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Preface
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Greenwich Village isn’t what it used to be.” When I started this book ten years ago, I knew that would be its first sentence. And when I soon discovered that the phrase had been used as early as 1916, I knew the history of the Village would be in large part the ever recurring birth and death and rebirth of bohemia. Youth, romance, adventure—joy, poetry, rebellion—what so quickly recedes into our past?—what more often begins again?

The Village has been called “the most significant square mile in American cultural history,” “the home of half the talent and half the eccentricity in the country,” “the place where everything happens first.” As a young journalist named John Reed said in the teens, “Within a block of my house was all the adventure in the world; within a mile every foreign country.” The young scholar named Lionel Trilling declared in the twenties, “There seemed no other place where a right-thinking person might live.” And a young actress named Lucille Ball put it in the forties, “The Village is the greatest place in the world.”

Many major movements in American intellectual history began or were nurtured in the Village—socialism, feminism, pacifism, gay liberation, Marxism, Freudianism, avant-garde fiction and poetry and theater, cubism, abstract expressionism, the anti-war movement and the counterculture of the sixties. And nearly every major American writer and artist lived in the Village at one time or another. What other community could claim a spectrum ranging from Henry James to Marlon Brando, from Marcel Duchamp to Bob Dylan, from Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney to Abbie Hoffman?

But though the Village has had a richer, more exuberant, and more fascinating history than any community in America—its story told in dozens of guidebooks and tangentially in the hundreds of biographies of its major figures—only two histories of the Village have been published, Allen Churchill’s engaging The Improper Bohemians forty years ago and Terry Miller’s charming but perfunctory Greenwich Village and How It Got That Way in 1990.

The Village has held such a mythic place in the American imagination that it has often served as kind of iconographic shorthand. A novelist only needed to write “then she moved to the Village” to evoke an entire set of assumptions—she’s a bit rebellious, artistically inclined, sexually emancipated, and eager to be on her own. The mythology of the place has been created in large part by those who moved there from elsewhere, of course, but also by the multitude of novels, plays, and movies set there, and by the perceptions of the media, which over the decades have alternated between titillated accounts of fun-loving, sexually uninhibited, and bizarrely attired bohemians and fulminating attacks on the blasphemous, un-American, and unhygienic enclave of nonconformists south of 14th Street. It has, in fact, had two parallel mythologies. It is the community where irresponsibility, naïveté, and self-indulgence are transformed into virtues. It is the magnet that attracts young men and women from all across America to assert their independence. It is the refuge for social misfits. It is the home of poseurs, eccentrics, and drifters, and a romantic alternative to mainstream society. It is a metaphor for iniquity.

The Village has had such a multiplicity of meanings that it has served as a testing ground for many of the major issues of American history, among them the relationship between individual and community, the link between cultural and political revolution, the adversarial stance of writers toward their society, the value of marginality as a spur to creativity, the necessity for a safety valve for social disaffection, the definitions of success and failure, and the role of iconography in cultural history.



•   •   •



In the course of my research, I discovered dozens of facts about the Village that reveal the range of its history beyond bohemianism. One Villager even went so far as to say that “everything started in the Village except Prohibition.”

The Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Whitney Museum started in the Village, ASCAP and the ASPCA were founded there—and a claim can be made for the YMCA and the YWCA as well. Unlikely as it sounds, it was where yet another American institution was born—the National League. Even more unlikely—a fact both parties would be happy to deny—The Reader’s Digest began beneath a speakeasy at 113 Macdougal Street in 1922. (The lead article in its first issue was entitled, with unconscious obeisance to its birthplace, “How to Keep Young Mentally,” and the article about the theater was headlined “Is the State Too Vulgar?,” a typographical error perhaps attributable to a free-spirited Village proofreader.)

Displaying the same kind of small-town chamber of commerce chauvinism they came to the Village to escape, Villagers are no less proud of “firsts” than any other community—not all of them dubious. The first night court in America was held in the Village, and the first theater devoted exclusively to films (the 8th Street Playhouse). The first pizza served in America was served in the Village, also the first spaghetti dinner and the first ice cream soda. More in keeping with its mythology, the first labor demonstration in America took place there in the 1830s, when local stonecutters protested the use of Sing Sing convicts to cut stone for the construction of New York University (the nation’s largest private university). And where else could the Unitary Household have been founded in 1859 (the first free-love community in the country), or, for that matter, the American Civil Liberties Union? The first musical comedy, the first theatrical cliffhanger, the first cabaret, the first American production of a play by Oscar Wilde. John L. Sullivan had his first fight there and George M. Cohan made his stage debut. The first theatrical agency (William Morris), the first salon, and, naturally, the first professional women’s organization.

That quintessential American, the inventor, also had his place in Village history. For a time Thomas Edison had his office there (his son Charles was a Village poet, a fact he didn’t dwell on, years later, when he was elected governor of New Jersey). Samuel Colt invented the Colt .45 there, and Samuel F. B. Morse invented the telegraph. Bell Laboratories in the West Village (now an artists’ housing complex called Westbeth) was the site of the first commercial radio broadcast and the first TV broadcast. The PA system was developed there as well as the sound-on-disc projector, which made talkies possible.

And speaking of movies, two young Village furriers, Adolph Zukor and Maurice Loew, started their dynasties at the corner of 14th Street and Sixth Avenue with Biograph Films, where Mary Pickford and the Gish sisters made their first pictures. Hundreds of movies were set in the Village in the following years, including Scarlet Street, Daisy Kenyon, On the Town, My Sister Eileen, Barefoot in the Park, Funny Face, Next Stop, Greenwich Village, The Group, and Desperately Seeking Susan. In Wait Until Dark, Audrey Hepburn awaited assault at 4 St. Luke’s Place, and Jimmy Stewart and Grace Kelly solved the murder in Rear Window from an apartment overlooking 125 West 9th Street.

The trial of Harry Thaw for murdering Stanford White (who designed the Washington Square Arch) took place in the Jefferson Market Courthouse, and Clement Moore is said to have written “The Night Before Christmas” while a minister of a Village church. Howdy Doody was developed in the Village and the USS Monitor was built on a pier over by the Hudson River. The buffalo nickel was designed in the Village, as were the giant balloons for the first Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade. The narrowest house in New York City, only nine and a half feet wide, its occupants including Edna St. Vincent Millay and John Barrymore, is on Bedford Street, and the smallest parcel of private property in the country, a twenty-five-inch triangle, sits on the corner of Christopher Street and Seventh Avenue. In the only Shakespeare riot in American history, the adherents of the English actor Charles Macready and the followers of the American tragedian Edwin Forrest came to blows in the Village. And Lindbergh’s legendary flight? One of the reasons Lindy took off was to claim the $25,000 offered by the French-born owner of the Brevoort Hotel on lower Fifth Avenue.

The founder of the New York Times came from the Village, and Tammany Hall—another institution with an aversion to everything its residents stood for—had its headquarters there. One local organization, in Little Italy in the South Village, has even less connection to the spirit of openness to diverse points of view—the Mafia. One claim Villagers can be proud of is that 8th Street has been called “the most integrated street in America.”

John Wilkes Booth and his co-conspirators held several of their meetings in the Village, which was also the home of the minister who presided over Lincoln’s funeral service. And Eleanor Roosevelt maintained an apartment at 20 East 11th Street during the White House years and lived at 29 Washington Square West after FDR’s death.

Several popular phrases in the Village entered the language. The Old Grapevine, a roadhouse located at the corner of 11th Street and Sixth Avenue and so named for the gnarled vine that covered its facade, was a thriving hangout in the nineteenth century, leading to the expression “I heard it through the grapevine.” And in the 1880s, Fleischmann’s Model Viennese Bakery on the corner of 11th Street and Broadway donated its unsold products to the poor at the end of every day, originating the phrase “bread line.”




But the residents of the Village are responsible for its role in the American imagination—its writers and artists and intellectuals, its radicals and bohemians, eccentrics and prophets.

The list of novelists who called it home at some point in their lives is a complete pantheon of American literature. James Fenimore Cooper, Louisa May Alcott, Herman Melville, Mark Twain, William Dean Howells, Stephen Crane, Jack London, Frank Norris, Edith Wharton, and Henry James. Upton Sinclair and Sinclair Lewis. Ford Madox Ford and Sherwood Anderson. John Dos Passos and William Faulkner. Henry Miller and Anaïs Nin. Henry Roth and Katherine Anne Porter, Mary McCarthy, Nathanael West, James T. Farrell, Richard Wright, James Agee, James Baldwin. John Cheever, Saul Bellow, E. L. Doctorow, and James Jones. Jack Kerouac and William Burroughs. Louis Auchincloss and Joan Didion and Gore Vidal. J. D. Salinger and William Gaddis. William Styron and Donald Barthelme. Hubert Selby and Thomas Pynchon. Norman Mailer, of course—who wrote “The Time of Her Time” about a sexual marathon in the Village. And the five novelists who have sections in this book—Willa Cather, Theodore Dreiser, Thomas Wolfe, Djuna Barnes, and Dawn Powell.

From The New Yorker, James Thurber, E. B. White, S. J. Perelman, Dorothy Parker, and Joseph Mitchell. Among the dozens of playwrights who followed Eugene O’Neill were Tennessee Williams (who hung out at the Cedar Bar), Edward Albee (who saw a graffito asking “Who’s Afraid of the Virginia Woolf” in the men’s room at the Ninth Circle), Sam Shepard (who worked as a busboy at the Village Gate). Kahlil Gibran, the moony Lebanese mystic whose perennial best-seller The Prophet evokes the mysterious Middle East, actually wrote the book at 51 West 10th Street, where he lived from 1911 until his death in 1931.

Among the poets, the Village was once home to Edgar Allan Poe, Walt Whitman, William Cullen Bryant, Edwin Arlington Robinson, John Masefield, and Louis Untermeyer. Conrad Aiken, Carl Sandburg, and Vachel Lindsay. Stephen Vincent Benét and William Rose Benét. Allen Tate and Wallace Stevens—Mina Loy and Louise Bogan and Elinor Wylie. John Berryman and W. H. Auden. Even Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot lived in the Village for brief periods, and for a longer time Galway Kinnell, John Ashbery, LeRoi Jones (Amiri Baraka), and Allen Ginsberg. A list of poets who didn’t live in the Village would be shorter. Amy Lowell and Robert Lowell visited the Village so often they could be called honorary residents, and Sara Teasdale, sadly, committed suicide in a Village hotel.

The roster of Village intellectuals would include Walter Lippmann, Carl Van Vechten, Randolph Bourne, Van Wyck Brooks, Waldo Frank, Malcolm Cowley, Frances Perkins, Paul Rosefeld, and Kenneth Burke. Add Carl and Mark Van Doren (who told his roommate Joseph Wood Krutch what a liberating act it was, in his first days in the Village, to paint his floors black), Margaret Mead and Meyer Schapiro, Roger Baldwin and Will Durant. Paul Goodman, Dwight Macdonald, Michael Harrington, Alfred Kazin. Jane Jacobs and Susan Sontag.

The list of artists is equally long. In the nineteenth century, Albert Bierstadt, Frederick Church, John La Farge, Albert Pinkham Ryder, Winslow Homer, and Augustus Saint-Gaudens. Stirling Calder and his son Alexander. Diego Rivera and Isamu Noguchi. And of course most of the abstract expressionists, and most of the pop artists who followed, from Andy Warhol to Robert Rauschenberg.

Make a list of the major American photographers and compare it to the list of photographers who have lived in the Village: Mathew Brady, Alfred Stieglitz, Edward Steichen, Jessie Tarbox Beals, Man Ray, Berenice Abbott, Walker Evans, Weegee, Margaret Bourke-White, Robert Frank, and Diane Arbus.

Hundreds of legendary figures in the performing arts either lived here or began their careers here. Norma Shearer worked as a hat-check girl in a Village nightclub, Jessica Lange as a waitress at the Lion’s Head. Bette Davis was a leading Village actress, and Lauren Bacall, who lived at 75 Bank Street, was named “Miss Greenwich Village of 1942.” Not just Brando, but also James Dean, Montgomery Clift, Al Pacino, Dustin Hoffman, and Martin Sheen were once Villagers, as were John Houseman and Martha Graham, Leontyne Price and Joan Sutherland. Thelonius Monk, Charlie Parker, Charles Mingus, Aaron Copland and Leonard Bernstein, Lenny Bruce, Erwin Piscator and Joe Papp, John Lennon and Yoko Ono.

George Gershwin was born a few blocks from the Village and spent many a Saturday night pounding the piano at Village parties, including the party after the premiere of Rhapsody in Blue—and his brother Ira married one of “the Strunsky girls,” the three daughters of the legendary Village landlord Papa Strunsky.

I can’t ignore the most unlikely Villager of all, Leon Trotsky. Temporarily exiled from Russia, Trotsky briefly settled in New York in the late teens, for a time in the Bronx, then on St. Mark’s Place. Village legend claims he worked as a tailor, as a dishwasher, as a movie extra—but like every Villager, he had larger things on his mind.




Prefaces often walk a thin line between explaining the book’s contents and apologizing for its deficiencies. (My favorite in the latter category was the author who thanked his parents and added, “Of course any flaws in this book are entirely their fault.”) Still, the history of Greenwich Village is such a vast and complex subject, with so many plausible approaches, that I feel compelled to explain—apologize for?—several significant choices.

Iconography is the essence of the Village’s history—what it stands for has always transcended what it is. To say that the myths should be disentangled from the “reality”—the usual obligation of the historian—is to ignore the fact that their entanglement is its history. If iconography is born at the intersection of reality and myth, and if belief in the myth is itself part of the reality, then it’s less important to expose the disparity between them than to explore their connections. The story of the Village is, in large part, the stories old Villagers have told new Villagers about former Villagers.

This version of the Village will no doubt disappoint some readers—old-time Villagers in particular—who expect lengthy descriptions of famous hangouts, or legendary Village publications, or fabled “characters” (I myself miss Maurice, the intrepid, white-haired “Prince of Bohemia”—onetime photographer, poet, lover, now only philosopher with a tinkling bell, who picked up stacks of The Village Voice from the circulation department to sell on the subway). And there’s no anthropological arcana here either, no architectural details, no walking tours—dozens of guidebooks provide everything anyone would want to know. If some readers complain about the omissions, where were they when my wife and my editor said the manuscript was already too long?

What I hope I’ve achieved is something best described by the word “synthesis”—in other words, to examine the lives of the leading figures of the Village and the legendary anecdotes of Village mythology in a new context. As for the absence of what is called “scholarly apparatus,” I will claim a good deal of what is called “original research,” and have included an extensive bibliography.

A word about what may seem an overemphasis on the sex lives of the major figures. The Villagers’ commitment to self-fulfillment and the personal as the political were inextricably linked to their attitudes about sex. From the first, sexual emancipation was central to the Villagers’ vision of an emancipated society—and indeed, it could even be argued that the degree to which the Village is no longer the locus of bohemia is the degree to which the Village has contributed to winning that battle, from the early days of insistence on the right to premarital sex and access to birth control information to the more recent days of feminism and gay liberation. One of the central convictions of the Villagers’ insurrection was the belief that cultural and social change would follow only after personal and sexual liberation. It is easy to forget that throughout most of American history sexual freedom was a taboo rather than a right.

A brief explanation of my use of first names throughout the book. Not an insignificant aspect of what the Villagers called “a revolution of consciousness”—and parallel to their commitment to self-fulfillment—was an emphasis on informality and intimacy. So a usage that might be overly familiar in other contexts seems perfectly appropriate in the case of the Village.

Finally, a word on why the book begins in 1910 and more or less ends in 1960. In 1912 the Village became “The Village,” a self-conscious bohemian and radical community, and since the sixties—with the nationalization of bohemia, the replacement of geographic community by electronic community, the blurring of cultural boundaries, and the disappearing hegemony of “the normal”—the Village, in that familiar phrase, actually hasn’t been “what it used to be.”




I began this book believing the Village spirit has been characterized by youth and romance and adventure, joy and poetry and rebellion—and while that’s certainly true, by the time I finished, I also realized the Village has been the scene of many disappointed dreams and miserable deaths. How could it not be, with such exalted expectations? Still, it has cast its spell over hundreds of thousands of young men and women throughout the century and across the country, including the Montana-born author of this book. I first visited in my teens, already entranced by what Jig Cook called “the beloved community of life-givers,” and have lived there for nearly forty years. Like everyone else who comes here, I still feel, as I felt that first time, that I’m crossing the border into another country of dreams.



—Ross Wetzsteon

 January 1998




Republic of Dreams
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The Village Becomes “The Village”

A shapeless figure crouched in the midnight shadows at the top of Washington Square Park. When the lone policeman had rounded the corner, the figure looked out cautiously, silently opened the door at the base of the arch, and motioned to her fellow revolutionaries gathered on lower Fifth Avenue. Five people emerged from the darkness and stealthily slipped through the doorway. And so, on a frigid, lightly snowing night in January 1917, Marcel Duchamp, John Sloan, and four other Villagers climbed to the top of Washington Square Arch and declared Greenwich Village “a free and independent republic.”

The story has been jubilantly told in many memoirs of the period and inaccurately portrayed in nearly every guidebook since. The details vary with each retelling, but all accounts agree that this mock secession symbolized the Golden Age of the Village rebellion against middle-class, puritan, capitalist America. Yet as with so many symbolic moments, the escapade of the Arch-Conspirators—as Sloan titled his famous sketch of the event—signaled not so much the beginning but the end of the era it celebrated.

The leading conspirator wasn’t Duchamp or Sloan but a golden-haired, vivacious young woman, Gertrude Drick. She came from a small town in the provinces (Texas) and, realizing that the only thing greater than her ambition to become a violinist was her ineptitude, she became a painting student of Sloan’s instead. And though she was fond of pranks, she also fell into fits of dejection, for, as with many apparently lighthearted people, a deep melancholy underlay her effervescence. Gertrude’s remedy for her mood swings was to print up hundreds of black-bordered calling cards embossed with the single word “Woe,” which she handed out gaily declaring, “Woe is me.”

