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THE INTRUSIVE PAST* 

HISTORY AND IDENTITY IN THE NOVELS OF WALLACE STEGNER 

by 

Dan R. Jones 

ABSTRACT 

Wallace Stegner believes in history, and one gets the impression 

from reading his books that he wishes more Americans did. A protagonist 

of one of his novels declares that "I believe in the life chronological, 

not the life existential,’’ which aptly reflects Stegner's own conception 

of time. Only by making ourselves aware of the past may we become fully 

aware of the present, he contends. Much of his fiction is an attempt to 

explore the relationship between America's past and present, particularly 

that of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in an effort to 

establish what he calls the "pontoon bridge" of history. He concludes that 

awareness of tradition is the only adequate basis for identity, cultural 

or individual. 

In this formulation, individual identity is defined by its association 

with corporate history. This definition is similar to the concept of cor¬ 

porate sainthood, as defined by Puritan theologians. For Stegner, the 

affirmation of selfhood is accomplished not through religious salvation, 

but by perceiving one's place in the corporate historical continuum. Ideally 

this continuum may be perceived as a series of dialectical operations in 

time. Two early novels. The Big Rock Candy Mountain and A Shooting Star, 

are structured around the process of affirming personal identity by the en¬ 

lightened perception of the dialectical flow of corporate history. 

In later novels, this view of time comes to be regarded as naive and 



simplistic. In All the Little Live Things, the forces of disorder in 

the world axe found to be greater than the ability of man to base his 

self-awareness on a strictly rational view of the world. Angle of 

Repose translates this finding into the chronological realm. Lyman 

Ward discovers that he is unable to force history into dialectical 

molds. The Spectator Bird encapsulates the process of re-examining 

the myth of corporate* chronological identity. Stegner concludes that 

an awareness of the chronological structure of history cannot serve, 

by itself, as an adequate basis for personal identity, since it does 

not always complete describe all of the processes of history. 



I followed you to Texasi 

I followed you to Utah. 

We didn't find It there, 

So we moved on. 

From "Our Elusive Dreams," 

sung by Tammy Wynette 

The lyrics to this popular country and western song typify an 

attitude which Wallace Stegner has spent the greater part of a prolific 

and varied writing career trying to overcome. Most of his essays, short 

stories, novels, and articles, both fiction and non-fiction, relate in 

some way to this common theme t the loss of a sense of historical con¬ 

tinuity in modern America, caused by the frontier myth of boundlessness- 

-* an attitude which has prevailed long after the unspoiled continent 

with Its limitless resources has become both spoiled and limited. This 

destruction has been largely the result, Stegner contends, of the Ameri¬ 

can tendency to use up and move on, without regard for future conse¬ 

quences or to lessons of the past, both of which would warn against 

such wastefulness. Time should be viewed as a continuum, Stegner con¬ 

tends , in spite of the American tendency to live primarily in and for an 

insular present. 

This concern has shaped Stegner*s writing career, and his first 

extended treatment of it was in his first major novel, The Blft Bock 

Candy Mountain, published in 19^3» Despite, its massive, near-epic 
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dimensions» the book may be reduced to a fairly simply historical para** 

digm, one which Stegner finds repeated endlessly on the frontier and 

one which not only shaped the history of the early twentieth century, 

but which survives into the present day* Basically, it is the story of 

how the frontier myth of boundless opportunity was able to delude, entrap, 

and destroy those who pursued it too tenaciously* Perhaps the most basic 

thematic thrust of The Big Rock Candy Mountain is the attempt to break 

through the frontier myth that rugged individualism and self reliance 

are the only qualities one needs to succeed in America, by portraying 

the brutality which often resulted from the failure to recognize failure* 

Stegner intends his work to be a corrective to the "westerns** which 

serve more to distort history than to redeem it* He condemns 

the "fiction factories" that first took hold of the most 

colorful western themes and characters /"and_7 swiftly 

petrified them into large, simple formulas of myth.* 

With novels such as The Big Rock Candy Mountain* Stegner attempts 

to broaden the scope of fiction of the American west, by transforming 

it into a genre which is capable of examining and reappraising the 

frontier myth, rather than a form which is limited to perpetuating it 

by producing tales which have little variation in either theme or con¬ 

tent, The primary obstacle which Stegner feels he has to break down 

is the tendency of western writers to treat the frontier experience not 

as a stage in the development of a broader American culture, but as an 

enclosed era, existing somehow apart from time, and bearing little 

relevance to the present. Once again, this is partially the result of 

writers' failures to see the connection between the frontier past and 

the modem conditions 
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The living past, having little apparent relevance to the 

