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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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