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PRAISE FOR MARY MACLANE


“I know of no other writer who can play upon words so magically. Mary MacLane is one of the few who actually knows how to write English. She senses the infinite resilience, the drunken exuberance, the magnificent power & delicacy of the language.”

—H.L. MENCKEN




“A girl wonder.”

—HARPER’S MAGAZINE




“A pioneering newswoman and later a silent-screen star, considered the veritable spirit of the iconoclastic Twenties.”

—BOSTON GLOBE




“Her first book was the first of the confessional diaries ever written in this country, and it was a sensation.”

—NEW YORK TIMES




“The first of the self-expressionists, and also the first of the Flappers.”

—CHICAGOAN




“One of the most fascinatingly self-involved personalities of the 20th century”

—THE AGE




“Mary MacLane comes off the page quivering with life … Moving.”

—THE TIMES (LONDON)




“She was an extraordinarily gifted girl … She had a natural gift for crisp and concise expression, a keen, undisciplined intelligence and the emotional sensibility of a true artist.”

—NEW YORK TRIBUNE




“A pioneering feminist … A sensation.”

—FEMINIST
BOOKSTORE NEWS






I AWAIT THE DEVIL’S COMING
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MARY MACLANE (1881–1929) was born in Winnipeg, Canada, but soon after her family moved to rural Minnesota, then to the frontier mining town of Butte, Montana. MacLane hated the isolation and began writing for her school newspaper, and keeping a diary about what she couldn’t write in the newspaper, such as her discovery of her bisexuality. It would become her first book, I Await the Devil’s Coming, published in 1902 when she was nineteen (under the more sedate title The Story of Mary MacLane, a change her publisher made without consulting MacLane). The book was a sensation, selling 100,000 copies in its first month alone and enabling her to leave Montana. It also led to widespread outrage, and MacLane quickly became a household name, writing newspaper columns and going on speaking tours. She moved first to Chicago, then to Rockland, Massachusetts, then to Greenwich Village, New York. By her own account she lived a decadent life during these years, and although she published another memoir, I, Mary MacLane, and wrote and starred in a now-lost autobiographical silent film, Men Who Have Made Love to Me, her lifestyle took its toll. MacLane was found dead in a Chicago hotel room in 1929, of causes now unknown. Her works fell almost immediately into obscurity.

JESSA CRISPIN is a critic and the editor-in-chief of Bookslut, a webzine founded in 2002. She is a book critic for NPR and contributor to PBS’s Need to Know, and has written for the Washington Post, the Chicago Sun-Times, the Guardian and the Globe and Mail.
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THE NEVER SINK LIBRARY

I was by no means the only reader of books on board the Neversink. Several other sailors were diligent readers, though their studies did not lie in the way of belles-lettres. Their favourite authors were such as you may find at the book-stalls around Fulton Market; they were slightly physiological in their nature. My book experiences on board of the frigate proved an example of a fact which every book-lover must have experienced before me, namely, that though public libraries have an imposing air, and doubtless contain invaluable volumes, yet, somehow, the books that prove most agreeable, grateful, and companionable, are those we pick up by chance here and there; those which seem put into our hands by Providence; those which pretend to little, but abound in much.

—HERMAN MELVILLE, WHITE JACKET
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INTRODUCTION
BY JESSA CRISPIN

What are we to do with the ambition of young Midwestern girls? It’s the kind of stuff that has toppled governments, redrawn borders, and decimated cities when it exists in dashing young men sitting astride horses. But it seems like a tease, a cosmic joke, to burden a girl from Montana with such a useless force.

Mary MacLane, as she is soon to tell you, was born in Winnipeg in 1881. And rather than being blessed with the natural cooperative qualities that it takes for a woman to survive on the late nineteenth-century prairie, she was sent into this world with the ambition and the mad genius of a Napoleon. Because prairie women are not demure or feminine. They are rock solid and weathered. But to live out there, exposed to the elements and trying to wrestle a life off or out of the land, takes a communal spirit. It takes sisterhood. One day the land will turn on you, as is its way, and the only thing that will keep you alive will be your fellow woman.

