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Introduction



  It is in man and not in woman that it has hitherto been possible for Man to be incarnated. For the individuals who seem to us most outstanding, who are honored with the name of genius, are those who have proposed to enact the fate of all humanity in their personal existences, and no woman has believed herself authorized to do this.


  (Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex)1


  Mabel Dodge Luhan tried to enact the fate of humanity through her personal existence. In the early 1920s, a Chicago newspaper reporter claimed she was “the most peculiar common denominator that society, literature, art and radical revolutionaries ever found in New York and Europe.”2 Although one cannot be sure what the reporter meant by “peculiar,” Luhan was indeed a “common denominator” whose life connects important social and intellectual issues in late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century European and American life. Chief among these was the issue of the “New Woman” and her relationship to modern America’s emergence from the Victorian age. Through her own writings and activities and the works of newspaper reporters, painters, poets, and fiction writers, Mabel became a leading symbol of the New Woman: sexually emancipated, self-determining, in control of her own destiny. She seemed free to go where she wanted and do as she pleased. To many she heralded Woman as World Builder.


  Born in 1879 to a wealthy Buffalo family, Mabel was schooled in charm and groomed to marry, like most Victorian women of her class. Stultified emotionally and intellectually at home and in school, she yearned for a life ennobled by Poetry and Beauty. After the accidental death of her first husband and the birth of her first and only child, Mabel was sent to Paris by her family. In 1905 she met and married Edwin Dodge. When they moved to Florence, Mabel determined to make a new life that would express her aesthetic impulses. She devoted the next eight years to realizing her dream of the Renaissance. The villa she reconstructed, the clothes she wore, the very consciousness she applied to her daily life—all were materials for her living monument. So too were the artists she collected to grace her salon and share her table: Gertrude and Leo Stein, Paul and Muriel Draper, Eleanor Duse, and Bernard Berenson. Jacques-Émile Blanche, a portrait painter of the socially mighty, was commissioned to immortalize her in her guise as a Renaissance lady.


  By 1912, Mabel found this Florentine world aesthetically and emotionally bankrupt. It seemed all form and no content. She returned to America and settled in Greenwich Village, where, for the next three years, she presided over what was perhaps the most famous salon in American history. Her apartment at 23 Fifth Avenue became internationally known as a gathering spot where the “movers and shakers” of the pre–World War I era engaged in a free exchange of avant-garde ideas in art, politics, and society. On Mabel’s “Wednesday Evenings,” one might find A. A. Brill introducing Freud’s latest theory to a roomful of prominent writers and activists, among them Walter Lippmann, Max Eastman, and Lincoln Steffens. Here, Margaret Sanger sought support for her nascent birth-control movement, Hutchins Hapgood debated the virtues of free love, Bill Haywood and Emma Goldman argued the anarchist’s view of the struggle of the proletariat. Out of the heady confusion of competing programs and ideals, Mabel predicted, would emerge a brave new world to replace the anomie of twentieth-century life.


  The Victorian and fin de siècle world Mabel had rejected left as one legacy a generation of men and women who craved and demanded a deeper emotional sustenance, a broader social base, a freer range of expression. The radical innocents of Greenwich Village had the exuberant optimism and the will to experiment that made such a new world seem imminent. Within it, men and women would rejoice in their sexuality and all classes work in harmony for a nonexploitative economic system, while artists, humanists, social scientists, and political activists cooperated to enact change.


  Mabel immersed herself in the spirit of her times, supporting, writing, and speaking about the various causes that promised to liberate her and her fellow men and women from the spiritual and psychological shackles of the past. She became vice-president of the Association of Artists and Sculptors that sponsored the Armory Show; a member of the advisory board and a contributor to The Masses, the leading left-wing journal of the day; a supporter of the Woman’s Peace Party; and one of the early popularizers of Freudian psychology in a weekly column she wrote for the Hearst papers.


  During World War I, some of Mabel’s friends and associates rushed to Europe as correspondents, while others stayed home to join or fight the Wilsonian war machine. Mabel chose a different course. In Greenwich Village the dynamic of her life had been revolutionary change. By 1916, however, she had begun to feel scattered in so many directions she feared she would never unite the fragments. When her third husband, Maurice Sterne, discovered northern New Mexico as the ideal place for her to find herself, she agreed to move. Among the Pueblo Indians of Taos, New Mexico, Mabel discovered a culture that seemed to offer everything she had lacked in childhood, failed to re-create in Florence, and could not find in Greenwich Village. The Pueblos offered a model of permanence and stability, a 600-year-old community where individual, social, artistic, and religious values were fully integrated.


  Taos was the last place Mabel tried to build what she called a “cosmos.” Here she became a leading proponent of the primitivist doctrines that attracted many alienated white intellectuals in the 1920s. Soon after her arrival, she met and fell in love with Antonio Luhan, a full-blooded Pueblo Indian who became her fourth and last husband in 1923. Mabel believed that she and Tony would serve as a “bridge between cultures.” She dreamed of establishing Taos as the birthplace for a new American civilization, one not based on getting and spending, or on the redistribution of wealth. The Pueblos’ lack of interest in material wealth, their devotion to communal values, their healthy respect for human limitation and for the natural environment seemed a sane counterpoint to the frenetic white civilization she saw as heading for self-annihilation. Throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, Mabel wrote numerous articles both for the popular press and for literary journals to convince her fellow Americans that salvation lay in the Indian way. She sought support for her messianic mission by attracting talented artists, writers, and reformers to Taos: John Marin, Georgia O’Keeffe, and Andrew Dasburg, to immortalize the beauty of the Taos landscape; Leopold Stokowski, to capture the rhythms of native American music; D. H. Lawrence and Robinson Jeffers, to help write the gospel of her newfound Eden; John Collier, to protect the Pueblos’ lands and cultural hegemony.


  Of all the worlds that Mabel tried to create, her dream of turning Taos into a paradise regained speaks to us most clearly today, and not just because it was a modern reincarnation of the oldest American myth. She addressed the issues that still challenge us: the possibility of our survival in an individualistic world, in a country where community is rarely found, in a land that slowly chokes itself on the effluence of its industrial processes.


  Mabel also speaks to those of us who are seeking to understand the roles of women in the American past and to define them for the future. For while she wished “to justify the universe by changing it, by thinking about it, by revealing it,” she was convinced that what Beauvoir calls the desire “to found the world anew” could only be actualized by men. The selves and worlds she tried to build always had to be “authorized” by men.3 In spite of the many important contributions she made to the people and causes she supported, in spite of her myriad writings that are perceptive documentations of the social and intellectual history of her times, the outstanding fact of Mabel’s life is that she never found a clear and coherent direction for herself. The primary reason why she never did was that she believed that women were dependent on men to realize their destinies.


  Once we look past the sexually liberated image of the New Woman in the popular press and fiction of her day, we often discover women who are intellectually and emotionally reliant on men. When we examine the role that Mabel played in some of the fiction written about her, we find a woman as old as the Greek hetaira. In The von Richthofen Sisters, Martin Green places Mabel alongside Frieda Lawrence, Isadora Duncan, and Alma Mahler as one of the key figures in the revival of the mutterrecht: an early-twentieth-century movement that identified the basic creative energies of the life-force with women. The new women of the mutterrecht were intended to aid in the regeneration of society by inspiring its great male talents. Mabel cultivated this role assiduously and was duly rewarded: “In the hetaira men’s myths find their most seductive embodiment; she is beyond all others flesh and spirit, idol, inspiration, muse; painters and sculptors will want her as model; she will feed the dreams of poets; in her the intellectual will explore the treasure of feminine ‘intuition.’ ”4


  Many forces in Mabel’s life encouraged her to believe that playing the Muse to men of genius was the major route to power and importance for women. She had been trained from childhood in feminine passivity and learned well what Virginia Woolf called women’s function “as looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of a man at twice its natural size.”5 The male bohemians Mabel associated with in Greenwich Village encouraged her to be what Max Eastman called a “Mother Postulate,” so they could be provided with the security and inspiration necessary to transform the world. Her twenty years in Freudian analysis, and her desire to become another Frieda for D. H. Lawrence, intensified her belief.


  By allowing the powerful men she collected to draw upon her feminine essence, Mabel expected to control the process and direction of their creative energies. She wanted to be the artist-as-god, but she ended up playing the more traditional female role of the artist-of-life: at times shaping the lives of those about her into interesting patterns and textures, “happenings” that were brilliant but evanescent; at times plotting out the loves and lifelines of poets, painters, and men of action in order to satisfy her will-to-power. If Mabel remained a “child-woman,” who never fully developed the “strengths and skills of adult autonomy,”6 it was in good part because she could never reconcile her belief in women’s necessary dependence on men with her strong desire for self-assertion and independence.


