angle of repose by wallace stegner

angle of repose by wallace stegner stands as a seminal work in American
literature, blending historical fiction with deep psychological insight. This
novel, authored by Wallace Stegner, explores themes of family dynamics,
resilience, and the challenges of the American West. It intricately weaves
the life story of a pioneering woman with the broader context of American
expansion and technological progress in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. The narrative’s richness lies not only in its detailed character
development but also in its evocative portrayal of landscapes and social
change. This article delves into the significance of angle of repose by
wallace stegner, analyzing its plot, characters, themes, and literary impact.
For readers and scholars alike, understanding these facets offers a
comprehensive appreciation of Stegner’s masterwork.
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Overview of Angle of Repose

Angle of Repose by Wallace Stegner is a historical novel that chronicles the
life of Susan Burling Ward, a wheelchair-bound woman whose personal journals
and letters provide insight into her life and marriage. The story is
primarily narrated through the perspective of her grandson, a historian who
tries to piece together her experiences. The novel captures the struggles and
triumphs of the American West during a period of rapid transformation,
focusing on themes of adaptation and endurance. As a work of historical
fiction, it combines factual elements with imaginative storytelling, creating
a vivid portrait of the era and the complexities of human relationships
within it.

Plot Summary

The novel unfolds through the dual narrative of the grandson’s research and
Susan’s own writings. Susan marries a mining engineer, and their life



together is marked by the hardships of frontier living, including isolation,
environmental challenges, and personal sacrifices. The narrative explores
their marriage’s evolution and the impact of external forces on their lives.
Throughout the book, the metaphor of the “angle of repose” — the steepest
angle at which material remains stable — symbolizes the balance between
stability and change, both in nature and human experience.

Significance of the Title

The title “Angle of Repose” holds symbolic weight within the novel. It refers
to a technical term in engineering and geology but serves as a metaphor for
the characters’ struggle to find equilibrium amid shifting circumstances. The
concept reflects Susan’s attempt to maintain her personal and emotional
stability despite physical limitations and the challenges posed by her
environment and relationships.

Main Characters and Their Roles

The novel’s depth stems largely from its well-crafted characters, whose
interactions and development drive the narrative forward. Wallace Stegner’s
characterization provides insight into individual motivations and broader
social dynamics of the time.

Susan Burling Ward

Susan is the central figure of the novel, portrayed as a strong-willed,
intelligent woman facing both physical disability and emotional hardship. Her
letters and journals reveal her resilience and complex personality, capturing
the reader’s empathy and interest. Susan’s perspective offers a unique lens
through which the themes of the novel are explored.

Oliver Ward

Oliver, Susan’s husband, is a mining engineer whose career ambitions and
personal values often clash with Susan’s desires and needs. His character
embodies the pioneering spirit and technical mindset of the time,
highlighting tensions between progress and preservation. Oliver’s struggles
with health and professional challenges add layers to his relationship with
Susan.

The Grandson/Narrator

The unnamed grandson serves as the story’s framing device, representing a
modern viewpoint that seeks to understand and interpret the past. His



research into Susan’s life creates a bridge between contemporary readers and
historical realities, emphasizing the importance of memory and storytelling.

Themes and Symbolism

Angle of Repose by Wallace Stegner delves into numerous themes that enrich
its narrative, offering readers profound reflections on human experience,
history, and nature.

Resilience and Adaptation

A central theme is the resilience required to endure personal and
environmental challenges. Susan’s physical disability and the hardships of
frontier life underscore the necessity of adaptation. The characters’ ability
to adjust to changing circumstances reflects broader American themes of
survival and ingenuity.

The Intersection of Technology and Nature

The novel explores the tension between technological progress and the natural
world. Oliver’s work as an engineer symbolizes human attempts to control and
harness nature, while the landscape itself often asserts its dominance. This
dynamic raises questions about sustainability and the costs of development.

Family and Relationships

The complexities of marriage, family loyalty, and generational differences
are intricately portrayed. The narrative examines how personal ambitions and
societal expectations impact relationships, often leading to conflict and
reconciliation.

Symbolism of the Landscape

The rugged American West serves as more than just a setting; it is a powerful
symbol of challenge, opportunity, and change. The physical environment
mirrors the internal states of the characters, emphasizing themes of
endurance and transition.

Historical and Cultural Context

The novel is deeply rooted in the historical and cultural realities of the
late 19th and early 20th centuries in the American West. Understanding this
context is essential for appreciating its depth and accuracy.



American Westward Expansion

Set against the backdrop of westward migration, the story captures the spirit
of exploration and settlement that shaped the region. It addresses the impact
of mining, railroads, and industrialization on both the land and its
inhabitants.

Technological Advances

Oliver’s career highlights the era’s engineering feats and the growing
importance of scientific knowledge in shaping infrastructure and industry.
The novel reflects the optimism and challenges associated with technological
innovation during this period.

Social and Gender Roles

Susan’s experiences also shed light on the roles and expectations of women in
a predominantly male-oriented society. Her struggles with disability and
societal constraints reveal the limitations imposed on women and their
efforts to assert autonomy.

Literary Style and Narrative Technique

Wallace Stegner’s writing style and narrative choices contribute
significantly to the novel’s critical acclaim and enduring appeal.

Dual Narrative Structure

The use of a dual narrative—combining the grandson’s modern-day research and
Susan’s historical writings—provides a layered storytelling approach. This
technique allows for reflection on memory, history, and the ways personal
stories are reconstructed over time.

Descriptive Prose and Imagery

Stegner’s prose is renowned for its vivid descriptions of landscapes and
nuanced character portrayals. The rich imagery enhances the immersive quality
of the novel, making the setting almost a character in its own right.