present, became a dead past, sometimes & pool of 

2 
nostalgia» 

Since popular western writers tend to glorify the "manly" virtues 

needed to tame the frontier — virtues which have little bearing on the 

contemporary world -- they 

remain predictable» serene» and timeless» fantasies of 

self-reliance or aggression, sexually symbolic or curiously 

asexual, depending on which critic you read, apparently 

3 
good for another century and perhaps forever,-' 

This isolation of past from present, spawned by the tendency of tradi¬ 

tional western writers to conceive of the past in atemporal terms, is 

a violation of real western history, according to Stegner. The solu¬ 

tion is to see the frontier myth for what it is — a very limited 

portrayal of the actual social forces which were at work on the frontier» 

As an attempt to analyze the nature of those forces and place them in 

any sort of historical perspective, the traditional popular "western" 

is totally ineffectual, since it takes little account of the passage 

of time. 

What is needed, according to Stegner, is a reappraisal of the 

frontier era, with an eye toward viewing it as part of an historical 

continuum rather than as an Isolated incident» Fart of the reason that 

such an appraisal has never been adequately attempted is the prevailing 

contemporary attitude toward historical investigation — a feeling that 

the present is sufficient in itself, and has no need of the sort of 

enrichment which a study of the past might be able to offer» Stegner 

concludes in The Sound of Mountain Water that "We find ourselves living 



through a period which seems to value very little • • • traditional 

4 
knowledge» wisdom» and eloquence • » • • " Similar statements about 

the present may be found almost at random in his books and articles» 

both fiction and non-fiction» 

Statements such as these suggest that Stegner senses that the prob¬ 

lem of western history is more than simply an esthetic one» It is not 

just the literary treatment of the frontier myth which has Impeded the 

integration of the frontier past into a comprehensive appraisal of the 

history of the American west, but the myth itself, which writers of 

"westerns" merely reflect, Stegner sees the frontier myth as a self- 

contained set of ideas which emphasize rugged independence, self** 

sufficiency, and atomic individualism — attitudes which unfortunately 

continue to shape our response to history» One critic accurately 

paraphrases Stegner when he writes "Pioneer virtues have become modern 

man's vices."'* Perseveranoe, for example, becomes perverted in the 

contemporary world into the inability to compromise or accommodate 

change; vision degenerates into rainbow-chasing; tenacity is transformed 

into ruthlessness; self-reliance becomes the refusal to heed the lessons 

of history» These perversions strike to the heart of the frontier myth, 

and point up its essential ambiguity* While the boundlessness of the 

American continent promised salvation, a fresh start, a chance to negate 

the past — accessible to. all who possessed the strength of character to 

enact in themselves the Emersonian virtues of self-reliance — it also 

carried within it the seeds of failure» The commitment to the promise 

of ultimate redemption to be gained through taming the west was all- 

inclusive, but perhaps self-consuming as well. 

