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PueblosPRIVATE 


On my first visit to the Southwest, four years ago in early January, I was leaving Taos Pueblo with my sister Anne and her friend Gayle when our vehicle got stuck in a ditch. The weather was clear, but the road was covered with ice, and snow hid the shoulders. Anne had steered close to the near one to avoid a car approaching almost down the middle, and our right rear wheel had slid off the edge.


I found some heavy cardboard in the back, put it under both rear wheels, and pushed while Anne tried to drive forward. We had a big Mercedez jeep with four-wheel drive, but twenty minutes later we hadn't gotten anywhere. The jeep belonged to Gayle, and I could see she was getting worried and nervous. I wasn't, because nobody was hurt and there were two hours of daylight left, a lot of time to get help somehow. But then a faded old car pulled up five yards behind us and four Indian men in their twenties and thirties sprang out. Maybe these guys had it in for palefaces in any circumstances, I thought, and here we were with our shiny white Mercedez immobilized in their driveway, so to speak, with nobody else in sight.



The oldest was stocky and wore his hair in a braid.       "We'll get you out," he began, striding toward us. "It'll cost you, though." 


"Uh oh," I thought. 


"Just kidding," he added quickly, like a stand-up comic, and let out a burst of merry laughter. 


They weren't all comedians, but they were all very friendly. Since they couldn't push with their car without getting stuck themselves, and they couldn't pull, because nobody seemed to have a rope or chain, the five of us men pushed for a while, but without any success. One of them replaced Anne at the wheel for a minute, but that had no effect either. 


Then a young Anglo woman drove up from the opposite direction in a small pickup. She slowed down alongside us. Her truck had a soiled mattress spread out in the back. I thought she looked rather tough, like a hard-bitten cowgirl. Her window was already down, and we asked her if she had a chain. "No, I sure don't," she said emphatically. This sounded close to hostile, but apparently I just didn't know the local manner, for she pulled over and got out. 


At this point Gayle found a towing strap she'd forgotten she had, and in a few minutes the cowgirl had pulled the jeep out backwards with her truck. 


"Well, we did it," said the stocky Indian, his dark eyes brimming with amusement. "Should we call the governor?" And with that, as though he just couldn't contain himself, he let out another burst of happy laughter.


I had barely enough time to thank the cowgirl before she drove away. "Sure," she said. Then I hastened to thank the Indians, who were already getting back into their car. Having done so, I noticed that one of the younger ones wasn't with them, and was walking off by himself down the road. I hurriedly overtook him.


"Thank you very much," I said.


He gave me a smiling look. "Come back tomorrow," he said.

"We're dancing." 


To say I was "touched" would be a long way from adequate. I felt nothing less than blessed. Such a welcome might have affected me so anyway, but certainly my feelings had already been wondrously worked upon by the extraordinary things that had happened to me earlier, inside the pueblo itself.


Two hours before, coming in on the same road, which ran perfectly straight, and to my eye, extremely wide for its function, I was apprehensive about what lay ahead of us. Anne and I were visiting Gayle in Santa Fe, and I had been in the region only a day or two. I had never been to a pueblo before, and knew nothing about them, except that they had been continuously occupied for a great many centuries. As a Northeasterner, I expected the approaches to unspoiled old places to be always narrow, and usually winding. Also, I still had in mind what little I'd seen of the modern town of Taos a few miles back, which had looked as tacky and commercial as any touristy ski village I'd ever been through. I was now afraid, in short, that we might be headed for something like a theme park. 


I needn't have worried. There were no signs of any description--not one--let alone a gate house or an "information center." Aside from a few empty cars, there was only an ancient wall that looked as though it had grown out of the earth on its own, and an opening in it about ten feet wide. We parked in a sort of casual turnout cleared of snow, and just walked in.


