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Preface


More than nine decades after the publication of Cane, I am proud to present A Drama of the Southwest, a previously unseen work by Jean Toomer. I hope it will be of interest to, perhaps even precious to, devoted readers of Toomer and the many poets and writers working today for whom Cane has been a beacon.


The introduction and notes in this edition are intended to make it more accessible to scholars of African American literature or American modernist writing who may be familiar with Toomer but not with Taos and its artist colony in the early twentieth century, as well as for scholars who may be familiar with that southwestern scene but not with Toomer and his place within it.


Many scholars of Toomer know A Drama of the Southwest already by reputation, and perhaps not favorably: it is reputed to be inconclusive, didactic, or failed. This edition recovers the play by providing a wholly new text, a hybrid of two surviving but partial drafts. These consist of the typed draft of four scenes (scenes 1–4 in this edition) that has thus far monopolized scholarly attention, and a much larger handwritten manuscript (scenes 5–13). In seeking to disrupt narratives of Toomer’s late-career failure, my scholarly and editorial approach has been this: Read Toomer. Read all there is of him. By releasing A Drama of the Southwest from the archive and into a wider readership, this edition makes such an approach more possible than ever before, and I look forward to the encounters and conversations that will follow.





INTRODUCTION



Jean Toomer


Striking Experience in the South and Southwest


They will come southwestward, not on horseback or in a covered wagon but driving a motorcar. Even so they will strike experience here, as man ever does when his heart is freshly given to a place.


—JEAN TOOMER, A Drama of the Southwest, 1935


So speaks the Interpreter in Jean Toomer’s A Drama of the Southwest, the incomplete or partially lost 1935 play, published here for the first time. The Interpreter’s prophecy applies to the Elliot family, who will alight from their car in the next scene, and also to the whole phenomenon of the automobile tourists and part-year residents who are the latest of many waves of journeyers who have flocked to Taos, New Mexico, since the late nineteenth century. Under the banner of an optimistic promise that “they will strike experience here,” the play pursues the question of what kind of experience, insight, or relationship to place these visitors may find, despite the motorcar journey that might seem to diminish the seriousness of their migrations or pilgrimages.


The Interpreter’s proclamation is also a defense of creating from the stance of an outsider. It can serve to justify not only A Drama of the Southwest but much of Toomer’s creative output. It was from this vantage, not of the native son but of the invested sojourner, that he produced Cane, the 1923 text that marked him as a rising star in modernist and African American literature and upon which his literary reputation is founded to this day. Cane depicts a northern African American’s encounter with black rural southern culture, particularly in the play Kabnis, which makes up the third part of the book. The short stories set in the South are often mistaken for an insider’s writing about his own community, but Toomer produced Cane after only a three-month stay in rural Georgia. Cane is at its most self-conscious and modern when it foregrounds its northern narrator’s primitivist desire to recover and preserve African American folk culture.1 These dynamics of primitivism and patronage are applicable in New Mexico, too, for Harlem Renaissance patronage resembled and existed in the same social networks as modernist patronage of Native American and Nuevomexicano arts and culture around Taos and Santa Fe.2 In this cultural context, and in the context of Toomer’s long-term fascination with the possibilities and limitations of the position of the invested sojourner, Toomer’s later work from New Mexico emerges not as curious late-career vagary but as a logical extension of Cane’s critique of modernity, racialization, and primitivism.


The Interpreter promises that an artist prospecting for experience may strike it not because of the duration of his tenure in the Southwest, nor birthright, land ownership, or ethnographic credentials, but merely because his “heart is freshly given to a place.” A Drama of the Southwest examines the desires of an entire taxonomy of outsiders who came to Taos around the cusp of the twentieth century: tourists in search of novelty, male and female artists, neonatives who stayed and became hosts and patrons to the other newcomers.3 This self-conscious staging of the quest for experience in Taos describes the problematic nature of the roles then available for entering this land. I use the word “sojourner” for Toomer himself to suggest that he may have found the elusive other role that the play seeks. It is a word that acknowledges motion while taking its origin and its emphasis from the act of staying—temporarily. Scholars have paid much attention over the years to the idea of Toomer passing, running, fleeing, exiled; I propose shifting attention instead to how he dwelt, to his gift for opening himself to a new place with profound imagination and sympathy.4