Because of the refusal to relinquish the set of attitudes summed 



up in the phrase "frontier mentality»" and in spite of often monumental 

failure, the archetypal western man refused to submit to the forces of 

history —> to let time bury his failures, which would allow him to bene¬ 

fit from his mistakes. In Beyond the 100th Meridian, an account of the 

Powell expedition, Stegner concludes that Powell failed in his effort to 

convince pioneers of the necessity of an enlightened and orderly plan 

of settlement because he "underestimated the capacity of the plain dirt 

farmer to continue to believe in myths even while his nose was being 

rubbed in unpleasant fact."^ It is because the westerner so often 

refused to take heed of the lessons which experience had to offer that 

western literature so frequently fails to "take account of time and 

7 
change." Although Stegner recognizes that "it is impossible not to 

Q 
believe in progress in a frontier town," it is not the sort of real 

progress which takes place with regard to time, but a false progress 

which seeks to overcome time in the establishment of a dream. As such, 

it is a delusion which does not permit an accurate perception, formed 

by a study of historical precedent, of the chances of success for the 

frontier venture» "Not one of /"the residents of a frontier town^_7 

Q 
would recognize failure in front of him as tall as an elevator."^ 

More often than not, though, the land proved to be more durable 

than the dream. Stegner attributes the collective failure of the fron¬ 

tier dream to a number of causes, but none seems to be more important 

than the pioneers' inability to compromise and accommodate known patterns 

of existence to an unfamiliar and unyielding landscape. The need to 

maintain "human and institutional flexibility in the face of inflexible 

conditions"*^ is a recurring theme in Stegner's novels, one usually 

demonstrated by negative precept. In Angle of Repose. Oliver Ward's 
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visionary plan to construct an irrigation canal designed to convert the 

Idaho prairie into fertile farmland is shown to be a feeble and ineffec¬ 

tual attempt to alter the basic character of the land — its essential 

aridity. Stegner often draws on his own experiences while growing up 

in the west for themes and actual situations. Like Oliver Ward, Stegner's 

father was drawn by the lure of building a "Garden in the West." For 

him, the dream took the form of producing a "wheat bonanza" on a farm 

in southern Sasketchewan. The effort failed, making the family un¬ 

willing victims of the "folklore of hope."** Like Oliver, 

The larger lesson that /"stegner's father^/ would have 

found most useful — the marginal nature of agriculture on the 

arid plains — was precisely the one he would have found 
12 unacceptable, because it denied his hope. 

Thus, the pioneers were ironically snared by their own dreams. Their 

abandonment of a lifestyle which is characterized by accommodation, both 

to time and nature, one in which "decisions and actions are guided by 
13 many generations of tradition," resulted not in their liberation from 

the force of history, but in their being trapped in time, forced to 

live out the consequences of their false vision without a full under¬ 

standing of the causé of their failure. In other words, they were 

blocked from the true perception of their venture, which would have 

been possible by admitting their failure and seeing it in its temporal 

context, as part of a larger historical scheme. Stegner concludes that 

the pioneers tried to escape the necessity of seeing their actions in 

any sort of historical light whatsoever, although it may perhaps be 

more accurate to say that they tended to see their place in history 

through a cracked lens. In an effort to insure the success of their 
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venture, pioneers were prone to characterize their efforts as the cul¬ 

mination of a long historical process rather than as one step in that 

process* This attitude is summarized in the catch-phrase "manifest 

destiny*" 

Stegner conceives of his work as one attempt to remedy this false 

perception of the frontier effort* a view which persists to the present 

day* His writing is a way of proposing a new mode of perception which 

replaces the evanescent and short-sighted promises of the frontier dream 

of a new world with a definite temporal* chronological structure as the 

basic framework behind human affairs. Stegner believes that deviations 

from this chronological norm* either through purposeful distortion or 

enforced ignorance of history* are made at the expense of forsaking the 

sense of order an! perspective which the awareness of temporal con¬ 

tinuity makes possible* It is therefore neoessary that we evaluate 

the pioneer effort not on its own terms* by Judging whether it achieved 

the goals it set for itself* but by taking full advantage of our loca¬ 

tion in the heightened vantage point of the present and Judging whether 

these goals were valid. Only in this way can the seemingly disparate 

social forces at work in history be reconciled into the perception of 

Ik 
an historical continuum* "I believe we are Time's prisoners," 