In front of us was a plaza of packed earth, not quite square, somewhere between thirty and forty yards on a side. My first impression was of how low the surrounding adobe buildings looked, and how plain. There were no signs here either, and no adornments other than a string of dried chili peppers hanging by a door or two; no mail boxes, no benches, no lamp posts, no bicycles--none of the objects seen in even the oldest and best preserved of villages in Europe or New England. My second impression was of how silent and empty the place was. I think there may have been three or four Anglos somewhere in sight, but nobody else. If I had been shown a photograph of the scene, I probably would have said that it looked desolate. But the third thing I noticed--and it owed nothing to the light, which was thin and wintry, or to a lovely vista--there wasn't any--was something invisible. Though it was all around me, it was also, within a minute's time, mysteriously inside me. It wasn't only the absence of care, but something active and freeing. Though subtle, and even strange, it was unmistakable. It was peace. 


Had I been alone, I would probably have slowly come to a halt and just marveled. But Gayle was looking for a certain potter she knew, and I followed her and Anne to an anonymous-looking building, where we entered a small crafts shop. Two or three other Anglos were quietly looking at the Indian clothes, rugs, and other paraphernalia. There was also a tall, well built Indian man in his thirties, standing behind a glass case full of jewelry. He wore jeans, a tooled belt with a silver buckle, some sort of printed cotton shirt, and a bandanna around his head.


Gayle asked him about the potter, and he said that the fellow wasn't there that day. The three of us looked around for a bit, but my attention was still directed inward, for the feeling I'd had outside was somehow still with me. It was actually being nourished here, I sensed; and after a few minutes I realized that this was due to the presence of the man himself. To hear him speak some more, I asked him about the turquoise in the case. As he explained to me the difference between chunk and pressed turquoise, I was immediately aware of there being something about him that made me feel astonishingly comfortable, something far more than his unhurried civility, reassuring though it was.


I'm always somewhat tense at first with male strangers. Although I'm more timid in general than I like to admit, it's also fair to say that when men in our competitive culture first meet, they're almost always on their guard. It starts in grade school. In this case, moreover, I could identify two fears in particular that should have made me at least a little nervous. He might have been resentful of all Anglos, especially of tourists in search of novelty; and he might have been suspicious of me for asking about something that he intuited I had no intention of buying. But he was neither. And since there was nothing negative or even faintly competitive about him, there was also no compensatory attempt, by either one of us, to please. He had a strong yet gentle dignity, a calm sureness of himself, a freedom from strain, which I had never seen in anyone so young.


We were in there only about ten minutes before going back outside and walking across the plaza. Though most of the buildings had their doors shut against the cold, there was one, again with no identifying sign on it, that had its door wide open. Walking in, we found a bare, deep, rectangular room with a very low ceiling, and near the front an older Indian woman standing behind another display case filled with jewelry. Aside from the woman's folding chair, the only other thing in the room was a small old wood stove working quietly against one wall. Weak sunlight from the door provided the only illumination, and in the back it was quite dim. Back further, however, about twenty-five feet away, there was a also a faint yellow glow coming from the narrow doorway of a second room.


While Anne and Gayle stopped to look at the jewelry, I went on past them, drawn by the light beyond, yet uncertain of whether I was trespassing, and passed into the other room. It was very small and square, but with a higher ceiling than the outer one. It felt like the innermost chamber of a cave. Hand made drums for sale hung on the walls. It was so quiet that I heard the faint creaking of the filament in the bare light bulb overhead. Sitting on a stool at the back was a petite Indian woman in her twenties, with a smooth narrow face, and large, black, liquid, Spanish eyes. She was also so still, and looked so gentle, that I immediately thought of her as a deer, and my "hello" came out as though I’d been speaking to one. It felt as though I'd only breathed it out, and her "hello" in reply sounded the same.


I looked at the drums for a few moments in silence, then told her that I wanted to buy one some day (which was true), but was just visiting from New York and wouldn't this time. To my great surprise, she said that she had a sister living in Queens. How many deer, even talking ones, have sisters living in Queens? But strangely enough, the feeling of being in a fairy tale wasn't diminished.


She stood up and drew my attention to the other things for sale, some figurines of painted fired clay. They were hard to make, she said, because they were hollow. Her grandmother had taught her. They were about five inches high, stocky matronly-looking women in traditional costume with their legs straight out in front them as though they were sitting on the ground, and with tiny smiling children crawling all over their backs and arms. She looked down at them, and said in her soft voice, "They're called storytellers."


