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PREFACE


  The English poet William Blake wrote of seeing “a world in a grain of sand.” For nearly twenty years, the Mabel Dodge Luhan house, in Taos, New Mexico, has been my grain of sand. While I won’t assert that its history reflects the cosmos, I will claim it as a fascinating microcosm for examining the lives and works of American and European visionaries who sought to heal the spiritual and social wounds created by modernity and postmodernity.


  The story of the three generations who have possessed the house and land, and been possessed by them, is of more than local interest because it reflects recurrent patterns in the history of American countercultures. I use the term counterculture here in a much broader sense than is typical, to define an oppositional stance taken by American reformers, radicals, writers, and artists who have contested the mainstream development of American society and culture—its rationalist bent, its class, gender, and ethnic differentiations and subordinations, and its corporate, imperialist, and materialist ethos. I distinguish these cultural radicals from more doctrinaire political radicals because of their interest in exploring psychic along with social change.1


  There have been three historical “moments” during which countercultural rebellion has become particularly salient in American history in terms of gaining the attention, and to some extent influencing, the dominant culture. To borrow historian William McLoughlin’s theorizing, these have occurred at “periods when the cultural system has had to be revitalized in order to overcome jarring disjunctions between norms and experience, old beliefs and new realities, dying patterns and emerging patterns of behavior.”2


  For the purposes of this book, the first and most important of these moments was the mid-nineteenth-century movement known as Transcendentalism (1830–50). The second occurred in the wake of the United States maturing into a major capitalist-industrial empire (1900–1920). It spurred the post–World War I expatriation to New Mexico by Anglo writers, artists, and reformers. The third occurred in the 1960s, as a protest against racism and imperialism, and the exploitation and abuse of the environment. It led to northern New Mexico’s becoming a central site of the commune movement. The Mabel Dodge Luhan house has played an important role in the twentieth-century’s two countercultural moments and in the legacies of those movements that I discuss in the final section of this book.


  Indigenous American radicalism has often had both a utopian and a spiritualist cast, with an ever-receding and mythical West as the locus for prophetic pronouncements and experiments. This imagined, redemptive West has, of course, always existed alongside a very different West, one of violence, racial oppression, and capitalist development that has particularly marked the geographic west of the United States. There is no contest about which of these Wests has won most of the victories in American history.3 Nevertheless, it is exhilarating to hear the voices and see the visions of those who have struggled to construct more humane alternatives, even when their behavior has sometimes fed and encouraged the opposition.


  In the relatively isolated, sparsely populated state of New Mexico, creative men and women, both native and expatriate, have found inspiration for challenging how we perceive and relate to one another and how we build the communities in which we live and work. The counterculturalists have come, for the most part, from the same powerful centers on the East and West coasts that have produced what sociologist G. William Domhoff calls America’s “ruling class,” with its interlocking networks of families, schools, and economic and political connections. The counterculture has had its own alternative networks in the twentieth century: in the Northeast, it is Greenwich Village versus Wall Street, with satellite colonies in Woodstock and Provincetown. On the West Coast, it is North Beach versus San Francisco’s Bohemian Grove, with satellite colonies in Mill Valley and Carmel.4


  A surprising number of these countercultural types have spent time in northern New Mexico—and at the home of Mabel Dodge Luhan. They provide us with a glimpse of a much less known but valuable history of the search for alternative communities and cultures. This history is intimately connected to the physical and cultural landscapes of northern New Mexico, which have encouraged forms of holistic thinking that continue to inspire men and women to dream of refashioning the world anew.5
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  Petroglyph rock, Courtyard, Mabel Dodge Luhan House.


  
Introduction


  The story begins like this. Five hundred years ago, the large petroglyph rock that marks one border of the courtyard of the Mabel Dodge Luhan house, in Taos, New Mexico, was placed there by the Tiwa Indians to help anchor the energy of Pueblo Mountain, from whose Blue Lake they trace their origin as a tribe. The petroglyph rock has had an additional function over these years. It has been used as a navigational guide for extraterrestrial visitors because the site also marks the entranceway to other dimensions.


  The story continues. At the time the Spanish conquistadores arrived in Taos in 1540, the Indians who were living on this sacred site failed to heed the warnings of their arrival, and thus lost both their home and their land. They were later reincarnated as the codirectors of Las Palomas de Taos, who were brought together in the 1980s and given another chance to serve as stewards of the land, called on once again to protect it from danger.1


  I can think of no better way to begin a cultural history of the Mabel Dodge Luhan house than this “reading” given by Gilberto Sanchez, an Hispanic psychic and healer, who visited there in May 1989. If any house in the history of Anglo-American civilization deserves to have its own creation myth, it is this one. From its origins in 1918 through the present, the house has attracted so many creative men and women—painters, poets, writers, musicians, social and educational reformers, filmmakers, philosophers, psychologists, and psychics—that I have at times been tempted to attribute its magnetic attraction to the spiritual energies many Taoseños believe are released by the pueblo’s sacred mountain.


  In December 1991, the Mabel Dodge Luhan house was designated a national historic landmark, one of over two thousand in the country. Among the private homes that have achieved this status, I have not located any with a similar history. Most served as the family homes of prominent individuals in the arts, sciences, or industry and are now private residences, renovated businesses, or museums. None, as far as I know, are able to claim possession by three generations of messianic owners who have imagined their home as an alternative creative space that would transform mainstream American culture. These utopian vistas, and their dystopian undersides, make the Luhan house—and its surrounding Taos environs—a rich site through which to explore the American counterculture in the twentieth century.2


  In her essay “The Anthropologist as Hero,” Susan Sontag provides a philosophical context for my study when she writes of homelessness as the existential condition of educated western men and women in the twentieth century.


  The felt unreliability of human experience brought about by the inhuman acceleration of historical change has led every sensitive modem mind to the recording of some kind of nausea, of intellectual vertigo. And the only way to cure this spiritual nausea seems to be, at least initially, to exacerbate it. Modern thought is pledged to a kind of applied Hegelianism: seeking its Self in its Other. Europe seeks itself . . . among pre-literate peoples, in a mythic America; a fatigued rationality seeks itself in the impersonal energies of sexual ecstasy or drugs. . . . The “other” is experienced as a harsh purification of “self.” But at the same time the “self” is busily colonizing all strange domains of experience.


