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Cather begins A Lost Lady with a description of a lost house, one on
a hill. The supra-terrestrial position of the dream house situates it not
only physically above the fray, but also psychically beyond the
intrusion of inhospitable forces. It signifies in the novel a projection
onto the material universe of a set of desires and assumptions mapped
in the mind of a youthful man and fulfilled by his older self. The
Captain’s house, “well known from Omaha to Denver for its
hospitality and for a certain charm of atmosphere” (9) is the spatial
equivalent for him of a figurative condition, one of status and security.
The components of the estate, dreamed so long before they were
realized, included not only the house on its hill, the orchards, the
gardens, and the site of the well, but also a hostess to entice guests up
the poplar-lined path to the door. Marian Forrester, the lost lady of
the title and second wife to the Captain, fills the slot reserved for a
wife.

If Captain Forrester’s terminal destination is a “castle” (73) to him,
it is anything but to his wife. Elevated and stable, it functions for him
in Bachelard’s sense as a true home, that is, as a refuge for the dreamer
within (6). For her, it is a midwestern dollhouse, the essence of
infantility and triviality. Her dreams are not recognized there, and
her desires go unsanctioned if they are not congruent with the
Captain’s. The dollhouse environment is not only hostile to Marian
Forrester’s dreams and desires; it threatens her very identity. Cather
leaves the lost lady little choice but to escape if she hopes to salvage
her life. Marian Forrester’s story, then, moves along a continuum
between enclosure and exposure. Contained within the Captain’s house,
she is an object of his fantasy. Out in the world, she can act as subject in
her own dream sequence.

The Captain’s desires originally center on the land itself. He is
attracted by its beauty and its abundance, by the “boundless sunny sky”
above and the “boundless plains” below (52). Yet, while he celebrates
the limitless natural world, the young Daniel Forrester instinctively
begins to erect limits. His first gesture of containment is a willow stake =
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