
       Artist’s Statement  
 

 
     Hidden Histories: a project by Maggie Libby, began as a series of portraits of early Colby 
College women students, especially the first women to attend the college in the 1870s. When I 
began this project in 2004, there were no portraits of historically important Colby women 
anywhere on campus, in spite of having 2 dormitories named for the first two female graduates. 
There are portraits of male college presidents and other deans in the administrative buildings, in 
the library, and a bronze relief of the male donor in the gymnasium. Stylistically this series is 
also a critique of traditional portraiture’s methods as well as a reminder of the way institutions 
tend to forget women.  
     The series includes Mary Caffrey Low, the first woman to attend the college in 1871, as well 
as Louise Helen Coburn of Skowhegan and Elizabeth Gorham Hoag of Waterville, who were 
among the original founders of the Sigma Kappa Sorority at Colby. One of the founders, Frances 
Elliot Mann, writes that the first women at Colby became close to one another, and, “The more 
so as they soon learned that there existed much opposition to their presence in the college, not 
only among the students, but among professors as well.”  Also included is Marion Osborne, the 
first black woman to graduate from Colby in 1900. Marion was the daughter of Sam Osborne, 
the long-time college janitor and freed slave. The pioneering women of Colby are contributors to 
its history and its social evolution, and deserve the social recognition and historical power  which 
they earned at great cost. I also wanted students, faculty, and staff to see these women in portraits 
which remind us of their intellectual courage as well. 
     My formal aims include an interest in the processes of drawing and painting and exploring 
where the two overlap. Sometimes I reverse traditional processes of underdrawing and 
overpainting. Often I draw and paint many layers on the surface, ending with a drawing over a 
painted surface or literally scratching into the paint with drawing media.  
     I am also interested in the balance between abstract surfaces, materials, textures, and 
representation. The rupture between the two ways of activating a surface also echoes the ruptures 
in historical records and accounts which have left out much about women’s history at Colby and 
their participation in the social and intellectual evolution at the college. 
     Much of the background for the project came from my work in Special Collections working 
with primary source materials while designing and writing web pages for Special Collections and 
also for a Maine Memory Project, entitled “A Brief History of Colby College” (written with my 
colleague Karen Gillum of Special Collections.) Unfortunately not all of the women have files in 
our alumni collection, and quite often there is very little information contained within the files  
which do exist. 
     Published sources of information for this project include The History of Colby College by 
Ernest Cummings Marriner, Colby College Press, 1963;  The History of Sigma Kappa Sorority 
1874-1924 compiled by Emma Elizabeth Kinne, Collegiate Press, 1924; and Her Past All 
Around Us, Interpreting Sites for Women’s History, edited by Polly Welts Kaufman & Katharine 
T. Corbett, Krieger, 2003. 
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