  In The Female Imagination, Patricia Spacks suggests that Mabel’s life and prose convey “the essential confusion of the woman whose sense of reality was always vicarious—unable fully to accept herself as a ‘finger post’ [a model or guide who points the way for other women], unable fully to exist as a separate self.” It is just this “essential confusion” that makes Mabel representative of her times in a way that her more accomplished women friends—Emma Goldman, Margaret Sanger, Willa Cather—were not. As June Sochen has shown in her study The New Woman: Feminism in Greenwich Village, many of the heroines of feminist fiction suffered from just this kind of confusion.7


  Mabel deliberately sought to become a heroine in fiction because she could not realize herself. She expected the artists she collected to transform what she called her “undifferentiated flow of vitality” into a coherent personality. By presenting herself as an object for their imaginations, she hoped to be transformed into a “subject.” That Mabel looked to the world of art for self-realization and significance is not surprising if we recall Virginia Woolf’s sardonic commentary on the conspicuous absence of women from the history texts:


  Not being a historian, one might go even further and say that women have burnt like beacons in all the works of all the poets from the beginning of time—Clytemnestra, Antigone, Cleopatra . . . Becky Sharp, Anna Karenina . . . the names flock to mind, nor do they recall women “lacking in personality and character.” Indeed, if woman had no existence save in the fiction written by men, one would imagine her a person of the utmost importance; very various; heroic and mean; splendid and sordid; infinitely beautiful and hideous in the extreme; as great as a man, some think even greater. But this is woman in fiction.8


  While Mabel never achieved the stature of a Clytemnestra or of an Anna Karenina in any of the fiction created about her, she was, interestingly enough, portrayed in all the roles that Woolf says one can imagine women in. She was heroic and mean, splendid and sordid, and if not infinitely beautiful, definitely striking and seductive; at times, hideous in the extreme. One of the most fascinating aspects of Mabel’s life was the way she served the imaginations of artists engaged in the developing myth of the American character in the twentieth century.


  Not long after the American Revolution, Hector St. Jean de Crèvecoeur asked, “What then is the American, this new man?” Those who wrote about Mabel seemed to be asking, “Who then is this New Woman?” The answer to the question depended on who was asking it. To Gertrude Stein, Carl Van Vechten, and Max Eastman, Mabel’s undammable and discontinuous feminine vitality was particularly suited to express the dynamism of modern American life. Mabel became nationally known as “Edith Dale” in the 1920s novels of Van Vechten. She was the woman who smiled and manipulated the vortex of artistic and social life in pre- and postwar America. In Eastman’s Venture (1927), she is the hetaira, who initiates young rebels of the prewar era into the mysteries and glories of sex, art, and radical politics.


  To Jacques-Émile Blanche’s horrified and amused Jamesian eye, she was the New World on the make, out to rifle a decaying Europe and destroy what was not to her taste (Aymeris, 1923). During her early years in New Mexico, Mabel served Witter Bynner in a similar vein. In his protoabsurdist drama, Cake (1926), she is a type of the ugly American whose sexual and cultural appetites drive her to devour the world. For D. H. Lawrence, Mabel was an emblem of what he most loathed and liked about America: the lust for “knowing” that violated the mysteries of man and nature; the questing spirit of the New World, once embodied in the male American, now best represented in the female. In her final literary incarnation, All of Their Lives (1941), Myron Brinig embodied Mabel as an American Becky Sharp, a seriocomic symbol of his vision of twentieth-century America’s Vanity Fair.


  Many of the artists who fictionalized Mabel’s life used it as a paradigm of the human condition in twentieth-century America. She was continually mythologized as a figure who had the potential to transform the world. Mabel’s life represented what had traditionally been a male heroic quest: the commitment to break new frontiers, the desire to dominate the human and physical environment, the search for some transcendental reality that would give the individual a sense of connection and relatedness. What they felt was dangerous about Mabel was that she had too often merely disguised the worst of the male American’s will-to-power with feminine sexual allure. While they saw her as having the potential to take the best in the American national character and improve upon it, she did not seem able to escape the sexual politics of the past.9


  When Mabel began writing her memoirs in 1924, one of her overriding purposes was to offer her life as a paradigm for the human condition in the twentieth century. She offered the worst of herself on the public altar because she wished to facilitate the destruction of the system that had produced her. Mabel believed that all of her life before New Mexico epitomized the psychological and social destructiveness of the national obsession with “power, prestige, and possession.”10 In the fourth and final volume of her memoirs, she presented herself as redeemed through the grace offered her by Tony Luhan’s love. Although she could not internalize them, she had the sensitivity to appreciate the values of Pueblo culture, which did not reward aggression and personal achievement as the highest social goals.


  The final self Mabel offered the world, and through which she hoped to restore the world, was more the product of art than of reality. Mabel had attempted what she believed was the task of all true artists, a task that she had been convinced only men could achieve:


  Real art has the man in it, the spirit, the wish, and the courage that spin out of himself those qualities he needs to satisfy the discontent in him, and the artist is the greatest of us all in these divine aesthetics of self-creation.


  Patricia Spacks speaks of the long tradition of women writers who have discovered their identities by “manufacturing [them] in prose,” women for whom literature becomes a realm in which they achieve a kind of freedom they can not attain in their lives.11 In this regard, as well as for the perceptive documentation of her times, Mabel’s memoirs are an important contribution to the social and intellectual history of the human imagination.


  Mabel’s published memoirs play an important but limited role, however, in establishing her individual and representative significance as a twentieth-century American. In 1951, she shipped to Yale University 1,500 pounds of papers, including twenty-three volumes of autobiographical manuscripts and letters; seventeen volumes of scrapbooks that contain most of the articles written about her over her lifetime (as well as many about her prominent friends); several unpublished stories, poems, and essays (most of them autobiographical); and two unpublished novels.12


  Mabel left the evidence of her life so carefully clipped, typed, and bound that one must conclude she was preparing for a postmortem continuation of her search “to be made real.” Biography was the final, and perhaps most risky, mode through which she sought to have her identity and place in history established. Since her death in 1962, she has been treated with the lack of seriousness that has traditionally relegated women culture-carriers to footnotes in scholarly texts or to the gossipy accounts of popular biographers. Neither of the two biographical assessments written since then take account of the rich body of sources, her own and others, that establish her important place in American cultural history. Christopher Lasch dismisses Mabel as “another rich and restless woman, a footnote in the cultural history of Bohemia.” Emily Hahn’s Mabel reduces her life to an extended anecdote about her many loves and her headhunting of the famous artists with whom she surrounded herself.13


  This biography makes use of all the resources that are available. They reveal a complex woman who tried to influence the course of American history and in so doing captured the imaginations of writers and artists who were seeking to come to terms with their own understanding of twentieth-century America. Because the fictional versions of Mabel’s life document both the real and legendary roles she played, I take as much account of the literary as of the historical and social events that shaped her. Each biographical section is followed by a close analysis of Mabel’s relationships with the writers who used her life to invent their visions of America. By examining Mabel’s real and imagined lives, we will increase our understanding of the cultural forces that shaped modern America and of the New Woman who struggled to make her mark upon it.


  
Chapter 1



  Background


  The year is 1887, the place New York City. Grandfather Cook stands imposingly at the top of the staircase in his gloomy Fifth Avenue mansion. At the bottom of the stairs, looking up at his six feet some inches with awe, is his eight-year-old granddaughter, Mabel Ganson. To the child, he is “like a noble bird of some kind—the real American eagle.” He moves slowly down the staircase, a self-assured Victorian priest of finance capitalism. When he arrives at the bottom of the staircase, he reaches “his bloodless, clawlike hand” into his pocket and withdraws a shining silver coin. “Here . . . Here is a silver dollar for you! Look at it! Now take it and never forget it!”1


  This memory epitomized the substitution of power for love that Mabel attributed to the American upper classes into which she was born. Her response to her grandfather’s votive offering was a mixture of respect and rage: admiration for the weight of the past he symbolized, matched by revulsion for the kind of life and living he stood for. She felt a “deep veneration” for her grandfather, “a glad reverence that he was mine and his words were law . . . a willingness and a submission to this symbol, yes, a desire to be prostrate to it because of that noble man, my lawgiver.” Mabel’s desire to submit to her grandfather’s authority warred with an equally strong desire to ridicule it because of the inferiority of its power base: “So while I almost wanted to kneel down and accept that silver dollar from him like a sacrament, at the same time I wanted to cry out: ‘Oh, nonsense! What do I care for your old dollars!’ ”


  Scenes like this one crystallized D. H. Lawrence’s view of Mabel’s memoirs as “the most serious ‘confession’ that ever came out of America, and perhaps the most heart-destroying revelation of the American life-process that ever has or will be produced. . . . Life gave America gold and a ghoulish destiny.” Mabel became the center of that destiny in Lawrence’s American fiction, as her family had been central to it in fact. She could not have chosen a more appropriate set of forebears to provide authentic background for her development as “a twentieth-century type.”2


  Mabel’s great-grandparents partook in the founding and building of the American nation. They were pioneers and sturdy yeomen, the kind of people Thomas Jefferson asserted were the backbone of the young republic. Her grandparents belonged to the first generation of wealth created by the burgeoning trade and manufacturing associated with the rise of modern capitalism in the Jacksonian period. By middle age they had achieved the social and economic prominence earned by the financiers of the Industrial Revolution. They were preeminent representatives of the life-styles and values of the upper classes in the “Gilded Age.” Mabel’s parents’ social and economic prominence was based solely on what they inherited. Their unfulfilled lives and unhappy marriage reflected a decaying Victorian gentility.


  On Mabel’s mother’s side, the Cook family were pioneer settlers of western New York whose original ancestors came to America from Dorset, England in the seventeenth century and settled in Rhode Island. Great-grandfather Constant Cook settled in Bath. As Mabel put it, the Cooks “were” the town of Bath. When Cook could no longer “keep his dollars occupied” in his Bath bank, he moved to New York City, where he built his Fifth Avenue mansion.