A few minutes later I was out in the plaza again, rejoining my companions, and a few minutes after that we were stuck at the side of the road.


I wasn't able to get back to Taos to see the dancing next day, and it wasn't until three years later that I set foot in a pueblo again. In the meantime, back in Manhattan, I had seen a performance of the American Indian Dance Theatre. It was indeed theatre, not ritual, but it was also the first live Indian dancing I'd ever seen, and it greatly moved me. I had also read Frank Waters' novel about the Pueblo Indians, The Man Who Killed the Deer, which often brought back memories of Taos. It also contained a brief, intriguing description of a deer dance, and when I returned to Santa Fe last Christmas time to visit my sister, who had moved there in the interval, seeing a dance at a pueblo felt like an urgent necessity.


Late December and early January, the period of my stay, are a good time for this. But as things turned out, my desire was not to be promptly satisfied. The local newspaper prints a list with dates and places, but without times of day. I called several pueblos--their numbers, too, were provided--but nobody answered. Actually, I took this as a good sign. Evidently these performances weren't given with the tourists in mind. My sister had several friends who had lived in the area for some years and who expressed an interest in going, but they could only guess at the times, which may have been as much as anyone could do. Anne herself was busy with other things at the time.


My first attempt was made a day or two after Christmas with her friends Nash, a resident, and a visitor named Alix, to see a corn dance at Tusuque. We got a late start, and arriving around one in the afternoon, saw some Anglos heading for their cars. They told us that the dancers had stopped for lunch--for two or three hours, they thought. Since Nash had to be back in Santa Fe around three, we might have gone back right then. But the mention of lunch reminded us that we hadn't had any. 


Walking around, we came upon three or four Anglos sitting on a ledge outside a small adobe house, eating rice and beans from plates on their laps. Thinking they looked like tourists and might have bought the food inside, Nash opened the door and walked in. Alix followed, and rather hesitantly I did the same. The room we entered reminded me of an enclosed porch, six feet wide and twelve long, which opened on to a dim, very modestly furnished living room, with eight people, Indian and Anglo, sitting around, eating what was clearly a private meal. At the rear of the little antechamber was an Indian woman in her mid thirties standing behind a small glass case with pottery in it.


"May we come in?" Nash asked. 


There was a lot of light in the woman's brown eyes, and I could see a second's hesitation in them as they took us in before yielding in friendly acceptance. "I guess so," she said calmly, with a lovely, wry smile. "It's Christmas." What she was doing behind the display case if she wasn't expecting tourists puzzled me momentarily. Then a little girl appeared from behind it and went into the living room. "She wants to give away the pottery she made," the woman said affectionately. 
"When will the dancers be returning?" Nash asked.


"They're having lunch. Maybe in two or three hours," the woman replied. "You can't predict," she added with another smile, this one quite worldly. It seemed subtly to say that, if we knew the details, we would share her amused appreciation of the human complexities involved. 



While Nash and Alix, having nodded their understanding, bent over the display case, I stood aside and looked at the woman as much as I could without actually staring. As I did so, the lingering fear of having intruded was annihilated by a warm current, rising in my chest and bringing a blissful freedom. There was only one other place, I knew instantly, where I'd ever felt this before. There it had been something ethereal, stealing softly all through me, and here it was a sudden surging behind my breast bone. But it was the same feeling I'd had when I walked into the plaza at Taos. I said very distinctly (to myself), "There is something about these people," and took a step forward, just to be closer to her. 


I was standing only about two feet away, just to one side of and half facing her, when Nash and Alix turned and headed toward the door. I didn't even budge. I wanted to stay right where I was. There was a smile on my face I couldn't pull in, and I was positively vibrating with peace. Though standing unbidden in a stranger's house, though not even talking with her or pretending to look at her pottery, I wasn't the least bit embarrassed. I felt as though I belonged there as much as anywhere else on earth.