Poor Mary was not born an approachable young woman. She was meant to lead the rabble, not to co-exist within it. Ask her for a cup of sugar and you’ll find yourself mysteriously spitting up pins. She was the kind of headstrong, caustic little thing that was branded a witch just a handful of centuries earlier.

And so what to do? The standard ways of expressing that sort of energy—bomb throwing, revolutions, bloody coups—were not available to her. What was she to do with her genius?

She decided to write a memoir. Of course. At nineteen she picked up her pen and introduced herself to the world. She did not only reveal her weaknesses and faults, she reveled in them. She luxuriated in them. She took her revenge on her family, her community, and her God, deciding that if she was to be cast out, she wouldn’t cling to the gates, sobbing and promising reformation. Like all good outcasts, she had her bags packed when they came to ostracize her. And once past the city gates, she just kept on going.

And it was the girls who responded to her wild call. Girls burdened with ambition, with vanity, with pride, moving through a world that saw such assets as pointless in the feminine creatures. An army of girls, desperate to be led off into battle somewhere. Anywhere. Mary MacLane was a hit, and it was the girls who made her so. Her book, this book, was a bestseller, not only a bestseller but a sensation and an event, and it gave her access to a wholly different kind of life. An urban life. A wild, singular life of booze, of men, of the stage, of fame and fortune. The Devil has his pleasures, and after pledging her devotion to him in this memoir, she sampled them all.

But now we find ourselves in a bit of a quandary with dear Mary MacLane. If the Devil, as part of their lovers’ pact, took her a hundred years thence to see the kind of mark her wild life and her wild books left on the world, what would she find? In her memoir she longs for a legacy, not only to scorch the earth with her words but to leave something rooted and fixed, and her mark is … what? A short Wikipedia page. Some out-of-print books. A film that has been lost to time. A small Butte house that bears her name, but whose roof is caving in.

Even the notice of her death, printed in a Chicago newspaper in 1929, is short and vague: her body found in an anonymous hotel room, at the age of forty-eight, cause of death unknown. There was no funeral parade of young girls swarming through the streets of Chicago, rending their garments and smearing their faces with ashes, emitting terrible animal-like sounds of mourning. Perhaps there should have been. Perhaps if she had been taken younger. But Mary had peaked, she has passed.

She had always been something of a joke to a certain element, the passions and occupations of teenage girls rarely being declared important by the establishment. When she published her follow-up memoir, I, Mary MacLane, in 1917, it was roundly rejected by the elite, though in intensity of performance and intimate revelation it’s as striking and effective as I Await the Devil’s Coming. It’s difficult to tell whether she cared, she so rarely flashed her vulnerability. Did she truly long for acceptance by the literary community? Did she want to be declared a genius by someone older than fifteen? It’s hard to see past her scorn for authority, her kneejerk rejection of those who might reject her.

And beyond the elite, Mary MacLane’s relationship to the rest of the world had changed. She was ahead of her time at nineteen, but perhaps the greatest tragedy of her career was that the world caught up to her. What is shocking in Butte or Winnipeg is certainly not going to shock in Paris, in Chicago, in New York. And what is shocking in 1901 is old hat in 1920. It’s possible to live too long and to wear out your welcome. Dying on your downswing can be a horrible thing for your posthumous career.

Today, readers and consumers are proud of their inability to be shocked, of their steely nerves as they sit through another film of pretty girls doused in acid, of strapping young men disemboweled for our viewing pleasure. Sex with the Devil doesn’t even rate. But reading her now, we see that Mary MacLane was always more than just an outrage. She speaks to the displaced. The thwarted, the un-famous, the trapped in circumstance, the girl filled with impossible longings. The teenager who, born in another place with a slight change of disposition, the government would have to send for with its gunboats. Though there is now an endless sea of memoir hurled out into the world every year, Mary MacLane still gives voice to the voiceless. She is the usurper of the gatekeepers who say teenage girls have nothing to say. She is the feminine, Midwestern Napoleon, with only a pen in her arsenal. And she is here, again, to raise an army of young girls.

You’d be a fool not to take up arms and follow.


 

BUTTE, MONTANA, JANUARY 13, 1901.

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 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 unhappiness.