Toomer never did buy land in New Mexico, but by the summer of 1935, when he was working on A Drama of the Southwest, he was on his fourth of six visits to the state. By then he was more intimate with it than a tourist, but he still lacked the deeper perspective of some of his local associates, notably neonatives like Georgia O’Keeffe and Mabel Dodge Luhan, the latter of whom he had stayed with during his first visit to New Mexico in the winter of 1925–1926.


Luhan had initially met Toomer in New York in 1925, where he was lecturing on the spiritual practices of the Russian mystic George I. Gurdjieff. Gurdjieff and Toomer taught that human beings could develop themselves by awakening their consciousnesses through self-study and communal living. Luhan was sufficiently attracted to Gurdjieffian philosophy—and to Toomer—that she determined to gather him into her New Mexico salon. During his visit to her, passion flared, at least on her side, and she entrusted him with $15,000 in support of the Gurdjieff work. The two talked of starting a Gurdjieff institute in Taos, but Gurdjieff himself demanded money to support instead the institute already established at Fontainebleau, France, and the fund was bled away over the years. This was such a grave disappointment to Luhan that it soured her relationship with Toomer and also, eventually, Toomer’s relationship with Gurdjieff.


Nonetheless, Toomer visited New Mexico again in November of 1931, shortly after his marriage to Margery Latimer and fresh from that summer’s experiment in communal living at Portage, Wisconsin. By this time, he had completed a draft of his long poem, “Blue Meridian,” which uses vital imagery of the southwestern landscape and Pueblo dance to name “the great red race” as one of many strains to be mixed into the “new people . . . called Americans.”5


In a land of flaming earth and torrent-rains,


Of red sea-plains and majestic mesas,


At sunset from a purple hill


The Gods came down;


They serpentined into pueblo,


And a white-robed priest


Danced with them five days and nights.6


This vivid verb, serpentined, evokes a line of dancers, blurring the line between gods and dancers representing gods. Several times in “Blue Meridian,” Pueblo dance is powerfully associated with images of fertility: it is “an example of the organic,” of mysteries enacted in an age of facts; the priests performing a Corn Dance are “daubed with mud to grace the fecund,” in stark contrast to the poem’s depiction of the urban activity of white culture as futile and sterile. In this Pueblo connection to a “sacred earth” lies the generative power that would allow “a new America . . . To be taken as a golden grain / And lifted as the wheat of our bodies.”7


During this period, both as expressed in “Blue Meridian” and in writings related to his marriage to Latimer, Toomer’s vision for new Americans was rooted explicitly in racial mixing.8 Margery Latimer Toomer shared her husband’s vision for making a new American race by their union. She wrote exultantly to a friend about the marriage and her pregnancy in similarly bountiful, gold-colored imagery: “My stomach seems leaping with golden children, millions of them, and my head is purged of darkness and struggle and misery.”9 During their time in New Mexico, the Toomers stayed in Santa Fe with friends of Luhan and explored the possibility of settling and continuing the Gurdjieff work there, but they found depression-era economic conditions unsuited to forming an institute or community.10 They then moved to Carmel, California, to another artist’s community, but were harried by negative publicity over their interracial marriage. Finally, they returned to Chicago, where Margery died on August 16, 1932, after giving birth to their daughter, Margery (“Argie”) Toomer Latimer.


In the summer of 1934, Toomer came to New Mexico again, this time to catch up with Marjorie Content, whom he had met in New York in the spring of 1934 and would wed in Taos in September. Content was more familiar with the Southwest than he, having traveled in the region extensively since 1931 and having lived on the Apache, Navajo, and Papago (Tohono O’odham) Reservations from 1933–1934, working as a photographer for the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Content had traveled ahead of Toomer, driving to New Mexico with Georgia O’Keeffe in June (her correspondence with Toomer during that journey forms appendix D of this volume).