Gertrude had heard of another secession movement the preceding summer. Ellis Jones, an editor at the humor magazine Life, had called upon his fellow Villagers to join him in a second American Revolution declaring their community independent of the United States. Believing Washington Square Park would be too small for the expected throngs, Ellis led his cohorts into the heart of enemy territory, Central Park. And fearing an anarchist riot, the New York City police department dispatched dozens of machine-gun-bearing officers and several ambulances. But when the appointed day arrived under a heavy downpour, only a dozen umbrella-carrying insurgents showed up.

One evening several months after Ellis’s premature revolution, Gertrude happened to notice that the door at the bottom of the arch’s western plinth wasn’t locked and that the policeman on duty often wandered away for an hour or two at a time. (The police presence was deemed necessary when several months earlier a vagrant had made his home in a chamber inside the arch, and his crime discovered when, with a soaring sense of security, he hung out his laundry to dry on the parapet.) Gertrude immediately informed John Sloan of her plan, and the two of them rounded up several of their friends to join in the insurrection—the intellectually dapper Marcel Duchamp (whose Nude Descending a Staircase had been the scandalous centerpiece of the Armory Show four years earlier), the actors Forrest Mann and Betty Turner, and the Provincetown Players’ leading man, Charles Ellis.

On the night of January 23, the six revolutionaries, toting sandwiches, wine, thermoses, hot water bottles, Chinese lanterns, cap pistols, and red, white, and blue balloons, slipped through the unlocked door, mounted the 110 steps of the spiral iron staircase, lifted the trap door, and emerged at the top of the arch. They built a small bonfire in a beanpot and spread out steamer rugs for a midnight picnic. Passing the bottles of wine back and forth, they began their insurrection by reciting verses. Gertrude was also a poet of sorts; her most memorable lyric—the text of which, alas, has not survived—was entitled “The Should That Took Off Its Stockings and Threw Its Shoes Away.”

Soon soused, the six Arch-Conspirators decided the moment had arrived. They tied their balloons to the parapet, and, in John’s words, “did sign and affix our names to a parchment, having the same duly sealed with the Great Seal of the Village.” As the other five fired their cap pistols, Gertrude read their declaration, which consisted of nothing but the word “whereas” repeated over and over—surely Marcel’s inspiration—until the final words proclaiming that henceforth Greenwich Village would be a free and independent republic.

The band of revolutionaries then made their inebriated way into the night, “to ply our various callings”—John once more—“till such time as the demands of the state again might become imperative.”

When they awoke the next morning, Villagers were pleasantly surprised to see balloons festooned to the ramparts of their arch, but the aristocratic residents of the elegant town houses on the north side of Washington Square were dismayed by yet another example of bohemian tomfoolery. Within twenty-four hours nearly everyone south of 14th Street knew of their new status as a liberated community, and for a week the balloons fluttered in the midwinter breeze as a symbol of a symbol. What could the authorities do? The only result of the Revolution of Washington Square was that the door at the base of the arch was permanently locked.

For a few years, Greenwich Village had already been something close to a free and independent republic—at least in mind and spirit. A few blocks north of the arch, at 23 Fifth Avenue, Mabel Dodge hosted her celebrated salon, introducing the Villagers to the Wobblies and Freud, cubism and free love, anarchism and birth control. A few blocks west of the arch, at 91 Greenwich Avenue, Max Eastman and Floyd Dell presided over the unruly meetings of the staff of The Masses, the rebellious monthly that arguably became the most influential magazine in the history of American journalism. A few blocks south of the arch, at 139 Macdougal Street, the lunatic genius Jig Cook and the blackly brooding Eugene O’Neill were transforming the American theater with the Provincetown Players. At the center of this intellectual hullabaloo was Jack Reed, the Golden Boy of the Village—Mabel’s lover, Max’s leading correspondent, one of Jig’s favorite playwrights, and the author of “A Day in Bohemia”:

Yet we are free who live in Washington Square,

We dare to think as uptown wouldn’t dare,

Blazing our nights with arguments uproarious,

What care we for a dull old world censorious,

When each is sure he’ll fashion something glorious?



But by 1916, a year before the Arch-Conspirators, Floyd Dell had declared that the Village wasn’t what it used to be. The spirit of joyful rebellion had disappeared, he lamented after having been accosted by an uptowner at a local tearoom and asked, “Are you a merry Villager?”—the rents were rising, the poseurs and the tourists were moving in.




From its earliest years the Village was associated with revolution. It was informally called “Green Village” in the eighteenth century for its stretch of game-filled woodlands and marshy pastures several miles north of the thriving settlement on the southern tip of Manhattan. Tobacco plantations occupied the area the Sapokanickan tribe had used for hunting and fishing a century earlier. A young rebel named Thomas Paine lived in a ramshackle building on what is now Grove Street, and among the fine homes of the well-to-do-families who settled in the countryside was a mansion called Richmond Hill, where George Washington established his temporary headquarters during the American Revolution and where John Adams and Aaron Burr later lived.

A series of smallpox and yellow fever epidemics, culminating in the great plague of 1822, forced thousands of lower Manhattanites to flee north, and they settled in hastily constructed shacks in a crazy quilt pattern of streets that followed the contours of Indian trails, cow paths, and meandering brooks.

In 1811, New York City decided to rationalize its rapid expansion northward by imposing a grid system with numbered east-west streets and north-south avenues. But the inhabitants of Green Village—its name changed to “Greenwich” by an early privateer who used part of his plunder to build a country estate—refused to be uprooted, and rose up in protest. So the city planners decided that geometric rigor could bypass the Village, where some streets changed names and numbering system in mid-block, and others bizarrely changed direction at nearly every crossing (including the anomaly of West 4th Street crossing West 10th, West 11th, and West 12th that still leaves bewildered tourists double-checking the street signs). The Village remained a bucolic neighborhood within a bustling metropolis, a quaint sanctuary just a few blocks from the skyscrapers of the world’s first vertical city. But Greenwich Village’s map had metaphoric resonance as well: rejecting orderliness, refusing conformity, repelling the grid.

Though the population of the Village quadrupled between 1825 and 1840, the northward expansion of the city proceeded even faster—by the end of the Civil War, half of New York’s population lived above 14th Street. Developers ignored the area—its labyrinthine layout and the sandy soil made construction too difficult—and, as an early resident said, the Village became “an island of no pressure, a place to pull out for a while.”

But before bohemia came Washington Square Park. Used for decades as a potter’s field, with an estimated 22,000 graves, and as a hanging ground for the city’s more notorious criminals (the last hanging from the great elm in the northwest corner took place in 1822), the park was transformed into a military parade ground in 1828, a purpose it served until the heavy artillery began to sink into the graves below.

By mid-century, a pattern had been established—the rich, taking advantage of the Village’s detachment, established New York’s first fashionable residential area in a row of elegant town houses on the north side of Washington Square, while the poor settled in the dilapidated tenements on the south side, with saloons, beer gardens, brothels, and sweatshops in the surrounding blocks. For a time, a quarter of the city’s black population lived in the South Village—“Little Africa”—with the nation’s first black theater and first black newspaper. By the end of the century, the area below the square was scorned for its “fetid fertility,” while the square itself had become “the old New York” of Henry James and Edith Wharton, and the neighborhood that later became the nation’s Left Bank was called “the American Ward” for its “humanity of the better sort,” for its “cleanliness, good citizenship, and self-respect.”

Henry James—who was born not on the square, but on an adjoining street—called Stanford White’s marble arch, dedicated in 1895, “our lamentable little Arch of Triumph,” but remained devoted to the area for its “rural picturesqueness.” “It has a kind of established repose,” he wrote, “which is not the frequent occurrence in other quarters of the long, shrill city…. To come and go where East 11th Street [and] West 10th Street opened their kind short arms was at least to keep clear of the awful hug of the serpent.”

In the early years of the twentieth century, as real estate values in the area plummeted and many of the richer residents fled farther north, the Village consisted of three overlapping communities—the increasingly hemmed-in upper class, the Irish and Italian immigrant families in the tenements to the south and west, and a small group of intellectuals, writers, and artists drawn by the bars, clubs, societies, galleries, and libraries. Combining the remnants of aristocracy, the exoticism of Europe, and potential rebels—and, júst as important, providing affordable lodging, human scale, places to congregate, and a kind of enforced diversity and tolerance, the polyglot Village was ready for the emergence of bohemia.

In fact, it already had a history of incipient bohemianism. Renowned writers lived in the area throughout the nineteenth century. Herman Melville worked from the mid-1860s to the mid-1880s in the customs office on Gansevoort Pier in the West Village—“a most inglorious vocation,” he lamented. And at the turn of the century, the already famous O. Henry was a familiar figure, as was the as yet unknown Stephen Crane. Frank Norris came to the Village with high hopes and left with dashed dreams. “Of the ambitions of the Great Unpublished,” he wrote, “the one that is strongest, the most abiding, is the ambition to get to New York. For these, New York is the point de départ, the niche, the indispensable vantage ground.” But the artists and writers he met around Washington Square, he said, were dilettantes and decadents who drank their beer from teacups.

The most prominent of the pre-“Village” Villagers was Mark Twain, who lived briefly at 14 West 10th Street before settling in splendor at 21 Fifth Avenue from 1904 to 1908. “Efflorescence in white serge,” a contemporary called Twain in those years, but guests who came to lionize the legendary writer usually found him under a cathedral vault in his huge canopied bed.

None of these writers could be considered more than semi-bohemians, but the Village could put in a partial claim to America’s first true bohemian, Edgar Allan Poe. In the late 1830s and early 1840s, Poe lived at 85 West 3rd Street, 113½ Carmine Street, 137 Waverly Place, and 130 Greenwich Street—at all of which he was said to have written “The Raven” and at none of which did he live abstemiously. The Village is the only community in America where Edgar Allan Poe could score drugs in the 1840s and Henry James could stroll past grazing cows in the 1890s.

Poe was sui generis, a bohemian before Americans even had a word to describe him, but the true birthplace of American bohemianism was at Charlie Pfaff’s rathskeller at 653 Broadway, near Bleecker Street, a decade later. Freethinkers and freeloaders, poets and panhandlers, denizens of the demimonde and philosophical drifters—as well as visiting foreigners like Lola Montez—gathered around trestle tables in Charlie’s smoky establishment to eat sausages, drink ale, and talk uninhibitedly late into the night.

Henry Clapp, editor of The New York Saturday Press, became the center of a high-spirited, low-living coterie. The man who declared his undying opposition to “smug, ponderous, empty, obstructive respectability,” and published Twain’s first story, “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County,” and who deserves immortality for remarking that Horace Greeley was a self-made man who worshipped his creator, Henry soon won the title “King of Bohemia” from Charlie’s clientele. Bohemia’s Queen?—Ada Clare, an actress whose ineptitude as Ophelia was forgiven for her grace as a writer, but whose proto-feminist prose (“Only a Woman’s Heart”) was overshadowed by her scandalous affair with the internationally acclaimed pianist Louis Gottschalk. When she bore a child out of wedlock, Ada refused to be ruined and declared herself a Love-Philosopher. Adah Isaacs Menken, another patron at Pfaff’s, could have laid claim to the title “Queen of Bohemia” as well. Adah drank brandy and smoked cigars, didn’t take second place to Ada when it came to sexual emancipation, and considerably surpassed her as an actress. Her performance in a potboiler called Mazeppa in flesh-colored tights while strapped on the back of a horse won her the title “the Naked Lady.”

Walt Whitman—derided elsewhere for “bombast, egotism, vulgarity, and nonsense,” for “his exulting audacity of Priapus-worshipping obscenity”—became the rathskeller’s resident poet, at least in part, some said, because of the young men loitering around the corner on Bleecker Street. When Ralph Waldo Emerson came to New York and asked to meet Whitman—decorous ecstasy meeting ecstatic indecorum—he was directed to Pfaff’s, where he was impressed by the poet but unimpressed by the “noisy and rowdy” acolytes who surrounded him. William Dean Howells also made the pilgrimage to Pfaff’s. “A sickly colony,” he bristled, “transplanted from the mother asphalt of Paris.” Henry Clapp could hardly have been more pleased.




Pfaff’s fraternity soon attracted the attention of the uptown press—and several patterns of bohemian iconography were established.

From the beginning, the middle class regarded bohemia with a mixture of revulsion and fascination. “It would be better to cultivate a familiarity with any kind of coarse and honest art, or any sort of regular employment, than to become refined and artistic only to fall into the company of the Bohemians,” the New York Times editorialized as early as 1858. “The Bohemian cannot be called a useful member of society, and it is not an encouraging sign … that the tribe has become so numerous among us as to form a distinct and recognizable class.”

Middle-class dismissal of bohemianism took many forms. The most common reproach, of course, repeated decade after decade, was that bohemia was populated by poseurs—as if the middle class would happily accept the real article. This perennial bourgeois response to bohemia served several purposes—it minimized a threat to its own values, it denied the validity of alternative ways of living, and it allowed the peculiarly contradictory fluctuation between outraged denunciation and condescension.

Almost as common was the accusation that bohemians adopted conventions of their own that were just as rigid as those they rejected. The official costume, for instance (from the flannel shirts and batik blouses of the teens to the black stockings and Capezio flats of the sixties), or the bohemian decor (from coal grates and trestle tables to mattresses on the floor and exposed brick walls), or the day that began by rolling out of bed at noon—weren’t these codes of behavior just as inflexible as the codes they’d fled? What the middle class never understood is that calling the manners of those of whom one disapproves “conventions” is considerably easier than comprehending the disaffection those manners reflect.

Such middle-class assaults on bohemia followed so closely upon its birth that criticism of its values became almost as central to its definition as articulation of its vision. Bohemia welcomed artistically inspired, politically disaffected renegades living in carefree disarray—and encouraged pseudo-artistic, politically irresponsible outcasts living in unthinkable debauchery. Bohemia rejected hypocritical morality—and had no moral standards. Bohemia repudiated conventional working hours and domestic arrangements—and flaunted its slovenly habits and unstable relationships. Bohemia condemned a money-driven society—and parasitically depended on others to support it. Bohemia educated itself to self-expression—and sank into self-indulgence.

From the first, bohemia existed in an almost symbiotic relationship with the middle class, not so much espousing a new way of life as mirroring an old way—one of the reasons it has so often been called an adolescent rebellion against the adults. But to examine a movement’s genesis is not to diminish its goals—“adult” can be just as pejorative as “adolescent”—and in any case, as Charlie Pfaff and Henry Clapp knew, the middle class gets the bohemia it deserves.




Bohemian iconography began with the serialization of Henri Murger’s Scènes de la Vie de Bohème in Paris in the 1840s. Refusing to become “productive members of society,” and castigating bourgeois culture for failing to recognize their genius, Murger’s garret-bound poets and painters spoke for the rapidly increasing number of young people who felt creatively gifted and politically disenchanted, just as the middle class was gaining ascendancy.

What did the bohemians care if history was to call them just one of the many by-products of the Industrial Revolution? They were the heirs of romanticism as well, for in its emphasis on idealism, on individualism, on revolt against convention, on artistic self-expression, on political liberation, on sexual emancipation, on the genius as outcast—on everything, in fact, but worship of nature and flirtation with mysticism, bohemianism was romanticism by other means.

“Today, as in the past,” wrote Murger—though he sometimes didn’t seem sure whether bohemianism should be idealized for its pathos or pitied for its squalor—“any man who enters the path of art, with his art as his sole means of support, is bound to pass by way of Bohemia.” And according to Balzac, “Bohemia is made up of young people, all of whom are between twenty and thirty years of age, all men of genius in their own line, as yet almost unknown but with the ability to become known one day, when they will achieve real distinction. Already you can pick them out at carnival-time, giving rein to their superfluous high spirits…. Bohemia possesses nothing, yet contrives to exist on that nothing.” And as George Du Maurier wrote of bohemia in Trilby—a novel that had an even larger cult following in the nineties than Murger’s articles and ensuing play had had half a century earlier—“happy times of careless impecuniosity, and youth and hope and health and strength and freedom!” Art Young, the Masses cartoonist, was more down to earth. “In this atmosphere a man felt something like his raw self, though he knew well that he had been cooked to a turn by the world’s conventions. Here a woman could say ‘damn’ … and still be respected.”

But for all the rhapsodizing about “happy days and happy nights,” from its very birth, bohemia seemed to exist in the past. “Bohemia is dying,” even its most ardent residents lamented; “the great days of bohemia are over.” This sense of lost grandeur has been felt in every generation—just as Floyd Dell said in the teens that “the Village isn’t what it used to be,” Murger’s followers were saying in the 1850s that “Paris isn’t what it used to be.” “Whatever else bohemia may be,” a Village magazine editorialized in 1917, “it is almost always yesterday.”

One reason for bohemia’s ephemerality is the rapidity with which revolt turns into fashion. But bohemians themselves are complicitous, for bohemian days are the days of one’s youth—and who will grant the same thrilling sense of awakening to succeeding generations? “Bohemia died,” said a Villager sardonically, “when we grew old.” Even if bohemians understand that when youth fades a new generation replaces them, in their minds the institution originated with them and those who follow can do nothing but repeat their discoveries. Bohemia is a perpetual revolution against an enemy that is never defeated. “What are today’s bohemians doing,” each generation of bohemians asks of its successors, “but continuing the battle we began?”

