


be none other than the all-male ranch—Adam, Hoss,
and Little Joe Cartwright plus their cook, Hop
Sing—featured in the classic TV series, “Bonanza”?)
This revolutionary nomenclature reflects her fic-
tional activist Beatrice Mandell’s goal to build a 
non-patriarchal society from the ground up. As ex-
pressed in THE CRYSTAL FRONTIER: 

The decision to make [the commune] all-female did not
stem from their personal hatred of men, but from Mandell’s
conviction that a truly non-patriarchal social organization
had to be built from the ground up, starting with a core
group of women who would have to learn how to be perfectly
self-sufficient before being able to include men in the com-
munity. Mandell’s theories were a mixture of classic femi-
nist beliefs about the oppression of women, and what could
best be described as her psychedelic-pastoral tendencies.1)

Within Perret’s oeuvre, the New Ponderosa per-
sists as an epistemological horizon: no beginning nor

For several years, Mai-Thu Perret has framed many of
her activities as an artist within a true life story: THE

CRYSTAL FRONTIER. Not surprisingly, such an old-
fashioned description telegraphs that the story itself
is a fiction—and this is the case, at least superficially.
While it may be a work in its own right, THE CRYSTAL

FRONTIER is not even a story per se, nor even a full-
fledged text. Consisting of diary fragments ostensibly
written by members of an autonomous women’s com-
munity formed in the desert of New Mexico, this nar-
rative functions more as a context or a pretext for
objects that Perret offers as artifacts from that collec-
tive. Founded in Year Zero, the New Ponderosa Com-
mune, like the Jacobins of the French First Republic,
initiates its own calendar. (Could the old Ponderosa
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ticized dichotomy, whose moral absolutism is much
akin to that which inflected the liberation move-
ments of the 1960s and 70s. Feminism, black power,
and gay rights all began as separatist constituencies
that contested not only the mainstream, but also the
mainstream’s power to define their constituents as
“others.” This separatist phase represented both rad-
ical self-definition and visionary utopianism. It paved
the way for the more sober, integrationist phase that
followed about twenty years later. Integration, or re-
integration, is characterized—in the U.S. especially—
by middle-class equality, namely the freedom to prac-
tice any profession for which you qualify, to marry
whomever you want, to live in any neighborhood you
can afford. As crucial as these freedoms indeed are,
they nonetheless help reproduce a bland middle-
class consensus indexed to regular cycles of produc-
tion and consumption. Clearly, the New Ponderosa
establishes itself outside the concerns of any real-
politik. Here, freedom must be an absolute. The
commune is post-pubescent and pre-menopausal:
young, sexualized, yet abstinent. (None of the
women whom Perret refers to as “girls” have chil-
dren.) Time is suspended here. Other artists, such as

end, a zero-degree referent. She leaves it up to her
readers and viewers to extrapolate from the seeming-
ly arbitrary narrative shards that offer the only proof
of its existence. Curiously, although the commune
projects into the future, we look back at these like
relics from a lost civilization. Hypothetically, every
artifact Perret produces under this rubric would have
a textual counterpart—and vice versa. Thus, nothing
is ever either wholly present or absent.2) Of course,
this arrangement, by hinting at ideology’s imaginary
aspect, is a subtle refutation of empiricism. Three
key terms structure this evidence: feminism, handi-
craft, and utopia. 

The New Ponderosa’s stated goal is total auton-
omy: to begin anew, to survive outside patriarchal
norms, and to forget those strictures entirely. In this,
it reflects some of the feminist movement’s originary
impulses. For example, by raising horses and cattle
and by selling handicraft products, Mandell and her
followers strive for an uncompromised purity—in
the desert no less, that most pure, empty, and spiri-
tual of all places. Conversely, the city, big business,
and industrialization all manifest patriarchal ills and
unfreedom. In this, Perret lays out a highly roman-
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Justine Kurland and Marnie Weber, have conjured
up the same demographic as an aesthetic trope, but
none have so explicitly exposed its links between fan-
tasy, freedom, and ideology. The girls (the commune
members) approach the work of the commune in
both a provisional and dilettantish fashion. If all else
fails, they can fall back on Beatrice Mandell’s trust
fund. In contrast, one cannot help but wonder how
so many women the world over routinely and anony-
mously carry out the brunt of agricultural work
w i t h o u t the benefit of calling it a “project,” or
even the impulse to do so. By inviting such compar-
isons, Perret seems to suggest the tenuousness of
ideological formulations. Nonetheless, she holds out
for unbridled utopianism, where even the most
fantastic imaginings of Charles Fourier, for example,
might engender a revolutionary teleology.