Stegner concludes — a fact which has a redemptive effect on those who 

would take account of, and attempt to learn from, the lessons which 

become evident only through a close scrutiny of human actions as they 

occur in time* On the other hand* such an appraisal can only have the 

effect of indicting the pioneer effort, and those who perpetrate this 

mentality into the present dayi 

One of the deprivations of people in western America is 
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that time in their country is still not molded hy human 

living into the forms of sanctuary, continuity, and con¬ 

fidence that it is the ambition of all human cultures 

to create.1^ 

In this light, the possibility for redemption of the failure suffered 

by so many pioneers in the search for free land, or by ’’post-pioneers'* 

such as Bo and Blsa Mason in The Big Rock Candy Mountain and Stegner's 

own parents, lies not in a renewed effort toward the attainment of the 

future which was projected, but not achieved, by their efforts. Rather, 

this salvation may only be achieved through a critical reappraisal of 

the social forces and psychological motivations which contributed to 

that failure and a realignment of these forces to fit a pattern of 

events which is strictly defined by chronological patterns of develop¬ 

ment in society. History itself cannot be rewritten, but we may adjust 

our perception of it to see how it does or does not fit this chronolo¬ 

gical idea. Much of Stegner’s writing, especially the earlier work* is 

aimed more at establishing this ideal rather than at an objective 

analysis of historical forces. This requires that past and present be 

juxtaposed into certain deliberate patterns. 

Stegner uses a number of metaphors to describe how this ideal 

juxtaposition of past and present is achieved. Perhaps the most 

effective, and probably the most precise, is his description of history 

as a pontoon bridgei 

... history is a pontoon bridge. Every man walks and 

works at its building end, and has come as far as he has 

over the pontoons laid by others he may never have heard u 

of. Events have a way of making other events inevitable» 
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tha actions of men are consecutive and indivisible.1** 

Elsewhere. Stegner speaks of the study of history as being analogous to 

his practice, as a boy. or tying lariats together to stretch from house 

to bam during a blizzard in order to keep from being lost in the storms 

In the old days, in blizzardy weather, we used to tie a 

string of lariats from house to bam so as to make from shelter 

to responsibility and back again. With personal, family, 

and cultural chores to do, I think we had better rig up 

such a line between past and present. If we do, the term 

"western literature" will be enlarged beyond its ordinary 

limitations, and it3 accomplishments not so easily over** 

looked.17 

For Stegner, the way of establishing this sense of continuity is 

through fiction. "I am positive," he writes, "that the novelist's 

skill with scene, character, and symbol may be used, not to cheapen 

18 history, but to enhance it." It should be clear from the outset, 

then, that although much of Stegner's work may be described as historical 

fiction, the history often becomes primarily a device for the fiction. 

Through the artifice of fiction, Stegner wishes to do more than simply 

dress up an otherwise dull retinue of historical figures and dates. 

Rather, fiction endows history with an additional dimension, in that 

it has the power not just to describe, but to clarify and focus* 

It is the job of the serious artist to bring order where 

no order was before him or at least where his own special 

kind of order was not • • . • /""The artist's own_7 experience 

by which he estimates the experience of men at large is 

always disorderly and contradictory and in our time apt 
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to be an utter chaos. ... The most inclusive vision is not 

necessarily his aimi it is the clearest vision he is 

after.19 

Stegner's comments pertain to fiction writing in general, but when con¬ 

sidered in the context of his own efforts to write historical fiction 

about the American west, they take on a special significance. Frontier 

history itself may not be changed, but our perception of it may be 

altered in accordance with contemporary perspective, thus establishing 

temporal continuity between past and present. It is the task of fiction 

to make us aware of the possibility of this enlightened perspective$ 

fiction becomes the "pontoon bridge«" For Stegner, fiction has the 

power to redeem the actual failure of the pioneer effort —» not through 

distortion, but through an amplified perception — and thus convert it 

from an isolated, atemporal incident into one episode in a larger 

pattern of continuity. 