Symbolic Language

The novel employs symbolism extensively, from the title’s metaphor to
recurring motifs such as geological terms and natural phenomena. These



elements deepen the thematic resonance and invite analytical reading.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Since its publication, angle of repose by wallace stegner has been recognized
as a landmark work in American literature, earning both critical acclaim and
scholarly attention.

Awards and Honors

The novel won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1972, acknowledging its
literary excellence and contribution to historical fiction. This accolade
helped cement Stegner’s reputation as a leading American author.

Scholarly Analysis

Academics have extensively analyzed the novel’'s themes, narrative structure,
and historical accuracy. Its exploration of gender roles, environmental
issues, and American identity continues to inspire research and debate.

Influence on American Literature

Angle of Repose has influenced subsequent writers interested in historical
fiction and Western themes. Its blend of personal and historical storytelling
set a standard for narrative complexity and thematic depth in the genre.

Key Reasons for Enduring Popularity

e Rich character development and emotional depth

e Authentic depiction of historical and environmental settings
e Thought-provoking exploration of human resilience

e Innovative narrative structure that bridges past and present

e Universal themes that resonate with diverse audiences



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Angle of Repose' by
Wallace Stegner?

'Angle of Repose' primarily explores themes of change and stability, focusing
on the tension between personal desires and historical forces, as well as the
relationship between people and the American West.

Who is the protagonist of 'Angle of Repose'?

The protagonist is Lyman Ward, a retired historian who investigates the life
of his grandmother, Susan Burling Ward, through her letters and journals.

What is the significance of the title 'Angle of
Repose'?
The title refers to the maximum angle at which a pile of loose material

remains stable without sliding. Metaphorically, it reflects the characters’
struggle to find balance and stability in their lives.

How does Wallace Stegner incorporate history into
'Angle of Repose'?

Stegner incorporates history through Lyman Ward’'s research into his
grandmother’s life, using her letters to provide a vivid portrayal of late
19th-century American West and its challenges.

What role does the American West play in the novel?

The American West serves as both a setting and a symbol, representing
opportunity, hardship, and the transformation of the landscape and society
during the period of westward expansion.

Did 'Angle of Repose' receive any notable awards?

Yes, 'Angle of Repose' won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1972,
recognizing its literary merit and contribution to American literature.

How does the novel address the theme of marriage and
relationships?

The novel explores the complexities of marriage through Susan and Oliver
Ward’s relationship, highlighting issues of communication, compromise, and
the impact of personal ambitions on family life.



What narrative technique does Wallace Stegner use in
'Angle of Repose'?

Stegner uses a dual narrative structure, alternating between Lyman Ward’s
contemporary perspective and Susan Burling Ward’s historical letters,
blending past and present to deepen the story.

Additional Resources

1. Angle of Repose by Wallace Stegner

This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel explores the life of Lyman Ward, a retired
historian who investigates the letters and journals of his pioneer
grandparents. Through their stories, the book examines themes of love,
resilience, and the American West's transformation. Stegner's rich prose
delves deep into the challenges and hopes of settling the frontier while
reflecting on the complexities of human relationships.

2. Sometimes a Great Notion by Ken Kesey

Set in a small Oregon logging community, this novel tells the story of the
Stamper family, who stubbornly continue to work during a labor strike. Kesey
explores themes of individualism, family loyalty, and the clash between
tradition and change. The narrative is intense and layered, offering a vivid
portrait of the Pacific Northwest and the struggles of working-class life.

3. Rabbit Run by John Updike

This novel follows Harry "Rabbit" Angstrom, a former high school basketball
star who feels trapped in his mundane suburban life. Updike explores themes
of freedom, dissatisfaction, and the search for meaning in post-war America.
The story captures the complexities of personal desire and social
expectations with poetic and incisive prose.

4. Blood Meridian by Cormac McCarthy

A brutal and poetic Western, this novel chronicles the violent journey of a
teenage runaway known as "the Kid" through the American Southwest and Mexico
in the mid-19th century. McCarthy's work is known for its stark depiction of
violence, moral ambiguity, and the harsh realities of frontier life. The
novel confronts the myth of the West with haunting and philosophical depth.

5. Winesburg, Ohio by Sherwood Anderson

This collection of interconnected short stories portrays the inhabitants of a
small Midwestern town, exposing their inner lives and personal struggles.
Anderson's exploration of loneliness, isolation, and the search for identity
resonates with themes found in Stegner's work. The book is a seminal piece of
early 20th-century American literature with a focus on character and
psychological depth.

6. My Antonia by Willa Cather
A classic of American literature, this novel tells the story of Jim Burden
and his friendship with Antonia Shimerda, a Bohemian immigrant girl growing



up on the Nebraska prairie. Cather vividly depicts pioneer life and the
landscape of the Great Plains, emphasizing themes of memory, nostalgia, and
resilience. The book celebrates the enduring spirit of the American frontier.

7. The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck

This powerful novel follows the Joad family as they are forced to leave their
Oklahoma farm during the Great Depression and travel to California in search
of a better life. Steinbeck addresses themes of social injustice, family
bonds, and human endurance. The story is both a harsh social critique and a
testament to hope and solidarity.

8. Centennial by James A. Michener

An epic historical novel that traces the development of a fictional town in
Colorado from prehistoric times through the 20th century. Michener weaves
together stories of Native Americans, settlers, ranchers, and industrialists,
capturing the complex history of the American West. The book offers a broad
perspective on the land Stegner often writes about, highlighting cultural and
environmental changes.

9. True Grit by Charles Portis

This Western novel centers on young Mattie Ross, who hires a tough U.S.
Marshal to track down her father's murderer. The story combines elements of
adventure, justice, and determination, with a strong, memorable protagonist.
Portis’s sharp wit and vivid characterization make this a compelling and
enduring tale of frontier justice.
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