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Mark Twain wrote:

The eight years in America from 1860-1868 uprooted institutions that were centuries
old, changed the politics of a people, transformed the social life of half the country,
and wrought so profoundly upon the entire national character that the influence
cannot be measured short of two or three generations. (in Pattee 6)

Now, three or four generations later perhaps we can begin to look at the changes that Mark Twain
was talking about. Twain is one of the few who can be called regionalists to survive in the
American canon after World War IL Constance Fenimore Woolson on the other hand, although
acclaimed in her own time, is now little known outside select academic circles. However,
scholars of her own native Western Reserve may want to begin to know more about her and her
work as it receives more national attention in the scholarly re-evaluation of the canon, especially
as the place of women authors and of so-called marginal genres like local color become central
concermns.

Therefore, one productive way to approach Mark Twain’s suggestion and consider some of the
effects of the Civil War as felt in the literature of America is to study the writings of Constance
Fenimore Woolson, the most prominent of regional authors writing between 1830 and 1880 who
hailed from the Westem Reserve, specifically to study her two short stories set in Zoar, Ohio,
"Solomon" and "Wilhelmina." T will examine her treatment of two of the literary and
political/historical issues of importance in the post-war years, the issues of multiplicity and unity,
and authority and freedom.

In the first two decades after the Civil War, America was essentially a new country struggling to
create unity between its divided parts. This push toward unity was aided by the rise of
industrialism and moves to the city. While rapid travel and communication made it possible to
know about all the diverse areas of the United States, they simultaneously threatened that
diversity. The tensions of this age were felt nowhere more deeply than in what is now called the
Midwest. Howard Mumford Jones writes:

The striking and in a sense quintessentially " American" fact about the Middle West
was the unparalleled rapidity with which in three generations it passed from being a
wilderness into a predominantly agrarian culture . . . and then into becoming the
industrial heartland of the United States. (70)

This period of rapid change encouraged nostalgia in the country too, for how was someone who
was raised in the first half of the century supposed to live in this second half? Regional fiction,
including local color, served to indulge this nostalgia and to preserve this diversity. Hugh
Holman in A Handbook to Literature defines local color as:

Writing which exploits the speech, dress, mannerisms, habits of thought, and

topography peculiar to a certain region . . . local color writing exists primarily for the
portrayal of the people and life of a geographical setting. (249)
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Some of the more familiar writers and works of local color include Edward Eggleston’s The
Hoosier Schoolmaster (1871), Bret Harte’s "The Luck of Roaring Camp" (1868), and Mary
Wilkins Freeman’s A New England Nun (1891). Many of these works of local color idealized the
pastoral and the rural, memorialized a vanishing kind of American life and recorded the regional
accents that were melding together as people jammed and jammered next to each other on urban
factory lines.

On the surface, Woolson’s "Solomon" and "Wilhelmina" seem to adhere to Holman’s definition.
One might term them realistic as a result of their concern with versimilitude of detail, but criticize
them as bordering on the romantic because of their nostalgic and even anachronistic portrayal of
rural life. But, as in so many of her works, Woolson in "Solomon" and "Wilhelmina" uses her
chosen forms to show irony. The genre of local color in Woolson’s expert hands offers realism of
a minute kind that manages never to lose its focus on larger issues. Her settings and characters
never become so localized that they fail to represent larger communities and universal aspects of
human nature.

In the two stories here discussed, the unified, idealistic, pastoral community of Zoar not only
offers shelter from the bustle of growing cities like Cleveland, but also threatens to crush the lives
it is responsible for. While it may be unified by a central authority, that unity can itself be
dangerous, since it stifles creativity and individuality. In fact at the end of these two stories we
see that Zoar is not a Happy Valley where one can escape into an imagined past, but is, in fact, a
microcosm where all of the stresses of the larger world are only magnified.

The Zoarites of both history and Woolson’s fiction fled Germany in 1817 to find religious
freedom in America. They stopped first in Pennsylvania, then after purchasing land on the banks
of the Tuscarawas River, walked much of the way to found their town, where they created a
highly successful example of communal living. Families lived together but wealth, work, and
care for children and the elderly were divided equally until intemal discord caused the community
to disband in 1898, four years after Woolson’s death.