I still hadn't moved when an Anglo woman in her mid thirties came in, passing my companions on their way out, and striding purposefully forward. She had the weathered skin I had often noticed on the white people living in that arid climate, and the tough pioneer's look a lot of the women had. She reminded me of the cowgirl with the pickup. Giving the Indian woman her name, she said she was a member of the "coyote clan." They shook hands, and the Anglo woman said she'd come to see Maria the potter. The other said Maria wasn't in, but that she was Maria's daughter.


"You must be Virgie!" the white woman exclaimed. "I hear you've just had a baby!"


"Yes. Three months ago."


"Oh, you've been busy, girl. Do you feel all right?"


"I feel pretty good. I'm back at work now."


"Really."


"Yeah. Doing construction." 


"Amazing."


At this point--I'm sure because what I was radiating made her think I was connected to the woman--the Anglo turned to me, stuck out her hand, and said, "Hi!  I'm Kate!"


"Hi, Kate!  I'm John," I said, taking her hand and beaming at her. Then she turned back to the Indian woman, and as they resumed their conversation I finally felt able to slip away.

  
After leaving the pueblo, we stopped for lunch, and it was past three when I was dropped off at my sister's place. But I went right to her jeep, which happened to be available, and drove straight back to Tusuque. Getting out, I was met with friendly but unslavish interest by a fuzzy young dog, the only creature in view. I saw a number of dogs at the pueblos, and like this one, none were in the company of a human being, and none of them were suspicious of strangers. 


Hearing a drum, I followed the sound to a small plaza about thirty yards long and fifteen wide. Opposite me, along one side, was a line of a dozen men dancing in synchronous motion in front of a single standing drummer. The dancers were naked to the waist, despite the cold weather, with strings of small shells strung diagonally across their chests and backs. They had feathers in their hair, short kilts, and calf-length boots below bare legs. Each held a gourd rattle in one hand, and in the other a small branch of evergreen, which he moved forward, back, and from side to side. Bells round their waists and knees mingled their jinglings with the clicking of the shells and the sound of the rattles. 


The sun was now so low that the men were enveloped in shadow. They looked almost grey, and the dark green evergreen was the only strong color. Perhaps ten people, looking even more faded in the failing light, were watching.


I had no more than two or three minutes to take all this in, when the drumming abruptly stopped, the dancers and drummer filed out, the other on-lookers silently vanished, and I was left with the feeling that the dusky, dream-like scene might have been a hallucination.


A few days later, my sister had hooked me up with two of her other friends, older women named Pat and Deirdre, both residents of Santa Fe and veteran attenders of pueblo dances. We decided on a children's dance at Santa Clara. When we arrived at ten-thirty in the morning, there didn't seem to be anybody around, and there was no sound of drumming. Then we saw a middle-aged Indian couple approaching one of the small adobe houses, and asked where we could see the children dance. The man looked very pleased by the question, and said cheerfully, "You can follow our car. We'll be going in a little while." Then the two of them disappeared inside.


Not knowing what he meant by "a little while," we walked on, hoping to see some indications of activity. Although I hadn't been affected like this at Taos, where I saw only a small part of the whole, here, and to a varying extent at Tusuque earlier and at Cochiti and even Santo Domingo later, I was surprised by some of the appearances. Tall weeds grew in small dirt yards; flower beds and window boxes were nonexistent; dead limbs, split from the trunks of big cottonwoods, sagged unpruned; and plywood covered a window here and there. Such an appearance is not unusual, of course, in "depressed" towns throughout the world, but in North America, at least, I had come to expect depressed towns to have depressed inhabitants, and these people were anything but that. 
It wasn't until some time later that it occurred to me why they may have been so uninterested in the look of their domestic surroundings. Knowing that they're not only in the natural world, but truly of it, to make it look "pretty" may make as much sense to them as it would to a dolphin to try to straighten the rows of waves in the ocean.


Be that as it may, the only truly ugly things I saw, however, were the meters--I don't know whether for gas or water. Grotesquely large, placed not near a wall, but right out in front, they stuck up on their thick pipes from the yards' bare ground and contemned the low earthen dwellings and their softly rounded contours. They might not have been quite so conspicuous in front of a cement plant.