  Although philosophers have contributed to the statement and understanding of this intellectual homelessness . . . it is mainly poets, novelists, and a few painters who have lived this tortured spiritual impulse, in willed derangement and in self-imposed exile and in compulsive travel.3


  Northern New Mexico is one of the germinal sites for understanding the role this “intellectual homelessness” has played in the development of American modernism, comparable in its impact and importance to that of African and Asian cultures on European modernism. On the one hand, American modernists desired to break down the essentialist truths and polar oppositions of western society, especially of nature and culture, that they believed helped to create the political, social, and moral disorder of Anglo civilization. On the other hand, they desired “a there that was always there,” an essential, noncontingent, and transhistorical truth that would substitute for the anxiety of temporality and subjectivity. The physical and cultural landscapes of New Mexico seemed to have most of the requisite attributes for serving the American modernist agenda: to create a modern American culture that would cure the malaise of modernity.
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  Ansel Adams, Taos Pueblo, n.d. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, MDLC.


  Those who lived and worked at the Luhan house have had much to do with constructing the image of Taos as a multicultural Eden, whose indigenous peoples live in peace and harmony with the land. This image has lived side by side with the much less recognized economic reality of northern New Mexico as a place where the majority of people live in poverty, as well as with the often-ignored social reality of Taos as a triethnic community marked by interethnic prejudice and conflict. The dual image of Taos as Shangri-la, and as what the writer John Nichols calls a “third world country,” certainly has parallels elsewhere within the United States. But perhaps nowhere have the extremes existed in such striking contrast.4
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  Ernest Knee, In Back of Mabel’s House, 1933.


  Photo courtesy of Santa Fe Lightsource and Eric Knee.


  In his essay “Healing, Imagination, and New Mexico,” Stephen Fox describes how the state has been subject to various kinds of utopian and dystopian fevers ever since the mid-nineteenth century, when the land and climate began to be promoted for a variety of uses, including the improvement of mental and bodily health. William deBuys’s history of New Mexico clarifies the ways in which, over the past two hundred years, “enchantment and exploitation” have accompanied one another. My history of the Luhan house suggests the complex cyclical nature of this pattern: each of the three generations who owned it began with utopian visions that became increasingly commodified, due to factors that were both within and beyond their control.5


  
Los Gallos


  Mabel Dodge Luhan (1879–1962) spent much of her life searching for a home in which she could end her sense of being orphaned in the twentieth century. Both the nature and content of her quest place her within one of the most significant traditions of American women’s utopian and reformist writing and activism. This tradition began in the nineteenth century with the idea of the home as “a haven from the heartless world” and evolved into a vision of the home as a model for national redemption, of the world as home. Luhan completed her search in Taos, New Mexico, where she built the three-story, twenty-two-room Big House, five guest houses, and a twelve-hundred-foot gatehouse, situated on twelve acres contiguous to Taos Pueblo.6


  Before coming to New Mexico, Luhan had attained an international reputation as a cultural catalyst during her years as an expatriate in Florence, Italy (1905–12), a reputation that expanded dramatically during her tenure in New York City, at 23 Fifth Avenue (1912–17), where she established one of the preeminent salons of the Greenwich Village avant-garde. The disillusionment that she and her radical friends experienced with U.S. entry into World War I in 1917 led to a postwar search for new systems of belief and modes of living that drove many American writers and artists to expatriate themselves in Europe.


  Luhan brought many others to the Southwest, where she planned to make her home in Taos the center of a “new world plan” that would regenerate Anglo civilization from its urban-industrialist bias, its individualist and materialist credo, and its Eurocentric vision of culture. Through her marriage to Antonio Luhan, a Pueblo Indian, she hoped to serve as “a bridge between cultures.” Together, they would attract the nation’s great writers, artists, and activists to discover the social and cultural benefits to be gained from native communities whose religious, aesthetic, and work values were organically integrated with their physical environment.7


  Those whose lives and works were affected by their visits to the Luhan house and its environs include writers Mary Austin, Myron Brinig, Witter Bynner, Willa Cather, Harvey Fergusson, Aldous Huxley, Spud Johnson, D. H. Lawrence, Oliver La Farge, Jean Toomer, and Frank Waters; painters, sculptors, and photographers Ansel Adams, Dorothy Brett, Andrew Dasburg, Miriam DeWitt, Maynard Dixon, Nicolai Fechin, Laura Gilpin, Marsden Hartley, Ernest Knee, Ward Lockwood, John Marin, Georgia O’Keeffe, Agnes Pelton, Ida Rauh, Arnold Rönnebeck, Maurice Sterne, Paul Strand, Rebecca Strand, Cady Wells, and Edward Weston; musicians Carlos Chavez, Dane Rudhyar, and Leopold Stokowski; theatre designer Robert Edmond Jones and dance choreographer Martha Graham; social theorists, anthropologists, and folklorists John Collier, Carl Jung, Jaime de Angulo, Elsie Clews Parsons, and Ella Young.8


  Many who came to the Luhan house were at a critical point in their lives, physically, psychologically, or vocationally. For them, the house functioned as a kind of life crisis center: breaking down and healing, making—and sometimes unmaking—love affairs and marriages. Because several visitors often stayed with the Luhans simultaneously, the opportunities for mentoring, cross-fertilization, and feuding were enormously rich, as attested to by the myriad letters and portraits of the Luhans and their guests that appeared over the four decades they inhabited the house. In remarking that Mabel Dodge Luhan had “talons for talent,” Ansel Adams drolly summed up the double-edged climate that generated much of the creativity and conflict that occurred there.9


  Although there were marked differences in temperament, style, and practice among those who visited the Luhan house, many of them can be included within the concept music historian Judith Tick has called “transcendental modernism.” An aesthetic based on “an eclectic legacy of ideas which has been linked in American intellectual life since the turn of the century,” it included “theosophy, Eastern religious philosophy, nineteenth-century American Transcendentalism, and the imaginative tradition of Walt Whitman.” Among Luhan’s coterie were an unusual number of pioneers in the arts and social theory who shared her desire to be a “prophet of a new order of man.” Believing that cultural vision was central to social revolution, they advocated the preservation of the world’s relatively pristine natural environments and the native peoples who inhabited them as necessary to the well-being of modern society.10


  The Anglo visitors to the Luhan house helped establish what has become a tradition among many twentieth-century New Mexican artists who have shared the belief that they are “relatively free to draw on . . . the symbolic resources” of all three cultures. As Ronald Grimes explained in his study of public ritual and drama in Santa Fe during the 1970s: “The artist is likely to view his own use of symbols as less ideological, hence less exploitative, than the uses of the civil servant, the businessman, or the priest, because he views art as a universal language which is not a means but is its own end.”11


  Most of Luhan’s visitors appreciated the wisdom and cultural integrity of ethnic groups barely acknowledged by most other Americans, who did not credit them as participants in, let alone shapers of, American civilization. In their own work, these artists sought not so much to imitate or appropriate native cultures as to adapt certain native aesthetics to their own modes of self-expression in order to make their art and theory more than just a matter of personal vision.
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  Mabel Sterne and Tony Luhan, c. 1918. MDLC.