Growing up in a prominent businessman’s family in Cleveland from 1840-1870, apparently
Woolson found in Zoar a retreat for the body and the imagination. In a letter to her nephew
Samuel Mather, Woolson once wrote:

I see now it was the romantic side of my father’s nature that was pleased with the
little Tuscarawas community--father had so much romance. It had so little to feed
upon in Ohio. (Benedict 48)

This quality of isolation from the city and commerce would make Zoar appear to be the natural
setting for a local colorist of the 1870s, for here was a community unified by a central religious
authority in a country now divided and driven more by materialism than spirituality.

The first piece Woolson ever published uses the Zoar setting very much in this way. "The Happy
Valley" published in Harper’s, July 1870 is a sketch, rather than a short story, which describes
the beauty, simplicity and peace of the area as enjoyed by the author, her father and her sister. In
"Solomon" and "Wilhelmina," however, she puts the setting to much more complex and even
ironic use. ‘

The story "Solomon" first published in The Atlantic Monthly October, 1873, considers the visit of

cousins Dora and Erminia, sophisticated city women, to the Zoarite community and their
acquaintance with the coalminer-artist Solomon and his once-beautiful wife Dorcas. The
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women consider the community a retreat, a place where they can, as they put it, "play at
shepherdesses and pastorallas." (239) They go to Solomon’s house in search of the sulfur water
they hear can be obtained there. They meet his wife and discover her love of finery through her
keen interest in the styles of their clothing. But up in a loft of the house is something more
beautiful, the rough but promising art of Solomon. All of the works depict his wife in the
costumes of Biblical or historical women. She tells them that she was the beauty of a small town
when Solomon, "a Lake County man, born near Painesville" (248), who lived for a time with the
separatists, rode in to sell wood. When he saw her, he fell in love immediately. He tried at first
to make a living by selling his art but had to return to the community and coal mining.

A few days after this initial introduction, the women return to the house, are detained by a
rainstorm, and spend the night with the artist and his wife. While Dorcas prepares the best dinner
she can, Erminia, who has taken years of art instruction but has no innate talent, teaches Solomon
the rudiments of perspective and shading. A day or two later the women hear that Solomon has
been killed in a mining accident. They quickly go to his house where he has been carried and find
him not dead but unconscious in his loft with his wife attending him. There with him is an
unfinished sketch he began after Erminia’s lesson, a sketch which shows the full promise of the
artist he might have been. Dorcas dies shortly after her husband and leaves instructions for
Solomon'’s final sketch to be sent to Erminia.

Fifteen months after the publication of "Solomon" follwed the second story set in Zoar,
"Wilhelmina." The narrator calls herself a "romantic wife" who has come to Zoar during the
Civil War for the solitude and finds a local romance that forms the subject of her narrative.
Wilhelmina, a young woman of the community, is in love with Gustav who has defied the elders
and enlisted in the Union army. When he returns, having seen the world, he no longer shares
Wilhelmina’s feelings. He is in love with a woman from one of the cities; he still refuses to sign
the articles of the community, and soon leaves again. Wilhelmina marries the man her father
prefers for her, Jacob the baker, a widower with several children for whom he desires a mother.
After returning to Cleveland, the narrator leamns of the marriage. When she retreats to Zoar again
the next summer she finds that Wilhelmina, who wanted something more from marriage than a
utilitarian relationship has, as her informer puts it, "gone to the next country,” and that Jacob has
married a third time. The narrator visits the grave of the gardener’s daughter, distinguished from
the barrenness of the others in the burial ground by its ornament of a rosebush.

These two stories-defy conventions of the period through their refusal to indulge in nostalgia, in
their refusal to be simple. Ostensibly, the Zoar that Woolson paints is an idyllic rural town where
the people live in harmony with nature and with each other, a town with a strong central authority
which initially seems to be responsible for the enviable harmony. Such places were hard to find
in most of the United States. This sense of forced unity is apparent in Woolson’s opening
description of Zoar:

the Community . . . held no intercourse with the surrounding townships . . .; each

tiled roof covered a home with a thrifty mother and a train of grave little children, the

girls in short-waisted gowns, kerchiefs, and frilled caps, and the boys in tailed coats,

1203118g-9ﬂapped vests, and trousers, as soon as they were able to toddle. (Solomon
-9)

This is the portrait of a group of people who share religious beliefs, styles of clothing, and
architecture, the same schedules and duties, eat the same foods five times a day every day, and
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