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Mary MacLane, standing, with her brothers and sister (seated, left
to right) John James, Dorothy Margaret, and James Whitby.

“] HAVE NEVER BEEN MYSELF”
INTRODUCING MARY MACLANE

Julia Watson

Mary MacLane’s literary fortunes have been as varied as her
audacious and inimitable writing. In 1902, with the publication of
The Story of Mary MacLane—by Herself (henceforth referred
to as Story), which she wrote at nineteen, she was celebrated
and widely read. A century later, by contrast, she is often dismissed
as an outmoded, sensation-seeking writer of effusive style—and
rarely mentioned in literary or feminist histories of Modernism.
Regarded as the béte noire of Montana life writing and dubbed
the “Wild Woman of Butte” for the scandalous revelations of
Story and the fame and notoriety she acquired after it was
published, MacLane in her young years was a literary sensation.
She became one of the most popular and widely translated writers
of the first decade of the twentieth century, lauded by Ernest
Hemingway, Hart Crane, and Gertrude Stein as an important
influence in their quests for a new American style. But her literary
star sank in the Roaring Twenties as quickly as it had risen, and
Story was out of print in the United States until 1991.

Mary MacLane, however, is more than a one-book literary
curiosity. She published three book-length autobiographical
narratives, and many of the short essays she wrote for the
Butte Evening News in 1910-11 (several nationally
syndicated) crackle with wry humor and complex insights.
When a history of the emergence of a western subjectivity
in autobiography is written (as it has not yet been), MacLane
will deserve a place in it alongside such better-known early
twentieth-century writers as Mary Austin (Earth Horizon,
1932) and Zitkala Sa (“Impressions of an Indian Childhood”
and other essays of 1900 in American Indian Stories).'
Indeed, as readers we need to find ways of reading life
narrative that value the innovative experiments in self-making
of MacLane’s prose.
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MacLane reworks the private form of the diary as a site of
exploratory and boldly public self-presentation. And her keen
eye for detail renders precise observations of objects, places,
and people that memorably evoke the texture of everyday life in
the early twentieth century. True, she does not fit the model of
western writers who express an attachment to place and region
as self-defining; Montana memoirist Mary Clearman Blew’s
sense of being embodied in place when she declares, “I am bone-
deep in landscape,” is not MacLane’s perception.? Hers is more
an anxiety of place, as [ have elsewhere suggested.’ MacLane’s
Stqry, centered on the place she called Butte-Montana, expresses
uritation about the “forlom” world of Butte with its “dry, warped
people” (pages 14-15), its “sand and barrenness,” and
complements her sense of herself as a kind of “Nothingness”
(148).* The citizens of Butte may not forgive this prodigal
daughter’s denunciations of their town or her walking out on it,
repeatedly from 1902 on, for the “treacherous” glamour of
Eastern cities, especially New York’s bohemian Greenwich
Vi!lgge. But, although MacLane periodically left Montana, her
writing is shot through with conflicting emotions about it, an anxiety
of place that may be more truly “western” than romantic sentiment.

THE BIOGRAPHICAL, MARY MACLANE

Surprisingly, no full-length biography of MacLane exists,
although Carolyn J. Mattern, Barbara Miller, Virginia Terris, and
Leslie A. Wheeler have done shorter studies of her.5 The
contradictory contours of MacLane’s life have fascinated some
women critics, though most have focused on her life, not her
writing, and tend to read her books as transparent self-reflections,
rather than the performances of an artistic subject constantly in
the making. Readers might turn first to the extraordinary web-
site (marymaclane.com) developed by the late Elisabeth Pruitt’s
husband, Michael R. Brown, which contains extensive information
drawn from her collection and research on MacLane’s biography,
p1.1b1ished works, friends and influences, photographs, critical
views of her work, and, oddly, multiple personality (Pruitt
experienced dozens of personalities), as well as two important
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collections of her early letters, notably to her publisher. Pruitt’s
1993 edited collection of MacLane’s writing was a ground-
breaking revival of her work that contains several short essays,
as well as the unexpurgated version of Sfory, and an extensive
bibliography of writings by and on MacLane, to which this
introduction is indebted.