Toomer arrived a month later, ready to embark on a new phase of life. He had just finished the task of arranging Margery Latimer’s correspondence for possible publication, so in a sense he had closed the book on his first marriage and the intense devotion to the Gurdjieff work from which it had grown. Though Toomer’s definitive break with Gurdjieff would not come until early in 1935, their quarrels over Luhan’s money in 1933–1934 had already set the scene.11 When he crossed the Mississippi, that threshold of the West, Toomer reported to Content:


I recited—almost chanted—that part of “The Blue Meridian” which has to do with the great brown river. My emotions just suddenly remembered it. I felt I was engaged in a sacred ritual, in a prayer, in a song of triumph!


The Mississippi, sister of the Ganges,


Main artery of earth in the western world,


Is waiting to become


In the spirit of America


A sacred river,


Whoever lifts that river


Lifts himself and all America,


Whoever lifts himself


Makes that great brown river smile;


The blood of earth and the blood of man


Course swifter and rejoice when we spiritualize.12


Here Toomer recruits the older work to mark a new crossing in his life. He is leaving behind the midwestern social circle he had shared with Latimer, his in-laws, with whom he lived while preparing her letters for publication, and his daughter, whom he visited only briefly while in Chicago. Even within this letter’s texture, the Mississippi is a threshold, the place where Toomer leaves behind the minutiae of travel logistics and allows his language to soar as he moves toward his reunion with Content. In marking his westward passage with poetry at such a crucial geographic point, Toomer also marks his return to the southwestern earth and perhaps even to his hopes for New Mexico as a meeting and mingling place of races. Emily Lutenski has argued that, around this time, Toomer saw the Southwest as a place with unique possibilities for standing outside the black/white racial binary prevalent in so much of the nation, operating as it did on different axes of Native American, Hispanic, and Anglo, and with a different relationship to hybridity—the mestizo.13


The following summer, when he composed A Drama of the Southwest in a small, rented adobe house outside of Taos, Toomer was no longer the newly-wed of 1931 who dreamed of heading up a Gurdjieffian community and who hoped his own marriage would help bring about a new race in America. Nor had he yet so fully repudiated that vision as he would in his New Mexico notebook of 1947, when he discarded the dream of a new American race (calling it “the mingling of bodies in copulation”) as untenable because it could not be undertaken rapidly enough to prevent a third world war and pinned his hopes instead on spiritual transformation, concluding that “men and women with Christ-like qualities” would need to “appear in every country,” lest “the atom bombs . . . begin to fall.”14


Writing A Drama of the Southwest between these two moments, Toomer highlights both the promises and the limitations of the artists’ community in Taos. As the character Tom Elliot’s descriptions of his feelings upon crossing Raton Pass in scenes 4 and 7 show, it still seems possible that the physical setting in New Mexico can inspire feelings of transcendence. Yet of all the artists in the play, only the poet Lillian Range succeeds in actually accomplishing any work during her time in Taos. Still Tom and his wife, Grace, seek to settle there, imagining it as a landscape in which he could be productive and valuing, as they did, the looser social conventions they felt were part of it. As Tom writes of their rented house to a friend, “Feature Tom and Grace living on the highway in a native house a stone’s throw from an auto camp! In no other place would we do it. And, I might add, in no other place could it be done as it is done here. This country is so great that it reconciles everything.”15 Tom seems to be reveling in the incongruity and impropriety of living in such proximity to the unknown populations of tourists or even migrants who might pass through a Depression-era auto camp. At other moments, Tom and Grace are not nearly so ostentatiously open-minded, as when they consider whether the “Mexican children” their daughter plays with present a risk of physical or moral contagion. Such incidents and the brief appearances of domestic and day laborers in A Drama of the Southwest point to the dynamic that Lois Rudnick has commented on, in which an influx of new residents, tourists, and neonatives exacerbated existing interethnic tensions in the region. Indian enthusiasts who came to Taos to be near the Pueblo sometimes also supported Hispanic artists, craftspeople, and laborers, but frequently also worked against impoverished Hispanic communities when championing Native American claims to land and resources.16 In A Drama of the Southwest, as in life, those who came to Taos with utopian dreams lived there imperfectly.