  Yet for all their support and understanding, and the often progressive nature of their vision, the relationship of Luhan and her peers to the surrounding Hispanic and Native American communities was an ambiguous and problematic one that evokes the type of serious political, social, and ethical issues raised by other Anglo patronage cultures. They may not have created what folklorist Marta Weigle has called the “Disneyfication” of the Southwest—the commercialization of native arts, and the tourist and real estate industries that have increasingly made Taos a playground for wealthy Anglos who control the economy. But they certainly contributed to these developments. In portraying Taos as a pristine utopia filled with exotic native “others,” they helped to attract the very kind of people they most wanted to keep out. By creating art and literature that rarely referenced the daily social and economic realities of Hispanics and Native Americans, they helped mask the interethnic, racial, and class strife that has been a persistent reality of the region.12
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  Dennis Hopper on roof of Big House, n. d.


  Photo courtesy of Tony Maguire, Turtle Island Archives.


  During the 1960s and 1970s, the turmoil generated by the clash between utopian dreams and their opposing realities, in the second incarnation of the counterculture that swept over northern New Mexico, made the Luhan house, once again, a center of creativity, conflict, and controversy.


  The Mud Palace


  In March 1970, Dennis Hopper purchased the Mabel Dodge Luhan house from Mabel’s granddaughter, Bonnie Evans. Hopper dubbed it “The Mud Palace” and owned it until 1978. He discovered the Luhan property while he was making the seminal 1960s countercultural film Easy Rider (1969), more than half of which was filmed in northern New Mexico. Hopper’s life was as self-consciously emblematic of his era as Luhan’s was of hers. Just as she had, Hopper arrived on the Taos scene at an epiphanal moment, though his was to prove more destructive and self-destructive than creative. Taos exacerbated what had been for many years a life lived, to borrow Susan Sontag’s words, in “tortured spiritual impulse, in willed derangement.”


  Before moving to New Mexico, Hopper had been an active member of the Los Angeles art scene, as a poet, painter, and photographer, as well as a major early collector of Abstract Expressionism, California Assemblage, and Pop Art. Just as the Mabel Dodge salon was a central meeting place for the Greenwich Village avant-garde in the 1910s, Hopper’s home in Bel Air became known as a haven for Pop Art in the 1960s. When he moved to Taos, he hung the walls of the Luhan house with the late modernist and postmodern descendants of her generation: Wallace Berman, Bruce Connor, Ed Kienholz, Roy Lichtenstein, Robert Rauschenberg, Ad Reinhardt, and Andy Warhol.


  In the late 1960s, northern New Mexico once again began to attract artists, writers, and social visionaries who felt alienated by urban, industrial culture and by U.S. involvement in another war, this time in Vietnam. Along with them came hordes of disaffected youth, many of them urban hippies eager to “get back to the land.” By 1970, there were some twenty-seven communes in Taos county, one of the largest geographical concentrations in the nation. Most local Taoseños had a hard time differentiating Hopper’s Mud Palace from the surrounding hippie communes.


  As soon as he moved in, in May 1970, Hopper turned the house into a collective, where he worked for fourteen months editing his first solo film project, The Last Movie. Filmed in an Indian village in the mountains of Peru, the movie is an apocalyptic study of the decline and fall of the American empire, in which the Indians sacrifice an Anglo, played by Dennis Hopper, in order to reclaim their land. The movie was intended to establish Hopper’s home in Taos as the American center of independent filmmaking—a counter-Hollywood. The Last Movie has uncanny parallels with Mabel Luhan’s imagined subversion of Anglo-American civilization as well as with some of the fiction written by D. H. Lawrence as a result of his travels in New Mexico and Mexico. Hopper, in fact, saw himself as Lawrence’s successor. He would do with film, the most important medium of his time, what Lawrence tried to do with language—revolutionize the consciousness of his generation.


  Through the portals of the Mud Palace Hopper brought the stars of his era, most of them artists, poets, songwriters, actors, and musicians: Leonard Cohen, Bo Diddley, Bob Dylan, Peter Fonda, Kris Kristofferson, Jack Nicholson, Joni Mitchell, Michelle Phillips—whom Hopper married in the solarium on Halloween—Nicholas Ray, Susan St. James, and Alan Watts, among the more notable. Indians from the pueblo visited frequently, and Hopper befriended Reies Tijerina, the militant leader of the Hispanic Alianza.


  The artists Hopper collected and emulated shared with those of Luhan’s generation the credo that “art is an experience, not an object.” They believed that the artist is a “truth-sayer,” and that art should have a high moral—and even religious—purpose. The post–World War II aesthetic of Hopper’s generation was marked by its countercultural revulsion toward bourgeois civilization, scientism, and materialism, and by its search for “rock-bottom truth in an era when the work of man so often seemed a force of ugliness and destruction.” Hopper’s inner circle was more than alienated, however. They were outlaws who resisted the political and aesthetic conformity of the McCarthy era and the Hollywood code by violating every respectable norm. The art they produced was angry, outraged, and outrageous; it savaged middle-class American society with wit, fury, and blistering nihilism. They took the detritus of bourgeois consumer culture and twisted it into parodies in their sculptures of rusted tin, nylon stockings, and their art “prints” made on Xerox machines. At its best, the art they produced was powerful and disturbing; at its worst, it was a frightening emblem of the atomic age that art historians believe unleashed it.13


  Hopper brought that rage with him to New Mexico, where, among other things, it affected his relationship with Hispanics who were far less willing to tolerate Anglo patronage than they had been during Mabel Luhan’s era. Their criticism of Luhan was rarely made public, although her Anglo friends and artist colleagues were more than happy to publicize her flaws to the world in thinly veiled caricatures and biographical portraits. Hopper faced a very different Taos, one that threatened his life, not just his image. Hispanics were literally up in arms over an invasion that accosted their values and threatened their livelihood. Before Hopper’s arrival, the business community and town government had given clear public signals that the hippies should “go back where they came from.” Although Hopper looked like a hippie, the way he threw his money around and swaggered about town, and his attempt to make a citizen’s arrest of some local youths who were harassing him, infuriated many members of Taos’ Hispanic community. He became for them—ironically, to say the least—a symbol of the Anglo establishment.


  Luhan and Hopper seemed to be saying “No” to the direction of American civilization by fleeing the city and retreating to a premodern, rural society. But their utopianism reveals the kinds of contradictions that have often subverted the ideal of community in American history. Both were determined to redeem the world in their own image, and their narcissism confused their politics and muddied their social vision. Luhan continually fought “progressive” forces in Taos who threatened to modernize “her” community, which she believed included Taos Pueblo. Hopper exploited Indians in film and abused women in his life in ways that violated his own radical intentions.