We had been walking for a few minutes without seeing anybody, and were standing in a narrow dirt road, uncertain of what to do next, when two dusty old cars and a small pick-up appeared behind us, headed toward the highway. We stepped off onto the weedy verge and watched them pass. The first car had only adults in it, and the second had a child, but I couldn't tell what she was wearing. In the truck, however, we could see a child in costume, and a drum in the back. The vehicles weren't moving very fast, but they didn't slow down, either, and quickly disappeared around a bend.


Hurrying back to our car, we set out in pursuit. But we'd lost them. There were some scattered dwellings on the other side of the highway, and we drove over to them, but saw and heard nothing. I felt ridiculously ineffectual, like a Keystone Cop, though without his indignation, as we went back toward Santa Fe. Having picked up something to eat, we headed for Santo Domingo, about a half an hour away. Deirdre and Pat thought there might be something going on there. None of us had brought a schedule. 




Arriving at about two o'clock, we pulled up by a big open plaza, quite empty. We spoke to a woman with a young girl, both dressed like dancers, headed for the adjoining church. The woman told us that the dancing was over for the day.


Pat and Deirdre decided that before we gave up we should try Cochiti, which wasn't very far away. When we got there we saw a half dozen women in costume walking away from a small square. There weren't many other people to be seen. We went up to an especially approachable-looking Anglo man who was also in costume, though of a different kind. He looked about thirty-five, had bright blond hair, a round smooth face, and a rosy complexion. He was wearing a cowled monk's robe of brown wool, girded with smooth white rope in the traditional manner. He was also wearing a bill cap, a ski parka, blue jeans, and hiking boots. Pat asked him about the dancing. He said it was over for the day. "Oh, darn," she said. "This poor man has been dying to see some dancing for two weeks now, and all he's seen have been the backs of dancers leaving." 


The man gave me a cheerfully sympathetic look. He said he wasn't certain, but thought they might be dancing there at Cochiti again soon. "Santo Domingo," he added, "usually has something around now. They're very traditional, and they have some wonderful dancers." 


  The monk, if he really was one--none of us was sure--was right about not being quite fully informed. Back in Santa Fe we found out that Cochiti would be performing both a deer and a corn dance the next day. I went with Pat, Nash, and Alix, and we arrived at around ten-thirty in the morning. Approaching a small plaza about twenty yards wide and twice as long, we saw a half dozen, very local-looking Anglos standing here and there on the periphery, along with ten or so Indians in modern dress. There were also three or four large, elderly Indian women sitting in aluminum patio chairs. 


We had come in on a low rise that descended in three tiers of ground toward the plaza. We sat down on one and waited. Despite our being in a village square, and the appearance of the seated women, who were wrapped in traditional blankets, it looked as though some people from a small town had arrived early for the start of a Little League game.


"Well, it looks hopeful," I said. 


"Yes!" said Alix.

 
Then "Oh!", said Pat.


I turned to follow her gaze. From the farther end an older man was approaching, beating with a single padded stick a three-foot drum in a slow, steady rhythm. Behind him walked a group of another twenty men shaking gourd rattles and chanting something that to my ignorant ear sounded like "ai-yah-yah-oh-way-oh-way." The chanters and the drummer wore plain pants, colorful cotton shirts, and necklaces of shells, beads, or turquoise. About half of them had colorful cotton headbands. Behind the chanters came men and boys, about thirty in all, costumed like the men I had seen at Tusuque, but they also had antlers on their heads, twigs of evergreen fastened to their upper arms, fox skins hanging down from the backs of their waistbands, and long sticks in both hands, bent at the top like walking canes. They held these out and down in front of them as they moved with a simple dance step somewhat like the basic step of the jitterbug, but closer to a slow shuffle.


The chanters took up a position in the middle of the far side behind the drummer as the dancers came on in several separate lines that seemed to be divided according to age. The men all looked less than forty-five. The boys in the two lines made up of the youngest were from about six to twelve. The boys' lines were also obviously formed in descending order of height, although this may have been because their height always corresponded to their age. 