When Mary MacLane died in 1929, aged forty-eight, in a
rooming house in Chicago, The Chicagoan lauded her not as
the New Woman of social revolution but as the original “New
Female” of flapperism who started a revolution in manners that
came to shape both the living and the writing of Modernism.®
Her rise from Montana obscurity to international fame in 1902
was meteoric. Born in Winnipeg (Manitoba), Canada, on May 1,
1881, of Scotch and Canadian Presbyterian parents, MacLane
had two brothers and one sister. Her father supported the family
first by serving as an agent for the Canadian government, then
investing in cattle herds and flatboats. When Mary was four, the
MacLane family moved near Fergus Falls in western Minnesota,
which she evokes in an affectionate recollection of 1889, her
seventh year, “The Autobiography of the Kid Primitive,” published
in 1910. That was also the year that MacLane’s father, James,
died, leaving his family an inheritance that enabled them, in 1891,
to move to Butte, Montana. There MacLane’s moth;:r, Margaret,
married a longtime friend Henry Klenze, whose imprudent
investments in mining and other fields eventually drained the family
funds. Klenze later committed suicide (around 1925). ‘

The MacLanes lived at 419 North Excelsior Street in Butte,
where Mary, at Butte High School, wrote editorials for and edited
the school paper, gave an oration on Charles Dickens, and
developed a crush on her literature teacher Fannie Corbin.
Thereafter, at home, she began writing, from January 13 to April

13, with an afterword on October 28, 1901, what she calls “a
record of three months of Nothingness,” the dated reflections
that became her first book (228). Her “shocking” original title, I
Await the Devil s Coming, was rejected by the publisher, Herbert
S. Stone and Co. of Chicago, who substituted The Story of Mary
MacLane—by Herself. In a letter the teenaged MacLane
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prot.este.:d to no avail the change of title and the omission of her
dedication of her book “To the Devil Of the Steel-Gray Eyes
Who One Day may Come—Who Knows?—1I Dedicate wit};
the Mad Love of A Young Weary Wooden Heart Thi; My
Book.” Pu'blished in April 1902 (in an edited form t1’1at ex::ised
some e.:ntrles and her capital letters), the narrative was an
immediate and controversial sensation, selling 100,000 copies in
thfe ﬁrs.t month.® Within a few years it had been translated into
thirty-six languages and praised by leading writers for it startling
frfas_hpn?ss. Even the redoubtable H. L. Mencken, despite
cnticizing MacLane as a “Puritan wooed and torturéd by the
leers of beauty,” praised MacLane’s prose for its resilience
g;ul;irilc?fand ﬁo:lverful language and saluted her as “the Butté
shkirtseff,” alluding t i i
Rusinisefl,” diarist‘gg o the precocious nineteenth-century
An immediate literary celebrity, MacLane moved to New York
.where' she became a focus of both criticism and praise. She was,
Interviewed by Zona Gale, who contrasted the woman that Sto
had proclaimed a thief and gambler with “The Real Marr;)
MacLane,” whom she characterized as looking like “a Madonna
anq apot Qf sweet lavender and a fall of old lace,” a demure yet
daring child-woman.! Story was analyzed by literary critics
threatened with censorship, and parodied in popular songs anci
cartoqns for MacLane’s frank, brazen, proud musings on
sexuality, friendship, and, always, herself. MacLane’s literary
career of excess and notoriety was launched. The extent of her
fame and scandalous reputation were such that the New York
World ran a forum for reader response, “What do you think of
Mary MacLane?” Living primarily in Greenwich Village, with
some wm?ers in St. Augustine, Florida, she enjoyed and ﬂa,unted
her celebrity, making heralded appearances in fashionable places
In 1905, while summering in Rockland and Boston, she led the;
Fourth of July parade float, lying on a divan beneath a silk canopy
‘as the cr_owd applauded.' She was so well known that
‘MacLaneism” became a term for rebelliousness in young women. 2
But MacLane’s literary achievements did not keep pace wiih
her media celebrity and cosmopolitan life. Her 1903 book of
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musings on life and letters, My Friend Annabel Lee, was a flop.
Her editorials for various newspapers and magazines were
syndicated around the country, but did not net her enough money
to continue living well and she was reduced to what she called
“Grim Penury.”"* From 1906 to 1909 she wrote dozens of letters
to her publisher, M. Elijah Stone, protesting that she was reduced
to pawning her clothes and pleading, with droll irony, to be paid.
Finally remunerated, she returned to Butte late in 1909 where,
after surviving a bout of scarlet fever, she began writing lively
editorials for the Butte Evening News. Some of these reflections
on her experiences east and west are memorable pieces, with
titles such as “A Waif of Destiny on the High Seas” and “Mary
MacLane Meets the Vampire on the Isle of Treacherous
Delights” (Manhattan). Publication of a revised edition of Story
in 1912 by Duffield and Co. of New York, with a new chapter on
her life in the intervening decade emphasizing her self-invention,
netted her some income.' She remained primarily in Butte,
apparently visiting many of its seedy evening locales.'” And she
worked for years on the sequel to Story, titled I, Mary MacLane:
A Diary of Human Days, which was published in ]1917. But,
despite its avowed feminism, it lacked the brash irreverence of
Story and, in the new realism of World War I, was not
successful.’ It is now forgotten, despite some fine passages in
praise of humble objects, such as one on her fondness for “a
Cold Boiled Potato.”"’