I know myself, oh, very well.

I have attained an egotism that is rare indeed.

I have gone into the deep shadows.

All this constitutes oddity. I find, therefore, that I am quite, quite odd.

I have hunted for even the suggestion of a parallel among the several hundred persons that I call acquaintances. But in vain. There are people and people of varying depths and intricacies of character, but there is none to compare with me. The young ones of my own age—if I chance to give them but a glimpse of the real workings of my mind—can only stare at me in dazed stupidity, uncomprehending; and the old ones of forty and fifty—for forty and fifty are always old to nineteen—can but either stare also in stupidity, or else, their own narrowness asserting itself, smile their little devilish smile of superiority which they reserve indiscriminately for all foolish young things. The utter idiocy of forty and fifty at times!

These, to be sure, are extreme instances. There are among my young acquaintances some who do not stare in stupidity, and yes, even at forty and fifty there are some who understand some phases of my complicated character, though none to comprehend it in its entirety.

But, as I said, even the suggestion of a parallel is not to be found among them.

I think at this moment, however, of two minds famous in the world of letters between which and mine there are certain fine points of similarity. These are the minds of Lord Byron and of Marie Bashkirtseff. It is the Byron of “Don Juan” in whom I find suggestions of myself. In this sublime outpouring there are few to admire the character of Don Juan, but all must admire Byron. He is truly admirable. He uncovered and exposed his soul of mingled good and bad—as the terms are—for the world to gaze upon. He knew the human race, and he knew himself.

As for that strange notable, Marie Bashkirtseff, yes, I am rather like her in many points, as I’ve been told. But in most things I go beyond her.

Where she is deep, I am deeper.

Where she is wonderful in her intensity, I am still more wonderful in my intensity.

Where she had philosophy, I am a philosopher.

Where she had astonishing vanity and conceit, I have yet more astonishing vanity and conceit.

But she, forsooth, could paint good pictures,—and I—what can I do?

She had a beautiful face, and I am a plain-featured, insignificant little animal.

She was surrounded by admiring, sympathetic friends, and I am alone—alone, though there are people and people.

She was a genius, and still more am I a genius.

She suffered with the pain of a woman, young; and I suffer with the pain of a woman, young and all alone.

And so it is.

Along some lines I have gotten to the edge of the world. A step more and I fall off. I do not take the step. I stand on the edge, and I suffer.

Nothing, oh, nothing on the earth can suffer like a woman young and all alone!

—Before proceeding farther with the Portraying of Mary MacLane, I will write out some of her uninteresting history.

I was born in 1881 at Winnepeg, in Canada. Whether Winnepeg will yet live to be proud of this fact is a matter for some conjecture and anxiety on my part. When I was four years old I was taken with my family to a little town in western Minnesota, where I lived a more or less vapid and lonely life until I was ten. We came then to Montana.

Whereat the aforesaid life was continued.

My father died when I was eight.

Apart from feeding and clothing me comfortably and sending me to school—which is no more than was due me—and transmitting to me the MacLane blood and character, I can not see that he ever gave me a single thought.

Certainly he did not love me, for he was quite incapable of loving any one but himself. And since nothing is of any moment in this world without the love of human beings for each other, it is a matter of supreme indifference to me whether my father, Jim MacLane of selfish memory, lived or died.

He is nothing to me.

There are with me still a mother, a sister, and two brothers.

They also are nothing to me.

They do not understand me any more than if I were some strange live curiosity, as which I dare say they regard me.

I am peculiarly of the MacLane blood, which is Highland Scotch. My sister and brothers inherit the traits of their mother’s family, which is of Scotch Lowland descent. This alone makes no small degree of difference. Apart from this the MacLanes—these particular MacLanes—are just a little bit different from every family in Canada, and from every other that I’ve known. It contains and has contained fanatics of many minds—religious, social, whatnot, and I am a true MacLane.

There is absolutely no sympathy between my immediate family and me. There can never be. My mother, having been with me during the whole of my nineteen years, has an utterly distorted idea of my nature and its desires, if indeed she has any idea of it.

When I think of the exquisite love and sympathy which might be between a mother and daughter, I feel myself defrauded of a beautiful thing rightfully mine, in a world where for me such things are pitiably few.