Toomer registered his ambivalence toward the landscape in ways that will feel familiar to readers of Cane. In both Cane and A Drama of the Southwest, works Toomer produced after periods of deeply invested sojourning, giving one’s heart to a place does not mean adoring it unreservedly. In a 1934 letter to Content, he writes of New Mexico:


That country is surely my country too. I have a love for it. Yet, as you know, I hate it also. . . . It is almost as if, ages ago, I suffered deeply in it—and a memory of that suffering sometimes stirs in the regions of myself far below consciousness. I want to found and build a world there. Also I feel that no good can come of it to me or anyone I love.17


Like his character Kabnis, who despises being moved by the beauty of the Georgia night because such feelings draw him to greater intimacy with an often hostile and dangerous land, Toomer is gripped with a powerful combination of newness and intimacy, of love and hate for New Mexico. His southwestern sojourns of 1934 and 1935, then, were not a retreat or a flight for Toomer. They were a return to the unsettling position that he recognized as his position of greatest creative power, that of one whose heart is “freshly given to a place.”


A Drama of the Southwest in Jean Toomer’s Career


A Drama of the Southwest opens with a night scene at Taos Pueblo, proceeds through a philosophical dialogue on a rooftop to a brief speech by a chorus-like figure, the Interpreter, and ends with an extended scene of the arrival of Grace and Tom Elliot in Taos. Various concerns are introduced: the Elliots’ adjustment to Taos, their longing for a place of their own, Tom’s discomfort with the women of Taos, and the marital troubles of their friend John Woodward. The play’s second day is bookended by the Elliot family’s dubious interactions with Pueblo culture. In the morning, Tom Elliot performs an imitation of a Pueblo dance outside the house, and the landladies warn his wife, Grace, that he is intruding upon sacred traditions. That evening, the Elliots bring two friends to Taos Pueblo to hear the Indians sing, but they are disappointed by silence. Tom’s dancing is the talk of Taos Plaza on the third morning in scene 11.18 The Woodward marital troubles are taken up again in scenes 12 and 13 when Helen Woodward confides in Grace that her husband believes she is unfaithful and Tom attempts to meddle in the relationship by confronting Helen’s mother and chasing John Woodward in his car, writing marital melodrama across the landscape. The play does not end but rather cuts off in the final scene with the Elliots receiving news of land they hope to buy and preparing to welcome a Communist for tea.


Despite its incompleteness, the play merits attention because it can help reorient our view of Jean Toomer’s canonical and late works, and because it offers scholars of the American Southwest another picture of the Mabel Dodge Luhan years in Taos. Toomer writes sensitively of one of the great limitations of that artistic community—the barriers that cultures of connoisseurship and patronage throw up against genuine intercultural contact, suggesting that his experience on the receiving end of primitivism-tinged Harlem Renaissance–era interracial patronage primed him to criticize that dynamic in New Mexico. His writings also attend with raw honesty and humor to the trials of the male ego in an artists’ community rich in female luminaries.


Though A Drama of the Southwest should not be mistaken for pure autobiography, it is a hitherto undervalued text in its cultural, literary, and historical contexts. The play dispels several myths about Toomer’s late career and his literary output from New Mexico. Despite widespread reports of the failure of a playwright and of an author who “abandoned his lyrical vein” when he ceased to write of rural Georgia, A Drama of the Southwest delivers astute social commentary, contests of ideas, and moments of great beauty.19 The play also provides, like D. H. Lawrence’s Altitude or Mabel Dodge Luhan’s memoirs, an image of the social world of the artists who mined Taos for creative and spiritual renewal in the early twentieth century. The failure thus far to value A Drama of the Southwest for its portrayal of this important moment in New Mexico’s artistic history flows from both an undervaluing of the outsider’s position and a knee-jerk skepticism about Toomer’s authority to write from New Mexico, and these positions are ones that the play itself can help unsettle.