  Mabel’s description of her Grandmother Cook’s life in Bath is a wonderful evocation of a well-to-do countrywoman’s life in mid-nineteenth-century America:


  Grandmother was always superintending the kitchen, helping to prepare the splendid country meals, training the young country maids, overseeing the preserving, the many complicated puddings and cakes and pies, the roasting of the big joints and fowls, and attending to the thousand details of a hearty, comfortable living. Besides, she was always “bringing up” her four handsome girls while their father, down in the village, spun the whole countryside out of himself. Horse-shoeing, banking, judging, railroad-building, house-building, town-building!3


  Grandfather spun so well that Grandmother Cook was deprived of her duties after they moved to New York City. There her days were filled by writing minutely detailed instructions to her daughters about how to run their households. Much later, in New Mexico, Mabel tried to re-create her grandmother’s way of life in Bath. She hoped to regain the physical and psychological health she associated with the preindustrial America that men like her grandfather helped to destroy.


  Great-grandfather Ganson left Scotland in the mid-eighteenth century and settled in Vermont. A captain in the Revolutionary War, he was wounded at the Battle of Bunker Hill. After the war, he settled in Le Roy, a frontier town in western New York state. Captain Ganson’s second son, John, was educated at Harvard, passed the bar, and was elected to the Senate in 1862 as a Democrat. A close friend of Abraham Lincoln’s, he supported all of Lincoln’s war measures, including emancipation. Mabel was brought up with the rumor that her great-uncle “would have been President if—.” John’s older brother, James, who was Mabel’s grandfather, made his fortune in banking. Mabel remembers him as a “severe, humorless man” who spent most of his days in his downtown bank. The Ganson family was associated with Buffalo from the beginning of its industrial growth.4


  Buffalo


  The Buffalo the Ganson family moved to in the 1830s was a tightly knit, relatively homogeneous community of about eight thousand, with a strong sense of social cohesion. Few people lived on unearned increment. Property owners were usually the managers of their holdings, while the working class was made up mostly of artisans who served a small and well-known clientele. The social classes were not geographically segregated. Until the mid-1840s, Buffalo had only one paid policeman. It was the kind of small-town America that post–Civil War writers would remember with nostalgia.


  By the late 1860s, Buffalo had become a major center of trade and commerce in America, second only to Chicago in shipping because of its strategic location at the “foot” of Lake Erie. In one generation, it began its growth from a village into an urban giant, whose flour, steel, and lumber mills, oil and sugar refineries, and breweries brought it both enormous wealth and poverty. According to a recent study, the city began to lose its social cohesion in the 1840s, as class lines solidified with the increasing “power of the ruling elite.”5


  Helping to support the city’s wealth and its precipitous growth (the population tripled from 81,000 in 1861 to 244,000 in 1890) was the arrival of thousands of Irish, Italian, Slavic, and Polish immigrants. Alongside native workers, they labored in the mills and railroads, often for as little as ten and twenty cents an hour. Injuries, fatalities, and unemployment were a fact of their daily lives. By the turn of the century, 4,000 workmen a year were injured at the Lackawanna Railroad yards. In 1900, Buffalo had an unemployment rate of 19 percent and a class of chronic indigents who were supported through poor relief. Strikes and wage cuts went hand in hand with the economic recessions that occurred from the 1870s through the 1890s.6 The Mabel Ganson who grew up in the high noon of the Gilded Age had only the remotest awareness of this “other America” that would become one of her focal points in the radical world she later joined in Greenwich Village.


  An 1870 lithograph of Delaware Avenue gives a clear sense of how beautiful and secluded life was in the Buffalo Mabel knew as a child. Looking downtown from North Street, one sees princely estates hidden behind dignified rows of uniform trees. Thin wisps of smoke and blurred matchbox houses in the far background convey the only indications of industry and of the working classes. By the 1890s, there were sixty millionaires in Buffalo. The wealthy owners of the mills and refineries lived only two or three miles from the industries, wharves, row houses, and slums of the inner city. Yet socially and psychologically they were much further removed, for they lived in the city with the baronial splendor of a landed gentry.


  In 1869, the same year that Mark Twain moved to Buffalo, America’s foremost landscape designer, Frederick Law Olmsted, was commissioned to design a park system for the city. The parks and parkways he created covered one thousand acres. Spacious tree-lined avenues 100 feet across and boulevards 200 feet across, lined with six rows of trees on each side, were the product of his labors. The boulevards were designed to be the spokes of a wheel that would provide access for people from all over the city to a rural park four miles from downtown Buffalo. The park and parkways were, in fact, used primarily by the wealthy whose homes lined them.


  Olmsted planned Delaware Avenue as one of the central arteries. Even today one can see remnants of its grandeur in the few remaining mansions that are being renovated and restored. While Mabel was growing up, the street was home to prominent bankers, lawyers, doctors, to the president of Lackawanna Steel and to the founder of Wells Fargo. The mansions built to display their fortunes were a mélange of architectural styles: imitation Tuscan villas stood next to English country houses of stucco and timber. French mansards rubbed shoulders with Queen Anne; Georgian Revival vied with Greek and Tudor. Such prominent architects as Stanford White and H. H. Richardson designed these mansions of marble and gingerbread that housed the splendor and the clutter of the Gilded Age.


  In the 1880s and 1890s, most middle- and upper-class Buffalonians would have agreed with an author of New England Magazine that “The Queen of the Lakes” had “in store a mighty future.” Buffalo was a microcosm of the burgeoning economic power of the nation: not only an important center of commerce, but of political power as well. In these decades, its reform mayor was sent to the White House. Grover Cleveland was the ideal president for the golden age of laissez-faire capitalism. His sound money policies and conservative political philosophy were firmly grounded in a faith that business would take care of the country’s needs. In 1901 Buffalo achieved its apotheosis when it hosted the Pan-American World Exhibition, a lavish and costly symbol of America’s coming-of-age as an imperial power after the Spanish-American War.7


  The street on which Mabel lived housed the social, economic, and political elite of Buffalo. Delaware Avenue was host to four presidents. Here Millard Fillmore built his Tudor Gothic mansion in the 1850s, where Lincoln came to visit as president-elect. In 1901, President McKinley was carried to a Pompeian brick mansion, where he died after having been shot by the anarchist Czoglocz. Theodore Roosevelt was sworn in as president across the street from Mabel’s Delaware and North Street home, on the front steps of the Wilcox House, where she played frequently as a child.


  The Rumseys and Carys, friends of the Gansons, set the social tone in late-nineteenth-century Buffalo. The Rumseys’ lavish estate included a large lake for boating in the summer and skating in the winter. Horse-racing down Delaware Avenue was a favorite sport. There were elaborate costume balls; private theatricals; sleigh rides and strolls around Delaware Circle, lit with ornate gas lamps and banked with flowers; and vacations in the Berkshires, Newport, and Europe in the summers. There were elaborate dinner parties with numerous courses, for which Mabel’s mother was famous.


  The wealthy were building themselves a civilization: raising funds for music halls, a symphony orchestra, libraries, and a historical society to solidify their culture and their past.8 The houses of worship they built were as lavish as their homes. As a child, Mabel attended Trinity Episcopal Church, just a few blocks from her home. It is a magnificent example of Gothic Revival, its dark, rich woods and velvet pews illuminated by stained-glass windows representing some of the finest work of America’s master craftsmen John La Farge and Louis Tiffany. The rich also died lavishly. Forest Lawn Cemetery was a Delaware Avenue neighborhood, designed as a beautiful park with elaborate funeral statuary graced by lush grass and trees. Here, in 1890, an anonymous lady gave tribute to the earliest occupants of the land by paying $ 10,000 to have a statue erected of Red Jacket, a famous orator who was chief of the Wolf tribe of the Seneca. The young Mabel Ganson who picnicked in Forest Lawn would have missed the import of the monument’s inscription. But it may have impressed upon her an early image of the American Indians whose savior she later tried to become: “When I am gone and my warnings are no longer heeded, the craft and avarice of the white man will prevail. My heart fails me when I think of my people, so soon to be scattered and forgotten.”


  Delaware Avenue was meant to stay an Anglo-Saxon preserve. When a German immigrant, who had recently made his fortune, moved onto it in the 1890s, his daughters were snubbed. It was whispered that they had not “ ‘come out’ like the other girls—they just ‘came over.’ ” Mabel remembered her childhood milieu as a gilded wasteland, whose social rigidity and lavish exteriors often hid barren and empty lives. On Delaware Avenue everybody knew everyone else, but “people never talked to each other except of outward things. . . . There was hardly any real intimacy between friends, and people had no confidence in each other . . . [they] neither showed their feelings nor talked about them to each other.”9


  Childhood


  The large, brick Victorian mansion in which Mabel was born on February 26, 1879, was a home that seemed “destined for sorrow.” Originally built by a wealthy lumberman, who was found dead one winter night near his place of business, the house was then purchased by Buffalo’s wealthiest social leader, Dexter Rumsey, as a wedding present for his daughter. She died within a year of moving into it. Next, James Ganson bought it for his son Charles as a wedding gift, when he married Sara Cook.10 Though their destinies were not carved out for murder and early death, they certainly did seem programmed for marital misery.