It will always be so.

My sister and brothers are not interested in me and my analyses and philosophy, and my wants. Their own are strictly practical and material. The love and sympathy between human beings is to them, it seems, a thing only for people in books.

In short, they are Lowland Scotch, and I am a MacLane.

And so, as I’ve said, I carried my uninteresting existence into Montana. The existence became less uninteresting, however, as my versatile mind began to develop and grow and know the glittering things that are. But I realized as the years were passing that my own life was at best a vapid, negative thing.

A thousand treasures that I wanted were lacking.

I graduated from the high school with these things: very good Latin; good French and Greek; indifferent geometry and other mathematics; a broad conception of history and literature; peripatetic philosophy that I acquired without any aid from the high school; genius of a kind, that has always been with me; an empty heart that has taken on a certain wooden quality; an excellent strong young woman’s-body; a pitiably starved soul.

With this equipment I have gone my way through the last two years. But my life, though unsatisfying and warped, is no longer insipid. It is fraught with a poignant misery—the misery of nothingness.

I have no particular thing to occupy me. I write every day. Writing is a necessity—like eating. I do a little housework, and on the whole I am rather fond of it—some parts of it. I dislike dusting chairs, but I have no aversion to scrubbing floors. Indeed, I have gained much of my strength and gracefulness of body from scrubbing the kitchen floor—to say nothing of some fine points of philosophy. It brings a certain energy to one’s body and to one’s brain.

But mostly I take walks far away in the open country. Butte and its immediate vicinity present as ugly an outlook as one could wish to see. It is so ugly indeed that it is near the perfection of ugliness. And anything perfect, or nearly so, is not to be despised. I have reached some astonishing subtleties of conception as I 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. Every day I walk over the sand and barrenness.

And so, then, my daily life seems an ordinary life enough, and possibly, to an ordinary person, a comfortable life.

That’s as may be.

To me it is an empty, damned weariness.

I rise in the morning; eat three meals; and walk; and work a little, read a little, write; see some uninteresting people; go to bed.

Next day, I rise in the morning; eat three meals; and walk; and work a little, read a little, write; see some uninteresting people; go to bed.

Again I rise in the morning; eat three meals; and walk; and work a little, read a little, write; see some uninteresting people; go to bed.

Truly an exalted, soulful life!

What it does for me, how it affects me, I am now trying to portray.

JANUARY 14.

I have in me the germs of intense life. If I could live, and if I could succeed in writing out my living, the world itself would feel the heavy intensity of it.

I have the personality, the nature, of a Napoleon, albeit a feminine translation. And therefore I do not conquer; I do not even fight. I manage only to exist.

Poor little Mary MacLane!—what might you not be? What wonderful things might you not do? But held down, half-buried, a seed fallen in barren ground, alone, uncomprehended, obscure—poor little Mary MacLane! Weep, world,—why don’t you?—for poor little Mary MacLane!

Had I been born a man I would by now have made a deep impression of myself on the world—on some part of it. But I am a woman, and God, or the Devil, or Fate, or whosoever it was, has flayed me of the thick outer skin and thrown me out into the midst of life—has left me a lonely, damned thing filled with the red, red blood of ambition and desire, but afraid to be touched, for there is no thick skin between my sensitive flesh and the world’s fingers.

But I want to be touched.

Napoleon was a man, and though sensitive his flesh was safely covered.

But I am a woman, awakening, and upon awakening and looking about me, I would fain turn and go back to sleep.

There is a pain that goes with these things when one is a woman, young, and all alone.

I am filled with an ambition. I wish to give to the world a naked Portrayal of Mary MacLane: her wooden heart, her good young woman’s-body, her mind, her soul.

I wish to write, write, write!

I wish to acquire that beautiful, benign, gentle, satisfying thing—Fame. I want it—oh, I want it! I wish to leave all my obscurity, my misery—my weary unhappiness—behind me forever.

I am deadly, deadly tired of my unhappiness.

I wish this Portrayal to be published and launched into that deep salt sea—the world. There are some there surely who will understand it and me.

