
DESERT DECONSTRUCTED

On my way to Death Valley Junction, I pass a group of  Harleys 
on the side of  Interstate 15, their leather-laden riders huddled 
around a small, white cross just a few miles outside Baker. With 
The World’s Tallest Thermometer piercing the sky up ahead, it’s a 
left on Death Valley Road before the long haul through Renoville, 
then the minute, charming town of  Shoshone. At just over 350 
miles since filling up in Palm Springs, the Amargosa Opera House 
and Hotel startle me like the rev of  an engine.

I don’t even realize I’m at my destination until I nearly pass 
the angular, Spanish colonial Opera House with sky-blue doors. 
Originally built in the 1920s for the Pacific Coast Borax Company, 
the white, U-shaped complex was purchased in 1968 by the late 
artist, actress and ballerina Marta Becket.

Becket stumbled across the ghost town to get a flat tire fixed, 
when she wandered over and looked through a chink in the Opera 
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HOUSE AND HOTEL PRESERVE MARTA BECKET’S LEGACY.
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House door. “Marta 
doesn’t see an abandoned, 
dusty public house,” 
says Fred Conboy, an 
Amargosa Opera House 
Inc. board member. 
“She sees what could 
be her future stage 
for performance and, 
moreover, walls that 
become the famous 
Amargosa Opera 
House murals, which 
is the crown jewel 
of  the Death Valley 

Junction experience.”
Becket took her brush to the walls, and covered them floor 

to ceiling in Renaissance murals. When I arrive at the property, 
it’s been a few months since her death, which rocked the desert 
community in January when she passed at the age of  92. They’d 
watched her preserve the classic arts on that Opera House stage 
for nearly five decades – performing her own compositions in 
hand-sewn costumes, with handmade curtains and backdrops, too. 

“Your jaw drops because you can’t imagine how and why 
a woman from New York – a beautiful ballet dancer who was 
dancing on her toes into her 80s – had painted this magnificent set 
of  murals,” Conboy reminisces. “Who leaves New York City and 
paints Renaissance themes in the Mojave Desert?”

Upon my arrival, I head through the front doors to the dimly 
lit hotel lobby, and I imagine Becket behind the front desk. “How 
the hell are ya?” Conboy says was her regular greeting. There’s 
a cat sitting on the sofa, and the documentary “Amargosa” on 
view in the dining room. Becket’s work covers the walls. I run my 
fingers across the old stucco down the hallway, where many guests 
say they’ve seen ghosts. It leads to hotel rooms – each painted with 
its own theme – that Conboys says average about 8,000 to 10,000 
guests per year.

Back in the lobby, I look for the donation jar that Becket kept 
for the wild horses that make appearances throughout the year. 

CELEBRATION 
OF LIFE
Amargosa Opera House and 
Hotel host a weekend of events 
to honor Marta Becket. Special 
dinners will be hosted by the 
Amargosa Café prior to each event. 
(For dinner reservations, contact 
amargosacafedvj@gmail.com)

OCT. 20 | 7 P.M. | $20
Hilda Vazquez performs dance 
and pantomime on the Opera 
House stage.
For reservations, contact 
fossemalledance@gmail.com or 
805-688-8494.

OCT. 21 | 7 P.M. | $20
Enjoy a screening of “Amargosa,” 
followed by a Q-and-A with 
Emmy Award-winning director 
Todd Robinson, film producers 
Sidney Sherman and Kenneth A. 
Carlson, and executive producer 
Traci Robinson.
For reservations, contact 
fossemalledance@gmail.com or 
805-688-8494.
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Conboy says “the most magical 
experience” he’s ever had was a 
night sitting out on the veranda 
when he could hear the herd’s 
hooves splashing in a pool across 
the road. 

After a few minutes, I head 
over to the wooden front desk 
and pay $5 for a tour of  Becket’s 
“magnum opus,” the Opera 
House. When our guide opens the 
door, it takes a few seconds for my 
eyes to adjust to the darkness from 
the glare of  the Mojave. Slowly, 
the faces of  a king, a queen and 
multitudes of  other spectators 
overtake my periphery; cherubs 
shine down from a blue sky on 
the ceiling. Becket painted her 
own audience so she could always 
perform to a crowd.

Our guide takes us into a back 
corner, where a cat is painted close 
to the floor. He tells us to shine 
our phones on the animal and, 
immediately, small kittens appear in 
the feline’s stomach. I wonder what 
else Becket hid in her paintings, the 
nuances we may never know or 
understand. And looking up at the 
stage, I wonder what it was like to 
see her dance. “Ballet could absorb 
all of  me, physically and spiritually,” 
she wrote in her autobiography. “In 
dance, I am the instrument instead 
of  the player of  the instrument. 
In painting, there again, I am only 
I behind the brush. In dance, I 
become the painting.”

“While she was talking with you 
about the moment, looking at her murals or one of  her beautiful 
paintings that are still there, [it] would almost be as if  she were 
gathering wool from another realm and creating something as we 
were speaking,” Conboy says. “You always got that feeling that 
she was at her loom or she was painting a canvas in her mind, or 
maybe even dancing while we were talking. Her creative process 
was to use the moment as the grist for her creating now.”

Since her passing, Conboy and others, too, haven’t sat still 
– the Las Vegas Review-Journal reported earlier this year that the 
California Attorney General’s office notified the nonprofit it 
needed to address missed filings and unpaid fees dating back to 
2011. Now, Conboy says, their nonprofit status is reinstated and 
they have “filed all delinquent returns, paid taxes or arranged 
payment plans.” Meanwhile, they’ve completed a feasibility study 

on the stucco around the property, fixed 
some plumbing, and addressed electrical 
and roofing issues. They’re also working 
on a prop and costume museum that will 
involve professional curators.

“We can’t do a wholesale restoration 
yet,” Conboy explains. “But we’re 
looking at the original feasibility study 
about what should be done to preserve 
it in perpetuity, while at the same 
time balancing that off the resources 
we have.” 

Before my trip, Conboy told me that 
if  I needed cell phone service, to cross 
the street to the “talus mound remnants 
from the Borax refining mill” adjacent to 
a pair of  water towers. “It’s the highest 
point in Death Valley,” he had joked. 
The nearby Longstreet Casino, he says, 
is also an option for accommodations 
for the more technologically inclined. 
But immersed in one woman’s lifelong 

creative work in the middle of  the desert, I kind of  like being off  
the grid.

Amargosa Opera House Inc. depends on income from the 
hotel and opera house performances, as well as the adjoining 
Amargosa Café. Run by Bobbi Fabian, the tiny restaurant boasts 
farm-to-table fare that’s earning its own reputation around Death 
Valley. It’s closed while I’m there. Instead, I wander back into 
the hotel and meander around the dining room, getting lost in 
Becket’s scenes.

Suddenly, one of  the men on my tour beckons me to the gift 
shop in the back of  the lobby. Through a window, he points to a 
small, grassy area outside. 

Beneath a tree are the herd of  wild horses, a foal among them. 
That’s magic enough for me. 
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