MacLane also developed a project, based on a 1910 article, in
which she characterized relationships with men as “a fascinating,
fascinating game” that let her play the vamp and romantic
aggressor.'® A producer for Essanay Studios commissioned her
to write a screenplay for the film produced in 1917 and released
nationally in 1918. Flamboyantly titled Men Who Have Made
Love to Me, it dramatized MacLane’s romances with six types
of men—a callow youth, a literary man, a decadent gentleman, a
cave man, a bank clerk, and a husband—and starred MacLane
herself in a ninety-minute feature.' It received a mixed reception
and was banned by the censor in some states; in the short-lived
public enthusiasm for vamps such as Pola Negri and Theda Bara,
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it was soon forgotten.? Apparently the sole print of the film was
destroyed in a fire and only ads and announcements for jt exist
today; two are on the website, Although its production encouraged
MacLane 'to move to Chicago, she seems to have ceased writing
gnd fa‘llen }nto obscurity, as she predicted she would in a newspaper
mterv1eW in 1902.*' Wheeler notes her arrest for allegedly stealin
dresses in 1919, and film historian Kevin Brownlow observef
that hpr 1jeported attire, a kimono, suggests she had had turned to
prostitution.” Reportedly, she was addicted to gambling and died
alone and friendless.” But Barbara Miller, drawing on the
resear.ch of Virginia Terris, asserts that MacLane had an African
Amerlcal} woman photographer friend who tended her in her
lastdaysina Chicago roominghouse. With her death just before
the stock market crash ended the Roaring Twenties, her work

was forgotten until 1970s feminism brought a revival of interest
in early western women writers.

AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL N, ARRATIVE, LiES, AND EGOTISM
INSTORY

Story is a narrative of the coming of age of a young woman
a process that constructs what we think of as the “life” of Ma :
Machme. But the interpretation of what it meant to be her dgil
not exist ur.ltil she wrote it. That is, her text is a performance, not
a factual biography, as is evident in her fantasies of the st’eel
gray-eyed man-devil she awaits and her musings about'thz
anemone lady. As she stated to Zona Gale, “I pose all the time
.. I have a hundred sides, and I turn first one way and then the;
other....I }'1ave never been myself, excepting to two friends.”
The precocious MacLane styled herself as a literary charac.ter
whom I call “Mary” and in Story tried out several voices in the
process of writing what she calls her “Portrayal,” a self-portrait
that In every sense “made” her. While Mark Twain dismissed
autoblc?graphy as lies and damned lies, MacLane understood its
strategic uses in creating a subject that only exists when putinto
lfmg.uage. Therefore, our interest is less in the factual truth of
life in 1901 Butte that she portrays—though there is rich detail
of everyday life for historians to mine—than in her interpretation
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of the experience of being a woman alive there, at that time.
Where did MacLane encounter the radical notions that shape
her self-presentation as genius, artist, bad girl—Iliar, thief,
gambler—and frustrated sensuous woman? One source was the
nineteenth-century European Romantic cult of the artist as genius
celebrated in the poems of Lord Byron and the writings of women
such as Charlotte Bronte in Jane Eyre and, above all, Marie
Bashkirtseff. Born in Russia in the mid-nineteenth century,
Bashkirtseff was raised in Paris and died at twenty-four, leaving
behind diaries declaring her genius and expressing her desire to
win fame and love as a great painter.? Insisting on the unique
artistic gifts that distinguished her, Bashkirtseff declared herself
the only person who could satisfy her romantic longing .2 This
notion surely struck MacLane, who praises Bashkirtseff but
asserts that her own self-portrayal has “a stronger individuality”
7).

MacLane’s self-presentation is informed by another literary
mode, the pose of world-weary ennui developed in the poetry
and essays of Charles Baudelaire and the Symbolists, such as
Joris Karl Huysmans, who felt alienated from the middle-class
bourgeoisie and its European cultural legacy, and were considered
“decadent.” While it seems unlikely that she read them,
expressions of fin-de-siécle weariness were alive in popular
writing at the turn of the century, even in far-flung Butte. Like a
Symbolist vision of sterile civilization expressed as a desert
landscape, MacLane described her setting in Butte “sand and
barrenness.” And its aridity was congenial to her own cultivation
of an interior landscape of Nothing. When Mary announces, at
both the beginning and the end of Story that she is “a philosopher
of the peripatetic school, a thief, a genius, a liar, and a fool,” like
a jaded sensualist, she characterizes the “Nothing” of her outer
and inner worlds as both a “bitterness” and a “‘burlesque-tragedy”
(225).