Stegner finds the romantic metaphor of organic growth to be an 

appropriate way to describe the sense of continuity he is trying to 

convey. His work is intended as one way to demonstrate the possibility 

of achieving the "organic cultural growth the West had a right, from 

the experience of the rest of America, to expect," despite the fact 

that a "number of things happened to inhibit, interrupt, and in places 
20 block this growth." Stegner's fondness of this metaphor is probably 

one reason behind his apparent affection for the English Romantic poets, 

which is revealed in his writing — the epigraph to All the Little Live 

Things is from Wordsworth, and Blake is cited at one point in The 

Spectator Bird. Stegner feels the metaphor of organic growth used by 

the English Romantic poets to describe the growth of the poetic faculty 
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ls a useful ideal to apply to the corporate cultural personality of the 

American west* 

The problem of fictionally transforming history so as to make this 

organic growth evident without distorting the actual historical record 

is a difficult one, Stegner's metaphors which attempt to describe the 

fictional approach to history shed little light on his technique in 

this regard, and perhaps rightly so* His interests are understandably 

in the areas of dramatic and stylistic effectiveness, not in the develop* 

ment of a firm philosophical or theoretical approach to history* It is 

helpful to see his fictional approach as being informed by an attempt 

to investigate general and representative social forces, rather than 

by focusing on spécifié historical occurrences. Even in Angle of 

Repose, in which the characterization of Susan Ward is largely drawn from 

the actual experiences of Mary Hallock Foote, Stegner uses the historical 

record as a setting for the delineation of representative historical 

forces* This technique implies a degree of selectivity» one critic has 

described Stegner's fictional approach to history as one which seeks 

out the "usable past"j 

If the past is largely responsible for the shape of the 

present, the writer must go in search of a usable past — 

a past that will help him find some ordering principle in 

21 current change. 

The "usable past" is that view of history which points up the intrinsic 

chronological continuity of time, and not the apparent picture of the 

past perpetrated by the western myth *- the view which tends to see the 

frontier experience as a self-contained episode, and not as a chapter 

in a larger temporal continuum. 
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The ''usable past" portrayed by Stegner in his novels is usually 

the period of the post-pioneers — the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. He undoubtedly chose this period to write about at 

least partially because it is the time in which his own parents were 

pursuing the frontier myth. Their lives and their failures, chronicled 

in Wolf Willow, serve as the source for many of Stegner*s characteriza¬ 

tions and dramatic situations, and there is often very little embellish¬ 

ment when the fictional transformation takes place, Whitemud, Sasket- 

chewan, for example, is the setting both of Stegner*s boyhood and the 

home of Bo and Elsa Mason in The Big Rock Candy Mountain, 

More important to the historical theme of Stegner*s novels, however, 

is the fact that this period of time is particularly suited for demon¬ 

strating how the frontier virtues which were instrumental in taming 

the continent quickly became agents of failure for twentieth-century 

man, Stegner never minimizes this failure, but always emphasizes that 

the story of the failure is only one chapter in a broader chronology. 

The occasional bleakness of his novels conceals (though never very 

deeply) an underlying melioristic view of time. In the novels, his or¬ 

ganic ideal for history takes the form of a synthetic pattern of dia¬ 

lectical opposition and resolution, taking place in time, Stegner*s 

favorite mode of posing this dialectic is in the opposition of male 

and female attributes and characters, A pattern which he finds end¬ 

lessly repeated on the frontier is that of "male freedom and aspiration 

versus female domesticity, wildness versus civilization, violence and 

22 danger versus the safe and tamed," Once again, it is a pattern 

whose archetype is in Stegner's own life. His parents were "a 

couple that, like the slough that spread out northwest of them, 
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flowed, two ways, he to his wild range, she back to town and friends and 

family."^ It is a pattern which Stegner frequently uses in his fiction, 

most notably in The Big Rock Candy Mountain and Angle of Repose, though 

traces of the dialectical approach can be discerned in almost all of the 

novels. 

Reference to this dialectic is Stegner's way of gaining access 

to the basic chronological structure behind history. He believes that 

man's departures from this continuum are aberrations against the natural 

structure of tine® His statement that 

We need to demonstrate our acceptance of the natural world, 

including ourselvesj we need the spiritual refreshment that 

24 , being natural can produce® 

— bears chronological as well as spiritual and ecological significance. 

