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The main characteristic of Constance Fenimore Woolson’s life and literary production is her rootless,
restless, and wandering existence. Born mid-century in Claremont (New Hampshire), since her girlhood in
Cleveland she dreamt of going away from home—above all from the many tragedies which troubled her
family—and of travelling the world over. In her twenties she wrote aletter toa friend visiting Europe:“I envy
you to that extent that the tenth commandment makes me shudder” (Benedict, Woolson 17). After many
trips around the Great Lakes Region and ten years spent in the post-Civil War Southern States, she finally left
America and went to Europe, never to return. She died, in fact, in Venice in 1894, probably by suicide: she was
by that time a famous writer and had published five novels, two volumes of short stories and many other
successful works.

When in Europe—mostly in Italy where she spent fourteen years on and off—she proved herself a
typical tourist: she read all her Murrays and Baedeckers and visited what was worth seeing, systematically,
patiently, sometimes enthusiastically—according to her guidebooks. Like many of her fellow countrymen,
she was in “Search of the Picturesque”.

After arriving in Florence in April 1880, she expressed her enthusiasm in a letter to her nephew Samuel
Mather:“I am enchanted with Florence, it is even more beautiful than I expected...” (Benedict, Woolson 181).
In June the same year she wrote him from Venice:

We are enchanted with Venice. After having heard of it and dreamed of it and looked at

pictures of it all my life, I find the reality more picturesque and wonderful than my expecta-

tions ... Remember how many long years I have been imagining! (216-217)
James Buzard in “A Continent of Pictures: Reflections on the ‘Europe’ of Nineteenth-Century Tourists”
(1993), maintains that these travellers were seeking alterity, difference, what was “peculiar to the spot” (31),as
a Romantic response to industrialization and capitalist expansion, to the image of life as a prevailing utilitar-
ian enterprise, to the dreary vista of monotonous toil, without any sense of enjoyment.

Henry James was often Woolson’s guide and mentor in her sightseeing tours in Italy and in many Euro-
pean capitals; he had a taste for European art and landscape and loved the picturesque: “that delightful
element of the crooked, the accidental, the unforeseen, which, to American eyes, accustomed to our eternal
straight lines and right angles, is the striking feature of European street scenery” (Transatlantic 9-10).

Woolson too was in search of the picturesque, but the very picturesque that in her letters seems to have
been so attractive for the cultivated tourist she certainly was, becomes repulsive in many of her stories, as in
“Dorothy”, for instance, or “A Waitress”,or “A Transplanted Boy”,and, above all,“The Front Yard”,in which
her cry: “What, indeed, could a New Hampshire-born American do in a Renaissance casino?” (Benedict,
Woolson 256) materializes from her deeply-felt empathy with the character of Prudence, which is the strang-
est, the most original and impressive in the whole of Woolson’s narrative written in and about Italy.

First published in December 1888 in Harper’s New M onthly Magazine, subsequently as the title story in
a posthumous volume in 1895, then in a volume edited by Rayburn S. Moore in 1967, “The Front Yard” was
always praised by critics without reserve. However, John White Kern, although he considers this text as one of
the best of Woolson’s Italian short stories, points out that: '

... the very nobility of Prudence Wilkin challenges credulity ... The fact that this scion of
puritanism lives amid surroundings that are utterly foreign and therefore utterly obnoxious
to her does not in any way alter her conception of her duty, nor does sharp-toothed ingrati-
tude deter her from its performance. (143)

The words James wrote in “Miss Woolson” with regard to Margaret, the main female character in East Angels,
may be easily attributed to Prudence’s heroic figure and, thus, also explain Kern’s perplexity: “She (Woolson)
has drawn Margaret with so close and firm and living a line that she seems to put us in a quandary, if we
repudiate her, of denying that a woman may look at life from a high point of view” (quoted in Weimer, Exiles
278). ‘
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