What constitutes fulfillment within bohemia? Certainly not what the middle class calls “success”: male-dominated careers and female-centered families linked by ever increasing income and status. Bohemia redefines success as personal self-expression, artistic achievement, and political transformation, but soon comes to stress the nobility of failure. If bohemia values unconventionality, irresponsibility, and irregularity because they are anathema to the middle class, then it finds itself in the anomalous position of valuing failure. Too often defining itself by what it is not, bohemia then has to find a way to turn failure into a virtue. Rejection by the middle class has been regarded as the surest validation of vision, acceptance as the surest sign that it has failed to achieve its goals. Clinging to the cliché that great artists are invariably neglected by their culture, bohemia slides imperceptibly into the attitude that works of art neglected by their culture are therefore great. The result is a cult of failure. One of the saddest and ultimately most destructive aspects of bohemian life is its tendency to think that to fail on society’s terms is necessarily to establish one’s integrity and to assure the quality of one’s work. The conflict between success and failure confirms the inextricable link between bohemia and the middle class, for bohemia accepts the middle-class definition of the conflict while thinking it can escape the consequences.

“Everything in bohemia changes,” Allen Ginsberg said, “—or ought to.” But it’s merely a rhetorical irony to say that bohemia remains the same precisely because it always changes. Nevertheless, bohemia was an old story by the time a new form of it emerged in the Village in the teens.




The years in Greenwich Village between 1912 and 1917 have been I called “the lyric years,” “the confident years,” “the joyous season,” “the little renaissance,” “the innocent revolution.” The years of “the lyrical left” and “the new paganism.” But whatever they are called, “something glorious” was happening in New York City in the teens—the Golden Age of the Village.

More or less four square miles, roughly bounded on the north by 14th Street, on the west by the Hudson River, on the south by Houston Street, and on the east by Third Avenue, the Village, as the bespectacled anarchist Hippolyte Havel once said, isn’t so much geographical location as a state of mind. In the years before World War I, Villagers talked incessantly about the fusion of revelry and revolt, between artistic creativity and social justice, about the confluence of individual self-fulfillment and political revolution. But they had not so much a philosophy as a temperament. As Walter Lippmann put it, the Village was guided by “a quality of feeling instead of conformity to rules.” Yet no matter how imprecise and naive their jubilation—announcing their utopian insurgency not on the barricades but with toy pistols and red balloons—they were galvanized by the feeling that some as yet unfocused energy was about to unleash the spirit of modernity.

But it doesn’t diminish the Villagers’ revolution of consciousness to say that it was also the result of a confluence of several social and cultural influences. The populist movement and William Jennings Bryan in the nineties, and the progressive movement, Teddy Roosevelt, and the muckrakers in the early years of the century, had created a climate of insurgency. The energy and idealism of the American imagination, focused for half a century on rebuilding the nation after the Civil War, were suddenly released to confront modernity—the New Freedom, the new woman, the new theater, the new art, the new psychology, the new morality. Furthermore, the end of the frontier brought not only a geographic halt but a psychic vacuum. The momentum of “manifest destiny” having suddenly ceased, many of the adventurous and dissatisfied turned inward and became pioneers on the frontier of the self.

For intellectuals, in particular, to move without warning from the world of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, William Dean Howells, and the New England Brahmins into the twentieth century demanded a vertiginous leap. The works of such native writers as Walt Whitman, William James, Thorstein Veblen, and John Dewey stimulated a search for new values. European writers like Marx, Freud, Darwin, Nietzsche, Dostoyevsky, and Shaw scattered the old complacencies, and radicals and bohemians, writers and artists suddenly found themselves exposed to the full sweep of half a century of European thought.

The rapid urbanization of America and the equally rapid growth of a mass society—both of which contributed to faster communication and stricter conformity—helped create the conditions for a vital enclave of creativity and dissent. And—though the Villagers would have been reluctant to admit it—another condition for a radical bohemian community was the rapidly increasing abundance of the American economy, for poverty is only picturesque to those who can easily escape it.

And in the teens such a community could only have come into existence in New York City. New York was at the intersection between the heartland and Europe. Having only recently replaced Boston as the nation’s cultural capital and media center, it was vulgar and vital, the American city that most encouraged diversity, that most lacked cultural consensus. It was seemingly in ceaseless chaos, stimulating creativity and idiosyncrasy. Not coincidentally, it became the focus of provincial hostility.

Superficially inchoate, indiscriminate, with a multitude of personalities and causes, the Village ethos was integrated in its dedication to over-throwing the capitalist, philistine, and puritanical hegemony of the American middle class. As one Villager put it, “We were radicals devoted to anything, so long as it was taboo in the Mid-West!” Whatever their individual obsessions—socialism, anarchism, feminism, pacifism, free verse, cubism, Freudianism, free love, birth control—the Villagers were allied in an assault on social oppression, cultural gentility, and moral repression. For a few brief years—in a configuration not to be repeated until the sixties—justice and poetry seemed complementary goals, for every cause played a role in the revolution that would break the chains of tradition and create a liberated society.

Everyone knew everyone—Wobblies and poets, anarchists and painters, recent Harvard graduates and recently imprisoned strikers, free-lovers and philosophers, pacifists and playwrights—for weren’t they all participating in the same joyous crusade? Political revolution would release artistic creativity and more autonomy. Artistic revolution would serve political goals and personal liberation. Lifestyle revolution would engender political justice and artistic inspiration. As Malcolm Cowley wrote, “Villagers might get their heads broken in Union Square by the police before appearing at the Liberal Club to recite Swinburne in bloody bandages.” And as Max Eastman put it, “We wanted to live our poetry.”

One goal in particular unified the apparently contradictory causes of the Villagers—the liberated self. In politics, though most of them espoused a collectivist creed, they sought self-determination. In art, they sought self-expression. And in “the art of living,” they sought self-fulfillment.

Dramatic changes in the attitude toward the self between the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries—from an ideal of self-sacrifice to one of self-fulfillment, from the goal of doing good to that of being good—can be traced to a multitude of causes, among them the stability of American social life. But the Villagers made those changes central to their transformation of consciousness. And since displaying the joys of the liberated self would inspire others to join them, the quickest way to win the revolution was to live as if the revolution had already been won. They were self-assured rebels, harbingers of a new social order. “Experiment” was one of their favorite words—radiant with excitement, they were willing to try anything in order to expand the limits, not just of the permissible, but of the possible. And rarely has a revolution relied so heavily on the persuasive power of reason. The Villagers believed it was only necessary to point out the mechanisms of oppression to bring about their dismantling. But more important, they shared three interlinked attributes—joy in the moment, unquenchable optimism, and high moral tone.

The Villagers made a cult of carefree irresponsibility, but in the service of transcendental ideas. Theirs was an attitude, as one historian put it, of “serious unseriousness.” Crystal Eastman (Max’s sister) summed up their credo: “We wanted to live to help,” she said, “and to get fun out of it.”

Despite its hostility toward middle-class values and its adulation of such European thinkers as Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche, the Village ethos celebrated nineteenth-century American ideals. The Villagers’ creed was closer to Concord and Brook Farm than to Paris or Vienna. What could be more American than the quest for a utopian community of idiosyncratic individuals in which everyone was equal precisely because everyone was unique?

The Villagers may have fled the narrow-minded morality, crude materialism, and barren intellectual life they’d grown up despising—but they retained an image of the pastoral paradise they felt sure small-town America had once been. After all, hadn’t they created “the Village”? Their goal was not so much to create as to recapture Eden.

Furthermore, the Villagers’ attitude toward America wasn’t as unpatriotic as the enraged editorials charged. What were their goals, the rebels asked—the question asked by every American ever accused of lacking in patriotism—but those of the Declaration of Independence and the Founding Fathers? America had wandered from its principles, and they saw it as their task to lead it home. As James Oppenheim addressed his floundering country, “Is it dreamless? I bring it a dream! / Lacks a vision? It shall have mine!”

Nor was the Villagers’ attitude toward religion nearly as blasphemous as the outraged preachers of middle America believed. Far from atheistic, they harked back to the ideals of early Christianity that they felt had been distorted and debased by the hypocrisies of institutionalized religion. They used the Ten Commandments as the moral underpinning of their renegade politics, and even The Masses evoked Jesus in its pacifist editorials and cartoons and went so far as to call “the Son of God” “the first socialist.” They felt their commitments could be both ecstatic and redemptive.

Young men and women dissatisfied with a small-town or middle-class life but only vaguely attuned to the insurgent sensibility began to hear tales of an almost mythical place called Greenwich Village where radical political creeds were not regarded as un-American, where aspiration to an unordinary life did not result in scorn or unendurable isolation, where people pursued love and beauty and justice without having to respond to parental invocations of responsibility. They packed their bags with either eagerness or trepidation, but at least with the hope of finding a world more challenging, more inspiring, more free than their own. Perhaps the greatest contribution Greenwich Village has made to the American imagination, greater even than the work of its writers and artists, has been to provide a focus for such visions even to those who never made the journey.
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Mabel Dodge’s Salon

“Oh, How We Were All Intertwined!”

To dynamite New York!”—that’s why she’d gathered in her Greenwich Village apartment the writers, artists, journalists, socialists, anarchists, feminists, labor leaders, clergymen, psychiatrists, and poets, all the “movers and shakers,” who would “upset America with fatal, irrevocable disaster to the old order!”

Among the more than one hundred guests tonight in Mabel Dodge’s legendary salon at 23 Fifth Avenue might be Max Eastman and Walter Lippmann in animated conversation with Big Bill Haywood and Elizabeth Gurley Flynn—or Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman holding forth for Carl Van Vechten, Alfred Stieglitz, and Marsden Hartley—or Lincoln Steffens, Jo Davidson, and Edwin Arlington Robinson clustered around Margaret Sanger—while a long-haired, walrus-mustached, glitter-eyed anarchist named Hippolyte Havel wandered among them, muttering “goddamn bourgeois pigs.” They debated radical politics and free love, psychoanalysis and the single tax, birth control and the Wobblies, cubism and women’s suffrage, all the enlightened ideas of the dawning century that they felt certain would cast off the darkness of the past.

Only a few months earlier, in the fall of 1912, Mabel had sat alone in the middle of her huge living room, staring despondently at the walls. Having returned to America after eight years in Europe, shuddering “ugly, ugly, ugly” as her ship sailed into New York harbor, she had taken over the second floor of an elegant brownstone on the corner of Fifth Avenue and 9th Street. On the first floor lived a cranky ninety-two-year-old major general who’d lost a leg at Gettysburg (and who’d been found not guilty by reason of temporary insanity of murdering his wife’s lover, the son of Francis Scott Key, on the sidewalk across from the White House). On the top floor brooded an ex-governor of New York who’d been impeached for his dedicated services on behalf of Tammany Hall. But Mabel fought her inclination to sink into their morose seclusion. Determined to experience “the fire of life,” and convinced that she had “always known how to make rooms that had power in them,” she shook off her malaise and promptly redecorated.

As if to counteract the tenacity of the drab and dismal past, as well as her listless moods, Mabel surrounded herself with white—white wallpaper, white woodwork, white velvet chairs, white silk curtains, a white marble mantelpiece, a white porcelain chandelier, a white bearskin rug. But now that she’d created her tabula rasa, what was she to write upon it? Elation, dejection—the constant counterpoint of her life. “Nothing to do again!” she wailed. But recalling her passion “to know the Heads of things, Heads of Movements, Heads of Newspapers, Heads of all kinds of groups of people,” she opened her doors and “let the town pour in!”

A wealthy socialite of thirty-three, with a voracious curiosity and an insatiable need for stimulation—“I wanted to know everybody!”—Mabel quickly befriended the prominent journalists Hutchins Hapgood, Carl Van Vechten, and Lincoln Steffens, and dispatched her lackluster husband, who was “unaware of the possibilities lingering in the soul,” and whose “commonness and mediocrity” contrasted so strongly with her own “broadmindedness,” to the Hotel Brevoort across the street. Hapgood, a writer for the New York Globe who virtually invented the solemnly effusive style that still plagues American newspaper columnists, knew virtually everyone in New York and obediently brought several of his most interesting friends to Mabel’s home, and Van Vechten, the urbane music critic for the New York Times, invited a pair of Harlem entertainers. While Mabel was distressed by the way they “leered and rolled their suggestive eyes” as they played the banjo and sang off-color songs, she comforted herself with the thought that “one must let Life express itself in whatever form it will.”

Steffens, America’s “messiah at large,” told her one day as they took tea, “You have … a centralizing, magnetic social faculty. You attract, stimulate, and soothe people…. If you had lived in Greece long ago, you would have been called a hetaira. Now why don’t you see what you can do with this gift of yours. Why not organize all this … coming and going of visitors?” “But I thought we don’t believe in Organization,’” protested Mabel, already a devotee of the Village cult of spontaneity. “Oh, I don’t mean you should Organize’ the evenings,” Steffens replied wryly. “I mean … let [people] feel absolutely free to be themselves and see what happens.” Gather interesting people around her, then listen to them exhort and denounce and declaim—at last Mabel could satisfy her craving for stimulation. Evenings!




It is Mabel’s Dangerous Characters Evening, and her posh salon is under police surveillance. Big Bill Haywood is talking about the IWW tonight, Emma Goldman about anarchism, English Walling about socialism. With half the nearly two hundred guests in evening dress sipping Graves Supérieur, the other half in working clothes and sandals, waiting to put together a free dinner from the lavish buffet of Virginia ham, cold turkey, and Gorgonzola, she quietly signaled her butler to open the door to the dining room at midnight. The future, classless organization of American society was to be debated, perhaps even decided. Insurrectionary ideas were socially respectable to the degree that they were intellectually provocative—and since the stirrings of radicalism were beginning to awaken the middle-class conscience, the restructuring of industrial capitalism and bourgeois politics seemed less a matter of class conflict than of rationally selecting the most persuasive agenda.

Big Bill was feared by upright citizens as a fiery advocate of labor violence—a reputation enhanced by his hulking body and black eyepatch—but naturally that made him a folk hero to the Villagers, the Cyclops of the revolution. But unfortunately the Wobbly spokesman, like so many leaders who become impassioned orators when addressing thousands of angry followers in a driving rain, was inarticulate, almost reticent, when asked to explain rather than exhort. Sprawled on a chaise longue, “this great battered hulk of a man, with one eye gone and an eminent look to him,” Big Bill seemed, said Mabel, “like a large, soft, overripe Buddha,” with two or three Village maidens—schoolteachers by day, bohemians by night—seated enraptured at his feet. And when the brilliant young Harvard graduate Walter Lippmann, in his somber, precise manner, tried to question him about Wobbly strategy, Big Bill’s “lid drooped over his blind eye and his heavy cheeks sagged even lower.”

Emma Goldman, editor of the anarchist magazine Mother Earth and advocate of Direct Action—she and her constant companion, Alexander “Sasha” Berkman, had served time in prison for attempting to assassinate the steel magnate Henry Clay Frick—scolded Mabel’s guests for their dilettantism and “endless quibbles and hair-splitting of issues.” But though Emma warned the working men and women not to listen to the “college professors and lawyers who with the philanthropically-minded ladies”—whom could she mean?—“only succeed in sentimentalizing the cause and making compromises which in turn become real evils again,” she showed little inclination to satisfy the guests’ curiosity about the differences between the competing philosophies.

The socialist English Walling, one of the founders of the NAACP, was the most articulate speaker, everyone agreed, but also the most bland—though with Eugene Debs receiving six percent of the vote for president in the 1912 election, socialism had never before, or since, been such a prominent voice in the American political dialogue.

Some of Mabel’s guests expressed shock at the inflammatory ideologies of the speakers, others felt their minds quickened by startling new ideas, while a few felt that the debate merely exposed the innocence of the Villagers, their commitment to conversational radicalism. “They all talk like goddamn bourgeois pigs!” Hippolyte Havel cried out shrilly, and as the Evening came to an end, he embraced Mabel with tears in his eyes. “My little sister! My little goddamn bourgeois capitalist sister!”

Tonight’s topic, Mabel announced a few weeks later, is Sex Antagonism. Doctrines of free love periodically surface in American life—the practice, of course, is considerably more consistent—but in the Village in the teens the concept flourished by allying itself with feminism, socialism, Freudianism, anarchism, birth control, and the assault on marriage as a bourgeois institution. And while it’s tempting to say that never has so much ideology been called upon in support of instinct—for nothing seems quite as quaint as the erotic rationalizations of previous generations—this was in fact the first generation of Americans to realize the role of sexual repression in social control. As the critic James Hunecker complained, in America “the whole man ends at the collarbone.” The sexual revolution of the years preceding World War I alternated between the frivolous and the fearless—and as those who lived through the sixties can confirm, in the midst of a revolution it’s sometimes difficult to discern the difference.

In 1914, to take a not untypical example, a buxom Villager named Babs, sympathizing with the plight of those young men unfortunately forced to resort to prostitutes for the happiness that was their birthright as Americans, persuaded a number of her friends to freely give their bodies to anyone who asked, a movement that proved as short-lived as it was enthusiastically encouraged. Somewhat less self-deluded, prominent Village intellectuals constantly experimented with ways to reconcile erotic independence and emotional commitment. Lincoln Steffens pretended he was married when he wasn’t—and later pretended he wasn’t when he was—while Max Eastman and his wife, Ida Rauh, who at one point denied they were married in order not to disturb the free-love ideologues, later shocked the pulpit from coast to coast by putting their names separately on their Village mailbox. Still others, like the flamboyant Hippolyte Havel and his mistress, Polly Holladay, proprietor of the Village’s most popular restaurant, fell into the familiar pattern of adopting free love for themselves and bitterly denouncing their partners for exercising the same privilege. And then there were men like Hutch Hapgood, Mabel’s closest confidant, who, having once been told by William James himself that he was “in thrall to the absolute,” felt that he was obligated by this distinction not only to have extramarital affairs but to report their subtle effects on his soul to his resigned wife—and even to write a book about his wanderings for circulation among his Village friends.

It was Hutch who Mabel felt would be most qualified to address her guests on the subject of the relationship between the sexes—though it was Mabel, recently converted by Margaret Sanger to “the joys of the flesh,” who came up with the unambivalent title Sex Antagonism. Still, even to discuss the topic openly, and in mixed company, was daring for the time. A little drunk, Hutch stood before Mabel’s assembled guests, announced that “my wife is always telling me that love is a misunderstanding between a man and a woman,” and concluded by observing that “men are the victims”—apparently because they do not have “the vitality that the working class has, that the women have,” and are thus forced to resort to clandestine affairs. “The problem is how to get the heat without the lie,” he went on.