Living in accordance with time is part of being natural for Stegner; 

With reference to western history, it means that, given freedom from 

man's tampering, time will enact a melioristic pattern of development 

in western culture. If we are able to perceive the failures of the 

"post-pioneers" such as Bo and Elsa Mason as elements in an historical® 

social dialectic, directed by time, the conflicts represented in their 

marriage will eventually resolve themselves in history (although perhaps 

not in their lifetime), producing a synthesis which will in turn become 

an element in a successive dialectic® The result is a progressive 

enrichment of western culture in time, fulfilling what Stegner sees 

as man's tremendous opportunity to build a better way of lifet 

• • • while the West is admitting its inadequacy, let it 

remember its strength! it is the New World's last chance 

to be something better, the only American society still 
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25 
malleable enough to be formed. 

Although Stegner comes to doubt the infallibility of this system, 

the above is a fair statement of how he believes the representative con¬ 

flicts in frontier history could work themselves out in time if man 

allowed them to — that is, by continual reference to the chronological 

roadmap. Part of the reason he comes to doubt the theory's validity is 

that although he consciously seeks to break down the forces of the frontier 

myth, his melioristie slant on time reveals that, Initially at least, he 

acquiesces in a much larger and more broadly Inclusive, though still 

peculiarly American, myth — the myth of the fundamentally redemptive 

quality of the American nation, the American land, and the American 

26 
self, Stegner does not investigate this myth with the same assiduity 

with which he approaches the western myth of free land and unlimited 

opportunity, but his fiction reveals his basic concurrence with its tenets. 

Although he perhaps would not fully agree with Arthur Bird, writing in 

1899. that 

America is destined to become the Light of the World 

/~because_7 The Supreme Ruler of the Universe ... has 

marked out the line this nation must follow and our duty 

27 
must be done, 

— he nevertheless agrees with his Emersonian forebearers that the land 

Itself contains a prophecy, perhaps not so grandiose as Bird envisioned, 

but nevertheless a promise of a better way. Stegner faults the western 

myth for obscuring this larger promise, and only when this myth is over¬ 

turned, only when the west 

fully learns that cooperation, not rugged individualism, 

is the quality that most characterizes and preserves it. 
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-then it will have achieved itself and outlived its origins. 

Then it has a chance to create a society to match its 

28 scenery. 

The implication of the last sentence is that the land itself possesses 

grandeur and. promise, in spite of man's tendency to exploit and debase 

it. 

Stegner's insistence upon an awareness of chronological history 

is aimed, at the regeneration of this larger redemptive myth, from which 

the frontier experience, as he sees it, is an unfortunate detraction. 

The function of the fiction is to reveal the meliorist possibilities in 

history, and. by so doing demonstrate ways of Improving America's pros¬ 

pects for the future by learning from its past. The perception of history 

in the earlier novels, then, is strongly formed by its relation to 

two myths* the false myth that rugged Individualism and ruthlessness 

are the best ways to tame the continent, which it reacts against, and 

the related myth of the redemptive possibilities contained in the American 

nation, which it attempts to advance. 

By adhering to this second and more inclusive myth, Stegner transcends 

the limited aims of the pioneer and reveals his basic concurrence with 

the larger objectives of the nation's first Puritan settlers. The myth 

of America's redemptive power is strongly rooted in the nation's Puritan 

origins, and is characterized by a striking departure from traditional 

patterns of religious redemption. Perhaps its most notable aspect, and 

the one most salient to a consideration of Stegner's fiction, is the 

corporate quality of American sainthood. Sainthood is traditionally 

defined by its disjunction from societal concerns in order that the 

saint, freed from the burden of worldly affairs, may approach nearer to 
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God, In America, as Bercovitch has noted, the opposite is true. 