  Charles and Sara Ganson’s lives were shadows of their parents’ vigor and purposeful activity. Mabel’s father was trained in law, but because of an extremely nervous and volatile disposition, he never worked at that or any other profession. He was an ineffectual man noted for his violent verbal outbursts and antisocial behavior. His inability to function satisfactorily in either business or private life may well have been compounded by his sense that there was nothing he had to do. Mabel remembered her father spending days in his study, when he wasn’t shouting at Mabel’s mother because of jealous “fits.” While he lavished affection on his thoroughbred dogs, he gave none to Mabel: “I knew with all the prescience of a child that my father had no love for me at all. To him I was something that made a noise sometimes in the house and had to be told to get out of the way.”11


  Charles Ganson’s feelings for his wife were summed up in his only recorded exhibition of a sense of humor: whenever Sara returned home from a trip, he would lower the monogrammed flag he flew on his front lawn to half-mast. Mabel’s mother had all the “masculine” attributes her father lacked. According to Mabel, she was strong and decisive but also cold, unfeeling, and entirely self-centered. Mrs. Ganson had none of the responsibilities of her busy and capable mother and no creative outlets for her robust energies in a life given over to visiting, hunting, and dinner parties. She seemed indifferent toward her husband as well as toward her child. The only times Mabel remembers sharing any intimacy with her mother were on Sunday mornings when Sara would lie in bed and weep in self-pity about being bored and blue. “I have no recollections,” Mabel tells us, “of my mother’s ever giving me a kiss or a smile of spontaneous affection, or of any sign from my father except dark looks and angry sound. . . . We all needed to love each other and to express it, but we did not know how.”12
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  Charles Ganson.
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  Sara Cook Ganson.


  All photographs are courtesy of the Beinecke Library, Yale University, unless otherwise indicated.
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  Grandma Cook (writing to her three daughters every day from her Fifth Avenue and 28th Street home).
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  Mabel Ganson, around age 5.
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  Mabel Ganson, around age 16.
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  Mabel Ganson, age 18, in coming-out dress.
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  Violette.
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  Mabel, Karl Evans, and John Evans.
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  Villa Curonia, Florence, 1904.
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  Yellow Salon, Villa Curonia.
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  Mabel and Edwin Dodge with John Evans, 1905.
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  Portrait of Mabel Dodge, by Florence Bradley, 1910.
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  Portrait of Mabel Dodge, by Jacques-Émile Blanche, 1911.


  Mabel’s memories affirm Christopher Lasch’s observation that the context for identity once provided by a strong family and community life was disappearing among the upper classes in the late nineteenth century. The society Mabel grew up in, with its stress on facade and its lack of purposeful activity (for women in particular), exacerbated the problems of her immediate family life. The child-rearing practices widespread among her class further contributed to her sense of social and personal isolation.13


  The primary adult caretakers for Mabel and her friends in their formative years were their nursemaids. Often these were young immigrant girls who paid the children little mind except to correct their manners or to see that their physical needs were cared for. The children’s relationships with their parents were primarily formal: “It was the custom to have the children after dinner,” Mabel notes, in her sardonic description of the “children’s hour.” In the Ganson social circle, as in the family circle, people seemed to ignore each other’s inward lives. All was form without content. Mrs. Ganson’s formal tulip bed was Mabel’s symbol for a society so petrified that it left no room for the growth of feeling, or for the development of a young person’s identity. The garden, like Mabel’s life, was “ordered and organized, nothing was left to fortuitous chance, and no life ever arose in it taking its own form.”14


  Two of Mabel’s earliest childhood memories stand out as evocative symbols of her emotional and sensory hunger. Watching her nursemaid’s friend tease the kitchen help one day by squirting milk across the room from her breast, Mabel stood transfixed. She slept with her nurse that evening, pulling, fondling, and kissing the girl’s breast, after she had fallen asleep. When no milk appeared, she began to get rough and tried to injure it. Mabel obviously exaggerates her abuse of the breast, for the girl certainly would have awakened if her description were literally true. But the incident clearly indicates her desperation for maternal nourishment. That she experienced the breast as an object, as a detached symbol of mother love, is significant for understanding her narcissism; for as an adolescent and an adult she often related to women and men as objects for her manipulation.


  During the many hours she spent in her nursery, Mabel sought to appease her need for affection by pressing her mouth against the Mother Goose figures that decorated her bedroom walls “until I had aroused in myself some feeling of comfort. . . . I believe if there had been one picture in that house that I could have looked at from which I could have drawn some of the spirit of life, I would have been satisfied by it. . . . Or one face that had real feeling in it for me would have answered. But there was nothing and no one.” Mabel’s lifelong desire for “thrills” began during those nursery days when she experienced the panic of nonbeing that she so often called by the name of boredom: “Better a real pain, better a danger to life itself, than this negation of living that comes from not having anything to do.” Her fear of purposelessness led to her obsession as an adult to be part of everything in her environment, to take up every cause, to experience emotions to their furthest limits. It contributed to her inability to stand still long enough to find herself or to commit herself to any one line of development: “So to escape from that burden became the great problem in the first five years and has remained so ever since, and to escape the fear of the pain of idleness has led me in curious deviations away from the true chances of escape into occupation. . . .”15


  Mabel was given a great deal of freedom, within her limited social environment, once she was old enough to be let out of the house by herself. She spent much of her time doing as she pleased: riding her ponies wildly through her part of town, romping through the cemetery, roughhousing, playing games with the boys and girls in her set. The rigidity that marred the lives of the adults she knew did not affect the lives of their children, at least until they were old enough to be sent away to school: “all the streets and houses of our town were a good deal like a big campus where we could go in and out as we liked and where everything was alike as it is in a family. . . .”16


  Mabel’s neighborhood was, indeed, a good deal like a preserve that she did not have to leave in order to play, go to school, or worship. The church she attended was a few blocks from home, a palace that awed her with its solemn beauty. St. Margaret’s Episcopal School for Girls was a Victorian house located conveniently across the street from her. The park in which she and her friends played was a mile away. Sometimes they were tempted to visit the “bad” part of Buffalo, but this was never more than a brief glimpse into an underworld that must have seemed magical to them, so distant was it from the world they knew.


  Although Mabel gives us evidence of how active she was as a child, once she was allowed to leave the confines of her nursery on her own, she insists that she was idle, will-less, and doll-like. Because she was a girl, she was not a “self-starter,” but always waited for the boys in her group to “take initiative and suggest things.” This assertion contradicts her descriptions of herself as a mobilizer of many of the childhood activities and pranks in which she engaged. The virtuous Victorian maidens who sat on piano stools until they fainted were the heroines of her children’s books. But they were not the role models she chose to imitate in her play. She enjoyed helping her friends steal all the door numbers on Delaware Avenue and received a severe scolding when she tried to satisfy her anatomical curiosity by soaking her friend’s rag doll in water to make it urinate.


  Mabel never resolved this contradiction because she could not reconcile her belief in women’s derivative powers with her passion to achieve in her own right. Time and again as an adult, she lapsed into neurasthenic depressions during which she claimed she could accomplish nothing without a man to “use” her. These depressions would be followed by her engaging in more activities in a few months’ time than most people engage in during a lifetime. While she always insisted that it was a man who energized her into action, she was responsible for most of her creative ideas and she never tolerated direction from any man for very long. In fact, Mabel’s desire to control others was at least as strong as her need to submit to direction. The “exhibitions of power, of prowess, and of courage” that she admits to as a child who sought to manipulate friends she could feel no affection for remained an adult strategy that continually warred with her feminine ideology of submissiveness.


  Surely Sara Ganson’s assertion of “masculine” drive within the confines of a highly conventional feminine role and Charles Ganson’s fluctuations between hysteria and passive withdrawal contributed greatly to Mabel’s sexual confusion. She admired Sara’s beauty and tried to emulate the self-assurance and high-spiritedness that were the marks of her social distinction. Although she recalled that her father could be kind and had moments of fumbling gentleness, there was nothing that Mabel admired about him. When he accused Sara of having “beaux” and went into one of his jealous rages, Mabel immediately sided with her mother.


  Sara’s face sometimes took on a look of “cold, merciless contempt” that Mabel did her best to imitate. Numbing herself into a state of emotional immobility was one of the survival tactics she learned that she often used as an adult when confronted by emotional traumas she could not handle. The sphynx-like silences with which Sara tormented Charles were repeated by Mabel with devastating effect on her husbands and lovers. When he was particularly aroused to anger by Sara, Charles would threaten to leave her and take Mabel with him. Mabel, of course, knew for what purpose she was being used. Once she recognized, however, that her parents’ battles were merely verbal combats that would never result in any disruption of the outer semblance of family life, she had some guarantee of psychic security: “when the cunning watchfulness of childhood made out that the two antagonists were helpless and bound, from that time on I was at liberty, in myself, to find my escape from them both. And all the years I have to tell of are but a record of that search.”17


  In order to minimize the effect of her parents on her, Mabel developed a fantasy that is endemic to American literature. American writers, particularly male writers, have often set off, in their lives and in their works, on real and metamorphic journeys of self-discovery. Like Ben Franklin, Walt Whitman, or F. Scott Fitzgerald, Mabel imagined she was responsible for creating herself: “As a child, I had felt no one in front of me—an unopened space with no paths in it encircled me; my parents had seemed like dim, dull figures far, far behind. I could not make them a part of my journey. I had to set off alone by myself and I was always alone.”18 Mabel’s ambition to “make” herself in the traditionally male American way was, however, undercut by a number of factors. The only way she could gain approval in the adult world was by behaving in accordance with proper female norms, which did not encourage either figurative or literal running away.