Can I be that thing which I am—can I be possessed of a peculiar rare genius, and yet drag out my life in obscurity in this uncouth, warped, Montana town?

It must be impossible! If I thought the world contained nothing more than that for me—oh, what should I do? Would I make an end of my dreary little life now? I fear I would. I am a philosopher—and a coward. And it were infinitely better to die now in the high-beating pulses of youth than to drag on, year after year, year after year, and find oneself at last a stagnant old woman, spiritless, hopeless, with a declining body, a declining mind,—and nothing to look back upon except the visions of things that might have been—and the weariness.

I see the picture. I see it plainly. Oh, kind Devil, deliver me from it!

Surely there must be in a world of manifold beautiful things something among them for me. And always, while I am still young, there is that dim light, the Future. But it is indeed a dim, dim light, and ofttimes there’s a treachery in it.

JANUARY 15.

So then, yes. I find myself at this stage of womankind and nineteen years, a genius, a thief, a liar—a general moral vagabond, a fool more or less, and a philosopher of the peripatetic school. Also I find that even this combination can not make one happy. It serves, however, to occupy my versatile mind, to keep me wondering what it is a kind Devil has in store for me.

A philosopher of my own peripatetic school—hour after hour I walk over the desolate sand and dreariness among tiny hills and gulches on the outskirts of this mining town; in the morning, in the long afternoon, in the cool of the night. And hour after hour, as I walk, through my brain some long, long pageants march: the pageant of my fancies, the pageant of my unparalleled egotism, the pageant of my unhappiness, the pageant of my minute analyzing, the pageant of my peculiar philosophy, the pageant of my dull, dull life,—and the pageant of the Possibilities.

We three go out on the sand and barrenness: my wooden heart, my good young woman’s-body, my soul. We go there and contemplate the long sandy wastes, the red, red line on the sky at the setting of the sun, the cold gloomy mountains under it, the ground without a weed, without a grass-blade even in their season—for they have years ago been killed off by the sulphur smoke from the smelters.

So this sand and barrenness forms the setting for the personality of me.

JANUARY 16.

I feel about forty years old.

Yet I know my feeling is not the feeling of forty years. These are the feelings of miserable, wretched youth.

Every day the atmosphere of a house becomes unbearable, so every day I go out to the sand and barrenness. It is not cold, neither is it mild. It is gloomy.

I sit for two hours on the ground by the side of a pitiably small narrow stream of water. It is not even a natural stream. I dare say it comes from some mine among the hills. But it is well enough that the stream is not natural—when you consider the sand and barrenness. It is singularly appropriate.

And I am singularly appropriate to all of them. It is good, after all, to be appropriate to something—to be in touch with something, even sand and barrenness. The sand and barrenness is old—oh, very old. You think of this when you look at it.

What should I do if the earth were made of wood, with a paper sky!

I feel about forty years old.

And again I say I know my feeling is not the feeling of forty years. These are the feelings of miserable, wretched youth.

Still more pitiable than the sand and barrenness and the poor unnatural stream is the dry, warped cemetery where the dry, warped people of Butte bury their dead friends. It is a source of satisfaction to me to walk down to this cemetery and contemplate it, and revel in its utter pitiableness.

“It is more pitiable than I and my sand and barrenness and my poor unnatural stream,” I say over and over, and take my comfort.

Its condition is more forlorn than that of a woman young and alone. It is unkempt. It is choked with dust and stones. The few scattered blades of grass look rather ashamed to be seen growing there. A great many of the headstones are of wood and are in a shameful state of decay. Those that are of stone are still more shameful in their hard brightness.

The dry, warped friends of the dry, warped people of Butte are buried in this dusty, dreary, wind-havocked waste. They are left here and forgotten.

The Devil must rejoice in this graveyard.

And I rejoice with the Devil.

It is something for me to contemplate that is more pitiable than I and my sand and barrenness and my unnatural stream.

I rejoice with the Devil.

The inhabitants of this cemetery are forgotten. I have watched once the burying of a young child. Every day for a fortnight afterward I came back, and I saw the mother of the child there.

She came and stood by the small new grave. After a few days more she stopped coming.

I knew the woman and went to her house to see her.
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