Without entering into a detailed theological discussion, it will he suf¬ 

ficient to state that the Puritans conceived of the settlement effort 

at Massachusetts Bay as having ecclesiastical as well as secular signifi¬ 

cance, Phrases such as "the New Jerusalem" were used to describe the 

colony, and Cotton Mather described John Winthrop, the colony's first 

governor, as "Nehemias Americanus," the American Nehemia sent by God to 

help build the American Jerusalem, Winthrop's sainthood, therefore, is 

defined not by his disengagement from the corporate venture, but by his 

association with it. This is an inversion of the traditional hagiographlcal 

process, and is peculiarly Americano Although Puritan ethical strictures 

became less influential in the years following the initial settlement, 

the theological system which defines redemption as synergetic with 

the corporate venture continued to have tremendous ideological impact 

on successive patterns of frontier settlement, in that individual effort 

was often justified by demonstrating its association with the corporate 

29 
venture. 

Although Stegner wishes to overturn the standard frontier myth 

which emphasizes America's virile pioneer tradition, his insistence 

on continuity in American history is basically in accordance with this 

larger myth of individual redemption through corporate association. The 

dialectical scheme of history can only be enacted in a corporate setting, 

since it derives its significance from the manner by which it becomes 

apparent by observing the actions of successive generations,^0 The 

role of the individual in such a scheme is to do his best to make himself 

aware of the actions of the group — both its mistakes and it6 virtues — 

do his best to sort the two out, and apply the virtues toward the 
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betterment of the corporate venture, Stegner*s fiction attempts this 

analysis for us, and as such tries to surpass ''mere” history» "History 

reports the actual, fiction the typical,"^ he writes, and elsewhere 

says that "Fiction is collected out of reality • • • • in such a way 

that . . . the particular will become representative, general, symbolic, 

32 
indefinitely applicable to other people, other situations. 

As will become evident in the analysis of individual novels, the 

corporate context of individual redemption is central to the process of 

dialectical continuity in history which Stegner advocates. The changing 

faces of the dialectic ~ the shifts in characterization of the figure 

he chooses to represent thesis and antithesis — provide a useful baro¬ 

meter by which to measure his changing attitudes about time. The 

apparent simplicity of the dialectical system in the early novels becomes 

problematic, reflecting an increasing preoccupation with the individual 

as the preceptor and determinant of corporate history, rather than on 

the enlightened perception of corporate history as a source of individual 

identity. The justification of the dialectical construct — the redemp¬ 

tive power of corporate identity on the individual self — comes under 

intense scrutiny after two novels in which it unquestioningly shapes 

the thematic content — The Big Rock Candy Mountain and A Shooting Star. 

The strictly chronological approach to time portrayed in these novels 

gives way to what may be termed a structuralist concept of history. 

The later novels retain the basic melioristic orientation, but Stegner's 

optimism is based more on the possibilities of raising the level of 

individual consciousness than on the successive enrichment of corporate 

history. The focus is on individual awareness for its own sake, and 

not as a component of an historical dialectic. An analysis of how these 
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two early novels provide, in a fictional setting, a fairly complete demon¬ 

stration of the operation of the corporate dialectic in the historical 

process will offer a convenient standard by which to assess the charac¬ 

terization of history and its changing effect on individual identity 

in the three succeeding novelst All the Little Live Things, Angle of 

Repose, and The Spectator Bird, 



n. THE BIG ROCK CANDY MOUNTAIN 

Stegner*8 non-fictional investigations into the nature of time and 

history were not published until several years after the appearance of 

The Big Rock Candy Mountain» therefore making it unwise to assume that 

his early fiction was conceived as a conscious attempt to demonstrate 

the historical theories in a dramatic situation. The order in which 

the hooks were written — The Big Rock Candy Mountain in 19^3» Wolf 

Willow in 19^6, and The Sound of Mountain Water, consisting of articles 

written over a period of years from 1950 through 1969 *- suggests per* 

haps the opposite, Stegner's Initial attempt at exposing the defects 

of the western myth in The Big Rock Candy Mountain may well have served 

as the fictional source — along with a great deal of related historical 

data «•* for the more theoretical articles and essays which follow. 

Nevertheless, it is abundantly clear that Stegner had these ideas 

in mind when writing The Big Rock Candy Mountain, This is apparent, 

first of all, in the deliberate characterizations of Bo and Elsa Mason, 

They are clear embodiments of the male «-female dichotomy Stegner sees 

as representative of the opposing social forces at work on the frontier. 