We do not, strictly speaking, value Toomer for his testimony. We value him for receiving and assembling a richly varied collection of experiences and cultural, historical, and literary influences into beautiful fictions. Jean Toomer in New Mexico in the 1930s retains that receptiveness, the outsider’s keen eye, and the ability to make us feel he writes of a place with authority. To watch Toomer at work in New Mexico is to become more sensitive to the skills he brought to Georgia.


By demanding that Toomer be of the region about which he writes, we invest in precisely the kind of self-important expertise and authority to speak for a place that A Drama of the Southwest holds up for skepticism. This is the false authority that allows Tom Elliot to make pronouncements about Pueblo spiritual practices as long as no actual Pueblo Indians are present and that causes John Woodward to dismiss strong southwestern women as shrill wildcats and to speculate on menopausal symptoms in the lesbian landladies. It is not enough for our criticism to vet an author’s credentials to speak with singular authority about a place and its lifeways. A more delicate negotiation is required, in which we remain open to the possibility that outsiders like Tom and John (and, by extension, Toomer himself) can strike deep experience in a new place, while at the same time recognizing that their assertions about the meaning of a place are always subject to undermining and interrogation—interrogation at which the dramatic form excels and that Toomer uses to good effect both in Kabnis and in A Drama of the Southwest.


If it gives us pause to see Toomer deeply engaged and firmly emplaced in the Southwest instead of in a rural landscape in the South, it is a pause in which we can recognize how long-exaggerated Toomer’s southern regionalism has been, and how that exaggerated regionalism is entwined with the latest round of attempts to shore up Toomer’s pre-1923 claim to blackness, the better to accuse him of later abandoning it in passing.20 Claims of southernness, functioning as coded claims of race identity, are involved in arguments that inscribe Cane as a classic of African American literature by differentiating it from and disparaging the rest of Toomer’s life and work. This tendency to condemn Toomer’s late work cannot possibly heap greater laurels upon Cane than the book earns for itself, but it has wreaked editorial havoc on the late work. Toomer’s achievements in the Southwest in the 1930s do not threaten or dilute his achievements in the Georgia stories or the urban stories of 1923 once our understanding of the merit of those stories is uncoupled from a scholarly quest for racial authenticity. Toomer need not write from the South, or from a moment of wholehearted black identity, to write with insight and clarity of vision. A Drama of the Southwest teaches us as much, for Toomer has no great claim on the Southwest, any more than the other modernists who embraced and claimed New Mexico as a spiritual home. Nor does he need such a claim. We risk blinding ourselves to Toomer’s artistry when we cast his creativity as reportage and his sojourning as belonging.



Tom Elliot in Taos



The setting of the first scene is Taos Pueblo, the iconic centuries-old adobe village northeast of Taos. Toomer’s prose description of this place is so rich in its geographic specificity that it is hard to imagine the cardboard Taos or projector-screen night sky that could stage it. “The only sounds,” initially, are those of a creek that flows from Blue Lake toward the Rio Grande. A creek might be staged in some fashion, but the geographical knowledge concerning its origin and destination is harder to convey.21


The extravagance of these stage directions does not necessarily mean that A Drama of the Southwest is a closet drama, a play meant for reading but never for performance. Toomer actively sought staging opportunities for Kabnis, and comparing the two plays suggests that, throughout his career, Toomer was willing to lavish gorgeous metaphorical language (the moon as a “white child that sleeps upon the treetops of the forest. . . . Black mother sways, holding a white child on her bosom”) and supravisual geographical information (“Somewhere, far off in the straight line of his sight, is Augusta. . . . And hours, hours north, why not say a lifetime north? Washington sleeps”) upon his stage directions.22 In the text of Kabnis, seemingly unstageable stage directions offer up not a setting but a vision of Kabnis seeing the place. His fears of lynching, his consciousness of a history and ongoing reality of interracial sexual coercion, and his longing for cities to the north all shape what he sees in the Georgia night.