Once they had occupied the plaza, some of the lines would move, usually along their own axes, while others remained standing, with their members bent forward on their sticks to look more realistically four-legged. The moving lines all made synchronous turns that I couldn't predict, and while some lines were moving forward, the waiting ones, the members of which were still bent over their sticks like old folks, would move slowly in the same general direction and take up new stationary positions. Sometimes the youngest boys didn't know when they should move, and were silently beckoned or nudged by older ones.


After forty-five minutes or so, without any cue that I could detect, the drumming, chanting, and the dancing all stopped at once. Then the drummer, resuming his beat, led the way slowly back out, the chanters chanting again behind him, and the dancers walking, but still holding their sticks out in front. There was no applause, which is forbidden, I learned later, after any dance at a pueblo.


Once the last small dancer was gone from sight, a drum beat began just outside an entrance at our end, and another similar drummer, with another group of chanting men (though this one, for some reason, included a twelve-year-old), walked in. They were followed by about thirty women and girls whose ages ranged from, say, thirty-five to eight. They wore white calf-length dresses that covered only one shoulder, with colorfully embroidered borders on the tops, sleeves and hems; sashes with very long swaying fringes, suede boots, and brightly painted wooden headdresses made of boards about a half-inch thick, with stepped edges like the cross section of a small ziggurat. In both hands they carried branches of evergreen, which they moved from their wrists. Unlike the deer dancers, they danced as they came in, and never stopped while in view. They also had an extra little movement in their step, a pointing of the toe forward on the ground, that I wasn't to see elsewhere. It gave their motion a slight bounce that was lovely to watch.


As before, the chanters and drummer took up positions on the far side opposite us, and the dancers, again in several lines formed according to height, moved up and down, back and forth in front of them. My attention was soon drawn to one of the girls. She was about twelve, with an especially buoyant and graceful movement. Like the women, her carriage was beautifully straight but never stiff, and like them she kept her eyes on the ground about four feet in front of her. She had a very round face in which nothing seemed to move, and I'm tempted to describe the expression on it as impassive. But that often connotes either an absence of feeling or some effort made not to reveal any. It also wasn't something one associates with intense concentration, which usually implies a narrow focus of attention. It was rather a calm absorption. There's a word in Italian I have heard wittily defined as "the tranquil consciousness of effortless superiority." There was no air of superiority about her, but I might describe her expression as coming from a serene feeling of effortlessly belonging.


So great was my need for the sight of this state of grace that each time she turned her back to me, as the dance required, and moved off in the opposite direction, I felt a pang of loneliness. Then a few moments later, when she bounced around with her light tread, gently waving her green fronds, and came back toward me, the sadness I felt at watching her go was redeemed by the joy of seeing her faithful, unwearied return. I didn't know the traditional significance of its movements, but wasn't a corn dance, performed in winter to assist in the rebirth of nature, meant to awaken just such wonder and gratitude? 


After about forty-five minutes, near the end of the dance, four or five Indian women and teen-agers in jeans and windbreakers appeared with molded plastic laundry baskets filled with apples, oranges, cans of soda, pieces of hard candy, and small bags of Fritos and potato chips. They set the baskets on the ground at the edge of the dance, and waited. After a few minutes, obeying no visible cue, they walked in among the dancers, and in what looked like a haphazard way, tried to give away their oddly untraditional bounty. The dancers never broke stride or in any way acknowledged this intrusion, and their hands were already occupied anyway. Sometimes, however, the donors succeeded in stuffing an orange or apple into a passing waist sash. Attending to the chorus, the women showered it with comestibles, including cans of soda, tossing them upon it with a high arc. The men kept on chanting, but they caught the food. Then it was tossed to the on-lookers, which provided the opportunity for one small girl to join in by throwing pieces of candy, with a big roundhouse motion, to those of us sitting on the ground.


When the corn dancers finished, dancing out as they had come in, the deer dancers returned and repeated their performance. Near the end of this too, there was the same informal distribution to all, but because these dancers spent part of the time standing still, they were easier marks for the givers.


Although this bestowal of foodstuffs had its comical aspect, its fundamental meanings, I was sure, were quite different. It said to me was that we are all dependent upon the earth, and that when we faithfully participate in its rhythms and gratefully use its progenies, among them the corn and the deer, it freely gives us our nourishment. It also said that we are all part of this connection, and that our participation, whoever we are, is important. The other especially moving thing I saw that day was a middle-aged woman's bending down and placing food at the feet of a skinny, six-year-old deer dancer, and then pinning a bag of potato chips on his hair.