  Middle- and upper-class Victorian women were “routinely socialized to fill a weak, dependent and severely limited social role. They were sharply discouraged from expressing competition or mastery,” the effect of which was that they often had “a low evaluation of themselves. . . .” More important was the fact that her parents’ failure of love left Mabel with little basis for self-affirmation; thus she looked to others to define her in order to escape her sense of being an orphan “drifting forlornly in the universe.” The mirroring effect she learned as a child to gain recognition was a traditional feminine strategy that she refined into an art. As an adult, Mabel was famous for her ability to adapt her mood and personality to those of whomever she happened to be with: “I have always been myself and at the same time . . . always able to be the other person, feel with him, think his thoughts . . . I flowed out to them and identified myself with them, and it always made people want to kiss me, to manifest an actual nearness and union. . . .”19


  Mabel found few nourishing alternatives in her social or educational milieu. Certainly St. Margaret’s Episcopal School for Girls offered little in the way of encouragement for her emotional and intellectual development and independence. Mabel’s class motto, “They also serve who only stand and wait,” seemed far more in keeping with the school’s philosophy of providing upper-class girls with the requisite social skills, and the refinements of drawing and horticulture, than her teachers’ vague admonitions that if she would only “work” she could “do anything.” Mabel was justifiably puzzled by her teachers’ words, since as far as she could see, women of her class did not “do” anything: “I learned, then, early, to say to myself that I was serving by living: by hearing, seeing, smelling, tasting. . . . And all the years through I have said to myself I was serving by waiting. Waiting to work.”20


  In spite of her lack of direction during adolescence, Mabel displayed an instinct for survival and strength of will that were formidable. Watching the play Iris in New York City when she was sixteen, she reacted to it the same way she had reacted to the passive Victorian maidens in her children’s books. She scorned the weakness of the heroine, who was destroyed by shame when her lover abandoned her. This would never happen to Mabel: “ ‘Maybe that Iris will be destroyed, but I never will be.’ I registered it right then and there—joyful, certain, strong. No matter what happened to me, I would never go down and I would never be destroyed.”21


  Schooling


  Grandma Cook, the iron matriarch who regulated her daughters’ lives through her daily letters, disapproved of Mabel’s high spirits and strong will. Displeased with the evident lack of discipline at St. Margaret’s, she ordered Sara to send Mabel to Miss Graham’s School in New York City, where she was enrolled in September 1895. At Miss Graham’s, Mabel learned very little discipline. But she did learn a lot about “la grande vie intérieure,” a mode of intellectual and emotional self-exploration that she cultivated assiduously during her Florence and New York salon years. Mabel set herself apart from most of the other girls at the school because they seemed “common” to her, and took up the defense of a young American girl who had lived most of her life in France. Mary Shillito was ostracized by the girls because she seemed “queer”; but she attracted Mabel because of her “savor,” as many others in Mabel’s life would attract her for similar reasons. Mary was one of the first of Mabel’s friends whom she used to reach out into new realms of experience and sensation: “I always had something very strongly ‘arrivist’ in me. I would arrive. . . . I would know everything, feel everything, be everything.”22


  A book of poetic quotations Mabel kept throughout the year indicates what that realm of experience and sensation was like. While her notebook displays a wide range of readings in Shakespeare, Socrates, Pope, Milton, and other “classic” authors, the vast majority of it was devoted to excerpts from Romantic and Victorian poets. Mabel’s favorite authors were Byron, Tennyson, Browning, Rossetti, and Matthew Arnold. Over and over, she copied lines that long for death and sing of the stale weariness of life and the “faded hopes of earthly love.” Her world-weariness is not, of course, an unusual attribute for a sheltered adolescent girl, who had experienced the world chiefly through books. But the despair and the repetitious quest for self-obliteration would pursue Mabel throughout her life. The lines she quotes at age sixteen from Matthew Arnold’s “Self-Dependence” would be equally relevant to her life at age forty: “Weary of myself and sick of asking/What I am, and what I ought to be. . . .”


  The passages and poems also reveal how much of Mabel’s emotional life was invested in romantic longings for an ideal world in which she would not have to suffer the pain of human hurt and loss, for a world in which sensuous fulfillment would compensate her for the actively achieving self her family and her society repressed. She captured her Byronic vision in an excerpt from a story that can stand as a prologue to her adult life:


  She was thinking . . . of that poetic love, which seemed to have a being apart from material life, and which she knew neither suffering nor starvation could kill. It is a grand power, that of endowing, with a sort of objective existence, an ideal love which holds its own against disillusionments. . . . “All my life it has been the same. Nothing—no one—has been great enough. People were not strong enough—or not quite true. Music might have always been more glorious, mountains higher, and the sea more vast. There was never enough. Nothing filled me quite.”


  Like Browning’s Aurora Leigh, the young girl whose story she ends her notebook with, “She had lived a sorry cage bird life.” And like the woman in her short story, she would wait, passively and un-Byronically, to be rescued from it: “But I always felt that there would come something someday which should drag me imperiously from every thing that had gone before, and be a will in me and fill me so that I should be satisfied.”23


  Soon after the completion of her year at Miss Graham’s, Mabel met a young woman who fulfilled her romantic requirements. Mary Shillito’s sister, Violet (pronounced Veeolette), attended another private girls’ school in New York City. A frail, intense, and exotic young woman, she spurned the vulgarity of her bourgeois parents. Violet cultivated herself by learning Italian to read Dante, and Greek in order to study Plato. Mabel met her in June 1896, when Sara took Mabel on her first European tour.


  Violet seemed to have stepped out of the pages of Edgar Allan Poe. She initiated Mabel into the rarefied world of fin de siècle culture, the temper, attitudes, and poses of which Mabel practiced during her Florentine years. In Paris together, Mabel and she read George Sand and Alfred de Musset. In retrospect, Mabel saw Violet as a symbol of a civilization that was “coming to pieces . . . ; she had reached the last phase” of the old order and was the crest of the wave about to fall “back into dissolution.”24 Violet cultivated in Mabel both a desire for serious literature and a philosophy of the superiority of suffering. Her capacity for it seemed beyond that of anyone Mabel had ever met.


  Violet was the first to teach Mabel the blessings of the amoral aesthetic imagination, the lust for “art for life’s sake.” She “had awakened once for all the strange, ineffable love that no words of mine can name, nor any other love completely submerge or destroy—that has to do with purely spiritual values, though quite unqualified by ethics or morals as we have hitherto perceived them.” If Lawrence was later to see Mabel as a modern reincarnation of Ligeia, it was because she had learned her lessons well. Violet was also the first woman that Mabel consciously used as a model for herself. She trained Mabel to turn her natural genius for “flowing” into a fine art. Violet gave to people her “spirit,” a vital, electric, and intense discharge that pierced “one’s secret channels like a permeating, sweet elixir.”25 It was the same sort of “discharge” that Mabel later transmitted to the artists whose lives and works she wished to inspire and mold. Violet was like the Kwannon goddess who had forfeited Nirvana to come back to earth in order to help men complete their destinies: “an unaging goddess fresh and unfaded, yet of the most ancient days. . . .”26


  Mabel described her relationship with Violet Shillito as spiritually intimate and physically “chaste,” though they were both stirred by what Mabel called an “exquisite and commendable” sensuality. When they lay together in bed and Mabel shyly touched her breasts, she felt that the “stone room became vital with the overflow of our increased life, for we passed it out of us in rapid, singing waves—an emanation more fine and powerful than that from radium.”27 Mabel achieved with Violet an integration of spiritual and physical passion she would not know again until she met her fourth husband, Antonio Luhan.


  When Mabel was sent to the Chevy Chase School in Washington, D.C., for a final year of “finishing” after her return from Europe, she sought out classmates with whom she might establish the same kind of relationship she had with Violet. But the brief relationships she had with two young women were more like a recapitulation of the night she spent with her nursemaid’s breast. The girls were passive subjects of Mabel’s desire to explore their budding sexuality. Mabel, however, was no longer the desperate child, and she explored them with an almost cold disdain.


  Mabel’s relationships with men during her late adolescence were equally manipulative. She spent the summer before her “coming out” making conquests: “My interest in men was in discovering my effect upon them, instead of in responding to their feeling in me.”28 The men she had known in her childhood had, of course, contributed both to her desire to conquer and to her inability to love. Her grandfathers were coldly distant symbols of power whom she tried to imitate in the personal and social spheres of her life. Her father’s indifference and weakness fed her hostility toward men and a latent contempt for their supposed supremacy. When a boy she was dating the summer before her coming out party grew “rough” with her, it was not the first time Mabel was to feel assaulted by a man.