While several critics have dismissed MacLane’s Story as the
writing of a pretentious egotist, [ would argue to the contrary
that, precisely because of its pleasure in self-exploration, Story
remains fresh, frank, and funny. Consider MacLane’s opening
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declaration to the reader- “I, of womankind and of nineteen years,
will now begin to set down as full and frank a Portrayal as I am
able of myself, Mary MacLane, for whom the world contains
notaparallel. . . . Thave in me a quite unusual intensity of life. .
.. lam a genius. . . . I have attained an egotism that is rare
indeed. . . . I am quite, quite odd” (2). This self-presentation is
striking for many reasons. It announces a subject asserting her
difference from all others and her assured knowledge of herself,
In women’s autobiographical writing, that is a landmark moment,
Many readers have reacted to MacLane’s self-presentation as
a kind of blind egotism, and indeed MacLane ironically counts
egotism as an accomplishment, But her self-knowledge also
admits, in the same passage, to miserable unhappiness, lies, and
bad faith. Hers is the complex self-relationship of the
autobiographer engaged in written self-creation, like Michel de
Montaigne in his sixteenth-century Essays, Jean-Jacques
Rousseau in his eighteenth- century Confessions, and Stendhal
in his nineteenth-century The Life of Henry Brulard before
her.?” All build up increasingly elaborate self-portrayals

emphasizing not the facts of external history but the paradoxical

truth of interior experience: I am who T am. While MacLane’s

sense of the contours of that portrait would change over time, as

in the 1912 revision of Story, her self-stylizing cannot be called

lies, since it cannot be proven false—her inventions are part of
her, experiments in self-making by one who is, in the best sense
of the word, self-centered.

MacLane exploits the possibilities of autobiography, styling
herselfas a “bad girl” in contrast to other models of womanhood,
such as the lady, domestic women like her mother, and the
virtuous heroines of novels: long to cultivate my element of
Badness,” she states, wishing for “seven years of Jjudicious
Badness, and then death” (162). She states with amusement, “]
am a plain downright thief” (102). Buteven in chronicling several
petty thefts in Story, including the theft of three dollars from a
woman of Butte who could afford it, she makes the occasion of
her transgression a redemptive act, describing how she used the
money to buy chrysanthemums for an Irish woman she befriended
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in Butte’s Dublin Gulch area (104—6). MacLane’s use of
confession, then, is strategic, denouncing herse.lf to win Fhe
reader’s attention and to condemn moral pretension. In calling
herself a “sham,” a “fraud,” a “liar” and a fool, as we.ll‘ as a
genius, she shows her depth of self-knowledge and ablht}{ tc?
play roles, as autobiographers have done thr,?ughout the centuries;
“Every day of my life I am playing a part (?6).
As Mary Austin would do in Earth Horizon (and pro.bably
learned from her), MacLane at times speaks of he.rself in the
third person as a created character both admirable .and
contemptible (126). In shaping a persona, Story, although written
as a set of diary entries, has many features of an al{toblography.
It cultivates a self-conscious “I”” and shapes the deta1l. of everyday
life into a story of self-discovery structureq as a journey that
anticipates an artistic destination. Parts of 1.t are relateq to the
spiritual autobiography of interior quest, pain, ::ind longing for
deliverance, with a project of redemptive conf§§s1on, though he'rs
is inverted as a blasphemous narrative of waiting for th.e Devil.
Story also engages other modes of the autoblographlcalz_tlze
female coming-of-age story, the story of the growth of the artist’s
mind, and the literary self-portrait. .
Remarkably, MacLane’s “Portrayal” of “a creature of intense
passionate feeling” is a completed boolf, rather tha.n an open-
ended private journal (228).2 MacLane’s htc?rary style'ls a _pastlc.he
of many forms, combining incantatory lists and litanies Wxth
manifesto-like declarations calculated to both shock and entlc'e.
Her reader is invited to be both sparring partner and po.tent?al
lover. Focusing on a domestic, everyday world, _w1th its
toothbrushes and porterhouse steaks, MacLane enunciates her
difference from those around her and traces the emerging
contours of a unique “L.” For example, she calls on the Dev11. to
deliver her from the tastes that define banal people who l}ke
“fried eggplant, fried beef-steak, fried por.k-cho,l,as‘: z}nd”frled
French toast,” along with many other “ordma_ry, nice,” and
“pleasant” things (133-34). Her genius consists, she asserts,
precisely in her cultivation of Nothing ( 1 36). Mary defines herself
negatively—not this, not that, not anything, through her exuberant
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lists of particulars. Both Nothing and all to herself, she remakes
the conundrums of self-portraiture for a new kind of subject, a
young woman asserting herself as an independent literary presence.
Few literary scholars have discussed MacLane’s writing at
length. An exception is Patricia Meyer Spacks who, in The
Female Imagination three decades ago, gave a sustained reading
of fS'toKy. She characterizes MacLane as a prototypical woman
artist struggling to carve out a space of self-expression distinct
from the male tradition that dominated literature for two millennia.
Spacks sees MacLane as engaged in active storytelling to shape
a.self .th.rough a Romantic ideal. While criticizing MacLane’s
“imaginings” as at times “grandiose, empty, self-indulgent, her
prose unbearably self-caressing,” Spacks acknowledges that what
may strike us as narcissism was a form of self-preservation for
MacLane in an environment hostile to, and dismissive of
women.? Spacks praises the frequent focus of MacLane’s writing’
on the. real, material world—her olives and onions—and the
intensity of her self-creation. Readers might dispute eastern
intellectual Spacks’s claim that MacLane’s “choice of Butte over
Boston,” when she returned to live there in 1909 was “the choice
of . fantasy over reality,” a return to a marginal feminized
existence.” Clearly Spacks had no inkling of the fast women
and newly rich miners who walked the streets and haunted the
brothels of Butte, memorably characterized in the narrative of a
prostitute’s life, Madeleine, and described in Mary Murphy’s
study of prostitution in Butte.?' Despite taking MacLane seriously
as a woman writer, Spacks’ treatment of her is often harsh and
dismissive. She diagnoses MacLane as a fantasizing allegorist
compulsive about art and life, “masochistic,” “solipsistic,” and
contemptuous of others.” But this rush to judgment may say
more about the limitations of the critical moment of the early 1970s
in which Spacks wrote than about MacLane. My essay on Montana
women writers discusses MacLane as a writer reimagining the
urban frontier as a site dramatizing her own anxiety of place
both discouraging her literary impulse with its “barrenness” anci
provoking her to engagement with its contradictions.

