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LOOKING FOR ANNE: HOW LUCY MAUD MONTGOMERY DREAMED UP A LITERARY CLASSIC 
By Irene Gammel 
Key Porter, $32.95 
In one of many books appearing this spring to celebrate the 100-year anniversary of the publication of L. M. Montgomery's Anne of Green Gables, Irene Gammel skims the author's life to find clues to the origin of Montgomery's story. As she sifts through the events of Montgomery's life, Gammel, a Canada Research Chair in Modern Literature and Culture at Toronto's Ryerson University, finds ample material for a glance-back at the advent of Anne. 
Gammel's book, not surprisingly, is scholarly. It is an in-depth look at the complex process which led Maud Montgomery from her own dreams and desires to the creation of a fictional character who reflected aspects of her own life. Montgomery, Gammel points out, guarded her private emotions with rigour, and unravelling the influences that led to the story of Anne Shirley was, she declares, "like peeling an onion." Looking for Anne, she adds, "was sparked by a paradox and a mystery." 
A paradox is implied, Gammel suggests, by the fact that a book can be celebrated, worldwide, yet its origins remain obscure. In her search for clues to the personality of Anne, Gammel centres much of her book on the literary and social influences of the day: popular magazines, advertisements, articles, entertainment news, womens' fashions, short stories and poetry, all featured in periodicals Montgomery would have read. As is gleaned from the writer's meticulously kept journals, New York model Evelyn Nesbit, one of the famed Gibson Girls, became an imaginative focus for Montgomery as she busily conjured Anne from an array of contemporary sources. 
Anne's unusual plight was also connected to a situation in Montgomery's family. One of her relatives had applied to a Nova Scotia orphanage for a young boy to help with farm chores. A three-year-old orphan girl was sent instead, a dramatic event for all concerned. The couple, Pierce and Rachael MacNeill, decided to keep the child, whom they named Ellen. It was a happenstance that Montgomery recorded in her notebooks. 
Gammel's book scans Montgomery's life from 1903 to 1908, the span during which the idea of Anne sparked her imagination and, not surprisingly, changed the course of her life. Montgomery was drawn to writing, Gammel feels, both by a solitary immersion in books and by practical necessity. "As much as the pleasure of writing, the idea of fame and self-sufficiency would become the drive that would give her writing motivation and direction." 
In her research into Montgomery's friendships and family relationships, Gammel has been able to decipher emotions stirred in the writer by people close her (kindred spirits, she called them) and by those she resented and even, at times, hated. Gammel draws clever connections between the people of Maud Montgomery's Cavendish life and the Avonlea world which became its fictional counterpart. 
Gammel notes: "Maud was thirty years old when she wrote Anne of Green Gables in 1905, and thirty-three when it was published. Already there was some gray in her hair, and the conflict between youth and age was raging inside. She had been working like a Trojan to combat the feeling that she had failed in life." 
Montgomery, of course, had not failed. In her last section, Gammel outlines the challenges Montgomery faced in finding a publisher for Anne, her problems with Boston-based publisher L. C. Page, a brilliant promoter but a man of "dubious business ethics," her switch to a new publisher and her debilitating court case with Page. She also looks, with much insight, into Montgomery's unhappy marriage to melancholic Presbyterian minister, Ewan Macdonald. 
Looking For Anne is a readable, well-researched narrative about the creation of a character and the making of an internationally applauded best-seller. 
It is a painstaking and intriguing look at how Anne came to life; her red hair and freckles, her yearning for a new name, for puffed sleeves, pussy cats and a "bosum" friend. 
And overriding all is Anne's love for the Prince Edward Island landscapes to which Maud Montgomery herself always returned. Gammel's richly detailed, thoughtful treatise on the phenomenon of Anne is a book most Montgomery fans will want to own. 