  Given her anger and confusion, it is understandable that Mabel sought to arouse in men the very reactions she feared. This is seen most clearly in a fascinating episode that Henry James could have imagined. Mabel had a young and very beautiful cousin who married a Spanish aristocrat. A man who had lived in Europe solely on beauty and sensuous pleasures, he slowly withered within a few years of his living in the hothouse Victorian atmosphere of Mabel’s family. In a desperate effort to restore his vitality, Mabel tells us, he latched on to her youth. She encouraged her uncle, from whom she received her “first kisses in the world,” at age sixteen: “I was beginning to get an anxious feeling mingled with the delicious pleasure of having Uncle Carlos seize me around the waist and press me to him. . . .” The anxiety Mabel felt presaged her future relationships with men whom she wanted to want her, only to withdraw when she felt her identity being absorbed by them:


  I remember now the feeling of the particular type of guile that circumstances had developed in Uncle Carlos, a poisonous, slow deceit, absolutely ruthless and bent upon its own ends, for the replenishment of his unused and diminishing fire. . . . All my own self-guarded energy turned from him when he became too needful. . . .29


  Coming Out


  Mabel’s coming-out party was her first opportunity to use her “self-guarded energy” to shape an environment that expressed her aesthetic imagination. The photographic portraits taken of her at the time belie the determination that lay just beneath her conventional feminine image: the plump, girlish face, the luminous, dreaming eyes, and the hourglass figure in “white satin with . . . billowing folds of white net covered all over with hyacinth petals and dewdrops.” At Mabel’s direction, the usual “refined mediocrity” of the Victorian clubhouse, where her set made their debuts, was turned into a baronial hall, filled with imitation Rembrandts, Velasquez, banners, and coats of arms. As Mabel describes the scene, we can see the foreshadowing of her Florence salon: “The incongruous scene melted together—fin de siècle clothes of the nineteenth century blended, with the help of punch and champagne . . . into the background of the Middle Ages.”30


  Within just a few years, Mabel would be playing with the past in earnest, when the adolescent pageantry of her coming-out party evolved into her first serious effort to exploit the past in order to furnish herself with an identity. For the present, however, the only identity for which her debut had prepared her was that of wife, a role she was not yet willing to take on. When Arthur Brisbane, a friend of the Carys, asked her what she wanted to do with her life, she told the famous Hearst publisher that she did not wish to marry or to stay in Buffalo. She wanted “to live and try to understand more and feel life itself.” When she asked if she could go to work on his paper, “He laughed a little I suppose, at the idea of this girl trying to leave Buffalo and all the chains holding her back, and coming, unprepared and undisciplined, to work on his paper. Women didn’t do that sort of thing then.”31


  At age eighteen, Mabel’s only other available option was to continue a more adult form of the play she had engaged in since childhood. Her favorite playmate was Seward Cary, a young man whose untamed wildness attracted her and carried no sexual threat. She spent a great deal of time with him, breaking “green horses,” and running off on adventures, such as the evening they spent chasing each other over the rooftops of an old inn where they were staying with a group of friends. When he gave her his whip as a tribute to her daring, she felt she had won it by her own power; that is, until she reminded herself that she had been “galvanized” into action by his “man’s force.”32


  Mabel thought she wanted to be the girl he wanted her to be, just as she had with Uncle Carlos: “if one could become real to others, then one was real to oneself.” While this need to shape herself to meet men’s needs was rooted in her socialization and in her emotional isolation as a child, it was also related to Mabel’s belief that she lacked the one attribute women of her class needed to succeed personally and socially: “I was not much to look at, ever, I am sorry to say. (Really sorry.)”33


  Marriage


  Mabel’s relationship with Seward Cary was the first in her adult life to embody the conflict between her desire for autonomy and her belief that she must derive her identity from men. Mabel’s first marriage was a model of that conflict. She chose Karl Evans partly because of his resemblance to Seward Cary. Karl was a “light-hearted, thoughtless boy for whom the world was a rabbit to hunt.” A man-child, really, he had no sense of adult responsibilities but was a creature who operated purely on impulse. Although he presumably worked for his father’s steamship company, he rarely showed up at work. Mabel recalls the fierce protectiveness of his father’s employees, for whom Karl served as a symbol of their own dreams to roam unhampered.34


  Mabel’s interest in Karl was initiated by his interest in another girl to whom he was assumed to be engaged. (She was never seriously interested in a man whose affections were not previously “engaged.”) Elsie Reinhardt was one of the daughters of the German brewer who had been snubbed when they moved to Delaware Avenue. Mabel felt no compunction about Elsie’s prior claim. Because she had been emotionally deprived as a child, she believed she had every right to steal love. Her substitution of power for love, and for personal and moral integrity, was also part of a class-learned ideology. The only principle she held on to was the one that women of her class had to preserve in order to be able to barter themselves into marriage—her virginity. “Surely,” she tells us, “no one had ever given me the slightest ethical or moral instruction.” Mabel’s growing reputation as an outlaw of love testified to her power: “To strengthen it was my dearest, deepest wish, the exercise of it my most profound enjoyment.”35


  Mabel was intent on getting Karl even though he was no more important to her than “a nice dog.” She tried to accommodate herself to him by never letting him know she was a woman who lived the life of the mind and loved beautiful things. Mabel wanted Karl to see her as being like himself, interested in hunting and an outdoor life. One night, she called Karl because she knew he was at the house of his “stupid and beautiful” fiancée-to-be. Karl came running, after pushing poor Elsie out of the way. “I want you,” Mabel told him, for the first time since they had gone out together. She spoke “in a hard, low voice, without any love, just with power.” In that moment, they became engaged: “I had no thought of marrying him, but only of keeping him from Elsie.”36


  Mabel’s engagement to Karl was also a weapon she could use against her father. When she cut off her long hair after meeting Seward Cary, the act sent Charles to bed in an “impotent, opposing frenzy.” When she announced her engagement to Karl, he went into a towering rage and threatened to lock her up in the house. (Mabel gives no reason for her father’s reaction; however, it seems likely to have been due to Karl’s irresponsibility, not to his social position.) Her father’s opposition energized her and gave her the feeling that she could accomplish anything. This was not the last time that a man’s opposition to her aroused and channeled her energies in less-than-constructive directions.


  Nor was it the last time that Mabel turned out to be the victim of her own machinations. Her marriage to Karl Evans reads like something James Fenimore Cooper might have invented for the abduction of one of his anemic heroines. “Kidnapped” into marriage, Mabel once again found herself the “passive” victim of a male aggressor.


  One Sunday morning in July 1900, Karl took Mabel on what she presumed was an outing to the family country house, Penjerrick, located on the Niagara River. There she was to meet Karl’s hunting friend, Jack Piper. Jack was colorful and mindless, but he made up in brute strength and loyalty to Karl what he lacked in brains. Mabel was taken to a little country church where the minister was waiting. With Jack Piper guarding her rear, “I could no more have managed to escape than the casual rabbit . . . ,” she tells us. Mabel’s commentary on her half hoped for, half feared new status makes clear her strong ambivalence: “when I was twenty-one, I was married—the passive, truly female experience!” Her lack of ecstasy at the prospect was reinforced by Jack’s warning that she had better be good to Karl. “I belonged to myself only,” she felt at the time, “and my own law was the only one I could admit.”37


  Yet Mabel’s first few weeks of marriage were not unhappy. She took pleasure in renting and decorating a small house, in secret, of course, since neither set of parents had any idea that she and Karl were married. When her parents did find out, her mother was supportive, insisting on a church wedding to make it official. Karl and Mabel were married on October 3 in Trinity Church, without Mabel’s father to give her away. He was at home in bed with an attack of gout precipitated by the news.


  Mabel gave in to Karl’s sexual demands as a concession to his status as her husband. But her own sexual awakening did not occur until she made love with Karl in her parents’ house—in the very room where she had experienced her father’s “impotent rages” and her mother’s “aloof indifference”: “I had never heard of that gentle transformation . . . as though the nerves expressed themselves in the manner of silent, fiery fountains falling on black velvet. My body had burned with high fires but had never penetrated this far, strange other world. No one had ever told me about this definite, so definite and surprising thing.” While Mabel’s sexual response was a final triumph over her parents, it did not liberate her in any meaningful way. It increased her loathing for her father, although she felt a greater alliance with her mother. And it further separated her from Karl. Mabel felt more than ever that he was too inexperienced and stupid to share the subtleties of her interior life. If she was at last awake “after the long dark sleep” of her youth, Karl was merely the fairy prince “who delivered the sleeping princess.”38


  Mabel’s sexual awakening was her first experience with the biological power of being female. When she became pregnant that winter, she realized the fullness of that power. The nine months of pregnancy were the most contented of her life. Sitting tranquilly in her room, with a pot of pansies, dishes of fresh grapes, and her books and sewing basket, Mabel did not have to strive to achieve an identity, nor reflect that of anyone else. She was wholly occupied as a servant of Mother Nature: “Maybe the reason is plain for, biologically, at that moment I myself was of the greatest value to this fruitful earth that I have ever been before or since. . . .”


