angle of repose by wallace stegner

Angle of Repose by Wallace Stegner is a profound exploration of life, relationships, and
the complexities of the American West. Published in 1971, this Pulitzer Prize-winning novel
delves into the intricacies of human existence against the backdrop of the rugged and often
unforgiving landscape of the western United States. Through the lens of historical narrative
and rich character development, Stegner crafts a story that resonates with themes of love,
ambition, and the quest for identity.

Overview of the Novel

Angle of Repose tells the story of Lyman Ward, a retired historian who becomes wheelchair-
bound and seeks to uncover the history of his grandparents’ lives through their letters and
documents. The narrative oscillates between Lyman's present-day reflections and the vivid
past of his grandparents, Susan and Oliver, who navigated the challenges of life in the late
19th century.

Key Themes

The novel is rich with multiple themes that invite readers to ponder their implications. Here
are some of the most significant themes:

e The Search for Identity: Lyman’s journey is not just a physical exploration of his
grandparents’ lives but also a quest for understanding his own identity and place in
the world.

e Nature and the Environment: Stegner paints a vivid picture of the American West,
using the landscape as a character that influences the people living within it.

¢ Love and Relationships: The dynamics between Lyman, his grandparents, and his
estranged wife reveal the complexities of love, highlighting both its beauty and its
challenges.

» Historical Context: Stegner intertwines historical events with personal narratives,
offering readers a glimpse into the societal changes that shaped the American West.

The Significance of the Title

The title, "Angle of Repose," refers to the maximum angle at which a pile of loose material
such as sand or gravel can stand without collapsing. This concept serves as a metaphor for
the characters’ lives and struggles, symbolizing the delicate balance they must maintain to



find stability amid chaos. Just as the angle of repose is critical for physical structures, the
characters in the novel grapple with their personal balances, seeking stability in
relationships and life choices.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters is crucial to appreciating the depth of Stegner's narrative.
Here are the primary characters who drive the story:

1. Lyman Ward: The protagonist and narrator, Lyman is a historian who reflects on his
past and the lives of his grandparents. His physical limitations prompt a deep
introspection about relationships and the passage of time.

2. Susan Burling Ward: Lyman’s grandmother, a strong-willed woman whose letters
reveal her struggles as a pioneer in a male-dominated society. Her artistic aspirations
and personal sacrifices are central to the narrative.

3. Oliver Ward: Lyman’s grandfather, a mining engineer who embodies the rugged
spirit of the American West. His relationship with Susan is complex, marked by love,
ambition, and disappointment.

4. Fonda: Lyman’s estranged wife, whose presence in his memories adds another layer
to his exploration of love and loss.

Literary Style and Techniques

Wallace Stegner’s writing style in Angle of Repose is characterized by its lyrical prose and
deep philosophical underpinnings. Several literary techniques enhance the narrative:

1. Epistolary Elements

The use of letters between Susan and Oliver allows readers to witness their thoughts and
emotions firsthand. This technique fosters a more intimate connection with the characters,
as their vulnerabilities and aspirations are laid bare.

2. Flashbacks

The narrative structure alternates between Lyman's present and his grandparents' past,
creating a rich tapestry that reveals how history shapes identity. This technique also
emphasizes the cyclical nature of struggle and resilience in human life.



3. Vivid Imagery

Stegner’s descriptions of the American landscape are both beautiful and evocative. The
setting is not merely a backdrop but a living entity that influences the characters’
experiences and choices. Through his keen observations, readers can visualize the rugged
terrain and harsh climates that define the environment.

The Impact of Angle of Repose

Since its publication, Angle of Repose has left an indelible mark on American literature,
earning a place as a classic. The novel is celebrated not only for its storytelling but also for
its exploration of complex themes relevant to the human experience.

1. Critical Acclaim

Upon its release, the novel received widespread praise for its narrative depth and character
development. It won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1972, solidifying Stegner's reputation as
a masterful storyteller.

2. Influence on Contemporary Literature

Stegner’s work has influenced numerous contemporary writers, particularly those exploring
themes of place, identity, and the interplay between humans and their environments. His
narrative style and thematic focus can be seen in the works of authors such as Annie Proulx
and Kent Haruf.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Angle of Repose by Wallace Stegner is a timeless exploration of human
relationships, identity, and the American landscape. Through its rich characters and
profound themes, the novel invites readers to reflect on their own lives and the intricate
web of history that shapes them. As Lyman Ward navigates the complexities of his family’s
past, readers are encouraged to consider their own angles of repose—those moments of
balance amid the inevitable challenges of life. Whether you are a seasoned reader of
American literature or new to Stegner's work, Angle of Repose offers a rewarding and
thought-provoking experience that lingers long after the last page is turned.

Frequently Asked Questions



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

The main theme of 'Angle of Repose' revolves around the exploration of the American West,
the complexities of human relationships, and the struggle for personal and artistic
fulfillment.

Who are the primary characters in 'Angle of Repose'?

The primary characters in 'Angle of Repose' are Lyman Ward, a wheelchair-bound historian,
and his grandparents, Oliver and Susan Whitman, whose lives and struggles are chronicled
through Lyman's research.

How does Wallace Stegner use the concept of 'angle of
repose’' in the novel?

Wallace Stegner uses the concept of 'angle of repose' as a metaphor for stability and
balance in life, reflecting how characters navigate their desires, relationships, and the harsh
realities of the Western landscape.

What historical context does 'Angle of Repose' provide
about the American West?

The novel provides a historical context of the American West during the late 19th and early
20th centuries, depicting the challenges of pioneering life, the impact of industrialization,
and the evolving social dynamics of the time.

What literary techniques does Stegner employ in 'Angle
of Repose'?

Stegner employs a mix of narrative techniques, including flashbacks, epistolary elements,
and detailed descriptions of the landscape, to create a rich and immersive storytelling
experience.

What role does nature play in 'Angle of Repose'?

Nature plays a significant role in 'Angle of Repose,' serving as both a backdrop and a
character in itself, influencing the lives and decisions of the characters and symbolizing the
beauty and harshness of the frontier.

Why is 'Angle of Repose' considered a classic of
American literature?

'‘Angle of Repose' is considered a classic of American literature due to its deep character
development, rich thematic exploration of identity and place, and its poignant reflection on
the American experience in the West.
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