
wallace stegner angle of repose
Wallace Stegner's Angle of Repose is a masterful exploration of the American
West through the lens of personal and historical narratives. Published in
1971, this Pulitzer Prize-winning novel not only offers a compelling story
but also delves into themes of identity, family, and the relentless passage
of time. The title itself, “Angle of Repose,” refers to the steepest angle at
which loose material can remain stable, symbolizing the delicate balance
between ambition and contentment that the characters strive to achieve.

Understanding the Theme of Angle of Repose

The concept of angle of repose serves as a central metaphor in Stegner's
novel, reflecting the characters' struggles to find stability in their lives.
The story follows the life of Lyman Ward, a retired historian who becomes
increasingly fascinated by the life of his grandparents, particularly his
grandmother, who was a pioneer in the West. As Lyman uncovers their past,
readers gain insight into the broader historical context of American
expansion and the personal sacrifices that accompanied it.

The Historical Context

To fully appreciate Wallace Stegner's Angle of Repose, it is essential to
consider the historical backdrop against which the story unfolds. The novel
is set in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a period marked by:

- Westward Expansion: The movement of settlers into the western territories
of the United States, driven by the notion of Manifest Destiny.
- Industrialization: The transformation of the American economy and society
through technological advancements and the rise of industries.
- Cultural Conflicts: The interactions and conflicts between settlers, Native
Americans, and other cultural groups during this turbulent period.

These historical elements are woven into the personal stories of Lyman's
grandparents, providing a rich tapestry that highlights the challenges and
triumphs of those who sought a new life in the West.

Character Analysis

Wallace Stegner's characters are deeply developed, each representing
different facets of life in the West. The dual narrative structure allows
readers to engage with both Lyman's contemporary struggles and the historical
experiences of his grandparents, Oliver and Susan.



Lyman Ward

Lyman is a complex character whose journey of self-discovery mirrors that of
his ancestors. As he grapples with his own physical limitations and the
dissolution of his marriage, he becomes increasingly absorbed in the lives of
his grandparents. Key aspects of Lyman’s character include:

- Introspection: Lyman’s reflections on his family’s past lead him to
question his own identity and values.
- Historical Curiosity: His role as a historian emphasizes the importance of
understanding one’s roots and the impact of history on personal lives.
- Isolation: Lyman’s physical condition mirrors his emotional state,
highlighting themes of loneliness and the search for connection.

Oliver and Susan Ward

Oliver and Susan's relationship is central to the narrative, illustrating the
dynamics of marriage, gender roles, and the sacrifices made for love. Their
characters embody the struggles faced by many pioneers:

- Oliver Ward: A mining engineer with aspirations of wealth and success,
Oliver represents the ambitious spirit of the American West. His
determination often clashes with the harsh realities of life, leading to
moments of both triumph and despair.

- Susan Ward: A strong-willed and artistic woman, Susan’s character
challenges traditional gender roles. Her sacrifices for her husband’s dreams
highlight the complexities of marriage and the often-unseen emotional labor
women undertake.

Thematic Elements

Stegner's Angle of Repose is rich with themes that resonate on multiple
levels. Understanding these themes can enhance the reader's appreciation of
the novel.

Identity and Heritage

At its core, the novel is about the search for identity and the importance of
heritage. Lyman’s exploration of his grandparents’ lives serves as a metaphor
for understanding oneself. The novel prompts readers to consider:

- The Influence of the Past: How do family histories shape our identities?
- Cultural Legacy: What can we learn from the lives of those who came before



us?

Ambition vs. Contentment

The characters in Angle of Repose grapple with the tension between ambition
and the pursuit of happiness. Stegner raises questions about:

- The Cost of Dreams: What sacrifices are made in the pursuit of success?
- Finding Balance: How do we reconcile our aspirations with our need for
stability and contentment?

Literary Techniques

Wallace Stegner employs various literary techniques that enhance the depth of
Angle of Repose. These include:

- Dual Narrative Structure: The interplay between Lyman’s contemporary story
and the historical narrative of his grandparents enriches the reading
experience.
- Imagery and Symbolism: The use of natural landscapes and the concept of
angle of repose itself as a symbol for stability and balance are prevalent
throughout the novel.
- Rich Characterization: Stegner’s detailed portrayal of characters allows
readers to connect emotionally with their struggles and triumphs.

Impact and Legacy

Wallace Stegner's Angle of Repose has left an indelible mark on American
literature. Its exploration of the American experience, particularly in the
West, has resonated with readers for decades. The novel’s significance can be
observed through:

- Critical Acclaim: Winning the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1972 solidified
its place in literary history.
- Influence on Future Writers: Stegner’s blend of personal narrative and
historical context has inspired countless authors to explore similar themes.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Wallace Stegner's Angle of Repose is a profound exploration of
the complexities of life in the American West. Through its rich characters,
historical context, and thematic depth, the novel invites readers to reflect



on their own identities and the legacies they inherit. Whether you are a
lover of literature, history, or simply a seeker of truth, Angle of Repose
offers a timeless journey worth embarking upon.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Wallace Stegner's
'Angle of Repose'?
The central theme revolves around the exploration of the American West, the
complexities of human relationships, and the conflict between personal
aspirations and societal expectations.

Who is the protagonist in 'Angle of Repose'?
The protagonist is Lyman Ward, an aging historian who reflects on the life of
his grandparents and their experiences in the American West.

How does 'Angle of Repose' address the concept of
nostalgia?
The novel explores nostalgia through Lyman's reflections on his grandparents'
lives, juxtaposing their pioneering spirit with his own sense of loss and
longing for the past.

What literary techniques does Stegner use in 'Angle
of Repose'?
Stegner employs rich imagery, flashbacks, and a dual narrative structure to
weave together the past and present, creating a layered storytelling
experience.

What role does the setting play in 'Angle of
Repose'?
The setting is crucial as it reflects the harsh and beautiful landscapes of
the American West, which influences the characters' lives and decisions
throughout the novel.

Why is 'Angle of Repose' considered a significant
work in American literature?
It is considered significant for its deep exploration of themes such as
identity, history, and the human condition, as well as its portrayal of the
American West's cultural and environmental landscape.



What does the title 'Angle of Repose' signify?
The title refers to the geological term that describes the steepest angle at
which a sloped surface can remain stable, symbolizing the balance between
stability and change in life and relationships.

How does Stegner portray gender roles in 'Angle of
Repose'?
Stegner portrays gender roles through the dynamic between Lyman's
grandparents, particularly in the struggles and sacrifices of his grandmother
as she navigates her identity in a male-dominated society.

What influence did Wallace Stegner's own life have
on 'Angle of Repose'?
Stegner's experiences growing up in the West and his academic background in
history heavily influenced the settings, themes, and character development in
'Angle of Repose'.

How has 'Angle of Repose' been received by critics
and readers?
The novel has been widely acclaimed for its literary merit, winning the
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1972 and continuing to be studied for its rich
themes and character development.
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