  During her pregnancy, Mabel transcended her partial self and identified with the eternal Feminine: “It was so wonderful to give up—to lose completely my sense of individual life with its hopes and its fears and its weary, weary wishes,” Mabel recalls, in her paean to maternity: “Ever after birth there is the tug and pull: but in the reciprocity of the womb, there is unity and peace and the only legitimate contentment we are ever allowed to know in the world. . . . I would give up all of the psychological life for the nine months of the biological claim.” Mabel’s later pursuit of a variety of mind cures and Eastern philosophies was at least partly based on a desire to match the unselfconscious equipoise she associated with her pregnancy.39


  With the birth of her child in January 1902, she was brought abruptly back to the agony of individual existence. She was bitter to find her “soul” had returned to her body and with it “that return to knowledge and feeling and the estimations of the psyche.” When her baby was laid beside her, Mabel reacted to it with the same frigidity that characterized her reaction to her parents’ marital antagonisms: “I saw the pathos and pity of life and I thought, ‘I don’t like it,’ and my heart shut up right then and there. . . . It seemed I didn’t want a baby after all.”40


  Marriage and motherhood—the two roles that were supposed to fulfill her as a woman—only created discontent. Soon after her marriage, in fact, Mabel engaged in a clandestine affair with her gynecologist. A family friend of the Gansons whom Mabel had used as a go-between to her parents after her secret marriage, Dr. Parmenter was one of the most prominent physicians in Buffalo society. The fact that Mabel was in love with him and could do nothing about it, and that he may have been the father of the child he delivered, undoubtedly complicated her reactions to her newborn son.41


  John’s birth was followed by a series of traumas over the next year and a half that brought Mabel to a state of nervous collapse. On November 25, 1902, her father died, after a painful illness. Mabel’s statement that she felt nothing at his funeral, that she was as “cold as ice,” is indicative of the emotional scars he left with her. Within a few weeks of Charles’s death, Mabel entered Buffalo General Hospital for an operation she needed as a result of continuing gynecological problems that were related to John’s birth. (In 1929, she had a hysterectomy due to problems that had continued to plague her.) While she was recuperating from her first operation, Dr. Parmenter brought her the news that Karl had been shot in a hunting accident. Barely able to stand, Mabel was rushed to his hospital bed: “ ‘Hello, Karl,’ I said. He raised up his head a trifle and gasped: ‘Peg! Tell Bris it’s all right—’ and fell back dead.”42


  Karl died on February 25, 1903, the day before Mabel’s twenty-fifth birthday. Mabel remembered little of what followed, except that she insisted Bris, who had shot him, be one of the pallbearers. After Karl’s death, Mabel’s affair with the married and respectable Dr. Parmenter became an open scandal. When his wife threatened to take it to court, Mabel was forced to give up her lover, or see him ruined financially and socially. Sara sent her off to Europe.43


  All of the social institutions through which Mabel had sought to establish her identity had failed her—her family, her schooling, marriage, and finally motherhood. The Victorian world in which she had been reared had not allowed her any respectable position outside of marriage and motherhood through which she could channel her intelligence and her energies. In Europe, Mabel turned to the supportive structure of a society that had a long-established tradition of women who devoted themselves to the transformation of life into a work of art. This trip was the first of three journeys Mabel would make that profoundly altered her life. She “took up” the European past as the first move in a lifelong search to create a self and a world in which she could be “at home.” The imaginative daring with which Mabel pursued her task initiated her legendary status as a “representative” twentieth-century American.


  
Chapter 2



  European Experiences


  Mabel left for Paris in July 1904 with John and two trained nurses. She spent most of the voyage in a state of dreamlike passivity, like “a white banner unfolding idly against a blue sky.” The deaths of her father and her husband and the forced ending of her turbulent affair with Dr. Parmenter left her without the energy to shape or choose direction for her life. The night before she landed in Paris, she was coaxed into the dining room, where “a nice young man in tweeds” paid her court throughout dinner. Edwin Dodge had been reared in a wealthy Boston family and had studied architecture at the École de Beaux Arts in Paris. His sanguine face, kind blue eyes, and unforced cheeriness seemed just the antidote for Mabel’s depression.1


  Both Mabel and Edwin were staying at the Hotel Meurice. There Edwin began a courtship that did not cease until Mabel agreed to marry him. He did not, however, have an easy road before him in his suit. For waiting to greet Mabel at the train station was Mary Shillito, with the tragic news of Violet’s death from typhoid the previous winter in Cannes. Mary had a friend ready to take Violet’s place in Mabel’s life. Thus began a tug-of-war over Mabel’s person that pitted the earnest and dapper Edwin against the Catholic aristocrat, Marcelle, who longed to take up la vie intérieure where Violet left off.


  Dodge pursued Mabel indefatigably. He arranged for her meals and entertainment and sent her notes demanding her presence at dinners that preempted engagements the Shillitos had arranged. He assumed from the beginning a proprietary interest that Mabel acceded to because it required no decision making on her part. As soon as she was able, Mary whisked Mabel off to her friend Marcelle’s chateau in Burgundy. Marcelle appealed to the yearning, mystical side of Mabel’s nature. She “had the kind of character that a man is supposed to have. . . . And because I had at that moment no will of my own left, no wishes, even no grief, I was willing to let whoever would detain me and plan for me.”2 Marcelle planned for Mabel a life of asceticism devoted to the pursuit of an intense spirituality. Edwin saw in all this a Catholic plot. The gulf between his bourgeois American Protestantism and Marcelle’s medieval French Catholicism was as wide, Mabel ruefully noted, as that between a Methodist and a Hottentot.


  Edwin Dodge


  Mabel’s pragmatism led her away from Marcelle and back to Edwin. He plainly offered her a life far more in keeping with her desire for security and luxury—not to mention the need of a father for John. When she decided to marry Edwin, she says she was in no mood for the plaisir d’amour that lasts but for a moment. “Rubbish,” she thought, when an orchestra at a small café where she dined with Edwin played this song. Mabel was apparently quite open with Edwin about her lack of feeling for him. She told him that the only desire she felt was to have him about her “to help me, and to enable me to make something new and beautiful.” Dodge must have been smitten, indeed, to have married her so soon and under such conditions.3


  Edwin may have captured her hand in marriage, but Mabel’s spirit still belonged to the world of Violet Shillito. She felt within her “talents for living and understanding” that were awaiting a chance to be born. No sooner had she married Edwin in October 1904 then she plunged into a depression that lasted for several months. On their honeymoon in Biarritz, she lived in a state of emotional numbness, unable to respond to anything. Mabel’s neurasthenia was the refuge of a person incapable of dealing with inner conflict. She felt as trapped by this marriage as she had by her first. Once again, she was unable to admit that it was the actual state of marriage she was at war with. So she picked on Edwin. She accused him of failing both to fulfill and to appreciate her. She convinced herself that she had married beneath her intelligence and refined sensibility.


  Mabel tried to increase her authority over Edwin by maintaining physical as well as emotional distance from him. One day, however, she made the mistake of standing up to greet him when he returned from his daily tennis game. As she teetered toward him on high heels, he exclaimed, “My God, Mabel! You’re short! I thought you were tall!”4 Perhaps Mabel was right in thinking he was not the most perceptive of men.


  The Dodges wintered on the Riviera, where Mabel fell into prolonged states of brooding silence, in the tradition of her mother. Her good-natured and befuddled husband responded to her indifference, “Well, if this is marriage, excuse me!” Mabel even resented the fact that Edwin was a wonderful father to John Evans. Watching them roughhouse in the surf, she finally admitted to herself, “Really, I hated men anyway.”5 In retrospect, Mabel recognized that her unhappiness and lack of responsiveness had much to do with her total lack of faith in herself. The French doctor who tended her that winter was allowed to visit only when she was not sick enough to look unattractive. Even in illness, Mabel had to be suitably charming, so concerned was she to engage the interest of men in her vicinity.


  When she wrote the record of her European experiences, Mabel recognized that “at that period I was very stupid, & unhappy, indeed quite desperate, & with no heart at all, nor any brains.”6 Throughout the second volume of her memoirs, she emphasized those aspects of her life that exemplified the decadence of late-nineteenth-century European aestheticism. Her loathing for her European past drove her to create an unsympathetic self-portrait, one that often masks the genuine suffering and despair that was responsible for some of her more extreme behavior.


  With her need for love unsatisfied, Mabel began to buy “things” as a substitute, to appease her longings for sensuous fulfillment. The aestheticism she had shared with Violet developed into her raison d’être: “I had turned to beauty and the pleasures of delicate food and wine for my sustenance, and my thoughts were of a life made up of beautiful things, of art, of color, of noble forms, and of ideas and perceptions about them that had been waiting, asleep, within me, and that now allured me by their untried, uncreated images.”7 The Riviera lacked the nuance and subtlety Mabel felt were necessary to awaken her creative energies. And so the Dodges moved to Switzerland for the summer, where the altitude seemed to restore her physical and psychological well-being.


  By the time she and Edwin moved to Florence in the fall of 1905, Mabel was ready to adopt an aesthetic mode of being. Leaning out of the window of her hotel’s salone, she inhaled the centuries-old night air:


  the strange odor of Florence mounted to me—a smell of damp, old stone, of damp box and laurel from dark garden corners where the roots are never dry, and of cypress trees which have known only air and light. And mixed with these, the odor of dust and roses. A queer smell it was, made of strong contrasts and delicious to my senses, but not a part of me. Its unfamiliarity made a kind of arrogant anger rise in my heart, and I found myself saying to the indifferent old city, lying there . . . “I will make you mine.”


  Mabel absorbed the essence of the city by buying small objects, inhaling their perfumes, exploring their textures. She believed she had at last found a society that could accommodate her spirit: “I felt that I could sink down into its past and it would support me.” She dreamed of the strange and beautiful people that had inhabited the ancient villas during the Renaissance and felt diminished when she met the men and women who now lived in them.8


  Mabel approached the Renaissance from a purely aesthetic perspective. She was the godlike artist for whom the realm of fancy was preferable to the uncontrollable material of human existence: “It was almost inevitable for one to become seriously involved with things over there, emotionally so, I mean. There is so much thought and feeling given to them. To their discovery, their attainment, their disposition, in one’s house. It’s almost like a love affair, the drama over the antique.”9 A drama, she might have added, that had no costly moral or psychological consequences.


  In Florence, Mabel could live, like Bernard Berenson who had moved there five years before her, in accordance with Walter Pater’s prescription for success in life. Pater, the theoretician for the Pre-Raphaelites, had urged his disciples, among them the Rossettis and Oscar Wilde, to account that life worth living which was devoted to an intense appreciation of beauty, especially the beauty of great art.10 His essays on the Renaissance had profoundly affected Berenson when he was a student at Harvard in the 1880s. By the time he moved to Florence, Berenson was on his way to becoming the most highly regarded connoisseur and critic of Renaissance art in the world.