The opening scene of A Drama of the Southwest, too, has stage directions that alter perceptions of a landscape. The staging challenge that these rich and geographically intensive directions present could be resolved by the simple use of narration, a choice that would be much in keeping with A Drama of the Southwest’s third scene, which consists entirely of a speech by the chorus-like Interpreter. With the help of such narration, the unnamed watercourse at the center of the scene becomes “the creek that comes down from Blue Lake,” and so situates Taos Pueblo’s absolute dependence on its water in an arid mountain ecosystem.23 To a listener with some local knowledge, the naming of the creek’s source at Blue Lake connects the scene to a religious and political present. Blue Lake is legible in religious terms as the sacred origin site of the Pueblo people, and in political terms as the locus of a then-ongoing struggle by the Pueblo to regain the site, which had been guaranteed to them in 1848 under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo but was appropriated as part of Carson National Forest by Theodore Roosevelt in 1906. At that time, Pueblo advocates were given a promise—not long kept—that exclusive Pueblo Indian use would be preserved. There are environmental implications in the image of the creek, too, touching on the precarious nature of desert life. Today, tribal control of Blue Lake and its outflow stream assures that the water in Taos Creek (the Rio Pueblo de Taos) is safe to drink; in 1935, that water supply was vulnerable to pollution from upstream mining and logging on federally managed land.


The status of this land is raised again in the second scene at Taos Pueblo when Lillian asks of the canyon that leads up to Blue Lake, “Is it Indian land?” and Tom answers somewhat ambiguously, “Legally, and by right of living.”24 Whether or not Tom is fully aware of it, the legal right and the right of living created by six thousand years of continuous use do not make for entire sovereignty in Taos. Valid though the Pueblo’s legal claim to the land is, it will take until 1965 for the federal Indian Claims Commission to rule that the appropriation of the land was unjust.25 While pressing for this outcome, Taos Pueblo contended with US Forest Service policies that included resource extraction, unaffordable fees for grazing permits that disrupted centuries of previous use, and the cutting of trails to encourage recreational use of the sacred site by outsiders. Even the “good trout fishing” that Tom reports as available in the stream is indicative of the Forest Service’s disregard for the religious privacy of the sacred site and the promise of exclusive use. Blue Lake and its stream held no trout until the waters were stocked in 1916 by the supervisor of the national forest in an effort to make the area more inviting to recreation.26


The play’s first movement is a gathering at this crucial and contested water source, when, after a long silence, a group of Pueblo men emerge from the buildings on either side of the water, greet each other in their own language, and gather on a bridge to sing three Taos songs. Thus, after holding his audience in prolonged anticipation for the first line of his play, Toomer provides a line of greeting that most listeners will not understand, and then directs their attention to the Pueblo songs. Just what is meant by such an opening? On the surface, there is an element of local color, an auditory sampling of the type of song and dance that tourists had long come to the Southwest to see. Yet by placing the Native American art form on the same stage as the domestic drama that follows it, Toomer makes a claim for the equivalent valuation of those two art forms. This is in keeping with the interest Toomer shows in Native Americans throughout his New Mexico notebooks, and with his project—visible even in his first drama, Natalie Mann—of elevating music and dance as fundamental ways for drama to advance characterization, plot development, and symbolic meaning.27 Certainly Toomer expects a great deal from the three Taos songs, for, after them, his stage directions instruct: “Then silence again . . . and life becomes existence again . . . and existence, focused for a time in a group of singing men, expands to the mountain and the close stars.”28