One of us had an appointment in town, and we had to leave before the end of the second deer dance. Though feeling that our perseverance had been well rewarded, Pat and I were still far from sated, and a few days later we went back with Deirdre to Santo Domingo, where another corn dance was to be held. It was ten-thirty in the morning, which seemed like a good time, but the church square, which seemed so obvious a place for such a ceremony, again was empty, and there was nobody in sight. Despite our success at Cochiti, I wasn't optimistic. 


When we got out of the car, however, we heard drum beats. Following the sound, we walked past small adobe houses, and down an alley about six feet wide, at the end of which, framed by the low buildings on either side, some Anglos stood facing the other way. Inserting ourselves among them, we found ourselves on one side and near the end of a long plaza. Nothing I had seen so far had prepared me for the scale of what was going on. Surrounded by one-and two-story dwellings and a kiva, the space was only twenty-five yards wide, but eighty long, and it was filled with dancers--men, women, and children --about two hundred of them. 


Although the women and girls had black dresses here, they were attired and equipped in essentially the same style as those at Cochiti. So were the men and boys, though they weren't wearing antlers, and carried rattles instead of sticks. And as at Cochiti--at Tusuque it had been too dark to tell--every costume had been meticulously cared for. Every feather looked fresh, each wooden headdress freshly painted. No fox pelt was missing the smallest clump of fur, no bracelet a shell. No belt had a rusted bell on it, no dress a stain or a wrinkle.


The twenty or so chanters were also dressed like the others I'd seen, and again were all men. They stood on the far side about midway down, and in front of them, alone providing the basic, steady rhythm for all those dancers, stood one older man beating a drum. Also on that side was a middle-aged man with a stout pole I'd say at least ten feet long, to which feathers and other sacred objects were attached, and a painted banner hanging from almost the entire length of it. I can't describe how he moved it as he danced, but he held it by one end, almost parallel with the ground, with the most remarkable strength.


On the near side, facing the middle, were four or five other men, in late middle age or older, dressed like the chanters and drummer, evenly spaced at intervals of about seven yards. They kept time continuously with a rattle in one hand, either while standing still or sometimes dancing spontaneously in place. I named them chaperones in my mind, after the similarly positioned elders at dances of an earlier time in my own culture. 


Of the eighty or so on-lookers, some fifty were Indians, either sitting on the roofs on the buildings along the side, or in old wooden chairs on open porches at ground level. The Anglos were mostly clustered at our end, and were very respectful, speaking seldom and softly, not restlessly moving to different positions, and not snapping any pictures. Even so, I again had cause to marvel at the Indians' manner toward visitors. More than once, while engrossed in the ceremony, I felt the gentlest, the slightest possible touch on my upper arm. Not even certain that it had been intentional, for I was standing almost elbow to elbow with others, I turned just to make sure, and saw right behind me two or three women in costume who were trying to thread their way through us to join the dancing. I thought of comparable situations elsewhere, and the impatient self-importance I had so often heard in the words "Excuse me."


The dancers were divided into two primary lines, each extending almost the entire length of the plaza, and each with alternating sections of males and females. These lines would dance up the long way, then their members would turn round in place and reverse their direction. From time to time the sections would simultaneously disengage themselves from the main lines, and in single file dance across the middle at right angles toward the opposite side. Just before the head of the line arrived there, each dancer would give several up-tempo shakes of a rattle held at arm's length, while following it around in a tight U-turn. The sound made during this maneuver was something like SHOOM SHOOM SHOOM SHOOM (the drum and rattles together), CHIGGA CHIGGA CHIGGA CHIGGA (the rattles up-tempo above the constant drum), then SHOOM SHOOM SHOOM SHOOM again as the separate sections, still in single file, moved back to their points of departure. In this way the sections moved back and forth a few times, passing in the middle those coming from the opposite direction. Then the original two lines reformed themselves and resumed their movement up and down. 