Steffens, the chairman for the Evening, remarked wryly, “Quite Steinesque”—referring to Mabel’s friend Gertrude. When Hutch elucidated his thesis by remarking that “the sex distinctions are only a thing like time and space, something by which we go through our experiences,” and attempted to throw an ecumenical bouquet to the unimpressed anarchist faction by gushing that “Emma Goldman represents an infinitely greater amount of law than the government does,” it was apparent that Villagers committed to the principle of free love but hoping for some guidance as to its practice were still on their own.

Undaunted, Mabel turned from sexual to aesthetic liberation. Despite the shift in cultural power from Boston to New York and the fierce assaults on moral and literary respectability in the novels of Frank Norris, Stephen Crane, and Theodore Dreiser (who lived in the Village but kept a sullen distance from Mabel’s salon), the complacent conventions of the Genteel Tradition, so named by George Santayana only a year earlier, still ruled the American literary imagination. Within months of her return to the United States, Mabel embarked on “my own little Revolution” in literary and artistic taste by introducing Gertrude Stein to the American reading public and by serving as one of the sponsors of the explosive Armory Show of 1913.

Believing that political, sexual, and artistic rebels were equal partners in the struggle against capitalism, Mabel invited “that sturdy old eagle” Big Bill Haywood back to address her modernist friends, including Marsden Hartley, Andrew Dasburg, Max Weber, and John Marin, at an Evening on Proletarian Art.

Artists think themselves too special, too separate, Big Bill argued with a rather condescending smile. Someday the state will recognize that everyone is an artist. Torn between sympathy with the working-class cause and dedication to their own revolution, the artists were momentarily silent—until sculptress Janet Scudder rose from her seat, and asked, with the same scorn with which she’d address a Terre Haute matron, “Do you realize that it takes twenty years to make an artist?”

On another Arts and Politics Evening, Mabel invited both the artists who drew for The Masses, the newly founded leftist magazine (to which she contributed several articles), and the editors of the uptown Metropolitan Magazine (the most popular 10-cent periodical of the day, featuring plutocratic politics and pretty-girl covers), who had refused the artists’ work because of their radical politics. But the “gatling gun talkers” of the Village, as the Metropolitan editor characterized them, left the uptowners launching even more pointed epithets—such as “your prostitute of a magazine.”

To the Poets Evening, over which Edwin Arlington Robinson presided as an owlish, grimly mute eminence, Mabel invited not only published poets, but those whose masterpieces were too “advanced” to reach print—or in some cases paper. George Sylvester Viereck’s “quite startling verses” were the most memorable, though not as memorable as Amy Lowell’s shocked departure in mid-reading, leaving, as Mabel described her, “like a well-freighted frigate.”



•   •   •



The Dangerous Characters Evening, the Sex Antagonism Evening, the Evenings of Art and Unrest—all ended in ideological disarray. But Mabel’s curiosity combined with her diffidence, her need for self-expression with her impulse to self-effacement, to make her the perfect salon hostess. For three years, beginning in January 1913, her salon became the center of the country’s radical intelligentsia. Experts on “good government” and women’s suffrage appeared, on prison reform and eugenics, on unemployment and “the Mexican question,” on “primitive life” arid “the corrupting influence of money”—the debaters, even in the last case, smoking imported cigarettes and sipping imported liqueurs provided by Mabel’s imported servants.

She was constantly exhorted to open her rooms to discussion of such Village cults as vegetarianism and Esperanto, but in politics she focused on the labor movement, in sex she stressed women’s rights, and in art she emphasized modernist painting and prose.

She managed the Evenings so skillfully, as Steffens noted, that “no one felt they were managed…. Practiced hostesses in society could not keep even a small table of guests together; Mabel Dodge did this better with a crowd of one hundred or more people of all classes. Her secret, I think, was to start the talk going with a living theme.”

Feeling that she was merely “an instrument of the times,” that “I’m not doing anything … I let them come, that’s all. Life decides, not me,” Mabel never participated in the “living themes” herself but acted as their conduit. “I had a little formula for getting myself safely through the hours without any injury to my shy and suspicious sensibilities…. I never uttered a word during my Evenings beyond the remote ‘How do you do?’ or the low ‘Good-by.’ … I never talked myself except to one or two people at a time, and preferably to one.”

Some Villagers were enthralled by Mabel’s regal inscrutability, others felt she was concealing her incomprehension, yet most agreed with Carl Van Vechten, who recalled that “she remained in the room without being present,” and that though her face was “a perfect mask,” her “electric energy presided.” Max Eastman, never one of Mabel’s admirers—in his heart he thought her “witchlike”—wrote that “for the most part she sits like a lump and says nothing. She seems never to have learned the art of social intercourse…. She has neither wit nor beauty, nor is she vivacious or lively-minded or entertaining…. [Yet] there is something going on, or going round, in Mabel’s head or bosom, something that creates a magnetic field in which people become polarized and pulled in and made to behave queerly…. And they like it—they come back for more.” Mabel’s fetish was other people’s conversations—and her genius at listening catalyzed an entire generation of vociferous radicals.

Carl Van Vechten stressed the way she forced her guests to test their convictions by confronting them with others who held opposing points of view, combining “dissimilar objects to their mutual benefits.” As Max Eastman put it, “Many famous salons have been established by women of wit or beauty; Mabel’s was the only one established by pure will power.” But its very simplicity made it, as Lincoln Steffens said, “the only successful salon I have ever seen in America.”

A particularly striking example of the benefit of juxtaposing apparently incongruous ideas, of the Villagers’ emphasis on the importance of self-expression in both personal and public life, were Mabel’s Evenings devoted to the New Psychology. It was there that many of America’s leading radicals and intellectuals first heard of the theories of Freud and Jung that were to play such a crucial role—and in some cases to create such havoc—in their public as well as private lives.

Walter Lippmann, a rather unlikely acolyte of the unconscious, led the first Evening’s discussion, and not surprisingly the conversation focused on such issues as the environmental causes of nervous disorders, the “unhealthy” aspects of the Protestant work ethic, and the repressiveness of genteel, middle-class “civilization.”

On another New Psychology Evening, Dr. A. A. Brill, Freud’s American translator and a founder of the American Psychoanalytic Association (and later to become Mabel’s psychiatrist—nothing but the best), alarmed many of the guests, who got up and left in mid-discussion, “incensed at his assertions about unconscious behavior and its give-aways.” But Brill’s Evening, and the awareness of the new theories that soon swept through the Village, made Freud a fad. As the playwright Susan Glaspell recalled, “You could not go out to buy a bun without hearing of someone’s complex.” But Freud’s theories, though invariably simplified and warped to fit the Villagers’ optimistic creeds, didn’t just energize the sexual radicals with a new vocabulary, they also inspired modernist artists with a new muse and provoked political radicals to reconsider the premises of middle-class progressivism. As Steffens recalled after the Brill Evening, “It was there and thus that some of us first heard of psychoanalysis and the new psychology of Freud and Jung, which … introduced us to the idea that the minds of men were distorted by unconscious suppressions, often quite irresponsible and incapable of reasoning or learning…. I remember thinking how absurd had been my muckraker’s description of bad men and good men and the assumption that showing people facts and conditions would persuade them to alter them or their conduct.”

Margaret Sanger had learned the frustrations of “showing people facts and conditions,” and those who characterized as frivolous Mabel’s Evenings devoted to free love, feminism, and birth control ignored the hostility, even brutality, with which such ideas were greeted in America in 1913. When Mabel’s apartment was opened to meetings of the Sanger Defense Committee, Margaret had not only spent numberless nights in jail for distributing information on birth control, but had lost nine teeth when one inflamed jailer, zealously defending traditional moral values, had kicked her in the mouth. Labor unrest involved more than a cozy debate of ideologies. Mabel might feel a frisson up her spine at entertaining “murderers,” but she also exhibited much courage in juxtaposing classes as well as causes. One evening in the late winter of 1914, Mabel welcomed IWW leaders “Wild Joe” O’Carroll, “Chowder Joe” O’Brien, “Omaha Doc” Roth, and “Baldy” McSween for an Unemployment Evening, “a great gathering” of nearly two hundred Village figures. A red banner hung on the wall. Feminists in bobbed hair and sandals accepted cigarettes from bankers in starched linen and tails. Society women mingled with laborers. And everyone listened raptly to the Wobblies, who’d just returned from a protest meeting that had been circled by mounted police.

When one of her guests urgently whispered to Mabel that “There are some newspaper men coming in,” she promptly delegated Walter Lippmann, who had made it clear that he felt her Evenings were becoming too raucous, to act as her bouncer. As he tried to eject the intruders from the press, Mabel began to have second thoughts. “Surely we should not put them out. They are just people, too. They are part of Life trying to express Itself.” So she countermanded her order, and the newspapers were also allowed to express themselves, “I.W.W. THRONG ARE GUESTS OF SOCIETY FOLK ON FIFTH AVENUE,” exclaimed the headline in one New York paper. “WOMEN IN EVENING GOWNS ENTERTAIN BILL HAYWOOD, AGITATORS, AND THE UNEMPLOYED IN HOME OF MRS. MABEL DODGE.” “About 200 men and women, in evening dress, and nearly all, women included, smoking cigarettes, took part in the meeting,” the article reported. “Women in low-necked gowns hid behind escorts and tried to hide their cigarettes.” “I.W.W. MEN STARVE AS LEADERS EAT,” another paper proclaimed, “LEADERS OF I.W.W. FIFTH AVE. GUESTS MINGLE WITH MEN AND WOMEN IN EVENING CLOTHES AT MRS. DODGE’S HOUSE.” “There were present some men with long, black, flowing locks, who say they are anarchists, some of the Haywood type who say they are leaders of industrial organizations, some who belong to social uplift movements in New York … [and] some women who didn’t appear to have any occupations. … A heavy set young man [Lippmann] came out and said that the gathering was for the purpose of discussing social problems and that all present were friends of Mrs. Dodge and that positively nothing should be published about it.”

And so, with the emphasis on emblems that was rapidly moving from advertising into journalism, evening clothes transformed muckrakers and editors of The Masses into “society folk,” cigarettes signaled sexual audacity, and the press responded to the incomprehensible, as it always has and always will, by adopting a tone both ominous and condescending, which would come to characterize American attitudes to the Village itself.

Long accounts of Mabel’s salon soon appeared in the press almost weekly, and Mabel herself became one of the country’s first celebrities. She was widely regarded by the tabloid public as a “sphinx,” an appellation that, given her anathema to mystery, she loathed. Most of the papers mocked the very fame they were heaping upon her, but according to the Morning Telegraph, “If you ever get a card from Mona Mabel Dodge with the word ‘discussion’ in the corner, drop what you had planned to do and get on the ground floor.” Recalled the widow of a president of Yale, “Simply everybody went.”




Patron of geniuses or collector of celebrities? Siren of spirit or dabbler in ideas? Feeling a void at the center of her being, she became adept, as did so many women, at discerning the needs of others and then adopting a persona that would fulfill them. At first in her salon, and especially in her many love affairs, she resigned herself to living through others—as if she could only be real to herself if she saw her reflection. “I wanted to lie back and float on the dominating decisive current of an all-knowing, all-understanding man,” she confessed of her lovers, though in practice, and not at all paradoxically, this meant she aspired to be either their muse, their mother, or their master.

Inevitably dissatisfied with floating, Mabel soon became resentful and manipulative and sought in domination the only alternative to submission. “People were always warning other people about me,” Mabel said, not without a touch of pride. How could a woman so committed to following the flow be so willful? Her contemporaries did not understand, though nearly all considered themselves feminists, that with no outlet for her talent and ambition other than devoting herself to the men she hosted and the men she loved, these were the only two choices available to her. Most of the epithets directed at Mabel—femme fatale, queen bee, sorceress, Venus flytrap, spiritual vampire, and, of course, bitch goddess—and most of the fictional portraits of her written by fascinated and appalled novelists who considered her a kind of female principle—resulted from her dubious relationships with men.

But it’s too easy to dismiss Mabel as a “werewolfess”—as she once characterized herself—for the neurotic qualities that proved so disastrous in her romances made her the ideal hostess. Her psychic emptiness, her dread of purposelessness, led her not only to devour the men who, she vainly hoped, would provide her with authenticity of self, but also to crave experiences, and causes, that through her salon might provide her with a sense of identity. “That woman will drive me crazy,” Van Vechten told Hapgood, more in admiration than dismay. Still, he said, “She had more effect on my life than anybody I ever met.” In the freewheeling, experimental vortex that was the Village in the years before World War I, who was more perfectly suited to gather together the “movers and shakers” to debate the contours of the future? Her refusal to crystallize her commitments, her ultimate indifference to the causes she sponsored, while leaving her in a state of psychic disarray, also kept the Villagers who attended her salon in a state of ideological flux. Mabel could never cease experimenting—but her emotional indecisiveness quickened the Village’s intellectual glory.

Many of Mabel’s critics dismissed her as less hetaera than “a species of Head Hunter,” as she herself acknowledged—as nothing but a dilettante of radicalism, mixing champagne and dynamite, confusing feelings with thought, regarding insurrection as entertainment, the latest in the long, ignoblesse oblige tradition of aristocratic voyeurs of bohemia, seeking titillation by flirting with revolutionary credos she had no desire to embrace. But more than any other person, Mabel recognized, if only intuitively, that the repressive traditions against which the Village radicals were rebelling—political, economic, sexual, artistic—were inextricably linked, and that the most immediately necessary radical act was not to focus on specific reforms but to break down the barriers between the radicals themselves, to affirm both the’range and the unity of the insurgent spirit itself.

One Evening might founder in factionalism, another might degenerate into disputation, another might conclude in incoherence—but the Lyrical Left defined itself more by its energy than by its ideas. Mabel’s fabled openness to all those willing to risk “shattering themselves for the sake of their ideas”—which led Steffens to remark that “she believed, for a while, everything,” and one historian to claim that she “all but established the pattern of the ‘free-lance intellectual’ of the early twentieth century”—had a greater impact than any one of those ideas, for they would not have received such vigorous mutual reinforcement had they not been disseminated at her salon. As Mabel exclaimed, “Oh, how we were all intertwined!” Without an original idea in her head, Mabel helped sow every original idea of her decade.




The catalyst of Mabel’s fabled openness to divergent points of view was less philosophical curiosity than psychological circumstance—her real need was to create and then ameliorate emotional conflict. Like most prominent Villagers, she was raised in the intellectual hinterland, but more than most, she seemed, as she said, to have a life “destined for sorrow.”

Born into a wealthy family in Buffalo in 1879, Mabel was shaped by the proper Victorian gentility her remote parents adopted as a mask. Of their marriage one need know only that whenever Mabel’s mother returned home from one of her frequent trips, her father honored the occasion by lowering his monogrammed flag to half-mast. Unloved, miserably lonely, and surrounded by formalized contentiousness, Mabel soon learned that the only way to avoid sinking into a pit of purposelessness was to manipulate others. Yet driven by the panic of nonbeing, and determined to flout her mother’s hypocritical “respectability,” she obsessively tried on roles, causes, ideas, identities—as a teenager even flirting with a kind of chaste lesbianism, for which there was little peer pressure in late-nineteenth-century Buffalo—then instantly dropping them when they inevitably failed to fulfill her. Neurasthenia, they called it, that feeling of placid desperation, of restless passivity all too familiar to gifted women in all ages.

At twenty-one, Mabel married a young man who, despite awakening her to what she called “fiery fountains falling on black velvet,” failed to gratify the longings of her soul. Within a few months, she began an affair with an older man who satisfied her on both counts—her gynecologist—and when her husband was killed in a hunting accident and her illicit relationship became a public scandal, her mother shipped her off to Europe, not least because Mabel had seen her in the gynecologist’s arms herself. Before the boat landed in Le Havre, a Boston architect named Edwin Dodge had fallen in love with her and they were married four months later.

Settling into a Florentine villa constructed by the Medicis in the fifteenth century—its courtyard designed by Brunelleschi, and one of its inhabitants, Raphael—Mabel immediately adopted the pose of voluptuous Renaissance lady. “I will make you mine!” she addressed Florence from a Tuscan hilltop. “Questo angelo vestito di bianco” (“this angel dressed in white”), the local merchants called her. Already as unhappy in her second marriage as she’d been in her first, she indulged in a series of not-quite affairs (one with her Italian chauffeur, whom she transformed into “a knight, a page, a courtier”), attempted a series of not-quite suicides (in one instance mixing figs and broken glass), embarked on a fully consummated affair with her son’s tutor, and, in a last effort to save her marriage, designed a bedroom with a trapdoor in the ceiling from which descended a silken ladder that could facilitate more episodes of “fiery fountains falling on black velvet”—though Edwin used it only once, to certify that it wasn’t a safety hazard. Wealthy, well connected, intelligent, charming—when not indulging in her pose of elegant ennui—Mabel had no difficulty collecting both objets d’art and objets de personnalité, and the Villa Curonia soon became a prominent international salon—a “constant carousel,” in the words of Artur Rubinstein. Emotionally immobilized by her lack of any sense of self, she frantically surrounded herself with the vibrant intellects who might provide it. Among her many guests were Bernard Berenson, Roger Fry, Gordon Craig, Eleanora Duse, André Gide, Norman Douglas, Paul and Muriel Draper, and Lord and Lady Acton, and she flattered everyone with a passive yet desperate curiosity that seemed to say she’d discovered the one person who could answer the questions about the nature and purpose of existence she’d been vainly asking all her life.