This opening scene allows the audience to see a representation of Taos Pueblo and hear the Taos songs without extensive framing or expectations. For the remainder of the play, they will watch as the Anglo main characters arrive in Taos and quest after this very experience: the chance to sit in darkness and hear the Taos songs. The effect is not quite to deflate the fetishized Taos songs. The stage direction describing how existence was “focused for a time in a group of singing men” is an instruction for profound attention, perhaps even breathless fascination and enjoyment.29 Without making the decision to take an Indian Detour—one of those famous prepackaged motorcar tours that shepherded railroad passengers through historic and cultural sites in northern New Mexico in the 1920s and ’30s—to participate in a tourism transaction built upon primitivism and patronage, without lusting after and seeking out the novelty or profound mystery that Native song might offer, the audience has simply encountered the performance. Toomer has made the audience of A Drama of the Southwest into accidental tourists.


As the play unfolds, it stages that local network of power and patronage through a continuum of acts of tourism, viewership, invasion, and cultural appropriation, but the audience is implicated in these acts from the very first scene. The next scene, a rooftop dialogue at dawn between Ubeam Riseling (the Taos Visionary) and Buckter T. Fact (the Taos Kid), develops this theme. Ubeam is “a figure wrapped in a blanket like an Indian, though he is not an Indian—a poet, import, and visionary, a person of some depth and dignity who does not belong to the art colony because he is above art.”30 Names in A Drama of the Southwest are often suggestive, if not outright allegorical. Ubeam Riseling’s name conjures any number of associations: sunbeams; Riesling grapes or wine; the steel universal beams (I-beams, or U-beams, as they are sometimes called) that undergird so much non-adobe frame construction. The name marks him as the intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois to Buckter T. Fact’s Booker T. Washington, but Riseling’s name is ghosted by a fear that Riseling’s poetic regional vision may be impotent or infertile. (“Risling” is also a word for a male horse with one or more testicles retained within the body cavity.) Ubeam and Buck Fact, the dungaree-clad butcher and proletarian described as “below art,” represent two ways of looking at Taos, two possibilities for its promotion and, indeed, its uplift.


When Ubeam rapturously declares of Taos, “This is the roof of the world,” Buck Fact immediately converts the observation into a hard fact: “Elevation six thousand nine hundred odd feet.”31 He then spins into a marketing rap: “Over Raton Pass . . . down Cimarron Canyon . . . and you, too, my dear tourists, will be here on the roof of the world, even as he and I.”32 Buck Fact’s welcome to the tourists could be delivered with showmanship or sarcasm. He calls them “queer birds” and jokes about Mabel Dodge Luhan, “a writer who sees to it that her history is better known” than that of the nearby pueblo.33 When Ubeam describes the Taos Indians as “magnetiz[ing] Taos” until “the entire world comes,” Buck Fact sees a frivolous movement (“Why should anyone come all this way to get dust in his eyes?”) that is nonetheless an important economic force: “As for me, it means a job.” Luhan’s self-promotion and her promotion of Taos make Pueblo culture function as a magnet for tourists. This is not what Ubeam had in mind when he described the Indians as charming the mountains, filling the canyons with echoes, and magnetizing Taos. He responds by trying to take back his metaphor, to connect the idea of magnetism to a noneconomic form of productivity:


Taos magnetizes, hence it must create. In the days of the great seasons, after this awful winter of man, something very great will come to growth in the Southwest, uniting the geography and the people, the earth and mankind, this planet and the universe.34