  The most striking photographs of Hopper during his early Taos years show him in three contradictory personae: the classic Hollywood cowboy; Jesus Christ; and Charles Manson, the psychotic instigator of the Tate-LaBianca murders, who was planning a hippie takeover of American society and whose biography Hopper contemplated making on film. These images mark the way in which Hopper’s life signified the decline of the traditional macho myth of the American West, as well as the devolution of the 1960s counterculture. Hopper had admired and played the role of the gun-toting loner in numerous TV and film westerns. But he was also a child of postfrontier America and enough of a Beat to want to kick that hero offstage. Hopper was a lot like James Dean in his debut film, Rebel without a Cause, a movie in which Hopper also appeared. He was a rebel with and without a cause, whose ambiguous self-presentation suggests the symbiotic relationship between the messianic savior and the mass murderer.


  Las Palomas de Taos


  Were I mystically inclined, I would attribute my coming to the Mabel Dodge Luhan house in July 1977 as fated. I arrived having recently completed my doctoral dissertation on Luhan, and just as I was about to begin a tenure-track position in the English Department of the University of Massachusetts at Boston. There was no way I could know at the time that the trajectory of my scholarly career would become intimately involved with both the history and future of this house. I arrived at the tail end of Dennis Hopper’s reign, when the house looked like a defunct hippie commune, uncared for and filled with the junk of its last renters.


  There is no doubt that the Luhan house breathed an audible sigh of relief when it was sold in January 1978 to Kitty and George Otero. If Dennis Hopper’s generation reflected a darker version of Luhan’s iconoclasm, the Oteros and their colleagues reflected the more benign reformist elements of the utopian heritage she established. When I returned in 1980, the house was undergoing both renovation and revitalization, as the Oteros turned it into a center for the development of global and multicultural education. The log cabin that had served as Hopper’s editing room now held workshops for teachers; the garage that had once housed the famous Easy Rider motorcycles was converted into two new bedrooms for the clientele who participated in the educational and cultural programs created by Las Palomas de Taos, a nonprofit foundation.


  As an antiwar activist and feminist who taught in a large, urban, working-class university that served diverse students, I found the Oteros’ interest in democratizing schools and revitalizing teachers highly compatible with my own concerns. The Luhan house was a lot less glamorous than in the heyday of Luhan and Hopper. But its heroes, if there were any, were the ordinary folk who must be counted on for any lasting cultural transformation—teachers, administrators, parents, students, and community leaders from New Mexico and other parts of the nation. It did not take me long to find ways of fitting my own research and teaching interests into the workshops on schooling and on Southwest cultures, and to work out a barter arrangement by which I traded talks on the history of the house and its inhabitants for room and board. It took me much longer to break through my highly romanticized vision of New Mexico, which had been shaped primarily by Mabel Luhan’s writings and reinforced by the compelling beauty of the land.


  My life as a scholar and teacher has followed a path not dissimilar to the history of the Mabel Dodge Luhan house. I am part of the first generation of scholars who began to look beyond the story of the American past that had enshrined Puritans as the progenitors and New England as the fountainhead and locus of American life and letters. We were in graduate school when the histories and literatures of women and minorities were beginning to change university curricula, and when new critical theories were beginning to transform the way we read, what we read, and what questions we asked of the past.


  The revisionist history of the American West that came of age in the 1980s embraced the cultures of women, Chicanos, Indians, and Chinese, and explored the frontier’s connection to urban history, industrialism, and tourism. The Southwest was one of the last literary-historical frontiers to be reexamined. Like Mabel when she first discovered New Mexico, I felt that I had come upon territory where my imagination was among the first to “play,” as I contributed to reconstructing the all-but-forgotten history of the early twentieth-century Anglo artists and writers who lived and worked in New Mexico, establishing their place in the development of twentieth-century American culture. But the very forces that helped me stake my claim to this territory led to other discoveries as well, some of which revealed myths that my recoveries perpetuated.
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  George Otero leading teacher workshop, 1979.


  Photo courtesy of Las Palomas de Taos.


  Two incidents stand out in my memory, as I moved toward a more complex and tragic vision of a land that had soon begun to feel like my second home. In 1980, I gave my first talk at the Luhan house, on the relationship between Mabel and D. H. Lawrence. Seated on the stairs outside of what had once been Mabel’s bedroom, I spoke to a courtyard overflowing with local Taoseños. That was the first weekend I had ever spent in Taos, and it was punctuated by the murder of a young teenage boy who had stopped late at night to urinate and was shot and killed by the man on whose property he was standing. The next day, as I was giving my talk, a fourteen-year-old runaway Anglo girl, who worked part-time at the Luhan house and lived with an Indian at Taos Pueblo, was being pursued by her knife-wielding lover in the kitchen, behind the stairs where I spoke.


  Although I was shocked by these events, I did not make much of them. Only after spending a lot more time in and around Taos did I come to understand the acts of violence that punctuated this seeming rural paradise and to learn about the poverty and despair that were a part of daily life in what is billed as one of the most idyllic communities in the United States. I discovered the third world that lives next door to the first world, an often invisible shadow to the tourists who are the mainstay of one of the poorest economies in the nation.


  The second incident was more public and personally embarrassing. In 1983, I came to the University of New Mexico as part of a team of women scholars who were working on a book about Native American, Hispanic American, and Anglo-American women’s responses to southwestern landscapes. I was speaking at a university-sponsored forum on the subjects of my research, which now included writers Mary Austin and Alice Corbin Henderson, as well as Mabel Luhan. The moment my talk was through, there was an immediate outburst from a woman in the audience. She shouted that Mabel was a “rich bitch” who had come to New Mexico and exploited it for her own ego. An older, less strident, but equally indignant woman then stood up and said it was Mabel’s writing that had brought her to New Mexico, now her beloved home. Later, I learned that another member of the audience had complained to one of the organizers of the conference about “the woman from Massachusetts” being brought in to talk about New Mexico.14


  Although it is easy for me to laugh at this incident now, at the time I was mortified to think that I could be viewed, like Mabel, as a cultural imperialist. But the shock may have been just what I needed to begin to examine the limitations of my research. Over the next few years, I read the works of William deBuys, John Bodine, Charles Briggs, Sylvia Rodriguez, and Marta Weigle. They have retold the story of New Mexico from the kinds of perspectives that I was bringing into my classrooms in Boston, but that had not yet affected my writing on New Mexico. Their critical perusal of race and class relations helped me recognize the less benign impact of the Anglo artists and writers who had helped turn the state into an “exotic” colony. Sylvia Rodriguez’s criticisms of the art colonists’ aesthetic blindness to the economic and racial oppression experienced by the majority of northern New Mexicans no longer allowed me to just celebrate their contributions to American art history.15


  In Taos and Its Artists (1949), Mabel Luhan wrote that during her forty-year residency, Taos served as a “fabulous honeycomb, irresistible and nourishing,” to artists, writers, and social activists. While there is no doubt about the truth of her assertion, her view of Taos has been qualified in ways that make for a much more complex and conflicted vision of its place in the lives of its inhabitants, as well as its role in regional and national culture.16
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  Filming of Twins, June 1988, Courtyard, Mabel Dodge Luhan house.