Mabel, in short, was precisely the kind of person Gertrude Stein was willing to bestow her presence upon, and when Gertrude visited Florence in 1911 they immediately became friends. “She has a laugh like beefsteak,” said Mabel. Fascinated by Mabel’s enigmatic, volatile moods, Gertrude wrote “Portrait of Mabel Dodge at the Villa Curonia,” one of her series of cubist word portraits of prominent figures of the first years of the century. (Among her other subjects were Picasso and Matisse, though it was her portrait of Mabel that Oliver Gogarty liked to read aloud in a Dublin pub, where it may have been heard by James Joyce.)

Mabel wanted to transform her life into a work of art, but when this proved beyond her talents, she began to see herself as a muse who would accomplish her purpose through others—Gertrude’s was the first of many portraits of Mabel by entranced if not always admiring writers, including novels by Carl Van Vechten and Max Eastman and several stories by D. H. Lawrence. Focusing on the discontinuity of Mabel’s moods, with touches of sexual innuendo (her bedroom was next to Mabel’s, the walls were thin), Gertrude found Mabel the ideal subject for her emphasis on the fluidity of personality. “So much breathing has not the same place when there is so much beginning …” “There is that desire and there is no pleasure …” “There is no action meant …”

Mabel wasn’t entirely sure what such sentences signified, but she was sure that what she regarded as her unstructured personality could be interpreted as dynamic rather than passive. Gertrude helped Mabel understand that no metaphysic, no aesthetic could substitute for an absent identity, and that perhaps she could find herself in the disorderly present more easily than in the formalized past. So, still dissatisfied with her life, with her husband, and, most of all, with herself, Mabel abandoned the search in Europe and resumed it in America.

Even before beginning her salon, Mabel had three hundred copies of Gertrude’s portrait printed and bound in Florentine wallpapers for her friends, and when a copy found its way into the hands of one of the organizers of the 1913 Armory Show, he asked her for permission to distribute it at the show and to write an accompanying article explicating Gertrude’s genius. “There will be a riot & and revolution & things will never be quite the same afterward,” Mabel wrote Gertrude in Paris.

“Gertrude Stein is doing with words what Picasso is doing with paint,” she concluded. “She is impelling language to induce new states of consciousness.” Gertrude’s introduction into the world of American letters had turned both women into perhaps the earliest examples of what was soon to become a staple of the twentieth-century media, the incomprehensible celebrity.

“Everyone is saying, ‘Who is Gertrude Stein?’” Mabel reported to Gertrude. “Who is Mabel Dodge at the Villa Curonia?” Despite Mabel’s effusions, however, their friendship soon cooled. Mabel attributed Gertrude’s withdrawal to Alice Toklas’s jealousy over some innocent flirting—she was one of those fortunate people who find flattering explanations even for flagrant rejections—although the more likely explanation was advanced by Gertrude’s brother, Leo. “In Gertrude Stein’s mind,” he said, “there had begun to be some doubt as to who was the bear and who was leading the bear.” Mabel was never a self-starter, but once started she was unstoppable. Soon she became the vice president of the Armory Show, one of its financial backers, its most indefatigable publicist; she even contributed her chauffeur. “The most important public event that has ever come off since the signing of the Declaration of Independence,” she called the exhibition in a letter to Gertrude. “I think it the most important thing that ever happened in America, of its kind,” she added less grandiosely. Indeed, it was one of her rare understatements, for the Armory Show was the most important art exhibit of the twentieth century and detonated like a bomb in the national consciousness. The most controversial painting, of course, was Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase, which was called, in perhaps the best example of philistine wit in the history of art criticism, “an explosion in a shingle factory.”

“It should be borne in mind,” editorialized the New York Times in a typical media response to the Armory Show, “that this movement is surely a part of the general movement, discernible to all the world, to disrupt, degrade, if not destroy, not only art but literature and society too … the Cubists and the Futurists are cousins to anarchists in politics.” On one level, this reaction marked the beginning of a common phenomenon of the twentieth century—success measured not by praise but by notoriety. On another, it acknowledged the unity of art and politics and hinted that art no longer served a comfortable cultural function but expressed an alienation from society. And on yet a third level, while superficially just another instance of philistine incomprehension, it actually articulated the goals of modernist art as clearly as any of its supporters. Disrupt, degrade, destroy?—wasn’t that precisely what the artists intended?

As for Mabel, she could at least take some of the credit for introducing Picasso, Matisse, Van Gogh, Cézanne, Gauguin, Braque, Brancusi, Seurat, and Kandinsky to the New World. “Many roads are being broken—what a wonderful word—‘broken’!” she exulted. “Nearly every thinking person nowadays is in revolt against something, because the craving of the individual is for further consciousness, and because consciousness is expanding and is bursting through the molds that have held it up to now.” But while she found a characteristically dizzying and detached gratification in her overnight notoriety—“if Gertrude Stein was born at the Armory Show, so was ‘Mabel Dodge’”—she remained self-effacingly committed to “my own little revolution,” the credo of her salon.




Not all the guests at Mabel’s salon were movers and shakers. Indeed, the It that Mabel idolized occasionally revealed Itself in eccentrics and out-and-out crackpots. Bizarre behavior, whether annoying or amusing, came to symbolize freedom and authenticity, and “unconventional” became just as much an ideal for the Villagers as “conventional” was for the bourgeoisie they despised. Among the pioneers of individuality were those who discovered nothing but their own idiosyncrasies—but whether outrageous, lunatic, or merely pathetic, they joined the ranks of Legendary Village Characters.

Hippolyte Havel! Outrageous, lunatic, and pathetic, first of a noble breed. Raised in Hungary by his Gypsy mother, confined as a teenager in an insane asylum and released at the advice of Krafft-Ebing himself, Hippolyte embraced anarchism in late Victorian London, moved to Chicago to edit an anarchist newspaper, and, after a less than delirious stint as one of Emma Goldman’s many lovers, surfaced in New York, in the words of Max Eastman, like a “ragged chrysanthemum.”

When not berating Mabel’s guests as “goddamn bourgeois pigs,” which sometimes seemed the full extent of his radicalism, Hippolyte could usually be found either as a short-tempered cook, waiter, and dishwasher at Polly Holladay’s restaurant on the west side of Washington Square or standing on street corners shouting anarchist slogans at bewildered passersby. As for Polly, she found no fault with his cooking, but was severely disappointed in his companionship. He keeps breaking his promises, she complained to a friend, explaining that on more than one occasion he had promised to kill himself for her but as yet had failed to keep his word.

One night, over drinks with two friends at the Brevoort bar, Hippolyte suddenly suggested a Trimordeur evening. Trimordeur? Trimordeurs, he explained impatiently, were knights-errant of the spirit of wine and dance. So they drew up an announcement of a meeting of the Trimordeurs at an Italian restaurant on Mulberry Street and sent postcards to ten or fifteen friends. On the night of the party, friends brought friends and friends of friends—was it the knight-errant grapevine?—and by midnight over seventy Villagers were celebrating the spirit of wine and dance, one of the first occasions when Villagers began to form their own bohemian community. “Goddamn bourgeois pigs,” yelled Hippolyte, stroking his goatee, grinning.

On one memorable occasion, Hippolyte relieved himself in the gutter at the corner of Fifth Avenue and 8th Street at 3:00 A.M. and raved at the policeman who arrested him, “You mean I don’t even have the rights of an ordinary horse?” Yet Mabel fondly welcomed Hippolyte to all her Evenings, even if his only contribution was “Goddamn bourgeois pigs!”

Mabel became muse to a Village variation of the prototype—the After-Working-Hours Genius. A copy editor at the New York Times by day, Donald Evans turned to the Quest for Immortality at night, differing only from most night-dreamers in that he actually published his effusions, an achievement somewhat diminished by the fact that his publishing house, Claire-Marie Press, one of the first of those small, avant-garde enterprises, was owned, managed, and staffed by a single person, Donald Evans himself. Reading his letters to Mabel (“You opened up avenues of joy today for me…. The vision of your freedom was intoxicating…. You yourself are ineffable; Your name will be blessed above the Virgin’s”) and the poems she inspired (“She tried to rouge her heart, yet quite in vain…. Her hidden smile was full of hidden breasts”), it’s not entirely clear whether he was trying to give expression to infinite yearning or just wanted to get laid. As a potential lover, Donald had—how to put it?—a kind of vegetable magnetism, but Mabel concluded that “this fin de siècle attitude of his was rather boring”—an opinion she expressed of several other Village men who fell in love with her. Undiscouraged, Donald informed Mabel of “the golden voyage I have embarked upon, a thousand and one sonnet portraits of you,” of a “slender vol.” describing in verse a dozen ways of commiting suicide. Of the latter, one way was all Donald needed, however—unsuccessful in his poetic projects, he proved all too successful in taking his life.

For a few years, a Donald Evans cult sprang up. As the poet Arthur Davison Ficke wrote in the foreword to a proposed book called The Donald Evans Legend, “Probably no figure so mythical as that of Donald Evans has ever had even an imaginary existence. Faust, Til Eulenspiegel, the Wandering Jew, and Haroun al Raschid are all solid, demonstrable, and documented persons in comparison. Already the Evans-Legend has assumed large proportions; in fact, we must even today make a discrimination between the archaic—or as I shall call it, the Ur-Legend—and the latter and doubtful form, which I shall call the Neo-Legend.” The book was never completed, however, and very soon Donald Evans became a nonlegend.




Mabel sometimes showed as little understanding of the significance of her salon as the newspapers that hooted at its “radical chic”—an epithet that surfaced fifty years before the sixties. But her ingenuousness gave her courage, and she never faltered in her quest for emotional or intellectual adventure. Even if Mabel had never hosted a single Evening, she would have entered Village lore, for in one of her more prescient experiments, she threw the Village’s first peyote party.

In the spring of 1914, when Raymond Harrington, a visiting cousin of Hutch Hapgood, told them about a strange medicine he had discovered while doing ethnological research among the Oklahoma Indians that enabled the mind to pass beyond ordinary consciousness, Mabel announced that they must all try it.

Harrington and Hutch and his wife, Neith Boyce, were the first to be invited. Max Eastman and Ida Rauh were always eager to try something new. Her old friend Bobby Jones, the famous set designer. Andrew Dasburg, the pioneering modernist painter. Genevieve Onslow, an actress and friend of the Hapgoods—one of those familiar Village figures who, though embarked on a quest for ultimate wisdom, had difficulty expressing the simplest idea. And of course Terry.

Another figure in the gallery of Legendary Village Characters, Terry Carlin, a true anarchist, had vowed as a young man never to earn so much as a dollar under the exploitative capitalist system. A man of his word, he lived on the verge of starvation, but since he was an ingratiating conversationalist, his many friends gave him money for food, and since he was an alcoholic, he spent it all on booze. With his huge thatch of iron-gray hair, sparkling Irish blue eyes, “beautiful skeleton, and splendid head with noble features”—Mabel’s phrase—Terry would sit for days in various bars, the Hell Hole on 8th Street and Sixth Avenue in particular, spinning tales until he dropped. One of those helplessly charming dreamers called poets though they’ve never written a word, he became one of Eugene O’Neill’s closest companions.

So one evening—having fasted, as Raymond insisted—they gathered at Mabel’s and sat cross-legged on her living room floor. Holding an arrow in one hand and eagle feathers in the other, Raymond stationed himself behind the “fire”—one of Mabel’s Chinese silk shawls draped over an electric bulb. He popped a peyote button into his mouth and soon began to howl like a dog. The others took pieces of peyote and gulped them down. “The mere presence of that peyote seemed already to have emphasized the real nature in us all,” Mabel recalled. “I was laughing, but Neith looked down at the fire, distantly grave and withdrawn, beautiful and strange. Hutch appeared rather boyish, like a boy in church who lowers his head and peeps over his prayer book at another boy. Bobby’s face was simulating a respectful attention, while it hid his thoughts. Ida looked more like a superior lioness than ever, cynical and intolerant; Max grinned amiably, and Terry seemed more remote than the others as he contemplated the end of his cigarette. … Genevieve Onslow’s frog-like eyes were brilliant and intense. … Andrew’s brows twitched as he gave and yet did not give himself to the occasion; a half smile played over his sulky lips, but it was an irritated smile. Only I seemed to myself to be just exactly as usual, unaffected by anything and observant of it all.”

Raymond motioned everyone to join his howling song, but only Hutch obeyed, then motioned everyone to take a second button. This time everyone obeyed but Mabel, who, finding herself more affected than she’d realized, palmed the button and placed it on the floor behind her. “Everything seemed ridiculous to me,” Mabel continued—“utterly ridiculous and immeasurably far away from me. … Several little foolish human beings sat staring at a mock fire and made silly little gestures. Above them I leaned, filled with an unlimited contempt for the facile enthrallments of humanity, weak and petty in its activities, bound so easily by a dried herb, bound by its notions of everything—anarchy, poetry, systems, sex, and society.”

Hutch, who liked to describe himself as “God drunk,” wasn’t one to so readily scorn “the facile enthrallments of humanity.” “It didn’t seem strange to me when Raymond left his seat and ascended through the air to the ceiling,” he recalled. Soon afterward, however, he left his seat and knelt before the toilet watching lurid flames dart out of his mouth, then lay down in one of Mabel’s bedrooms and turned into an Egyptian mummy, “making a complete review of my whole life, applying to it an intense criticism, which amazed me for its complete unworthiness.” As for Raymond, he reported that he had departed on “a long voyage to wander for months in a tropical valley full of huge birds and animals of hitherto unknown colors.”

Hours passed; Max and Ida quietly went home. Long after midnight, Mabel discreetly retired to her all-white bedroom. Hutch, Neith, Andrew, and Bobby departed to Mabel’s guest rooms, leaving Raymond, Genevieve, and Terry in their oblivious trances.

Mabel lay in a fitful half-sleep, trembling with rage. “To think that that was going on there in my house and I could not stop it.” “Oh, Great Force, hear me!” she prayed, and in almost immediate response she heard Andrew stalking furiously into the living room, where he opened the windows, threw out the remaining buttons, and cursed the entranced trio.

Mabel heard a dreadful cry, then silence, then a tap at her door. Genevieve stood before her like an apparition. “Oh Mabel!” she moaned. “It is terrible!” Mabel hurried to the living room. Raymond, horrified at the defiling of a sacred ceremony, was trying to restrain Andrew when suddenly they noticed that Genevieve had disappeared. By this time, the others had been awakened. The sudden startling ring of the telephone. “Genevieve is here,” Max said. “We heard her crying under our window. We’ll put her to bed and see you in the morning.”

The participants were suddenly sobered. “Mabel,” Hutch said with his usual solemn exultation, “I have learned tonight something wonderful. I cannot put it into words exactly, but I have found the short cut to the Soul.” “What is it?” Mabel asked eagerly. “The death of the flesh.” “I saw what Sex is,” Andrew contributed. “And it is a square crystal cube, transparent and colorless, and at the same time I saw that I was looking at my Soul.”

Max soon showed up with Genevieve, gibbering and rolling her eyes, and Hutch rang up Harry Lorber, a discreet Village doctor. After a quick examination, Lorber offered his half-amused, half-chiding diagnosis—“Dope, hey?” The word brought Mabel crashing down. She had failed to achieve the visionary consciousness reported by Hutch and Andrew—or even Genevieve, who was now mumbling tearfully about God—and felt compelled to take the public stance that “such gatherings … were the antithesis of all I wished to stand for. The level of my life, at least in my own eyes, was infinitely raised above such sordid sensationalism.” Mabel took some measure of solace, however, in the fact that “every one of the others who had been at the apartment that night talked about it for years … undoubtedly that legend has encircled the world.”

Terry? Terry finally spoke for the first time since nine o’clock the previous evening. “I have seen the Universe,” he exclaimed with what Mabel was forced to describe as “the most illumined smile I have ever seen,” and “man!,” he concluded, “it is wonderful!”—whereupon he walked out without another word, and, in all likelihood, repaired to the Hell Hole for his morning pick-me-up.




Mind cures,” spiritualism, astrology, New Thought, Divine Science—Mabel tried every cult with the same blend of promiscuous enthusiasm and disenchanted skepticism with which she listened to Wobblies advocate revolution or watched Villagers pop peyote. In the years 1912 to 1917, such therapies seemed to hold out as much healing potential as the rather implausible “talking cure” recently introduced from Vienna. What all the various new therapies shared, and what made the radical intellectuals flock to them with evangelical ardor, was the conviction that mind could triumph over matter, that the environment could be mastered by the will.

Mabel’s motives were less ideological. Sunk in emotional paralysis, she gave herself over to each of the new cures with the wholeheartedness and detachment that allowed her both to explore every idea of her generation and commit herself to none.

Dear Hutch wrote of “my sister Mabel,” “Her eager, sometimes graceless searchings … her inability to let go of anything even for a moment casually within her domain, all this seems often ugly and reprehensible. But to me it is not so at all; for I know that even the harsher more unattractive elements of her activity are there because of her eager love of ‘If—the infinite—with which she wants to be naturally, strongly connected.” Why not try to connect herself through the as yet unfashionable science of psychiatry? Even if Mabel felt the new doctrine from Vienna was “apparently a kind of tattle-taleing,”, hadn’t her New Psychology Evenings been among her most provocative? So Mabel became one of the first Americans to undergo psychoanalysis, and not the last to change analysts. Mabel’s first psychiatrist, Smith Ely Jelliffe, America’s leading Jungian and the man who coined the word “psychosomatic,” quickly arrived at his diagnosis. Mabel obviously suffered from penis envy and responded by trying to castrate men, a conclusion that not only followed inevitably from her confession that she wanted to cut off her hair, but had the added advantage of being applicable to all women. Mabel expressed her willingness to see gender as one of the sources of her emotional disturbances—an intuitive feminist, she recognized all too clearly that she derived her sense of self largely from her identification with the achievements of men—but this organ business seemed dogmatic and about as healing as “the Intense Inane.” “I am afraid I did not learn much about myself with Jelliffe,” said Mabel, “but I did get a very complete line on him.”

