The inhabitants of Happy Valley, ignorant of the value of money, and living in the sim-
plest manner, are yet a rich community, owing to their industrious habits and systematic
labor .... Happy little Valley; our ways are not as thy ways, but who can say that thou hast not
chosen the better part? (Harpers 285). '
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From “bretzels” and cream for breakfast to outdoor summer concerts to patriarchal hats and quaint
costumes, Constance Fenimore Woolson’s first publication about the communal settlement at Zoar, Ohio,
“The Happy Valley,” glories in the European atmosphere of the self-contained, isolated community that yet
made a part of its living through tourism. Woolson finds much to commend and little to condemn in the
1Imagistic prose that she uses to provide to readers the color and flavor of Germany in Ohio. The residents, she
: writes, are hard working, honest, pious. There is no trouble, no crime, in this village except that caused by the
over-exuberance of some visitors. In short, Woolson’s “The Happy Valley” portrays an almost utopian society
unsullied by the commerce and capitalism of the world outside. In her stories “Solomon” and “Wilhelmina,”
however, Woolson examines problems of that “ideal” society, depicting a closed culture that smothers those
members or workers in the community who are artists and dreamers: a culture in which character and cir-
cumstance clash so strongly that neither Solomon nor Wilhelmina who cannot conform to the mores of Zoar
die because of them. ‘ '

Early Zoar was an isolated community founded by a German Pietist sect. Zoar’s location in the rolling
hills of Eastern Ohio allowed the settlement to remain isolated enough from the outside world to allow the
Separatists to practice their beliefs. Like the Puritans and other similar groups fleeing from religious persecu-
tion in Europe, members of the society were intolerant of any transgression of doctrine relating either to the
world of the spirit or to the world of work. The Separatists lived spare lives in which the individual was not
important. Life became a vehicle to reach God, and all work was for the glory of God and the good of the
community in which communism was practiced. To use life in this way required that individual hopes and
dreams be dismissed. The only love that was important was love for God: the only good, the good of the
community. Obedience and contentment were valued; desire, sinful.

The communism practiced at Zoar was accidental, practiced because of fear of freezing or starving or as
aresult of the difficult first winters there. Initially, each family had land, but it became apparent to the settlers,
led by their “king,” Joseph Bimeler, that they would survive only through joint effort, and so the articles of the
Zoar Society were created (Randall 1-52). This system had little tolerance for or understanding of characters
like Woolson’s Solomon or Wilhelmina. Solomon is a man devoted to art; Wilhelmina, a woman who is a
dreamer. Both are so concerned with inner life or with love that they are outsiders within Zoar.

The communistic setting of “Solomon” and “Wilhelmina” is crucial to these stories. The nature of creativ-
ity, the nature of the soul, the writer or painter who must create art against all obstacles is a recurring theme
in Woolson’s work, and in her writing about Zoar she examines that theme in a setting as isolated because of
the “thousands of outlying acres” surrounding a community that “held no intercourse with the surrounding
townships” (238) as that of her stories set in Mackinac or the lakes area in which the isolation occurs because
of water. In both worlds, one wild, the other cultivated, artists must create.

In Zoar, that bountiful realm where bread and cream abound, Woolson infers, one should be able to do
one’s best work—that work to which one is suited: to live a life of the spirit, creating more than is necessary
for living day to day. Certainly the abundance apparent to visitors to Zoar indicates that none should want in
this community. In an atmosphere where basic needs are more than well met, artistic creation should be
possible. Zoar, however, was not begun with such aspirations. Piety was the goal of the founders. Communism
developed because independent establishments did not work in that wilderness, and the importance of the
spiritual was linked not only to living a simple life to please God, but also to the work for the good of the
community. Only the “productive” were valued. To fit the community definition of productivity,both Solomon
and Wilhelmina must give up their dreams and desires, which neither is able to do.
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