  Photo courtesy of Bob Campagna. (Danny DeVito and Arnold Schwarzenegger are in the center.)


  In its most recent history, the mission of the Luhan house has been broadened beyond the elitist core of Luhan’s cultural “honeycomb” to include members of the region’s three major ethnic groups as leaders, staff, and learners. Yet its leadership has been no less utopian in orientation. They have been strongly committed to a belief in the house’s “spirit of place” as a transformative environment. In the words of Susan Chambers-Cook, their goal has been to create “a living-learning laboratory” that can serve as a model to lead Americans into the twenty-first century with a clearer consciousness of their relationship and obligation to the planet and its global village.17


  Like their predecessors, the owners and directors of Las Palomas have also experienced—and created—turmoil and dissent within the smaller and larger communities they inhabit. They have suffered frequent staff turnover and the suspicion and hostility of members of the local community. Las Palomas has existed for most of its life at the edge of financial crisis, a situation primarily due to economic circumstances beyond its control. But its fiscal instability worsened when George Otero began an ambitious building program in 1989 and Susan Chambers-Cook reoriented their offerings in a more New Age direction. In fact, it is Otero and Chambers-Cook whom the psychic Gilberto Sanchez claimed were brought back to save the endangered site. It is at least in part due to the financial results of their expansionist dream to create a wider venue for their social philosophy that the Luhan house was first put up for sale just at the moment when it achieved its status as a national historic landmark.18


  Whether or not one believes Gilberto Sanchez’s reading of the petroglyph rock that resides in the courtyard of the Mabel Dodge Luhan house, there is no doubt that the house has earned a place within the history of utopian ventures in American culture. Its legendary status has even infiltrated contemporary popular—some might say schlock—culture.


  In the 1988 Universal Studios movie release Twins, Arnold Schwarzenegger and Danny DeVito outwit a diabolical scientist at Los Alamos, who tricked their mother into being part of a genetic experiment to produce the perfect child. Schwarzenegger is the ideal specimen the scientists hoped for, whom they rear in secret; DeVito is his unexpected, unwanted, and very unidentical “twin.” When the two orphans find out who their mother is, they set off to find their home. It turns out to be the Mabel Dodge Luhan house. Named Whispering Pines, it is an artist’s colony administered by the Benedict Foundation, a creation of the painter Marion Benedict, that provides free shelter, food, and a creative environment for artists and craftspeople. DeVito, who has lived his life as a con artist, is ecstatic to find out that “Mom is rich.” But Mom won’t accept them at first, because she doesn’t believe their story. They have to win her back by displaying the kind of old-fashioned moral values that earn them the right to a family and a home.


  It is unlikely that Susan Sontag would give Twins high aesthetic marks. But she would recognize its mythic story line as part of the continuing saga of spiritual homelessness and the search for redemption in the twentieth century. (In her list of twentieth-century cures, the plan to produce the perfect human would fall under the attempt to solve “humanistic problems” through “scientific ‘value neutrality.’ ”) It is equally doubtful that Mabel Luhan would have approved of the movie. But she might well have recognized the text as a pop version of her own—and her heirs’—century-long quest to create a world in which we can be “at home.” It is that quest, and its meaning and consequences for twentieth-century American culture, that I undertake to explore.


  
PART 1



  The Mabel Dodge Luhan Years


  Los Gallos (1918–1962)


  When the magnetic center, the Purpose, the clear Vision and the Will are there, one by one the individuals are drawn into the magic circle.

  Dane Rudhyar to Mabel Dodge Luhan

  July 2[, 1925]


  I like what Mabel has dug up out of the Earth here. . . . No one who hasn’t seen it and who hasn’t seen her at it can know much about this Taos myth—it is unbelievable—One perfect day after another.

  Georgia O’Keeffe to Henry McBride

  [1929]


  I feel that Taos is one of the great magnetic centers of the world.

  Leopold Stokowski to Mabel Dodge Luhan

  January 6, 1938


  
CHAPTER ONE


  Anglo Expatriates and the

  New Mexico Landscape


  In the first decade of the twentieth century, New Mexicans had to fight to enter the union because their predominantly Hispanic and Indian populations gave them a presumably un-American ethnic cast. By the 1920s, the postwar influx of some three hundred Anglo expatriate artists, writers, and social visionaries was well underway, a number of them claiming that the two indigenous groups legitimized New Mexico as the most American of places.1


  A generation earlier, Walt Whitman, the poet who arguably had the most profound influence on the first generation of modernists that came to New Mexico, anticipated their vision. Although it is doubtful that Mabel Luhan and her peers knew of Walt Whitman’s prophetic letter, written in 1883, on the 333d anniversary of the founding of Santa Fe, they shared his point of view:


  We Americans have yet to really learn our own antecedents, and sort them, to unify them. They will be found ampler than has been supposed, and in widely different sources. Thus far, impressed by New England writers and schoolmasters, we tacitly abandon ourselves to the notion that our United States have been fashioned from the British Islands only, and essentially form a second England only—which is a very great mistake. Many leading traits for our future national personality, and some of the best ones, will certainly prove to have originated from other than British stock. . . .


  To that composite American identity of the future, Spanish character will supply some of the most needed parts. . . . As to your aboriginal or Indian population . . . I know it seems to be agreed that they must gradually dwindle. . . . But I am not at all clear about that. As America . . . develops, adapts, entwines, faithfully identifies its own—are we to see it cheerfully accepting and using all the contributions of foreign lands from the whole outside globe—and then rejecting the only ones instinctively its own—the autochtonic ones?2


  Why were so many of the men and women who came to New Mexico after World War I searching for the “real” America among cultures that had been ignored, rejected, or despised by the mainstream? There are myriad reasons, most of them intimately tied to patterns of disruption and change within the dominant culture, as well as to the continuing historical search to define a national character and culture that had its roots in the early national period. At the turn of the twentieth century, during the period when the United States emerged as a leader among the urban, industrial empires of the world and experienced its most intensive waves of immigration, economic upheaval, and class divisions, the search for a national character and culture became seriously contested. Many Americans sided with the social scientists, political analysts, and journalists who defended the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon and Teutonic heritages as the ground of American democracy and the guarantor of its continued health and prosperity.3


