CMary Mavane

by CAROLYN J. MATTERN

One of the major accomplishments of the recent feminist movement has been the
discovery of many women whose lives and contributions had been previously ignored
by historians. In the summer issue of this magazine, Leslie Wheeler introduced readers
to Mary Elizabeth MacLane, one of Montana’s most fascinating literary figures.

Mary MacLane was born in Winnipeg, Canada, in 1881, but her family moved to
Great Falls, Montana, in 1891 and then settled in Butte during the middle of the decade.
As a high school student, Mary was introverted and studious, and the people of Butte
took little notice of her. This inattention ended in 1902 when she published The Story
of Mary MacLane, an intimate portrayal of her innermost thoughts and feelings which
had been written when she was nineteen. Underscored by her powerful style, Mary’s
ideas about religion, marriage, and morality created an instant sensation, both in her
hometown and across the nation. Some critics, titillated by her unconventional ideas,
praised her originality; middle-class Butte, however, worried that her ideas might be
considered representative of the city and bitterly criticized her immorality and degen-
eracy. Whatever their reaction, few people could resist reading Mary MacLane’s book.

Emboldened by her royalties, Mary left Butte within a few months of the book’s
publication to travel in the East. For a time the yellow press followed her every move,
savoring every unconventional thing she did and every outspoken thing she said. Ulti-
mately the admiring crowd lost interest, and Mary settled in Boston to resume her
writing. Her second volume, My Friend Annabel Lee (1903), attracted little notice, and
although Mary continued to write, she increasingly associated herself with members
of the eastern literary bohemia. In 1909 she returned to Butte, where she wrote a series
of newspaper articles, renewed her local reputation for peculiar behavior, and worked
on a new book. This volume, I, Mary MacLane, which was several years in the writing,
did not appear until 1917, and although similar in conception to her first book, it at-
tracted only moderate attention. It did, however, earn her a contract with a Chicago
studio to write and star in a film version of one of her feature stories, “Men Who Have
Made Love to Me.” On this last bizarre note Mary dropped from public notice, and
she died, alone and impoverished, in a Chicago hotel in 1929.

Certainly, there is much in the outward aspects of Mary MacLane’s life and ideas
to suggest that she should be interpreted merely as an eccentric woman who wrote
strange, shocking things. Such an interpretation, however, is superficial and does
little to illumine our understanding of women’s life in the past. While it is granted that
she was not typical of the young women of her time, Mary MacLane’s ideas arose and
developed for reasons that are fully explainable within the context in which she lived.
Indeed, her ideas were not only understandable, they were, in large part, representative
of the mainstream of feminist thought. In this light, Mary MacLane’s story emerges
not as an historical footnote, but as an important document in the history of women
in the United States.
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POSE NO 2. She rests her chin in her hands—elbows
on her knees. She wears a bright and interested look.
common with her as is No. 1.

POSE NO. 3. She grasps the arms
of the chair vigorously, and re-
clines. Her expression is that of|
expectation, verging on impa-
tience.

POSE NO. 5. She
stands at her full
height, with head
thrown back and a
disposition to be
haughty. This is her
attitude when in-
clined to defy the
world and its opin-
ion.

POSE NO. 4. Here
she has a picture
pose. She sweeps
the train of her
gown in line with
her body, straight-
ens her arms and
spreads her fingers
on the window sill,
her back to her

Adapted from

Butte Intermountain ol POSE NO. 1. Miss Maclane leans forward with her arms
July 12, 1902 straightened and her hands clasped between her knees. Her
eyes are half closed and she wears a reminiscent expression. A

faint smile plays on her face. Her fingers are never quiet.

“Our Little Mary MacLane Will Outgrow It”
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