INTRODUCTION XV

LOVE, SEXUALITY, AND THE BODY IN S7ORY

Much of the power of MacLane’s writing comes from her

engagement with her own body and the physicality of the material
world. She voices self-expression in erotic terms at a time when
women lacked visible public lives. At various points throughout
Story Mary expresses desire for the love of three others: Fannie
Corbin, her former teacher in Butte High School, whom she calls
the “anemone lady” (29); the man-Devil (she capitalizes the name)
with steely-gray eyes; and Napoleon. What this extraordinary
cast of characters has in common is that all are remote from
both her and Butte, and all designed to shock, titillate, and impress
the reader with the intensity of Mary’s passionate imagination.
Her desire for the anemone lady is enclosed in memories of the
past (Corbin has moved east) when her presence stirred Mary
with “strange sweet passions” (72) of first love, provoking poetic
sensations of music and lush visions (130). Mary describes the
romantic friendship she feels for the anemone lady as “man-
love” and “a strange attraction of sex” (131). Spacks interprets
MacLane’s “self-image of bisexuality” as characteristi¢ of the
artist and marking her “tragic” rather than “triumphant . . .
difference from others.”

But according to Lillian Faderman, another critic of second-
wave feminism who wrote a pioneering study of lesbian writers,
Surpassing the Love of Men, MacLane is a proto-lesbian
pioneer. For Faderman, the early MacLane in Story naively
expresses romantic love for a woman, while her later sexual
sophistication in I, Mary MacLane leads her to repudiate a lesbian
orientation as “contraband,” “twisted,” a “warped” predilection.*
Faderman focuses on Mary’s declaration of her love for Fannie
Corbin, the anemone lady, and her assertion of stirrings of “a
convulsion and a melting within” in Corbin’s presence (96). She
reads young Mary’s question, “Do you think a man is the only
creature with whom one may fall in love?” (131) as a declaration
of masculine-identified sexuality.’® For Faderman, MacLane’s
disclosure of lesbian desire in Story is consistent with the
nineteenth century’s innocent view of romantic friendships
between women, while her 1917 autobiography shifts, like the
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Dew century, to regarding them as sick and sinfu] lesbianism.3
Faderman, however, does not discuss Mary’s major passion
throughout Story, her profession of love for the devil who is, in her
account, a distinctly masculine, steely-eyed aesthete. Though
MacLane’s sexual orientation seems too fluid to be exclusively
identified with either homosexuality or heterosexuality, both the
textual Mary and the biographical MacLane are sexually
adventurous, with an enduring pleasure in shocking the bourgeoisie,
in Butte and elsewhere. And details of her essay and destroyed
1917 film, Men Who Have Made Love to Me, suggest that, while
MacLane styled herself as flamboyantly sexual, she lived a freely
experimental but predominantly heterosexual life.

While the anemone lady is enshrined and idealized in the past
of memory, Story is directed toward the future Mary awaits, the
coming of the man-Devil; her solicitation is a shocking invitation
at the time it was written. In the litany of pieties from which
Mary asks to be delivered, the Devil is depicted as a powerful
agent of change (132-34). Her sympathy for the devil in their
Imagined conversation of April 3 presents him as the one
companion who could deliver her from loneliness. The man-
Devil’s “fascinating steel-gray eyes” are both “quizzical” and
“tender” when Mary proposes their marriage as a bohemian
consummation that he, with amusement, defers (206). As an
externalization of her unconscious, he both mirrors Mary to herself
and eludes her desire, forcing her to continue writing.