  Thus Mabel entered a world whose ambience was devoted to what Pater called “the love of art for its own sake,” a world that incarnated the values she had learned from Violet and had tested briefly at her coming-out party. Mabel knew Berenson and shared his epicurean gospel. For a time, the devotion of her life to art did for her what connoisseurship did for Berenson: it “healed his breach with life. . . . In the presence of great art, his self-doubts, guilts, nihilistic philosophy, and jaundiced view of the world were swept away in a torrent of passionate response.”11


  The Villa Curonia


  Mabel found the perfect home for her role as a Renaissance lady in the Villa Curonia: “I knew quite well the kind of queen I wanted to be and the type of royal residence in which I would immolate myself. . . . It would allow one to be both majestic and careless, spontaneous and picturesque, and yet always framed and supported by a secure and beautiful authenticity of background.”12 Mabel’s home would be the antithesis of everything she had loathed growing up in Victorian Buffalo. Not only had her curious fingers been denied the right to explore art objects, but most of those that filled her home and those of her childhood playmates were, she felt, grotesque displays of drab and deadened sensibilities.


  Mabel summed up the tastelessness of this bric-a-brac world in an anecdote about Oscar Wilde’s visit to Buffalo during his 1882 tour of America. After a series of talks he gave on interior design, a prominent Buffalonian piloted Wilde about her house to get his opinion of it. Mabel’s description of the house is delicious: the woodwork was “twisted and tortured and varnished,” the draperies beribboned, jugs shaped “like sausages” were scattered about the rooms, oil lamps sported floppy shades, intricately patterned wallpapers “writhed” on the walls, satin chairs and sofas “bulged.” At the entrance of the main hall stood a life-sized carved bear, who held out his paws to receive calling cards. After the grand tour, the hostess turned with pride to Wilde and asked, “Now, Mr. Wilde, what do you really think I should do with my house?” “It is reported,” Mabel tells us, “that he gazed at her in somber fashion and replied: ‘Burn it, madam!’ and then seized his hat and fled from the scene.”13


  Mabel lavished years and an enormous amount of her own and Edwin’s money in creating her “royal residence.” When Carl Van Vechten archly remarked that the heroine of his novel Peter Whiffle, Edith Dale (Mabel Dodge), had “done” the last 300 years in three in her Florentine villa, he was not exaggerating by much. Mabel was like Henry James’s Christopher Newman in her American impatience to buy a past that would legitimize her wealth and self. To the business of making herself and her surroundings into a work of art she brought a great deal of creative intelligence and energy. She “was possessed,” said Enrico Barfucci, who knew her in Florence when he was a young man, “of . . . a rich and joyous imagination which turned her life into something nearing poetry.”14


  The palatial Villa Curonia had been built by the Medici in the fifteenth century to house one of their doctors. It perched on a hill in Arcetri with a view of Florence and the sweeping roll of land that flattened into the plains leading to Pisa: “The villa was like a crown on the gray-green land. . . . The town lay far below in a huddle of pale opal colors.” Across to the north were the Apennines, purple-black and gray blue, “a tumbled heap of solid shapes whose summits never lost their mystery. . . .” The villa was surrounded with terraces and gardens and the fragrance of olive trees, roses, jasmine, and gardenias.15


  A magnificent Brunelleschi-style courtyard, which Edwin had unburied, led to the iron-studded doors of the main entrance hall where large stone columns sported multicolored banners. Like Tennyson’s “Palace of Art,” each room in the villa was designed to correspond with a mood in the house of Mabel’s emotions. The ninety-foot-long “gran’ Salon” was arranged to create a sense of both spaciousness and intimacy. When Berenson saw it, he commented to Mabel, “Ah! No one can build rooms like this any more!” Hung with red damask, silken brocades, and tapestries, its three French windows opened onto a loggia overlooking a formal garden:


  The way the light came in past the full golden red curtains, the way the logs burning behind the grill threw golden light on the dark oak floor, the glimpses of the Italian hills one caught from outside the loggia, framed between the pale stone columns . . . like the backgrounds in early Florentine paintings, firelight flickerings on silver and bronze, somnolent great masses of flowers from the garden, the green dying eastern sky from the high east windows, the crimson glow from the western sky over towards Pisa—and then, in a while, Domenico coming in with a waxen taper to light the oil wicks of the six tall Florentine lamps whose lighted flames brought the whole place into one crimson dusk . . . there was a soothing magic in all this.16


  It was, she concluded, reassuring, “embracing, and so alive like a womb.” The library was a somber room where no one lingered, its solid bookcases filled with classics and decorated in Empire style. The dining room was voluptuously Renaissance, with crimson damask chairs and heavy sideboards that displayed Mabel’s collection of Venetian glass and silver dishes.


  The only practical room in the house was the kitchen, which Mabel never entered. It was furnished in New England Colonial by her Yankee Aunt Rosa. Mabel’s sitting room, the Yellow Salon, was eighteenth-century blue-stocking, light, pale, and brightly French. There she read the poems of Stephen Haweis, “that suited the gay tristesse that always trembled there,” and, fittingly enough, the latest Henry James novel.17 Mabel’s bedroom was designed like a medieval chamber, complete with a silken ladder that came through a trapdoor above, meant for the rapid descent of a lover. Her ornately carved bed was covered by a heavy silken brocade spread of a deep midnight blue, chosen, perhaps, to represent the unexplored depths of her emotional life. Edwin, the ever-practical Bostonian, used the silken ladder only once, to see if it would work. The only other evidence of eroticism in the room was a bas-relief that had been cunningly devised to reveal a woman holding her lover’s phallus. It infuriated Mabel’s romantic sensibility when she discovered it.


  Typically, Mabel spent her morning hours in bed, eating her breakfast and inhaling the intermingling odors of the jasmine flowers outside her windows, the coffee on her tray, and the exquisite perfumes that floated through the air of her dressing room. After a leisured choice of the raiments suited to her day and her mood, she dressed. In the evenings, she wore Renaissance coats that hung loose from her shoulders, stiff brocades in the colors of Titian and Tintoretto, and turbans of chiffon. She was, indeed, a walking work of art. In her memoirs, Mabel evoked the absurd self-portrait she sometimes struck:


  Sweep the long terrace, making a long line from shoulder to earth. Head back and eyebrows so disdainful! (Weltschmerz!)


  Pour the Chianti . . . pour it, Domenico, from the gold Venetian glass decanters into tall, gold and white goblets. The dead Florentines are thick in the dust all about on nights like these.


  I so deep, so fatal, and so glamorous—and he [Edwin] so ordinary and matter of fact! Little does he guess of the layers upon layers of perceptions . . . of feeling for things, that I carried locked within me.18


  Behind the parodic portrait was a woman who suffered from the emptiness and desperation reminiscent of the “Game of Chess” section in T. S. Eliot’s The Wasteland: “ ‘Heavens! I can’t stand this. I’m going to dress. I’m going to town. I’m going . . . I’m going . . . Hurry! In an anguish of haste. Why? To go somewhere. . . .’ This is haste. Pure haste without incentive. Without goal. Haste for its own sake, barren, barren.” Mabel had designed a magnificent set, but the actress who was supposed to hold center stage could not clearly define her role. The beautiful old door frame she had placed in the north salon was “a very fair symbol” of herself “at the time, for it led nowhere. Like the fireplace in the hall, it was only for effect.”19


  When her villa was at last completed, Mabel celebrated with a Medicean feast. The servants lit the rooms with flaming torches and “as the pale green evening sky shown into the Gran’ Salone from between the columns on the loggia, and the great white sparkling star popped over the faraway hill, a beautiful voice arose singing the Evening Star song from Tannhäuser, and there was a murmur of delight for it was thought very ben trovato. . . .” The guests were served a cornucopia of sumptuous food and drink, amid soft candlelight and roses. It was, Mabel tells us, a “dramatic success.”20


  Lavish food and raiment, elegant surroundings, and artfully arranged parties were not enough, however, to nourish the growth of Mabel’s identity. When the objets d’art she collected failed to substantiate her, she turned to collecting people, in the hope that they would provide her with the “materials” she needed to fabricate a self. Mabel brought to her villa some of the great acting, writing, and musical talent of her day, along with a variety of emigré socialites and royalty. In Florence, she began her apprenticeship as a salon hostess. Barfucci remembers her as “one of the most vivid personalities in the Florentine cosmopolitan set, which was one of the most intellectually refined of the last hundred years.”21


  At Mabel’s dinner table, always graced with flagons of wine, hot loaves of fresh bread, and flowers from her gardens, one could find at various times and in various combinations, one of the world’s greatest actresses, Eleanor Duse; the English actor Robert de la Comandine; the French novelist André Gide; Gertrude and Leo Stein; an Indian swami hired to exorcise a ghost; Arthur Rubinstein; Muriel and Paul Draper—the wife a close friend of Henry James and a leading London salon hostess, the husband a well-known tenor; Lord and Lady Acton, the heads of the international set in Florence; the sculptors Janet Scudder and Jo Davidson; Pen Browning, the son of Robert and Elizabeth; and Jacques-Émile Blanche, a French portrait painter commissioned by Mabel to immortalize her as a Renaissance woman.
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