So Jelliffe didn’t work out? Go for the best. Go for Brill. When Brill informed her he was too busy to see her until fall, she told him she simply couldn’t survive until then. Brill well understood that one of an analyst’s most effective tools, in addition to the nuances of Freudian methodology, was a brisk dose of psychic cold water, and replied that not only could Mabel survive until fall, but that she would. “I have a very bad Oedipus complex—” Mabel began one of their first sessions, but Brill cut her off. “Never mind about that,” he said. “You are not here for conversation.” “I believe people constitute your best medium,” he soon told her, and his insistence on sublimation, translated into encouragement that she find some sort of “meaningful work,” inspired her to at last take her writing seriously.

Soon after starting her analysis with Brill, she began a syndicated biweekly advice column in the Hearst papers—some historians even credit her with being the first female columnist in American journalism. Typically, she called her contributions feuilletons, at once belittling them and giving them a kind of snobbish éclat—but in writing frequently about psychological problems she became one of Freud’s first and most widely read popularizers.




For an acolyte of It, Mabel showed a surprising disinclination to search in the one place where a large number of Village men would have been happy to help. Not a beauty, she was described by Gertrude Stein as “a stoutish woman” and by Max Eastman as “a rather dumpy and stumpy little girl,” but Gertrude went on to say that she had “very pretty eyes,” and certainly it was her “very old-fashioned coquettry” that made her seem so attractive to so many men.

In principle, of course, Mabel championed sexual intercourse as “a scientific, wholly dignified, and prophylactic part of right living,” a position she adopted at the urging of Margaret Sanger. Although Mabel aided her in establishing clinics, she was frankly more interested in Margaret’s views of the process that led to the need for birth control. “She was the first person I ever knew,” gushed Mabel, “who was openly an ardent propagandist for the joys of the flesh.” In a cozy tête-à-tête, Margaret had taught her “the way to a heightening of pleasure and of prolonging it … the spreading out and sexualizing of the whole body until it should become sensitive and alive throughout, and complete”—a lesson she learned with alacrity but that she remained reluctant to apply. (When Emma Goldman’s companion, Alexander Berkman, an ardent devotee of free love as a philosophical obligation of anarchism, tried to steal a kiss in a taxi, Mabel was as horrified as any Victorian matron—“this scared me more than murder.”)

Mabel finally persuaded herself “that I was very old-fashioned and that what I needed and had never admitted to myself was this very sex-expression other people were so intent upon.” But as is well known to everyone who’s tried to talk themselves into opening their arms, ideology is a poor seducer. Mabel carefully selected a young man from her Village circle and invited him into her all-white bedroom, but instead of the fountains on black velvet redux felt only a kind of detached observation. Let’s try a hotel, the dogged fellow suggested—after all, she was technically still married, maybe that was the problem—and while Mabel complied, she couldn’t help feeling that “he had suddenly become a dose of medicine I must take … that would lead me into the world of free souls.” Her companion, unaware of the pharmacological role he had come to play in her erotic imagination, was proceeding with the movements of ecstatic communion, if in a more or less solitary manner, when a waiter suddenly popped open the door and inquired, “You ring?”; it was at last clear to both, of them that insofar as untrammeled, free-souled “sex-expression” went, Mabel was much more adept at talking about it.

This was the woman, however, who was later called America’s leading exponent of the cult of orgasm (she even named her dog Climax) and who would soon embark on one of the legendary Village love affairs—for when Mabel’s flesh finally declared itself ready, it didn’t have to listen to any arguments.

There was candlelight in the cozy apartment of Hutch’s schoolteacher heroine, where enraptured Villagers had gathered to hear Big Bill Haywood. Just released from jail, he reported on the Paterson silk workers’ strike for an eight-hour day. “There’s no way to tell our comrades about [the strike],” he grumbled. “The newspapers have determined to keep it from the workers in New York.”

“Why don’t you bring the strike to New York and show it to the workers?” a shy voice blurted out—and even Mabel was surprised to realize it was hers, “this idea speaking through-me … another case of It!” “Why don’t you hire a great hall,” It continued, “and reenact the strike over here? Show the whole thing!” How? Where? “Madison Square Garden! Why not?”

Mabel had been addressing Big Bill, but suddenly a voice cried out “I’ll do it!” and a young man moved from the back of the room to sit beside her. “That’s a great idea. I’ll go over to Paterson the first thing in the morning. We’ll make a pageant of the strike! Where do you live? I’ll come and see you when I get back.” At first Mabel didn’t quite get his name. “My name,” he said, “is Reed.”

Everyone in the Village had heard of Jack Reed, but Mabel had never met him. Flattered by his eagerness to implement her idea, amused by his breezy enthusiasm, she took even more careful note of his appearance. “His olive green eyes glowed softly, and his high, round forehead was like a baby’s with light brown curls rolling away from it and two spots of light shining on his temples, making him loveable.”

Who could resist? Poet of adventure, aflame with dreams, Jack Reed—raised in cultivated Oregon, educated in the wilds of Harvard—descended on the Village like a whirlwind. He endowed everything he pursued with the nimbus of romantic rebellion, and pursued everything with what Hutch called his “three-dimensional self-confidence.” (Befriended by the much older Lincoln Steffens, Jack took a cheap apartment with three other young men at 42 Washington Square South. When Steff took an adjoining apartment, the building became celebrated as the successor to the fabled House of Genius at number 61, whose residents were said to have included Jack London, O. Henry, Frank Norris, Stephen Crane, Upton Sinclair, Theodore Dreiser, Willa Cather, and Edwin Arlington Robinson.)

Before his mid-twenties, Jack had made his mark as a crusading journalist, widely published in both the commercial press and the radical Masses. And his exuberant ode “A Day in Bohemia” had established him as the Byron of the Village.

At five o’clock the morning after he and Mabel met, Jack hurried to Paterson, and before they met again, three weeks later, he’d interviewed dozens of strikers, gotten himself arrested for refusing to obey a policeman’s order—“I returned airy persiflage to his threats,” he boasted—spent four well-publicized days in jail with angry Wobblies and nodding cocaine-fiends and “a lineal descendant of the Republican doctrinaires of the French Revolution” (a particularly exhilarating experience for a Harvard man), and written a long, colorful, teeming account of “The War in Paterson” for The Masses.

Already on the way in his conversion from Village playboy to international provocateur, he was forging the solidarity between workers and intellectuals in a common revolutionary struggle the Villagers had only prophesied! Mabel led several meetings at Margaret Sanger’s apartment, and enlisted the help of her friends, especially Bobby Jones, John Sloan, and Walter Lippmann. Her main task, she thought, was to act as an inspiration for Jack. “I kept having ideas about what to do and he carried them out…. I knew I was enabling Reed to do what he was doing … pouring all the power in the universe through myself to him.”

Writing the scenario, enlisting the painters and designers, preparing Madison Square Garden, rehearsing the striking silk workers, even teaching them to sing their insurrectionary slogans to the tune of “Harvard, Old Harvard” (with Jack, a former cheerleader, on the megaphone)—as they worked themselves into a state of physical exhaustion and spiritual exaltation, Mabel and Jack fell in love. “That we loved each other seemed so necessary a part of working together,” recalled Mabel, “we never spoke of it once…. There wasn’t time, and that it was no time for lovemaking was accepted without words between us…. We had taken for granted the inevitability of our love for each other, Reed and I. We got each other through our pores.”

And Jack? Who fell in love so often it was considered a joke among his friends? But as Hutch put it, “When I saw that look on her face, I knew it was all over for Mabel … and also probably all over for Reed.”

But first the pageant. On June 7, 1913, Mabel watched in delight as nearly 1,500 strikers marched through the Village, up Fifth Avenue, and into Madison Square Garden. The letters “IWW” blazed ten feet high in red electric lights on all four sides of the Garden Tower. The city sheriff foamed at the mouth over what he called these “fulminations of paranoiacal ebullitions,” but fifteen thousand spectators whooped and sobbed in a continuous roar for four, five, six hours as the strikers jammed the stage reenacting the fierce battles with the police, and, at the climax, the funeral of a slain worker, his coffin carried through the crowd as each striker placed in it a red carnation. “The Marseillaise,” followed by “The Internationale,” tore off the ceiling.

“These scenes,” reported a New York paper, “unrolled with a poignant realism that no man who saw them will ever forget.” The pageant proved a financial fiasco—and helped precipitate the break between Big Bill Haywood and Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, who felt that he had succumbed to the romantic allure of the Village. But even though the strike was soon broken, anarchists and socialists had been united with painters and poets, by two Villagers who were falling in love, to create what one historian has called “one of the most unusual cultural events in American history,” and the quintessential Village link of politics, art, and sex.




The morning after the pageant, accompanied by Carl Van Vechten and Jack’s old Harvard roommate Bobby Jones, Mabel and Jack sailed for Europe to spend the summer at the Villa Curonia. But when Jack tried to enter Mabel’s cabin the first night at sea, she rebuffed him. “Inevitability” was one thing, decorum (what the other passengers would think) was another. “You shouldn’t care about that,” Jack reproached her bitterly. “If you cared for me nothing would matter.” The same scene ensued on the second night, and again on the third, whereupon Jack took out his frustration—what choice did she leave him?—in poetry. “Wind smothers the snarling of the great ships,” he wrote, “And the serene gulls are stronger than turbines / Higher than high heaven and deeper than sighs. / … But the speech of your body to my body will not be denied!” An “occasional” poem if ever there was one.

Jack had his plea delivered to Mabel’s cabin at midnight, but her body remained mute. She feared, she said, “descending into the mortality of love.” She found herself enamored instead of “the high clear excitement of continence.”

Mabel proved right in thinking people were watching but wrong in thinking they disapproved, for even before they consummated their love, their friends began mythologizing their romance. “I feel there’s something wonderful and immortal between you and Jack,” Bobby shyly offered in mid-Atlantic. And when they arrived in Paris a letter from Hutch confessed that he had slept alone in her parlor, described their relationship as “a flower … full of an unfolded, a comprehensive, serene bien être floating beneficently on invisible and insentient things,” and unnecessarily assured her, and himself, in a magnanimously discreet reference to Jack, that “what is between you and me can do no Wrong to anybody.”

Of course Mabel was too sophisticated to think it Wrong to sleep with Jack, but while her reluctant rhetoric echoed the virginal Victorianism of her childhood reading, her circumspect behavior presaged, if only intuitively, the feminist awakening in the Village. If at first the Village women demanded sexual equality as part of their liberation, they soon learned that many men all too enthusiastically encouraged them to throw off their clothes along with their shackles. Women like Mabel, struggling to find a sense of identity other than through their relationships with men, began to see that the only power they possessed was erotic—which sometimes meant that only in withholding sex could they achieve sexual equality. Mabel’s resistance to Jack, in short, resulted from her incipient self-respect as well as from her manipulative coyness, but when, the first night in Paris, at the Hôtel des Saints Pères, she finally tasted “my own elixir of love,” she sank back into the bliss of submission. “In one night I threw it all away,” she said—the “it,” in this case, being “power.”

Off the lovers went to the Villa Curonia, and for the entire summer of 1913, night after passionate night, into the low bed with four gold lions at its corners, Jack descended from the silken ladder.

Happy affairs are all alike—and so are all unhappy ones. Almost from the first, Mabel realized that her fears of “descending into the mortality of love” had been prophetic. “Nothing counted for me but Reed,” she said in a tone mingling bliss and remorse, “to lie close to him and to empty myself over and over, flesh against flesh.” Part of her wanted to strengthen her independence, another part wanted to devote herself to her lover—the one enhancing the self, the other enslaving it.

Even in Paris, Mabel had been dismayed when Jack leapt out of bed to greet an old friend knocking at the door and insisted they immediately take a walk. Only two days his inamorata and already abandoned! And in Florence, every minute of every day was a jubilant new adventure. “He always went from thrill to thrill,” Mabel complained. “He was sturdily loyal to his own wonder.” The very aspect of his personality that had attracted her soon became a curse.

When she was forced to submit to “the terror of seeing his eyes dilate with some other magic than my own,” Mabel’s old depression returned. “Everything seemed to take him away from me and I had no single thing left in my life to rouse me save his touch. But I could not hold him day and night. Only at night.” In the morning the joy with which he greeted the day cast her into despondency. Only when Jack fell briefly ill with diphtheria did Mabel feel “a resurgence of delight.” “A lover sick in bed, one is safe for the moment!” Mabel was perceptive enough to recognize her dilemma, if not strong enough to extricate herself, and confessed that “a man completely at a disadvantage, disempowered, and delivered up to us, we find to be no man at all.”

As for Jack, uninterested in the tangled emotional relationships that were Mabel’s métier, the summer was little more than a brief interlude of white peacocks and Etruscan grottoes from the causes to which he had committed his life. “I feel,” he wrote a friend, “like the fisherman caught up by the Genie’s daughter and carried to her palace on the mountaintop.” When Mabel attempted to consecrate their idyll by revealing to him the treasures of Tuscany, he responded, “It’s old, Mabel. It’s beautiful, but it’s so old.”




The lovers returned to 23 Fifth Avenue in the fall to discover that they had entered the realm of legend—the Queen of Bohemia united with the Poet Laureate of the Village. He was greeted as the heroic radical-poet-lover who would define the style of an entire generation. “From the break of day he was eager to be off and doing,” Mabel recounted. “The world had won him away from me again…. Each day as soon as he was gone out of the house I felt deserted and miserable. … My triumphs served to stimulate him to greater achievements in that world where men do things in order to prove themselves powerful to themselves. So a spirit of competition sprang up between us! If I had power, he, then, must have more power. … Desperate, I tried to hold him closer by laments…. I grew more and more domestic except for the Evenings, when I sat tragic and let It do what It wanted.” Nothing worked—not her laments, not her tears, not her hysterics—not even her attempts to join him on his excursions, for when Jack said he wanted to show her the misery of the Lower East Side, Mabel, to his mortification, insisted on making the tour in her chauffeur-driven limousine.

One night, when Jack told her about an encounter with a Village prostitute, how he “had felt her beauty and her mystery, and through her, the beauty and mystery of the world,” she conjured up a not entirely successful faint. A few weeks later, when he stormed out of her apartment she took a carefully insufficient overdose of Veronal. And a few weeks later, when Jack invited another young rebel to 23 Fifth Avenue and talked into the night she tried to convey her loneliness by belittling his friend. To her astonishment, Mabel discovered a note beside her bed the next morning. “Good-by, my darling. I cannot live with you. You smother me. You crush me. You want to kill my spirit. I love you better than life but I do not want to die in my spirit. I am going away to save myself. Forgive me. I love you—I love you. Reed.” Jack had vanished, “taking the universe with him.”

Mabel sobbed out her misery to Hutch. “If you suffer enough,” Hutch reassured her in his dolefully optimistic way, “you will know the Absolute.” But for the moment Mabel preferred Jack. After two days of nonstop weeping, she lunched with Carl Van Vechten, dined with Walter Lippmann, distracted by the one’s self-amusement, the other’s self-effacement—and the next morning, just as “a faint beginning of gladness for aloneness was lifting in me,” Jack burst into her apartment, pale and worn, buried his head in her lap, and cried out, “Oh, I couldn’t bear it. I can’t live without you. I missed your love, your selfish, selfish love!”

So the cause of Mabel’s misery was removed at the precise moment she was beginning to glimpse its benefits. Jack got an assignment to go to Mexico to write a series of articles on Pancho Villa; Mabel tried to talk him out of it; Jack protested. “I will take you with me in my heart, but we must be free to live our own lives!”

The morning Jack departed Mabel sobbed to her pillow, then suddenly resolved to follow him. By midday, she’d wired him to meet her in Chicago, and boarded a train. But alas, “when we met I was disappointed that he looked merely glad instead of overjoyed.” By the time they reached El Paso and she began to realize that tents and troop trains awaited her in Mexico, Mabel returned to the Village, “very much out of sorts.” “I think she expect[ed] to find General Villa a sort of male Gertrude Stein,” Jack wrote a friend, “or at least a Mexican Stieglitz.” But he also sent Mabel long, loving letters—“I will write all our names across the sky in flames!”

Dimly recognizing that her love diminished rather than enhanced her sense of self, Mabel tried to escape the web in which she felt trapped only to create another. Upon her return from El Paso, she discovered on her living room wall a painting by her old friend Andrew Dasburg, one of the peyote celebrators, boldly entitled The Absence of Mabel Dodge, and clearly intended as the anguished love letter he was too reticent to write. Although she felt “chemically all avowed” to Jack, Mabel encouraged Andrew’s attention and asked another pioneering modernist in her circle, Marsden Hartley—that “gnarled New England spinster man,” Mabel’s euphemism for homosexual—to write Jack about the painting in order to stir his jealousy.

“It is full of the lightning of disappointment,” Marsden wrote Jack. “It is a pictured sensation of spiritual outrage—disappointment carried way beyond mediocre despair.” The critic for the New York World outperformed even Marsden’s strenuous effort. “Mrs. Dodge is not only literary, aspiring, and a charming hostess,” he wrote, “but also appears to wave a mesmeric wand over Mr. Dasburg. In her presence he seems to feel like a torso stripped of skin and palpitating in roast beef layers of deep red and shining white; away from her his thrill collapses and the torso is jammed, twisted, and flattened as if a motor car had run over it.” Unfortunately, the painting that evoked such prose—they don’t write like that anymore—has disappeared.

She began to see Andrew every day, though she conscientiously reminded herself after each visit that “I was all for Reed.” While Mabel had hoped to stir Jack’s jealousy, the only jealousy stirred, alas, was Mabel’s, for when Jack breezed back from Mexico intoxicated by the enthusiastic reception of his articles on Villa, he dedicated the resulting book, to the chagrin of Mabel, to his mother. He departed almost immediately to cover the miners’ strike in Ludlow, Colorado. Mabel wanted a hero, but had no one to remind her to be careful what you want because you might get it. She began to pull away from Jack, as dissatisfied lovers so often do, by disguising her criticism of her lover as questioning of herself. Why, she wondered, do I always seem to “choose men too immature to satisfy me”?