The notion of Taos Pueblo or Mabel Dodge Luhan as magnetic is frequently repeated in contemporary and present-day writing about the region’s artists’ colony of that era. One senses Toomer’s considerable investment in the Taos of Ubeam Riseling’s dream vision, a Taos with much to teach the world. The last word in the scene is the vague vatic prediction that “something very great will come to growth in the Southwest,” upheld by the gnomic pronouncement, “Remember that the cactus blooms.”35 Yet even after he gives this last word to Ubeam Riseling, Toomer undermines him with a gesture. The next rooftop dialogue begins when Ubeam “rises to a stand, facing east, and lifts his right arm in a gesture suggestive of the Nazi salute” and cries, “Hail to thee, rising sun!”36 Is this the visionary in whom we trusted? Even in 1935, with the connotations of Nazism perhaps running more toward hostility to Communism and ominous militarization than genocide and war, Ubeam’s gesture casts a pall over the enthusiastic vision he presents for Taos’s development. Even in the most innocuous of readings, Ubeam has made himself ridiculous. “Sit down,” Buck Fact tells him dryly, “the sun rose three hours ago.”37 This small exchange is part of a pattern of undermining and deflating that Toomer’s play deploys against those characters—Tom chief among them—whom it might be most tempting to identify as pronouncing the play’s or the playwright’s view.38


Any proclamation in A Drama of the Southwest is mediated by speaker and audience, just as any revelation to be found in Taos must be negotiated within a network of tourism and patronage, in which the earnest questing of pilgrims is always at risk of being cheapened or turned to dust. In the third scene, the Interpreter again strikes a tone of breathless prophecy while setting the stage for the arrival of the main characters:


People are coming, people from the East. They will find this land preinhabited, even as the first desert was; but they will come as if discovering Taos, planting their flag in this high earth. They will come southwestward, not on horseback or in a covered wagon but driving a motorcar. Even so they will strike experience here, as man ever does when his heart is freshly given to a place.39


This last sentence functions, I have argued, as a manifesto justifying creation by outsiders, people from the East like Toomer himself and like Tom Elliot. But the Interpreter establishes a crucial distance from such figures by noting their tendency to misinterpret New Mexico’s empty-seeming land. He or she credits these people from the East as coming “as if discovering Taos,” not as discoverers; he associates their arrival with “planting their flag,” placing them within a history of imperialist projections into the region by Spain and the United States. He warns the audience not to forget that the land is “preinhabited,” no matter how passionately the Elliots will speak the language of discovery.


The Interpreter’s admonition asks that we look backward as well as forward. The first scene of A Drama of the Southwest is its only one comprising exclusively Native American characters. Furthermore, there are no technologies in the scene that serve as temporal markers. If an audience facing the set as Toomer describes it were watching the scene unfold at Taos Pueblo itself, they would be standing on the plaza with the San Geronimo chapel and the ruins of the earlier church both invisible behind them. Thus, the absence of these structures from the set gives no clue to the date; the scene might easily have been set in 1618, before the building of the first church at the pueblo, as in 1935. Unmoored in the centuries as it is, the play’s first scene emphasizes the long duration of human habitation in Taos even as it tempts viewers toward the fallacy of aboriginal timelessness. It then initiates a jarring contrast between the still evening of song and the morning dialogue on automobile tourism. The audience is invited to misapprehend the chronological setting and then to revise those misapprehensions in a process that may ultimately leave them questioning the trustworthiness of their own sensations of discovery and the voyeuristic ethics of finding themselves camped upon Taos Pueblo’s plaza hearing those songs.


Moments like the Interpreter’s speech argue for a self-consciousness in A Drama of the Southwest’s staging of the eastern intellectuals’ quest for experience in New Mexico. By the time the Elliot family arrives in Taos, the audience is well prepared to regard them as the latest in a long series of newcomers and to contextualize their activities as part of a commonplace touristic trend, perhaps even a suspect one. The fourth scene, and the real plot arc of the play, opens with two landladies preparing an adobe house for the Elliot family as roofers work above them. Given local labor patterns, the men on the roof are surely Pueblo Indian or Nuevomexicano, like the nameless and silent “Mexican woman” applying tierra blanca to the walls of the cottage and the real maids, gardeners, and other nearly invisible menial workers employed by neonatives in Taos. Here, however, the workmen on the roof refuse to consent to their invisibility. It would be possible to stage them so they can be seen by the audience, or merely to provide evidence of their presence—their preinhabitation of Taos—in the form of the much-romanticized adobe plaster that rains onto the heads of the interlocutors as the roofers pound and stomp above.
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