  A minority of social reformers and social scientists, many of them first-generation immigrants and African Americans, believed in a more inclusive idea of national identity. They argued that the continued social and political health of the nation was dependent on the cultural “gifts” and economic benefits of immigrants and people of color. In his essay “Transnational America,” published in the Seven Arts in 1917, the cultural nationalist Randolph Bourne wrote that the 15 million or so immigrants who had come to the United States in the past two decades were helping the United States to become a model of multiculturalism, an emblem to the world of how to end the centuries-long battles among nationalities and religions that had devastated much of the earth. Some of the future leaders of New Mexico’s cultural renaissance were fleeing these very immigrants in whom Bourne had such faith. But most shared his belief that non-Anglo, nonwhite cultures had laid the groundwork for a revitalized American civilization.4


  The Anglo expatriates who came to New Mexico were adrift in the social and cultural turmoil of the modern era; in fact, they were instigators of some of that turmoil, nay-sayers to the hierarchies and polarities of the Victorian age that had placed men and women, black and white, intellect and emotion, in opposition. For the Victorian elite, art was imitative and culture the preserve of the educated and upper classes, who used it to define and consolidate their control over the so-called barbaric lower orders. For the cultural radicals in Luhan’s circle, art was intended to be psychically and socially transformative.5


  In pre–World War I America, New York City was the base of operations, Greenwich Village the home, and Alfred Stieglitz the most important articulator of this countercultural vision. He was also the common denominator connecting many of the innovative artists who made up the first generation to visit the Luhan house. Through his patronage of the European and American avant-garde at his 291 studio in New York, his editing of the avant-garde journal Camera Work, and his photography, he developed a coterie who shared his belief that modern art could heal the psyche of the alienated artist, as well as the divisions within society itself. We cannot fully understand the attraction of the early modernists to New Mexico without understanding Stieglitz’s credo, although, like Emerson, he was more bourgeois than his most important disciples, and he himself never visited New Mexico.6


  Stieglitz exemplified the American intellectual’s ambivalent stance toward European civilization. He accepted it as both the repository of a rich, traditional past and the heartland of revolutionary theories in social and aesthetic thought and practice. But no one argued more eloquently than he for a “native” American culture that would establish its own viable traditions without imitating or emulating Europe. Stieglitz’s dictum was that Americans must create their own authentic art out of a fully realized sense of place. Those who went to New Mexico seem to have adopted this credo more determinedly than other artists who came under his influence.7


  The entrance of the United States into World War I, especially the war’s impact on the home front, had a profoundly adverse impact on a large number of the cultural radicals who formed the vanguard of modernism. Wartime hysteria and repression were directed at anyone who was less than “100 percent [Anglo] American.” The censorship of the press even affected art journals like Camera Work, which issued its last number in 1917. The war exaggerated the fears over whether there was an American culture or whether it would continue to exist. Conservatives argued that America’s ethnic hodgepodge prevented it from producing a “real civilization,” whereas radicals feared the “dreary homogeneity” of the “100 percenters.” The disillusionment of the Luhan circle was in good part due to the fact that many of them had believed they were helping to usher in a brave new world of social justice and aesthetic freedom. Even if they did not have precisely the same political or cultural agenda, most of them were supportive of the rights of women and minorities to a fair share of the nation’s economic wealth and acknowledged their contributions to American civilization.8


  Artists’ Colonies and Utopian Communities


  In rejecting the city, at least as their source of inspiration, and in establishing residence in one of the least- populated and most remote regions of the United States, the expatriates who moved to or sojourned in New Mexico were not rejecting modernism. Nor were they necessarily abandoning the reformist spirit that had inspired their work. What they rejected was the possibility that the urban landscape could provide the conditions and means necessary to their personal, aesthetic, and social visions. The city was the home of machine civilization, a turbulent reminder of the power of the nation-state to steamroll its populace into “mindless conformity” and to reduce human life to rubble in its capacity to make war. It was also the home of the uprooted immigrants and African Americans that some of them associated with the chaos of the urban centers they inhabited.9


  Santa Fe and Taos were neither the first nor the only “colonies” established by twentieth-century artists who envisioned a sense of place that would nourish their work and their lives. Karal Ann Marling has discussed the burgeoning of these colonies between 1890 and 1910 in Provincetown, Old Lyme, Woodstock, Carmel, and other rural spaces scattered across the United States. Artists and intellectuals took “to the woods and dunes and deserts as a way of life around 1900, many settling permanently in remote outposts and trying to forge a meaningful communal existence.” They established studios, galleries, and schools that often involved a variety of different arts and crafts, including painting, weaving, sculpting, bookbinding, and furniture-making. Marling distinguishes between two types of colonies: those that sprang from the Barbizon school, whose painters moved to rural areas to paint “in plein air”; and the “intentional colonies,” influenced by the arts and crafts movement, which “arose as a result of advance planning on the part of founders with a mission—founders determined to construct countercultures, away from the blight and turmoil of industrial cities, where circumstances favorable to the creative life could be cultivated, and from which positive humanizing influences for social betterment would emanate.” Like Woodstock, the Taos colony that Luhan helped to establish derived from both impulses—the desire for “a formalized Utopian structure and the cult of the picturesque.” It is no accident that Andrew Dasburg, who worked and taught at Woodstock in the 1910s and 1920s, became a leader of the modernist movement in New Mexico, nor that Luhan, Dasburg, and Hartley had been part of the Provincetown colony.10


  What distinguished the colonies that were established in Santa Fe around Alice Corbin Henderson and Mary Austin, and in Taos around Mabel Luhan, was that they did not view themselves as segregated from their surrounding world. Their agendas were more ambitious and outward looking as they sought a national audience for their alternative models of community and culture. In this respect, they shared ideals with some of the anarchist and mystical counterculture communities that Laurence Veysey discusses in his illuminating study, The Communal Experience. Most historians of communal movements argue that political and religious utopias represent two different and conflicting traditions. But Veysey demonstrates the connections between them at the turn of the twentieth century, which are particularly pertinent to understanding the visionaries who were attracted to Mabel Luhan’s Taos circle.11


  During the Progressive Era, the ideas and programs of mystics and anarchists shared space in the same journals and were sometimes touted by the same radical individuals and groups. New Thought, for example, was an eclectic mix of Eastern religions—Hindu, Buddhist, Vendantist, Sufi, Zen—and the more occult strains of Christianity, whose adherents increased dramatically in the early twentieth century as they became increasingly alienated from mainstream Protestantism. This broader movement relied on an all-loving God who offered a continuous supply of divine sustenance and the promise of “at-one-ment” with the universe. Although much of New Thought emphasized a passive giving up of mind and will, there were also elements within it that stressed the active evolution of consciousness to higher and higher stages, eventuating in the “cosmic consciousness” that Luhan and many of her friends were bent on achieving.12