And so the curtain slowly descended on their love. They spent a few weeks in Provincetown, on Cape Cod, sleeping in a silken tent on the dunes, before Mabel left for another summer in Florence; then they met for a few days in Naples when Jack rushed to Europe to cover the war. But “how [to] recount the gradual fall from bliss” that followed? “Did the return to earthly love bring it about? Did I forfeit my wholeness when I lay in Reed’s arms again, tearing open the entrance to the nether world until I was like a wound that gaped between heaven and hell? … Even though his had been the hand that thrust me below once more, he himself remained above in the light…. He was not essentially radical or revolutionary; he loved it when things happened and always wanted to be in the center of Events.” Operatic lovemaking, protestations of undying love, the charades that signal the end.




In saying goodbye to Jack, Mabel also bid farewell “to the labor movement, to Revolution, and to anarchy. To the hope of subtly undermining the community with Hutch; and to all the illusions of being a power in the environment.” The Evenings ceased as well, but not her capitalization, for now Mabel determined to devote herself to Art and Nature.

Mabel’s first project, early in 1915, was to aid Isadora Duncan in establishing a school to teach the joys of modern dance to the children of the New York slums. With Walter Lippmann’s aid, she persuaded New York’s Irish Catholic mayor to visit Isadora’s Ark, a Manhattan loft that the priestess of erotic dance had decorated with billowing blue curtains to evoke an Aegean island. Isadora may have had a superb sense of decor, but she had only a marginal sense of decorum, and tore into the mayor with such agitated passion that her gown slipped from her shoulder, exposing a breast. “If this is Greece and Joy and the Aegean Isles and the Influence of Music,” Walter informed Mabel, falling into a fit of capitalization of his own, “I don’t want anything to do with it.”

Mabel’s interest in Isadora wasn’t a total loss, however, for a few months later, at a performance at the Duncan school, she met a patriarchal painter named Maurice Sterne and discovered that Men were still among her goals. Maurice’s face made her think of the “undisclosed soul of Russia,” and she promptly invited him to spend the summer in Provincetown to paint a series of portraits of her. Mabel may have wanted another Andrew, but she got another Jack, for while she hoped to remain on the Threshold, Maurice informed her that he couldn’t work without sex. Well, if it’ll help complete the portraits …

Who should show up, soon after Mabel and Maurice had moved in together that fall, but the crestfallen Jack. He could not live without her. Lincoln Steffens persuaded her, since Jack was almost immediately going back to Europe, to defer the final break, and Jack exultantly told everyone they were going to be married as soon as he returned. But Mabel forgot him the moment he “plung[ed] away into a heavy rainstorm,” as Max Eastman said, “none of us knew where.”

As for Mabel and Maurice, some lovers meet each other’s needs too perfectly. Maurice, who longed to lose himself to a woman who would give shape to his life, certainly picked the right one. Mabel, who was fearful of once more losing her independence in love, was more than willing to comply. Momentary bliss—quick disaster. She became calculating, controlling, domineering, he slavish, then morose, finally enraged. Maurice was less her lover than her job, she complained. Noticing that after orgasm he would study her body with an artist’s eye, rapturously explaining his theories of curves, volumes, and masses, she decided that sculpture was his true medium, and bullied him into trading in his oils for clay. Mabel was now muse with a vengeance, but of course the more pliant Maurice became, the less manly he seemed.

Torn between submissiveness and anger, Maurice had no choice—he begged Mabel to marry him. Torn between gratification and contempt, she was equally helpless—and agreed. A few days after the ceremony, a distraught Village feminist berated Mabel for betraying women. Hadn’t she been an example of women’s right to love without the constraints of marriage? “You have counted so much for Women! Your Example has stood for courage and strength! I wonder if you realize that hundreds of women and girls have been heartened and fortified by the position you took.” To which the bewildered Mabel could only respond, “Which one?”

Only a few days after their wedding, aware that now she had the rights of marriage without the constraints of love, and aware that theirs was a romance that provided its greatest pleasures when they were separated, Mabel informed Maurice that she thought it advisable that he go on their honeymoon alone. The compliant groom departed for the Southwest without his bride. Mabel’s marriage was no more a total loss than her visit to Isadora’s Ark, however, for in one of his first letters from Santa Fe, Maurice wrote, half in affection, half in desperation, “Dearest Girl—Do you want an object in life? Save the Indians.”

The Indians! “My life broke in two right then,” Mabel said, “and I entered the second half … curing me of my epoch.” In the Village, she had struggled for individuality, for achievement, for self-expression, but in New Mexico she surrendered herself to the acceptance and wholeness she discerned in the Indian way of life. She settled in the Eden of Taos for the rest of her life, replacing It with One.

Unfortunately, she still had Maurice to deal with. On one of their first excursions, however, they entered a pueblo and saw a tall, handsome Indian dressed in a white sheet singing in a low murmur. When he looked up, Mabel recognized the placid yet leonine face that had superimposed itself over Maurice’s in a dream she had had shortly before leaving the Village. “I sing you a little song,” the Indian said solemnly. “I wish you’d come and see us down in Taos,” Mabel responded after he’d finished. “I seen you before already,” he replied calmly, a remark that Mabel interpreted as predestination, Maurice as a roving eye.

They were both right. Antonio Luhan, a Tiwa Indian who had once made a tour to Coney Island with a Wild West show, quietly but persistently took over Mabel’s life, introducing her to native customs, and, with his emotional dignity, acting as the spiritual guide for whom she still yearned. “Goin’ by, goin’ by, just like water,” Tony once described Mabel, which pleased her more than anything Gertrude Stein had ever said. Most of the time they spent together they remained silent, somewhat a novelty to Mabel—and indeed, whenever her talking annoyed Tony, he simply walked away, an even more unusual experience. “It seems to me,” Tony once told her when she complained of his silences, “my heart is talking to you all the time”—and that quieted her, as it would quiet anyone, for several months.

When Maurice finally announced that he was thinking of returning East, she eagerly approved. For it was Tony who promised psychic stability, Tony who inspired her to plant a teepee in her front yard, Tony who said one evening, “I comin’ here to this teepee tonight, when darkness come. That be right?” “Yes, Tony,” answered Mabel, “that will be right.”

Mabel and Tony married in 1923, to the amused astonishment of her Village friends. “Lo, the poor Indian,” commented Edwin Dodge.

“Why Bohemia’s Queen married an Indian Chief” trumpeted the headlines in the national press, though Tony was in fact a “blanket Indian” whose fellow tribesmen were under the impression that Mabel was merely renting him. Mabel’s restless pursuit of peace was over, but she remained a hostess to the end. Famous guests descended on Taos; Tony, wrapped in his blanket, took particular delight in chauffeuring them to the neighboring pueblos in Mabel’s Cadillac, and Mabel almost singlehandedly transformed Taos into a kind of Village West. Willa Cather and Thornton Wilder were seduced by “the regent of New Mexico,” as she came to be called (Paul Horgan dubbed her “the Morgan le Fay of Taos”), followed by Georgia O’Keeffe, Ansel Adams, Edna Ferber, Robinson Jeffers, Leopold Stokowski, John Marin, Jean Stafford, and Thomas Wolfe, who showed up drunk, with two whores in tow, and was promptly dispatched.

But Mabel’s most notable conquest was D. H. Lawrence, whom she summoned “across continents” with the ineffable power of One—and with a bombardment of letters. “Before I went to sleep at night,” she recalled, “I drew myself all in to the core of my being where there is a live, plangent force lying passive—waiting for direction. Becoming entirely that, moving with it, speaking with it, I leaped through space, joining myself to the central core of Lawrence, where he was in India, Australia…. I became that action that brought him across the sea…. Come, Lawrence! Come to Taos! This is not prayer, but command.”

Mabel’s conviction was that Lawrence would “take my experience, my material, my Taos, and … formulate it all into a magnificent creation.” After briefly toying with the idea of collaborating with Mabel on a book about her life, Lawrence—or Lorenzo, as she came to call him—decided it would be wiser to write his “American book” by himself. Upon seeing a manuscript of Mabel’s, he had advised her to “Take a boat out to the middle of the Atlantic and sink it.”

Initially attracted to each other by their imperious wills, Mabel and Lorenzo soon found themselves in ceaseless combat. “I wanted to seduce his spirit,” Mabel confided, but Lorenzo’s wife, Frieda—whom Mabel described as having “a mouth rather like a gunman”—smelled sex in the air, and the two women spent much of their time trying to rescue the genius from each other’s possession. As for Lorenzo, once his initial fascination had faded, he quickly passed from wry amusement—referring to Taos as “Mabeltown” and warning prospective guests not to fall “under the wing of the padrona”—to outright horror, and eventually came to see Mabel as “the prototype of that greatest living abomination, the dominating American woman.” He was determined to break the spirit of that “cooing raven of ill-omen” and Mabel briefly capitulated, even scrubbing the floors of her kitchen, one of the few times in her life she had ever visited that part of the house.

But some things even a muse won’t put up with, and when Lorenzo went on berating Mabel for her “terrible will to power” and for trying “to compel life,” she decided to return to the behavior she would be accused of. Years later, his anger recollected in tranquillity, Lorenzo called Mabel’s memoirs “the most serious ‘confessions’ 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. It’s worse than Oedipus and Medea, and Hamlet and Lear and Macbeth are spinach and eggs in comparison.” When they finally separated, after four tumultuous years, Lorenzo published a story about Mabel in which he not only revealed his desire to murder her but described in ingenious detail precisely how he would accomplish the task.

“Lorenzo thought he finished me up,” Mabel mused wryly, but she survived for nearly four decades, even returning briefly to the Village in 1940 in a halfhearted attempt to revive her salon at One Fifth Avenue.

This extravagant, insatiable, courageous, silly, indomitable woman—so easy to mock, so difficult to comprehend—whose openness to experience and curiosity about ideas contributed so much to inventing the Village, died in Taos in 1962 at the age of eighty-three. Tony, who’d remained silent throughout the funeral service and most of the burial ceremony, suddenly began to talk. “Where’s Mabel?” he asked as he wandered plaintively among the mourners. “We can’t start without Mabel.”





II

Max Eastman and The Masses


“Just-Before-Dawn of a New Day”

Jack Reed eagerly opened the envelope and out fell a gold ring. He was on assignment in the Balkans, covering the early months of the war on the Eastern Front, and awaiting him in Bucharest was a solemn letter from Hutch. Since Mabel’s “old feeling is dead,” Hutch reported, she’d asked him to return the ring Jack had given her. “If I know her at all, I know she cannot repeat an experience, feeling, that is gone.” Love still lingered in Jack’s heart, but with nearly all of Europe preparing for war his thoughts were far from an all-white bedroom in the Village. “Talk about talking and think about thinking,” he had lampooned the Villagers in “A Day in Bohemia” even before he’d met Mabel, “and swallow each other without even thinking.” Jack threw Mabel’s ring into a canal, and returned to his hotel to begin work on his dispatch.

Among the many magazines for which Jack wrote was a newly founded monthly called The Masses, which was as rebellious and as exuberant as he. In 1913, not yet a member of the staff, he’d even contributed a draft of a manifesto to run under the masthead.

“We refuse to commit ourselves to any course of action except this: to do with the Masses exactly as we please… . We don’t even intend to conciliate our readers… . We have perfect faith that there exists in America a wide public, alert, alive, bored with the smug procession of magazine platitudes, to whom what we please will be as a fresh wind…. The broad purpose of The Masses is a social one: to everlastingly attack old systems, old morals, old prejudices—the whole weight of outworn thought that dead men have saddled up us; and to set up many new ones in their places…. We intend to lunge at specters—with a rapier rather than a broad-axe, with frankness rather than innuendo. We intend to be arrogant, impertinent, in bad taste, but not vulgar. We will not be bound by one creed or theory of social reform, but will express them all, providing they be radical. We shall keep a running destructive and satiric comment upon the month’s news. Poems, stories, and drawings rejected by the capitalist press on account of their excellence will find a welcome in this magazine; and we hope some day to even be able to pay for them. Sensitive to all new winds that blow, never rigid in a single view. … And if we want to change our minds about it—well, why shouldn’t we?”

The final version of the manifesto, though using only a few of Jack’s words, conveyed the same joyously insurrectionary spirit. “This Magazine is Owned and Published Cooperatively by its Editors. It has no Dividends to Pay, and nobody is trying to make Money out of it. A Revolutionary and not a Reform Magazine; a Magazine with a Sense of Humor and no Respect for the Respectable: Frank; Arrogant; Impertinent: Searching for the True Causes; a Magazine Directed against Rigidity and Dogma wherever it is found, printing what is too Naked or True for a Money-Making Press; a Magazine whose final Policy is to do as it Pleases and Conciliate Nobody, not even its Readers—there is a Field for this Publication in America.”

When The Masses began publishing in January 1911, its goals were less audacious. Founded by Piet Vlag, a Dutch immigrant, and financed by Rufus Weeks, a wealthy life insurance executive whose passion for efficiency translated into an infatuation with socialism, the magazine was “devoted to the interests of the working people” in general and the promotion of consumer cooperatives in particular. Vlag had no difficulty finding writers and artists who would contribute without pay—many members of the “silk stocking” Branch One of the Socialist party welcomed the opportunity to express political views uncongenial to popular periodicals such as Collier’s and the Saturday Evening Post, but despite hawking the magazine himself, crying “Masses, Masses” in Union Square, he had, difficulty finding readers. When Weeks withdrew his backing, Vlag, again ahead of his time, retired to Florida. The Masses ceased publication in August 1912.

Not so fast. In September, cartoonist Art Young, a former Republican now famous for his caricatures of bloated plutocrats, called an emergency meeting of the staff to try to keep The Masses afloat. Everyone confessed that Vlag’s emphasis on consumer cooperatives and the noble proletariat had led to some pretty boring issues, but where else could writers and artists find a magazine that would also print what they wanted to express, a magazine unbeholden to advertisers and stockholders—even, if the truth be told, a magazine unburdened by subscribers? So they decided “to keep on publishing the magazine without funds—something,” Young mused, “nobody but artists would think of doing.” There’d be changes, though. They’d get rid of all that dreary uplift and replace it with a more sophisticated, irreverent tone. And they’d abolish the position of editor and replace it with group decisions at monthly meetings.

Group decisions seemed splendid, but shouldn’t someone be in charge? Not to make policy—everyone bristled at that—but to implement the staffs wishes? An excellent suggestion, but none of the free spirits seemed inclined to volunteer. Fortunately, Art remembered meeting, at a dinner honoring Jack London, a former member of the Columbia philosophy department named Max Eastman who said he was looking for “a paid part-time job in the service of socialism.” Most of the staff had heard of Max—he’d published essays on political themes, founded the Men’s League for Women’s Suffrage, and was a charismatic lecturer on social issues. In lieu of any other candidate, and conveniently ignoring his proviso about pay, they unanimously approved the nomination. The painter John Sloan and the poet Louis Untermeyer were delegated to contact Max, and after hours of deliberation arrived at what they felt was the most persuasive approach. John ripped a piece of drawing paper off a pad and scrawled a note in huge letters—“You are elected editor of The Masses. No Pay.”

The man who soon became the most famous radical in America was born in upstate New York in 1883, a mix of “Christian moralism and pagan revolt against it.” Max’s mother was the most prominent woman minister of the time (she was asked to conduct Mark Twain’s funeral service), which influenced her son in becoming one of America’s first male feminists. And after his birth, “she did not want any more of the experience which produced me,” which aroused in him a lifelong desire to find women who would prove her wrong. After attending Williams, where, in his “general thirst of life’s experience,” he attempted to emulate Nietzsche’s Übermensch by pricking his finger on a red-hot scarf pin—he studied for his Ph.D. in philosophy at Columbia, completing every requirement but refusing to pay the $30 commencement fee in a gesture of disaffiliation. His life, he recalled nearly a half-century later with his characteristic self-irony, was “the story of how a pagan and unbelieving and unregenerate, and carnal and seditious and not a little idolatrous, Epicurean revolutionist emerged out of the very thick and dark of religious America’s deep, awful, pious, and theological zeal for saving souls from the flesh and the devil.” Where else could such a person go but Greenwich Village?

As for the “Epicurean revolutionist,” Max was the kind of rebel who simultaneously took pleasure in a reputation for pagan irrationality and took pains to behave with moral logic. So strong was the Puritan strain in the American mind that even an unbeliever dedicated to its destruction “felt compelled to lay out his goals with the sobriety of a minister’s son.” His life, the young Max decided, would be divided into equal parts creative and scientific writing: earning a living, and aiding humanity. But just as Mabel Dodge, in the throes of exhorting her salon guests to overthrow the old order, insisted that their souls have a little fun along the way, Max proceeded to fulfill his goals with irrepressible cheer—and even confessed that in his ideal world he’d be renowned foremost as a humorist. Never, in fact, has a generation of radicals dedicated itself so fervently to experiencing the happiness in the making of revolution.

Max organized the Men’s League for Women’s Suffrage in 1909 not only because he considered the movement “the big fight for freedom in my time,” but also because, as he wryly admitted, he had a “basic need to suffer a little in the cause of an ideal.” For several months, the league consisted of little more than Max and newspaper headlines. But then, a year later after Max had tirelessly licked stamps and raised money and lectured to cheering audiences, several thousand members of the Men’s League paraded up Fifth Avenue.

Max had neglected female companionship in his list of life’s goals, but this was an oversight he soon attempted to remedy. If Jack was the Byron of the Village, Max was the Adonis. Tall, blond, lithe, he dazzled his friends (and it must be admitted, himself) with his gorgeous good looks, which a contemporary described as “like some kind of messenger from Olympus.” As with many male feminists, his devotion to the principle of sexual equality seemed to stem, at least in part, from the delights of sexual variety.

