual pine trees thinly wooding their slopes were clearly visible. 

From the end of the street where the Bishop’s buggy stood, the tawny church seemed to start 

directly out of those rose-coloured hills—with a purpose so strong that it was like action. Seen 

from this distance, the Cathedral lay against the pine-splashed slopes as against a curtain” (441). 

Colors embedded in the terrain and mountains backdrop the cathedral to serve as topographical 

anchors to the extent what is made by God fits naturally with what man has made. The colors 

link the land to the structure. The complementariness is striking, haunting, and sustainable—as 

we know the church will still be standing long after the archbishop and the architect are laid to 
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rest. “‘Setting,’ Molny used to tell Father Latour, ‘is accident. Either a building is a part of a 

place, or it is not. Once that kinship is there, time will only make it stronger’” (441). The 

cathedral now comprises a central landmark in Santa Fe, entrenched in the New Mexico 

Territory for generations to come, welcoming old congregants and fresh converts from one 

horizon to the next. With each new generation, the realization of a time when there was not a 

magnificent cathedral fades, relegated to a musty file in the back of a city planner’s file cabinet. 

What was once exotic with Old World sensibilities is now embraced as part of the community 

skyline, drawing parishioners from across the New World Land of Enchantment. 

They will pass through the basilica doors having walked from the village of Santa Fe, 

having ridden on the backs of mules along faintly discerned trails through steep mountain passes, 

and in time will drive or fly from far beyond the old territory borders and outside the modern 

state lines. Death Comes for the Archbishop concludes with the fulfillment of its title. “When the 

Cathedral bell tolled just after dark, the Mexican population of Santa Fe fell upon their knees, 

and all American Catholics as well. Many others who did not kneel prayed in their hearts. 

Eusabio and the Tesuque boys went quietly away to tell their people; and the next morning the 

old Archbishop lay before the high altar in the church he had built” (459). It is fascinating to 

consider the journey of a determined priest, who emigrated from France, equipped with a passion 

to convert souls for the church, who traveled the broad expanse of America planting gardens in 

the ground and in the minds of novice priests, and who lifted an ochre rock chip fallen from the 

side of a mountain and dreamed a cathedral could be built. 
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