  At the turn of the twentieth century “theosophical pronouncements” often had “a definite utopian ring to them, as the idea of service to mankind was translated into the concept of the spiritual leader who ‘may guide the civilization and races of men in their evolution, enabling them to attain far higher ground than would otherwise be the case.’” Interesting parallels exist between the millennium anticipated by Marxist visionaries that would follow the overthrow of capitalism and the New Age that was dreamed of by the leaders of New Thought. For many of the prewar radicals there was no necessary contradiction between using one’s energies to affect “outer existence through social action” and using them to affect “inner [existence] through meditation and self-mastery.” Thus Mabel’s colleagues in Greenwich Village could simultaneously involve themselves in radical action and journalism, psychoanalysis, Christian Science, and other New Thought practices.13


  A number of contemporary critics have held Luhan’s generation of cultural radicals at least partially responsible for “the triumph of the therapeutic” and “the culture of narcissism.” But as Veysey points out, it has been typical of American cultural radicals to try to embrace both self-expression and the communitarian impulse. While “it can indeed be radical to work politically for a redistribution of wealth . . . [which] directly challenges the centers of social and economic power . . . this kind of radicalism offers no sense of a profound alternative to existing styles of living or patterns of human relationship.” Since the middle of the nineteenth century, American cultural radicals have engaged in a wide range of not always compatible beliefs and activities. Underlying these sometimes contradictory desires is a search for a coherent worldview that will sanctify the human community, provide meaning and order in the universe, and maximize individual consciousness.14


  Certainly Luhan and some of her cohorts can be justly criticized for the self-indulgence of their quests for evolutionary consciousness and mystic self-gratification. Although they did not see their personal journeys of self-realization as incompatible with a larger social agenda, they also did not recognize the contradiction between their arrogant belief in themselves as spiritual leaders who would light the way for the masses and their presumed commitment to democratic forms of community and culture. Yet it was their belief in themselves as transformers of culture that inspired some of their best work and led to the recognition and valuing of Hispanic and Native American arts. Luhan’s seemingly absurd faith in the New York occultist who defined her mission in life as making known to the world that Taos was “the beating heart of the universe” helped to generate the synergistic creativity that took place there.15
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  Woody’s Mill on the Road to Taos, c. 1920s.


  Photo courtesy of Museum of New Mexico.


  The Flight to New Mexico


  The transcendental modernists who came to New Mexico were seeking to heal what T. S. Eliot called the disease of modernity: “the dissociation of sensibility,” whose origins he traced to the French philosopher Descartes and to seventeenth-century Europe’s scientific revolution. Antiscientistic, they believed that New Mexico was a place that would help them to reunite body and mind and spirit and matter, because it called forth the experience of art as generation. In the process of reintegrating themselves, they would discover the means by which their art could do the same for the culture at large. D. H. Lawrence spoke of New Mexico as the possible site of his utopian colony “Rananim,” where men and women would learn to live simply and in harmony with one another and with the land.16
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  Edward Curtis, Willow [Tony Lujan], 1905.


  Photo courtesy of the Gallery of the North American Indian, Santa Fe.


  Disgusted by the mass culture purveyed to an increasingly consumption-oriented mainstream, artists Marsden Hartley and Maynard Dixon hoped to replace the homogenized “melting pot” advocated by assimilationists with a national culture that was rooted in regional and ethnic cultures. In 1919, Hartley wrote of Native American art: “The red man is the one truly indigenous religionist and esthete of America.” Twelve years later Dixon wrote about the best-known work from his Taos period, Earth Knower: “You can’t argue with those desert mountains—and if you live among them enough—like the Indian does—you don’t want to. They have something for us much more real than some imported art style.”17


  Equally disdainful of American capitalism and Russian communism, reformers Mary Austin and John Collier searched for alternative models of community in the village socialism that they associated with Pueblo, and with certain aspects of Hispanic, culture. In 1922, Collier wrote of Taos Pueblo as “The Red Atlantis.” In a 1925 essay Austin wrote for the reformist journal Survey Graphic, she stated that the “apostles of a new social order” should not go to “the cafes of Prague or the cellars of Leningrad,” but to New Mexico to discover “the most interesting possibility of social evolution that the world scene at present affords.”18


  Writers Jean Toomer and Frank Waters scoured the world’s myths and religions searching for what Carl Jung called “the reconciling symbol” that would bring inner peace and promote social harmony and ecological consciousness. Toomer discovered in New Mexico fertile ground for his dream of “blending . . . all peoples into one American race.” In his notes on Taos he wrote, “Here is the possibility of a new people. Men and women in spirit to match the grandeur of this earth.” After moving to Taos at the behest of Mabel Luhan in 1937, Waters spent much of his life’s work pursuing the correspondences between Southwest Indian and Eastern religions in an attempt to promote a humanistic faith that is “built on the premise that man’s psyche and the cosmos are related to each other as inner and outer worlds.”19


  Dance and theatre innovators Robert Edmond Jones and Martha Graham identified traditional Indian and Spanish rituals as “total” art forms that could serve as inspirations for avant-garde forms of expression. Dreaming of a drama that could give life to “the vision of the living soul of the world,” Jones imagined an adobe “theatre of the new world” to accompany Mabel Luhan’s call to the nation’s “Greeks” to make the Southwest their home base. Graham’s interest in creating modern American dances that would have the mass appeal of folkloric art was provoked by her witness of Hispanic and Indian dances during her visits to New Mexico in the early 1930s.20


  For theosophist and modern composer Dane Rudhyar, the Southwest’s indigenous arts became models for the promotion of psychic health and international peace and understanding. Rudhyar intended his music to help create an “emotional transformation” in his listeners that would allow them to overcome their egos and the “ghosts of the personal past.” At the same time, he wished to bring “social significance” back to music by promoting the “planetarization of consciousness” through his advocacy of world music. Leopold Stokowski argued for recording the music of Indians throughout North and South America, as a means of laying “the foundations of world culture” and world peace in the post–World War II era.21


  Perhaps John Collier best summed up the millennial promise these Anglo expatriates from mainstream America constructed from the Native American cultures of the Southwest: “If our modern world should be able to recapture this power, the earth’s natural resources and web of life would not be irrevocably wasted within the twentieth century. . . . True democracy founded in neighborhoods and reaching over the world would become the realized heaven on earth. And living peace, not just an interlude between wars, would be born and would last through the ages.”22