Max’s first Village approach was a prominent Village feminist, Inez Milholland, a Vassar graduate whom he joined on picket lines. “There is a species of people whose conversation, while radically democratic, always, as though by some gravitational magic, takes place among the rich, swanky, or distinguished,” he said. Though Max and Inez were “twin rising stars on the feminist horizon … her female beauty and my masculine oratory providing just the combination that the movement wanted,” and though, “there was almost, you might say, a public demand that we fall in love,” Max remained unmoved. Even though he saw himself as an incipient hedonist and her as a wooden virgin, he felt he should fall in love, he tried to fall in love, he declared himself falling in love, but the more he saw of Inez, the more he admired her mind—an unpropitious sign. On East 9th Street, Inez informed him that it was her impression he was experiencing more passion than she was, an observation he denied. Inez misunderstood his protests, however, “thinking I was attributing more feeling.”

Inez had been too likely a candidate for his Great Village Romance; well then, who most unlikely? A year earlier, Max had met Ida Rauh, an attractive, intelligent woman who, in her rebellion against the bourgeois values of her uptown Jewish family, had adopted a philosophy mingling Marx, Nietzsche, anarchism, free love, a free proletariat, and a kind of semi-pauper truancy. But despite these impeccable credentials, Max found her “remote, indolent, impersonal, and willfully unalive—as alien to me as a beautiful groundhog … a decorative negation.” But what lonely young man, wandering through Washington Square Park on a balmy spring morning, running into a lovely young lady who asked him to come to her apartment on 4th and Macdougal for tea, would brood on such ungracious memories?

“Ida Rauh has a motto on her wall—‘Honesty, Simplicity, Intolerance,’” he wrote his mother. “I didn’t like it at first, but I do now. It suggests an untrammeled and dynamic character. I want to be one.” How often, alas, the desire to become the other lies behind the avowal of love.

Max and Ida’s ensuing marriage immediately showed signs of turning trammeled and listless. On the first day of their honeymoon, Max awoke with “a craving to escape,” soon followed by an overwhelming sleepiness and a severe case of hives. He was convinced that “I had lost, in marrying Ida, my irrational joy of life…. I had committed—irrevocably, it seemed to me—The Folly of Growing Up.” The newlyweds were soon accused of a somewhat different folly when they rented a sixth-floor walk-up on Charles Street for $12 a month, and, in their disdain for bourgeois convention, put the names Ida Rauh and Max Eastman on their mailbox. They were promptly visited by a reporter from the New York World. His article was headlined “No ‘Mrs.’ Badge of Slavery Worn by This Miss Wife.” They were promptly reviled in editorials and pulpits from coast to coast for adopting what one columnist called “the Rabbit system” and for betraying what multitudes of ministers regarded as the heart of the republic. “Against the entrance of this serpent of lush falsehood,” declaimed one pastor, “let every man’s hand be raised, and let every sword of manly and fatherly honor flash death to the intruder who would maim the tree of life.”

This assault did little to bring the spark back into Max and Ida’s relationship, and lacking romance in his marriage Max sought it in revolution—or at least in books about revolution. Ida, more adept as his teacher than as his lover, had introduced him not only to numerous Village radicals but to the Marxist doctrine of class struggle, a concept the Ph.D. philosophy candidate had not so much as heard of until he moved to the Village. “It seems fine to work for an ideal like that,” Max told Ida, “even though you may never achieve it…. Only I can’t understand the rant about class struggle and class war.” “Didn’t you ever read anything about Marx or Engels?” Ida responded in amazement and launched into such a perspicacious and persuasive summary that he called the conversation “a turning point in my intellectual life.”

Max was too much the Deweyite pragmatist to experience the flash of conversion—“a suggestion that seemed practical had been proposed to my mind, that was all”—and was even reluctant to call his newfound conviction socialism, preferring the idiom “hard headed idealism.” “This man Marx seemed to offer a scheme for attaining an ideal!—based on the very facts which make it otherwise unattainable.” But he found himself ready, given his commitment to the axioms of Greek reason, Christian sympathy, and Founding Father democracy, to join the socialist cause, and willing to listen to an offer of a “part-time job” in its service. So when, in the late fall of 1912, at almost precisely the moment Mabel Dodge was redecorating her apartment at 23 Fifth Avenue, the staff of The Masses made its offer. Max accepted with a kind of amused indecisiveness that seemed the last, quality the foundering magazine needed in its new editor.




Max had actually heard of The Masses. But though he was scornful of its limp humanitarianism, and though he charged Art Young with having “turned my design for living exactly upside down, making my service to socialism the unpaid factor,” he couldn’t resist looking up the “whimsical bunch” who’d made such an intriguing offer. He didn’t want a job without pay and he didn’t want to be an editor, he informed Art, but though these were the precise terms involved, his objections seemed trifling. The job? Merely nominal, we all edit the magazine together. No pay? We’ll gladly give you a salary as soon as the magazine is on its feet. “Come on up and meet the bunch,” Art went on heartily.

And there they were, the staff of The Masses, gathered in Charles Winters’s studio—Winters and his wife, Alice; Young; John Sloan; Maurice Becker; Eugene Wood; Louis Untermeyer; Ellis Jones; Horatio Winslow; Mary Heaton Vorse; Inez Haynes Gillmore. “The whole scene and situation lent itself to my effort and my then very great need to romanticize New York life and romanticize the revolution,” Max recalled. “The talk was radical; it was free-thought talk and not just socialism. There was a sense of universal revolt and regeneration, of the just-before-dawn of a new day in American art and literature and living-of-life as well as in politics. I never more warmly enjoyed liking people and being liked by them.”

And if universal revolt and regeneration weren’t enough to shake Max’s resolve, the dummy was. He had never heard of the word “dummy” before, but there it lay, innocently spread out on a table, and when Winters showed him how to paste up an issue—cutting up the galleys of the texts and the proofs of the pictures and gluing them onto a previous issue—he was hooked. “No more fascinating sport has ever been invented,” he said, combining “the infantile delight of cutting out paper dolls … with the adult satisfaction of fooling yourself into thinking you are molding public opinion.”

Within twenty minutes, Max had a vision of how such a magazine might be edited—a vision, moreover, uncontaminated by the “cooperation of the staff.” While he understood how misleading Art’s word “nominal” had been as a description of the editor’s job, pay or no pay, this could be fun. Convinced that it was little more than a lark, the new editor agreed to put out one issue, write an editorial laying out the magazine’s new policy, and insert an appeal for money—on the condition that everyone on the staff canvassed their rich friends for funds. He’d join in the cooperative on equal terms and contribute an occasional editorial.

Max’s inaugural issue, dated December 1912, which featured a cover by Charles Winters of a clown looking into a crystal ball, established three standards that would guide the magazine for the rest of its existence.

First, Piet Vlag’s solemn, cumbersome layout was replaced by John Sloan’s lively, graceful design, with bold headlines, wide margins, and large drawings—indeed, The Masses would remain one of the most beautifully designed publications in the history of American journalism.

Second, Max’s editorial, entitled “Knowledge and Revolution,” made it clear that the magazine now pledged itself to revolution rather than reform—though his bravado in publishing it without the approval of the staff was somewhat undercut by the fact that none of them seemed to notice. Politically, Max supported left-wing rather than right-wing socialism—backing the IWW strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts, for example—and ideologically, he committed the magazine to openness rather than doctrine, even, and especially, socialist doctrine. “By Knowledge,” the new editor wrote, “we do not mean a set of intellectual dogmas which can not change and to which every new fact must conform whether it wants to or not. By Knowledge, when it is spelled by a capital, we mean experimental knowledge—a free investigation of the developing facts and a continuous re-testing of the theories which pertain to the end we have in view. The end we have in view is a social and economic revolution…. To be accomplished only when and if the spirit of liberty and rebellion is sufficiently awakened in the classes in which are now oppressed.”

And third, the tone as well as the subject matter of the magazine challenged the decorum of mainstream journalism, as in Art Young’s double-page cartoon depicting the capitalist press as a whorehouse with the editor as madam, advertisers as clients, and reporters as prostitutes.

If the editorial wasn’t clear enough, Max sent over a press release—this revolution wasn’t going to sneak up on anybody. “We are going to make The Masses a popular Socialist art and freedom of expression … [and with] a literary policy equally … radical and definite. … [The magazine will have a socialist emphasis but will be] hospitable to free and spirited expression of every kind. … We shall have no further part in the factional disputes within the Socialist Party; we are opposed to the dogmatic spirit which creates and sustain these disputes. … Our appeal will be to the masses, both Socialist and non-Socialist, with entertainment, education, and the livelier kinds of propaganda.”

That December issue brought immediate furor. When Max received letters from old friends containing phrases like “vulgar beyond anything I have ever seen in an American magazine,” or “deliberately throw away that refinement which is true power,” or “invites to careless living both as to care of body and mind,” he knew he was on the right track. But bohemian radicalism was not yet fashionable enough to elicit funds from those it flayed. The results of his appeal totaled $80. Worse still, Max discovered that not only had the staff failed to raise a cent, but none of them had even made an effort, curing him of the illusion that his job was “nominal” and that the magazine was a “cooperative.” He felt “as far as the North Pole from the part-time paid job I had set out to get,” but he had made “too energetic” a start to back out now.

Furthermore, Max was “afflicted with the ability to organize a job and stick at it until it is finished.” He realized that his most immediate task was to raise enough money to pay the printer and hold off the landlord—“social and economic revolution” would have to wait until the magazine found sound capitalist backing. The “creative geniuses” on the staff, this “bunch of Utopians,” as he characterized them, had not only selected an editor sight unseen, but, as they cheerfully returned to their studios, had appointed him chairman, president, publisher, and financial manager as well.

None of the members of the staff recognized that their selection of Max was uncommonly fortuitous. In the first place their “cooperative” ideology conveniently convinced them that the magazine could run itself, and in the second, Max’s personality was so perfectly suited to sustaining this illusion that it was several years before they realized that their socialist enterprise had become, almost immediately, a kind of participatory monarchy. In addition to his office manager efficiency, which made it seem that all the magazine’s financial difficulties solved themselves, Max had an even stronger streak of wry, lackadaisical charm, which made it seem that all the ideological disputes resolved themselves before it became necessary for a strong editorial presence to intervene. His unruffled manner in the midst of chaos made everyone feel they were participating in a workers’ cooperative, an idea he had abandoned on virtually his first day on the job.




In principle, all the magazine’s major decisions were made by the staff at its monthly editorial meetings. Twenty or thirty writers and artists would get together on a Wednesday or Thursday evening at one of the artists’ studios—the magazine’s cramped offices at 91 Greenwich Avenue being too small for such a large gathering—and while eating crackers and cheese and drinking beer pretend they were determining the contents of next month’s issue. Max, one of his legs slung over the arm of a chair, would select manuscripts at random from the piles strewn over the table and read aloud—withholding the authors’ names—after which the staff would applaud or hoot, make specific suggestions, or drift off into ruminations on political or aesthetic theory. Louis Untermeyer might interrupt, “Oh my God, Max, do we have to listen to this tripe?” or a voice from the back of the room could be heard—“Chuck it!”

The staff turned from voting on manuscripts to voting on drawings, also unsigned. Debate was briefer but no less acerbic. “There is only one thing left for you to do,” John Sloan advised one artist. “Pull off your socks and try with your feet.” “Nothing more horrible can be imagined than having one’s pieces torn to bits by the artists at a Masses meeting,” recalled Mary Heaton Vorse. “On the other hand, there was no greater reward than having them stop their groans and catcalls and give close attention; then laughter if the piece was funny; finally applause.” Finally Max would call for a vote. In keeping with the magazine’s commitment to openness, even frequent visitors such as Bill Haywood, Lincoln Steffens, and Clarence Darrow were given an equal voice in the proceedings. Only after a decision had been reached was the author’s name finally revealed—on one occasion, two poems by Carl Sandburg were roundly rejected. These meetings made the “Masses crowd” an aristocracy of merit, “a little republic,” said John Sloan; “We worked for the approval of our fellows, not for money…. It took a lot of time and we had a lot of arguments, but that was one reason why The Masses at its best was a fine thing.”

Everyone agreed this was the only workable procedure for a radical magazine—everyone but its editor, who knew he’d have to pick up the pieces after the group merrily disbanded at 2:00 or 3:00 A.M.

Once the selections had been made, the group turned to writing captions. “Fitting a gag to a picture,” Kenneth Russell Chamberlain sarcastically called the process. Occasionally an artist would submit a drawing with no particular point in mind, only to find it transformed into a cartoon. In the early years the artists enthusiastically endorsed the procedure; like the writers, they regarded satire as a crucial ingredient in the editorial mix. Sometimes the captions were savage (“The Southern Gentleman Demonstrates His Superiority” under a Robert Minor drawing of crucified blacks), sometimes whimsical (“Your Honor,” intones a corpulent attorney, “this woman gave birth to a naked child”), sometimes wry (“Nearer, My God to Thee” under an Art Young portrayal of a tiny church flanked by two enormous Wall Street towers).

The most successful example of great decision-making was the caption added to a controversial drawing by Stuart Davis, in later years a renowned modernist. A portrait of two hags from Hoboken, it caused a furor at the April 1913 editorial meeting. Art scorned it as too grotesque to print; John threatened to resign if the staff voted it down; Stuart listened to the uproarious debate with mute detachment. The battle lines remained firmly drawn until suddenly John thought of the perfect caption, turning Stuart’s hymn to ugliness into a satiric rebuke to the pretty-girl covers Masses artists despised. “Gee, Mag,” John’s underline read, “Think of Us Bein’ on a Magazine Cover!” Two months later, in June 1913, the drawing appeared on the front of the magazine, and it remains one of the most famous covers in the history of American journalism.

The captions being the last order of business, the members of the staff congratulated themselves on putting together another issue, broke out more beer, and left Max to sort out the manuscripts and drawings.

For there wasn’t nearly enough material to fill an issue, and accepted pieces often needed massive revision. Max never felt bound by the decisions made at the meetings—which never got him into trouble, as no one remembered what they were—but assiduously proceeded to make the rounds of the writers and artists he admired to cajole, beg, provoke, or shame them into making the contributions he wanted. He was so persuasive—and so low-key in his bullying charm—that at the next month’s meeting the members of the staff would invariably applaud one another on the material he’d selected, reserving their criticism for the few contributions they’d voted in themselves.

It would be a mistake to dismiss the editorial meetings as a sham, however, for if Max made most of the day-to-day decisions himself, the idealistic and gaily militant tone of the magazine was established at what even he conceded were their “warm, witty, colorful, and brilliantly lively gatherings.” “I doubt if socialism was ever advocated in a more life-affirming spirit,” he recalled, as fond of the “amazing fertility, force, wit and imaginative caring” of the staff as he was exasperated by their delusions about decision-making. One of the reasons so many gifted writers and artists contributed to The Masses, in addition to their socialist ideology and their contempt for the commercial press, was this sense of rollicking camaraderie, and Max, understanding the importance of cohesion, wisely kept his reservations about efficiency to himself.

John Sloan was not alone when he said, “If I got a good idea I gave it to The Masses. If a got a second-rate one, I might sell it to Harper’s.” During the five years of Max’s tenure, most of the leading writers, poets, artists, and political theorists of the prewar decade, and those who would be among the country’s leading intellectuals in the decades that followed, contributed—including Sherwood Anderson, Upton Sinclair, Djuna Barnes, Vachel Lindsay, Amy Lowell, William Carlos Williams, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, Louis Untermeyer, Randolph Bourne, Babette Deutsch, even Mabel Dodge, and, from abroad, Maksim Gorky, Bertrand Russell, Romain Rolland, and Pablo Picasso. To be published in The Masses became a badge of acceptance in the radical community worth more, to these idealistic rebels, than any amount of money. In the matter of money, in fact, “cooperative” was merely a tactful way of saying that no one was paid for contributions, and only when the staff finally managed to come up with a salary of $25 a month for its editor was Max paid anything at all.

That Max’s job would be “nominal” was a farce from the first. Simply dealing with the flood of mail provoked by the magazine’s militancy and irreverence occupied much of his time, though he enjoyed this part of his work too much to complain. When George Bernard Shaw wrote from England in 1914, for instance, sniffing that “in the last few numbers you were admitting vulgar and ignorant stuff just because it was blasphemous, and coarse and carnal work because it was scandalous,” Max rejoined, “When we read the first page of your letter we imagined our correspondent as a very liberal Unitarian prelate who enjoyed shocking with his intelligence the good ladies of a New England congregation, and was a little jealous of our liberty to shock him. … We never published anything that was vulgar or coarse to our tastes, because we are not any of us vulgar or coarse. I don’t say the same thing about your word carnal. … You ought to try to be a little more carnal [yourself].”

From George Santayana came this charge: “You are spoiling life for others and for yourself in the very ignorant and factious pursuit of some inopportune ideal.”

To all of the objectors Max replied: “The Masses exists to publish what commercial magazines will not pay for, and will not publish…. [We] offer you the goods whose value is too peculiar, or too new, or too subtle, or too high, or too naked, or too displeasing to the ruling class to make its way financially in competition with slippery girls in tights and tinted cupids, and happy stories of love.”

Of course, praise poured in as well. “The current number of The Masses [Max’s first issue] abounds with vital matter from the virile pens of some of the ablest writers in the movements,” wrote the socialist presidential candidate Eugene Debs. “The clear cry of, the revolution rings all through its pages, and the illustrations are such as could be produced only by artists animated by the militant spirit of Socialism.” From abroad, a letter from Romain Rolland—“Liberty, lucidity, valor, humor, are rare virtues, still more rarely found in combination in these days of aberration…. They make the high value of The Masses.” And even Shaw wasn’t entirely critical. “At least one American paper has produced … cartoons superbly drawn as well as striking in comment,” he wrote in The New Statesman.
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