  In the clear sunshine the splendid costumes were beautifully set off by the plain brown buildings, as these were by the royal blue above them. New Mexico is famous for the purity of its atmosphere, and it was evident even in this enclosed plaza with all the motion it contained. Two hundred pairs of dancing boots, I noticed, raised not a puff of dust from the hard smooth ground. 


There was an aural purity too--no distracting comments from the on-lookers, no nearby radio, no passing car or motorcycle, no jet plane overhead; in the cool still air, just the chanting and the drum, the rattles, clicking shells and jingling bells. 


All these sights and sounds, though, contributed to an appreciation that was far more than aesthetic. After half an hour of watching from the side, we had moved around the near end, which sloped up a bit there, affording an elevated view straight down the whole length of the plaza; and in a sudden revelation I realized that I was witness to something I had thought was long since past. In a moment I was connected not only to ancient America, but to Greece before Great Pan was dead,* when we knew we weren't separate from nature, and the world was still enchanted.


Two hours had gone by like minutes when the dancers filed out between some buildings at the far end. My companions thought there was more to come, but we returned to the car for something to eat, and then went inside the church. They especially wanted to see the crèche, because of an endearing anomaly they had noted the year before. Mary and her baby, Deirdre told me, had been tucked into a little four-poster bed. 
The nativity scene was small and enclosed in a glass case with tiny, colored Christmas lights strung around the frame. Mary was about a foot high, and was no longer "lying in," as Deirdre had put it. She stood closest to the front, with a shepherd and two or three animals, one stuffed, behind her. She and the baby Jesus looked startlingly European, but wrapped around them was a small white cotton blanket with appliqués of green cacti.


We returned to find that the dance had already been resumed. It was just as big as before, but made up of a another group. I could see that the banner on the pole was different, probably representing another clan, and Pat could tell that the lead dancers were different. This time we went along behind the buildings on the far side, and entered at the lower end, where we were closer to many of the younger people.


This half of the ceremony lasted as long as the first, and I marveled at the children's composure and stamina. There was one eruption of shoving between two seven-year-old boys. But order in their ranks was readily and calmly restored by one of the "chaperones," who returned to his place on the side with an indulgent, private smile on his lips. Occasionally one of the girls, always between eight and twelve, would stop dancing and go up to one of these men, stand patiently in front of him while he retied the thongs that held her headdress on, then trot back, eager but not really hurried, to her place in line. 
  I even saw a girl of no more than three, dressed just like the women, and clutching little branches of evergreen. Because she was so small, her mother (I guessed she was) danced next to her, but they moved no more slowly than the others in their section. I don't know that she danced for two hours, but I saw her for a long time, and even though she wasn't always sure when to turn, she never gave the slightest sign of irritability. I cannot imagine such behavior of a child of that age in our culture. 


Afterward, on our way out, when the throng had quietly dispersed, and a few dogs were nosing the ground in the middle

of the now shadowed plaza, we came upon a woman in her seventies sitting in an old aluminum patio chair, with a blanket round her shoulders. Bent over her at right angles, her upper body resting in the woman's lap, her head turned toward us where it lay on the other's thigh, was a girl in costume, about seven years old. Responding to our fond looks, the woman said, "She's tired." 


"Were you dancing?" Pat asked the girl. Her sleepy gaze turned inward, as though she were remembering something, and then her face broke into a radiantly happy smile.


I talked with Pat on the phone recently from California. "You should come back sometime for an animal dance on feast day at San Ildefonso," she told me.


"When is that?" I asked.


"January 27th."


"Hmm. Not very convenient."


"Oh, it's really something to see them come out of the hills at dawn."


I'll bet it is. And it's very comforting to know that they're not going to stop doing it anytime soon.








——John de Forest  1994

*An allusion to an event I’ve seen mentioned by Jung and by someone else I can’t remember. It was seen by both as a sign of the end of the Greco-Roman world’s close relationship with nature. Sometime in the third century A.D. (I think it was), a voyaging Greek approaching port heard a great lamentation coming across the water. People were wailing in the streets, crying, “Great Pan is dead!" 