  The Physical Landscape


  What was it, specifically, about the sparsely populated and little-known terrain of northern New Mexico that inspired such visions and visionaries? First and foremost was the identification with the land. To attract D. H. Lawrence to Taos, Mabel Luhan wrote him that it was “like the dawn of world,” suggesting both its possibilities for spiritual rebirth and for aesthetic inscription. Robert Rosenblum has pointed out that after the man-made debacle of World War I, the “sacrosanct world of prehistoric nature” moved to a central place in the worldview of American artists. Northern New Mexico offered just about the best that was available of that commodity, as a landscape that had always been “associated with the world after history had come to an end.” The insistence of its dramatic geography and climate put humans in their place, at the same time that it challenged them to find the creative resources to match its power.23


  The New Mexican landscape provided the traditional western myth in a new guise. Instead of the lone cowboy going off into the wilderness to prove himself a man by wielding his gun and pitting himself against an unforgiving land on the fringe of civilization, artists pitted their paintbrushes, pens, and cameras against a landscape so overwhelming in its grandeur that it could have easily eclipsed personal vision and individual creativity. At the same time, the land beckoned them with the promise that their egos would find a connection to something larger than themselves. Sharyn Udall has noted that the idea of the Southwest as a “spiritually-charged land . . . found new currency after the turn of the century among . . . pioneers of modernism” for whom “traditional pictorial means could not adequately express their spiritual, utopian and metaphysical ideas. Their search for other forms produced a new artistic litany, in which symbolic and allegorical content assumed a new purity, with emphasis on color and light as bearers of meaning.”24


  Among the mystically inclined who were drawn to the Luhan house, the obvious topographical parallels between Taos, Tibet, and other Asian terrains suggested that New Mexico was the link that connected West and East, Europe and Asia. In her book Taos and Its Artists (1947), Mabel Luhan asked her readers to consider whether the name Taos could have derived “from the small band of devotees who followed Lao-tze westward out of China, imbued with the teaching of the Tao,” whose “non-aggressive, moderate politesse of the heart” she found consistent with Pueblo ideals of conduct. Mabel fancifully linked the settlement of Taos and the Pueblo religion with the Tao, while associating her environment with both the Old Testament’s Eden and the mythical Himalayan kingdom of Shangri-la.25


  In Taos, the Sacred Mountain provided artists and writers with a source for their own creation myths and re-visioning of America. As early as 1927, John McGinnis, writing about Taos for the Southwest Review, noted that Taos artists were painting the mountain so industriously that “it seems destined to become as familiar in America as the Prudential Company has made the Rock of Gibraltar.” Jean Toomer was told by the Taos Indians that the mountain was “the gateway to Heaven.” British clairvoyant Geoffrey Hodson, who visited Taos in 1930, announced that “the spirit of a diva lived in the mountain and radiated creative energy” that was measurable—“three feet off the ground in Taos and extending south to Santa Fe where its power diminished to six inches.”26


  Along with the terrain, the climate of northern New Mexico was believed to have healing powers, especially for those with lung diseases. In 1916, Alice Corbin Henderson, an associate editor of Poetry, one of the important modernist “little magazines” of the era, came from Chicago to Santa Fe for her health. She wasted no time in making connections between the physical and spiritual healthfulness of the southwestern landscape, which included new ways of thinking about the metaphor of land as woman. The verse that opens her first book of New Mexico poems, Red Earth (1920), contrasts the worlds of the city and the desert in terms of male and female identities. The city is youthful, strident, aggressive, gigantic, and noisy—the prototypical attributes of the American man who seeks to shape the landscape to match his materialist visions. The desert, on the other hand, is ancient, peaceful, and religious, its habitats scaled for survival:


  After the shout of the giant,


  Youthful and brawling and strong


  Building the cities of men,


  Here is the desert of silence, . . .


  An old, old woman who mumbles her beads


  And crumbles to stone.27


  If northern New Mexico was particularly attractive to women writers, artists, and reformers such as Alice Corbin Henderson, Mabel Luhan, Mary Austin, Willa Cather, Georgia O’Keeffe, Elsie Clews Parsons, and other “daughters of the desert,” it was because no one had mastered this vast, spacious, and thinly populated expanse of desert, mesa, and mountains. Indeed, that it could not be mastered was attractive to their sense of themselves as women who were seeking to make their own imprint on American culture and as ecologists who believed that their fellow Americans needed to learn how to engage in a nondestructive relationship with the land. The very grudgingness of the land, its indifference to human presumption and its ability to take back its own, challenged them to tackle it on its own terms and to grow through their own inner resources.28


  The Cultural Landscape


  Northern New Mexico became one of the important sites for the gender wars that Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar have discussed as marking the emergence of modernism in the early twentieth century. The battle of the sexes sometimes took on a larger-than-life-size scale around the female-dominated magnets of Santa Fe and Taos, in part because strong women were controlling what had been traditionally male-dominated space, in this case the cultural being coterminous with the physical frontier. Male prophets D. H. Lawrence and Jean Toomer met their female matches in Mabel Luhan and Mary Austin, who laid claim to New Mexico’s terrain as their own fertile ground on which to rebuild the world. Lawrence savaged Luhan as “The Wilful Woman” who sought to establish her own empire of the spirit, while Toomer complained that the spirit of place in Taos seemed to attract matriarchs in greater numbers than made him comfortable.29


  For the male and female prophets who came to New Mexico, its greatest attraction was the relationship of native peoples to their land and the cultural practices that were generated from that relationship. Both groups practiced an essentially subsistence economy based on agriculture, pastoralism, and hunting that took little from the land other than what was needed to feed and clothe themselves. Their arts were central to their daily life—work, play, and religious expression—and were created for beauty as well as use.


  The modernists who came to New Mexico were attracted to the abstraction and stylization that were essential to traditional Pueblo and Hispanic arts. But more important than any specific designs that influenced their work was their fascination with preindustrial communities for whom the arts were not compartmentalized into separate disciplines and relegated to museums and theatres for passive viewing on evenings and weekends. As distant as the Anglo expatriates were from Hispanics and Indians in their class background, education, and life experiences, as practitioners of the arts, they were marginalized citizens within mainstream American society.


  The radical visionaries among them were doubly marginalized by the war. Their dreams of transforming America from its urban centers had proved illusory, as had their belief that artists and intellectuals could affect the nation’s economic and political power structure. The New Mexican landscape was as physically unlike Europe and the East Coast as one could imagine; it was culturally distant as well. It offered them a chance to reconstruct their vision of themselves and their roles in the formation of a national culture, on an untested and relatively uncontested terrain. Their hyperbolic insistence that Native Americans and Hispanics had produced the only original art in the United States, and thus that their cultural formations must serve as the foundation for national cultural self-definition, can partly be explained by these factors.30
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