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Woolson as Precursor;
Jewett and Wilkins Freeman Talk Back to “Ballast Island”

Joan Weimer

The fiction of Constance Fenimore Woolson is thick with allusions. Just one story sent me chasing down
passages from the Bible and Greek myth, looking up a German mystic whose name I couldn’t pronounce,
scouring atlases and encyclopedias and anthologies of American, English, French, and German literature.
There I was, a full professor with the resources of a good university library, struggling to scale a mountain of
learning that had been built by a woman whose formal education had ended at Madame Chegaray’s finishing
school for young ladies.

The range and depth of Woolson’s reading humbled me, but more than that, it intrigued me. Woolson’s
allusive ways allied her with a literary culture that marginalized women and defined women writers’ ambi-
tions as illegitimate. But it was clear that even while she was curtseying to her forefathers, she was challenging
them. Not with the lethal blows with which Harold Bloom imagines belated male writers attacking the work
of their literary fathers, but with witty replies that invited further dialogue. Picking up an image here and a

situation there, Woolson says to Hawthorne and Cooper, to Bret Harte and Henry James, and most daringly

to the Bible, “Yes, but what if...” and sometimes “No” or even “No, damn it!” She revises their plots, brings
their marginal characters to the center of her narratives, questions their assumptions and even critiques the
genres in which they write.

But Woolson is rarely seen as precursor herself—as a writer so powerful that she provokes strong read-
ings from other writers. The case I want to make for Woolson as precursor is not an easy one to prove. 'm
going to argue that her early story “Ballast Island” made a profound impact on two women writers who are
far better known than she is. One of them—Sarah Ome Jewett—can’t even be called belated because she was
born in the same year as Woolson—1 840—though her major work was written after Woolson’s death. Mary
E. Wilkins Freeman was half a generation younger, but if I'm right that she was replying in her own fiction to
“Ballast Island,” she would have had to remember Woolson’s story for 18 years after it appeared in Appleton’s

Journal in June of 1873. Jewett would have had to remember it for 23 years. That’s claiming a lot for human
memory.

Still, I hope to persuade you that with this story, Woolson created a spinster so original and memorable
that she prompted Jewett and Freeman to respond to her both energetically and specifically, if a bit tardily.
All three were spinsters themselves, though Miss Wilkins would marry Mr. Freeman when she was 49. And
like all serious women writers of their time, they kept close tabs on each other’s work. Planning a story,
Woolson wrote in her collection of “Mottoes, Maxims, Reflections,” “Have all the scenes as distinctly Ameri-
can as S. Jewett, and Miss Wilkins...but more realistic” Jewett and Wilkins Freeman must have followed
Woolson’s work as well, since she was publishing steadily, and to serious critical acclaim, in the same presti-
gious magazines where they were placing their own work.

“Ballast Island,” Woolson’s story about a solitary woman lighthouse keeper, was itself responding to
several strands in American life and fiction. One was the fascination with solitary bachelors like Natty Bumppo,
the enduring creation of Woolson’s great-uncle James Fenimore Cooper, and the New England recluses like
Thoreau at Walden Pond and Hawthorne in his “haunted chamber.” These men were repected, but for a

woman to “select her own society, then shut the door” as Emily Dickinson did, was a far more radical act of
rebellion.

Spinsters provoked a cultural debate throughout the 19th century. Susan Koppelman claims that at the
start of the century, fiction made “the lot of the women who did not marry appear so loathsome, so ridiculous,
so pathetic, so unnatural or unhealthy, so empty and cold, that no one would willingly choose such a life” (3).
By the 1830s, however, a reaction set in and old maids were often depicted as wise aunts who were loved and
appreciated for their devotion to the happiness and well-being of family and community. Competing with the
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