The third of this unholy trinity is perhaps the oddest—
the former French emperor Napoleon Bonaparte. Mary claims
to have seventeen portraits of him that she values for their wildly
divergent faces: ugly, heartless, masterly, unwashed, ill-humored,
and a host of contradictory attributes (1 79-80). But he too belongs
to the past, though one of public history rather than the private
communion with Corbin. And Mary sees herself only as
Napoleon’s wife, not the leader himself, so this vision of an ideal
is less compelling than the Devil, the partner in her imagined
future. All of these lovers seem to be versions of an ideal self,
powerful figures who enable her to defy convention and conjure
a self shaped in dialogue with their provocative images.

XVII
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Story is also MacLane’s narrative of her body, c.elebratm,g
her vigorous physicality without a sense of sh,ar.ne or sin. Mary’s
sensuality is suggested in her “narrow shapely’ _hlp‘s‘, Whose cuxt')v?s
she confesses she has helped flesh out. vs-n-th nine cam r}ic
handkerchiefs” (177). Her artistic sensibility resides 1.n.t S
MacLane family liver, an organ “fine anc? perfect, but sejnsmvel .
(179). At various times she characterlze_s her physu’;’al1 ;8
diversely and comically as a “starved, lean 11tt.le mud-caf‘ (120),
“a little wild savage” (47), but also more gr‘l‘mly asa ba.rrfan,
hungry heart” (110). But Mary also praises “my fine femlllmrrlte
body” (22) whose organs—stomach, liver, intestines, Igngs,z elz: ;
nerves—are a “wonderful, graceful mechanism” t ad
complements “my woman’s-mind” (23). And,“memorably an
repeatedly, she refers to herself in the plural as “we thre:,e . 2 my
wooden heart, my good young woman’s body, my sopl (1 )1.1

Mary’s pleasure in her body as h_er own possession, rat e;
than the object of others’ desire, is hnkec'l tg her enjoyment o
material things, especially food. Her df:sgrlptlon ofher sensuozus
pleasure in the art of eating an olive is _u_lstly famous (59-6 k)’;
Her hearty appetite also enjoys a “rare-broiled poﬂerhouie stee.l .
with “fresh, green young onions” (40) and the p‘late of hotS nch
fudge, with brown sugar” that shf: makc.:s daily (174). ulc
everyday material objects as the.s.1x famlly tootpbrusges % ;o
signify for her the banality of their S}_lmbollc family order gl —
90). Like her favorite writer, the English poet John Keats, v&l/1 o}rln
she read avidly, MacLane’s language is filtered through the
senses—taste, smell, touch, sound——creating a story of a young
woman living in and through her body and her senses.

MAacLANE WRITING BUTTE’S “WILD WOMAN’

Mary MacLane is the woman writer _citizens of Butte have
loved to hate. She was often denounced in newspaper accc?unts1
and cartoons as a bohemian “wild womgn” for her unconventlorﬁt

- Story and her flamboyant life, both in the east and when she
returned in 1909 as the prodigal daughtt?r. M:acLane also. saw
the citizenry of Butte as “bohemian,” but ina different way: asa
mix of Irish, Cornish, Finn, Chinese, Swedish, German, African,
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Mexican, Arabic and Central European Jewish families. Story
evokes the texture of immigrant Butte around 1900 as a
multicultural melting pot—its back-fence conversations about “the
miner’s family whose wife and mother wastes its substance in
diamonds and seal-skin coats and other riotous living” and “the
strange lady with an apoplectic complexion and a wonderfully
foul and violent flow of invective” (85). But the conclusion to
these vivid details rings with MacLane’s characteristic irony:
“And so this is Butte, the promiscuous—the Bohemian. And al]
these are the Devil’s playthings. They amuse him, doubtless.
Butte is a place of sand and barrenness. The souls of these
people are dumb” (85).

Story frequently defies and denounces what MacLane sees
as Butte’s puritanism and provincialism, using it as a backdrop,
“the setting for the personality of me” (13). But the irritation
about and anxiety of place MacLane displays toward “this Butte,”
as she called it in [, Mary MacLane, varies at different points in
her career. When she returned to Butte in 1909, MacLane
discovered that her connection to the town was deep, if
ambivalent, and complemented her sense of self. Butte becomes
not just a set of specific traits, but an idea of place that mirrors
and nurtures her idea of herself as a genius of Nothingness.
Although it initially irritated her to voice, in a decade of
autobiographical writing MacLane’s relationship to Butte shifted
from antagonistic to affectionate, though she retains anxiety about
the region that she valued less for its spectacular mountain views
than its congenial social world.