For Beatrice Mandell, handicraft holds out the
promise of political and economic autonomy. By
working with their hands and a few modest tools, the
commune’s women can command their own means
of production. They can eliminate machines and, by
extension, their dependence on the patriarchy. Of
course, what crafts may mean in a broader social are-
na is far less clear cut. Dissident sociologist Thorstein
Veblen, for one, castigated the Arts and Crafts Move-
ment as an outdated and deliberately wasteful means
of facture that serves an exclusively invidious social
function. Of course, this is also how Veblen con-
strued all aestheticism. At the very least, in the wake
of the technical perfection that industrial manufac-
ture makes so readily available, craft becomes convo-
luted: a fetish. According to the logic of high mod-
ernism, craft is also the opposite of fine art. In mass
culture, craft typically devolves into hobbies, namely
the escapist pursuit of producing only nominally use-
ful things, a pretext for busy work. In his well-known
work, MORE LOVE HOURS THAN CAN EVER BE

REPAID (1987), Mike Kelley interrogated this debase-
ment of craft. In turn, Jim Shaw’s magnum opus,
THE DONNER PARTY (2003), allegorically reconfig-
ured the collectivized craft of Judy Chicago’s THE

DINNER PARTY (1974–1979) via cannibalism as the

horrible price of survival. More recently, Michael
Smith and Joshua White proposed a fictive artist
colony, QuinQuag, that first relied on reproducing
JFK-style rockers to sustain itself and then tried to
reinvent itself as a wellness center.3) Perret’s work,
too, is a meta-commentary on craft as a rebus of
social values. For her, however, the failure of craft
does not mean that the values it aspires to are nec-
essarily bankrupt. Rather, such failure, as unrealized
aspirations, still counts as real historical material 
that awaits posthumous redemption: the principle of 
play as the basis for work. This attitude is further 
inflected by Perret’s never having studied studio art.
One might argue that, lacking the technical training
to make things the “right” way, she must always resort
to handicraft. Conversely, one might also argue that
the articulation of theoretical discourse counts as the
most important skill learned in art school, one that
reduces traditional artistic techniques to mere craft.
The latter, of course, would privilege Perret’s con-
ceptual position as a producer and legitimate her
indifference to the properly made artwork. To com-
plicate matters further: Clement Greenberg saw the
modernist artwork’s claim to autonomy as a bulwark
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Although yoga and psychedelics are the closest the
New Ponderosa ever comes to religion, Beatrice
Mandell’s project parallels that of the Shakers, par-
ticularly as Dan Graham portrays them as precursors
to punks in his 1982–84 video Rock My Religion.
Formed in 1747 in Manchester, England, the Shakers
renounced the brutal industrialization of England
and fled to the United States to form communities
based on sexual abstinence and ecstatic religious
experience. Among other things, the Shakers went
on to produce architecture and furniture distin-
guished by a functional simplicity and elegance that
anticipates modernist design. The Shaker practice of
sexual abstinence, however, means that the sect can-
not perpetuate itself, outside of the conversion of
others to the faith. This would render it a kind of his-
torical anomaly; as of 2006, the sect had dwindled to
just four members. 

Some passages in THE CRYSTAL FRONTIER seem
to cast doubt not only on the universality of utopia—
but also on its very recognizability. An essay appear-
ing in the New Ponderosa’s newsletter, titled “Dioti-
ma Schwarz on Drama Trance or the Shakers and the
Punks,” asks, “Does the trance allow you to escape
the mechanization of your body and your mind by
capitalist society or is it actually just another form of

against the culture industry’s ongoing instrumental-
ization. Embedded in Greenberg’s formulation is a
social model—one echoed by the New Ponderosa.