To the young journal writer in Story, Butte, with its “good
virtuous Christians” (53), was a “graveyard” (15). MacLane
denounces Butte as “forlorn” (15), its cemetery typifying its
ambiance: “The friends of the dry, warped people of Butte are
buried in this dusty dreary wind-havocked waste . . . the Devil
must rejoice in this graveyard” (15). Her catalog of the habits of
Butte’s immigrant citizens with their “wax-flowers offa wedding
cake, under glass” (133) and their “regular practices of rubbing
oily mixtures into their faces” (134), describes a lively but
uneducated place in which she complains of being “a genius
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starving in Montana in the barrenness” (200). The view out her
dining room window on North Excelsior Street at a defunct Butte
mining company sums up Mary’s view of the universe: “I l'ook
out of the window at a Pile of Stones and a Barrel of Lime.
These are in the vacant lot next to this house. . . . I feel at the
moment that the universe is a Pile of Stones and a Barrel of
Lime. They alone are the Real Things” (182-83). In_ Mary’s
mirror relationship to her Butte surroundings, it is “the picture of
me in my sand and barrenness” (139, emphasis added). _

As a writer’s landscape, however, Butte is sympathetic as
well as antagonistic: “Butte and its immediate vicinit}f present as
ugly an outlook as one could wish to see. Itis so ugly indeed that
it is near the perfection of ugliness. And anything perfc?ct,. or
nearly so, is not to be despised. I have reached some astonishing
subtleties of conception as [ have walked for miles over the sand
and barrenness among the little hills and gulches. Their utter
desolateness is an inspiration to the long, long thoughts and to the
nameless wanting.” If, like her life, Butte is “an empty damned
weariness,” it is also an inspiringly diverse locale (12). MacLane
asks, “For mixture, for miscellany—variedness, Bohemianism—
where is Butte’s rival?” (80)

After Story, MacLane increasingly acknowledged Butte’s

importance to her self-conception. She confides in the interview
with Zona Gale, “When I wrote my book . . . I hated Butte. I
hated the sand and the barrenness. I hated the people and the
life. Now I know I should love to go back there and live there. 1
know that I love Butte. I didn’t at nineteen. I do at twenty-
one.”’ After returning to Butte, MacLane also professed her
attachment to it in her Butte Evening News pieces. In “The
Borrower of Two-Dollar Bills—and Other Women,” she states:
“When you come right down to it, I am fond of those gay
buccaneers, the citizens of Butte, whose victims are the set-
apart individualities in their midst.”*

And in “The Second Story of Mary MacLane” (1910) she
extensively traces the history of her relationship to Butte,
acknowledging she was “pre-eminently a Butte product—a shy
and delicate creature born of this convulsive desolation.”® After
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her “wailing” at Butte in Story and experience of its curses in
response, MacLane claims, seven years later “something in Butte
subtly called me. I have heart-feelings for it. These barren hills
saw my mind’s awakening. . . . A certain deadly thrall hangs
over this little place, which impregnates one’s mind if one happens
to possess one—they’re rare—and brings it to a reckoning . . . .
It has an exquisite forlornness.”* MacLane sums up her changed
feeling for Butte thus: “The thing I took away with me from
Butte seven years ago—a restlessness of spirit, a shadowed and
turbulent mentality, a lack of inward peace—is the thing I’ve
brought back with me . . . Tam myselflike this little town with its
subtle deadly thrall upon it, yet fired with certain headlong
madnesses of youth.” Observing the “outward deadlock of this
semi-bewitched Butte,” she declares her allegiance to “the
darksome spirit of Butte-Montana hard and fastuponme” . . . “I
am once more a citizen of Butte.”*

Comparing Butte to her other home, New York City"‘s
Greenwich Village, where she spent several years after the
publication of Story, MacLane contrasts her two “Bohemian”
environments in “Mary MacLane Meets the Vampire on the Isle
of Treacherous Delights.” New York is characterized as “the
vampire, the cruel and much-loved” place that fills her with “a
half-insane emotion of far desire.”*? As a vampire it devours but
offers vivid, restless life until it drains its lovers: “The quality that
is so distinctively New Yorkish, and which Butte-Montana
conspicuously lacks . . . is the quality of deep and intimate
humanness.”* This urbane warmth, both intoxicating and “nerve-
racking,” is the opposite of the texture of life in Butte, MacLane
asserts: “Since I’ve been gone from it I realize that the people in
Butte are all abnormal in that they form no real intimacies. They
are as shy as wild seafowl with each other, and absolutely dead-
locked in iron-bound personal isolation. They have what they
call friendships . . . but . . . they are not, they seemingly can’t be,
intimate with each other. They think they exchange bits of their
personalities, when they are really exchanging only talk. . . . I
idly wonder as I sit here whether there would be anything intimate
about even the doing of a murder in Butte.”* Despite the “wild
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sea-bird shyness” that characterizes Butte for MacLane, she
denounces its conventionality as a place where “on-lookers make
scarlet mountains of drab mole hills.”*5 Ambivalent about her
“Bohemian” worlds both east and west, MacLane nonetheless
finally acknowledges Butte’s charm: “Butte is sordid, beastly
and time-serving—but withal full of romance and poetry and the
wideness of the west.”