Initially, what utopia might or might not mean
seems obvious: a better life than one available under
current social conditions. Utopia is seldom pre-
sumed to be the product of cautious planning and
compromise. Rather, it is the clearing away of any-
thing that inhibits freedom, even though it presents
itself as the opposite of coercion. Yet, freedom for
one does not necessarily yield freedom for all. As
Walter Benjamin argued: every cultural artifact is
also a record of barbarism.4) By situating her provi-
sional utopia in the southwestern United States,
Perret engages a specific history. During the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries especially, America’s
expanding frontier held out the promise of religious
and economic freedom for waves of European immi-
grants. They conceptualized this frontier landscape
as a blank slate, despite the very real presence of
indigenous American civilizations. With no intended
irony, the new settlers referred to this frontier as
God’s Country. Here, on the American frontier,
Charles Fourier’s ideas took root as well, inspiring,
among others, the socialist commune La Réunion
near what would become Dallas, Texas.
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mechanical compulsion?”5) In a letter to a would-
be initiate, “Marina” ruefully writes, “Although you
made every polite effort to keep a restrained and
gentle composure, I saw very well that you were
startled by what you witnessed here. You probably
thought that the decorations were bizarre, the furni-
ture uncomfortable, and our attitude incomprehen-
sible.”6) Here, Perret seems to relish the entire enter-
prise’s highly mannered aspect.

Among other things, Charles Fourier can be cred-
ited with the idea of the parallel universe as well as
originating the word féminisme.7) Indeed, he posited
an alternate universe at the juncture of every deci-
sion anyone makes. This kind of universalism implies
that nothing is ever repressed and that nothing is
ever lost. Indeed, everything is always recovered. In

her book, Mirror Travels: Robert Smithson and History,
Jennifer L. Roberts argues that Smithson embraced a
similarly synchronic and all-inclusive model of time
via the logic of crystal growth, which is a process of
ongoing accretion. In “The Crystal Land,” he de-
scribes the suburban terrain of New Jersey as follows:
“The highways crisscross through the towns and
become man-made geological networks of concrete.
In fact, the entire landscape has a mineral presence.
From the shiny chrome diners to glass windows of
shopping centers, a sense of the crystalline pre-
vails.”8)

Of course, if utopia were to fail to distinguish
itself from what is already everyday life, the ultimate
disillusionment would be mind-numbing. Is the
alternative, then, science fiction?

1) Mai-Thu Perret, “The Crystal Frontier,” Mai-Thu Perret: Land
of Crystal (Zurich: Christoph Keller Editions, JRP Ringier, 2008),
p. 109.
2) This form of presentation is partly indebted to Mary Kelly’s
Post-Partum Document (1973–1979): the dialectic between object
and text, the reconstruction of a narrative from artifacts, and
the pretense of an empirical approach wedded to a critique of
the same. In this regard, the difference between Kelly’s position
and Perret’s is nominally that of fact versus fiction.
3) In 1955, to ease his chronic back pain John F. Kennedy’s
physician, Dr. Janet Travell, recommended he use a rocking
chair as a mild form of exercise. Kennedy purchased an inex-
pensive, oak, Appalachian rocker and became so attached to it
that he bought copies of the chair for Camp David, Hyannis
Port, and Palm Beach. Later, this led to a popular fascination
with “authentic” Kennedy rockers. See http://www.orwellto-
day.com/jfkhealth.shtml.
4) In his last essay, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” Wal-
ter Benjamin wrote: “There is no document of civilization which
is not at the same time a document of barbarism. And just as
such a document is not free of barbarism, barbarism taints also
the manner in which it was transmitted from one owner to
another. A historical materialist therefore dissociates himself
from it as far as possible. He regards it as his task to brush
history against the grain.” See Walter Benjamin, “Thesis on the
Philosophy of History” in Hannah Arendt, ed., Illuminations:
Walter Benjamin, Essays and Reflections (New York: Schocken
Books, 1969), pp. 243–264; 256–257.
5) See note 1, p. 144.
6) Ibid, p. 147.
7) http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Fourier
8) Robert Smithson, “The Crystal Land” (1966) in Robert Smith-
son: The Collected Writings, (ed.) Jack Flam (Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1996), p. 8. Originally
published: The Writings of Robert Smithson, Nancy Holt, ed. (New
York: New York University Press, 1979).
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