In returning to Butte, MacLane found that the town had
imagined her as its bad girl or “wild woman.” In. “The
Autobiography of the Kid Primitive,” MacLane decries the
hostility the citizens of Butte directed at her in contrast to her
fond recollection of childhood in Fergus Falls. Ironically, her
perceived egotism both condemned her and made her colqrpns a
greatread. “If I seem mostly to write about myself for the cmze.ns
of Butte to run and read, it is not because of egotism and vanity
. . . [if 1] write for the Evening News about such things as the
condition of the roads, or the height of the Big Butte, or the look
of the highlands, or the color of the sunsets— . . . the people
who condemn me for egotism and all will be the first to cease
reading.”*”MacLane sensed that her notoriety had €éndeared her
to Butte as the writer its readers loved to hate.

THE ENDURING SIGNIFICANCE OF MARY MACLLANE

MacLane was an exceptional woman in taking herself
seriously as a writer and public figure at a time, in the? early
twentieth century, when relatively few women who aspired to
become artists dared question the boundaries of decorum and
domesticity. Unlike her contemporaries—the aristocratic Edith
Wharton, social reformers Ida B. Wells and Jane Addams, or
women who wrote from the security of their family homes—
MacLane fashioned an impudent autobiographical “I” that spoke
to an emerging Modernist sensibility. Her narratives created an
adventurous, if melodramatic, character who challenged
traditional limits of middle-class white women’s lives and
enjoyed—indeed flaunted—her own celebrity and' defiance of
convention. And, unlike many women who aspired to lead
independent, liberated lives before the success of women’s
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suffrage in 1920, MacLane made herself into a professional writer
despite her lack of education and mentoring. Her narratives, above
all, Story, are stirring portraits of what it meant to be alive—and
a woman desirous of being less marginal, more alive—at the
start of the twentieth century.

In her deeply ambivalent relationship to her western roots
MacLane seems to have internalized Butte’s enterprising,
assertive character while deploring the smug provinciality of the
town’s upstanding citizens. Despite her attraction to the dash
and elegance of eastern cities, she nurtured a restless desire for
raw, fresh experience that Butte’s rough character offered and
that increasingly eluded her in middle age. MacLane is both
exceptional to and representative of western women at the turn
of the century. In contrast to more frequently read Montana
women writers such as Nannie Alderson, a rancher’s wife who
immigrated from the East, MacLane grew up in emerging western
towns.* She composed her own narrative rather than telling it to
an interlocutor (as Alderson did in 4 Bride Goes West) and wrote
it as a passionate young woman hungry for a different world
rather than in middle-aged retrospection. As a professional writer
she articulated an unconventional critique of the West informed
both by urban eastern worldliness and European literary tastes.
MacLane’s West is not the frontier landscape of western novels
and her focus not an environmentalist’s view of the land. But in
writing Butte as a place of both “sand and barrenness® and
bustling immigrant diversity, she gives new meaning to the inland
Rockies as origin and home. Clearly, MacLane’s desire to escape
Butte was linked to her lifelong mental inhabiting of it and her
sense of being part of its diverse, rollicking community. As she,
at the conclusion of “The Autobiography of the Kid Primitive,”
urges “the gay buccaneers of Butte” to salute her and “mix. . . a
mental cocktail—of the gin of introspect, the vermouth of
retrospect, and the subtle bitter of unshed tears,” we too might
drink to her accomplishment in memorializing all of them.*
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Mary MacLane

THE STORY OF MARY MAcCLANE

Butte, Alontana,
January 13, 1901.
OF womankind and of nineteen years, will
now begin to set down as full and frank a
Portrayal as I am able of myself, Mary
MacLane, for whom the world contains not a
parallel.
I am convinced of this, for I am odd.
I am distinctly original innately and in
development.
I have in me a quite unusual intensity of
life.
I can feel.
I have a marvelous capacity for misery and
for happiness.
I am broad-minded.
I am a genius.
I am a philosopher of my own good
peripatetic school.
I care neither for right nor for wrong—my
conscience is nil.
My brain is a conglomeration of aggressive
versatility.
I have reached a truly wonderful state of
miserable morbid happiness.
I know myself, oh, very well.
I have gone into the deep shadows.