For Stegner, this dichotomy is ideally viewed as a dialectic, allowing 

the opposition to be resolved and synthesized into the framework of 

corporate history, Bruce, the couple’s son and therefore a median 

between their opposing traits, characterizes his parents in such a 

way as to make it clear that the conflict they embody is a representative 

one. He describes his father in this wayj 
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Vfhat bred that evil temper and that egotism and that 

physical ehergy and that fine set of senses and that manual 

dexterity and that devotion for pipedreams into Harry Mason, 

into his violent old father, into the generations hidden 

below the eroded surface of the present?* 

In contrast to his father’s "frontier virtues" are his mother's 

qualities of resilience and endurance» 

It's an almost marvelous fact that a dozen years of living 

among bootleggers and pimps and bellhops and all the little 

scummy riff-raff on the edge of the criminal class hasn't 

touched her — simply hasn't touched her. Neither has 

the constant sacrifice she has had to make of her own 

wishes and her own life • • • • For all her yielding 

and her self-sacrificing, there is something in her that 

doesn't give when it's pushed at. She only gives up her 

wishes, never herself, (BRCH. 499) 

Bo and Elsa obviously have a troubled marriage, but the tale of their 

difficulties is intended to be a social paradigm» the portrayals expand 

into representative character types which have entirely different atti¬ 

tudes concerning the method of developing and settling the west. 

Bruce's description of Elsa underscores a related aspect of their 

opposition — their differences are not only basic, but irreconcilable. 

The discontinuous nature of the only "heritage" which has guided their 

lives, that of the constant dissatisfaction and mobility that Stegner 

sees as typical of the pioneer effort, has made it impossible for them 

to work out their difficulties or attempt a resolution of any sort other 

than a truce. In the expanded terms of the dialectic, they are trapped 
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in time — the opposing theses they represent cannot be synthesized 

in the time frame of their own lives# Elsa sees that her ideals will 

never be realized in her own lifetime, but her faith that they may be 

enacted in the larger pattern of history provides her with the assurance 

she needs to keep from abandoning themi 

She was thinking that you never really made up your mind 

to do anything. You simply bent where the pressure was 

greatest. You didn't surrender, because surrender was 

annihilation, but you gave before the pressure. (BRCM, p. 1^3) 

Elsa is submitting to more than just Bo's whims — Stegner intends for 

us to view her thoughts as a concession to the forces of history, and a 

recognition of her inability to alter what is characteristic of the 

pioneer effort. Her thoughts thus serve as a poignant reminder that 

the philosophical justification of the pioneer effort precluded the 

possibility of its ideological salvation in its own time. 

The synthesis which never occurs in the lives of Bo and Elsa 

is finally effected in the larger context of corporate history, through 

their son Bruce, in whom continuity becomes a springboard for the defi¬ 

nition of self. After the deaths of his brother and parents, Bruce 

finds himself in a situation in which he could easily be destroyed by 

the past. Although he would like to take a doctor's advice and "'Get 

away from all that history,'" (BRCM, p0 5&0) in order to pursue a future 

free from the influence of his parents' mistakes, he finds he cannot 

divorce himself from the past. At first, this disturbs himi 

The qualities that had been mystically your mother, you 

buried within yourself, you became a grave for her as you 

were a grave for Chet, and you carried your dead unquietly 
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within you. (BBCM. p. 581.) 

Although Bruce tries to get away from the past, it is an impossible task, 

and he feels he is too close to the immediate events in his parents' 

lives to attempt any sort of deliberate synthesis for himselft 

There was enough of the old man in him to spoil him, enough 

of his mother to soften him, not enough of either to save 

him. (BJRGM, p. 588) 

Bruce's difficulty is that he remembers only the unfortunate series 

of personal tragedies which dominated his parents' lives, and not 

the motivations, or historical forces, which lay in back of them. The 

trick is, as he learns, to extend the personal memory of the past out- 

ward to the corporate, which provides the displaced individual with 

the framework necessary for an affirmation of identity -* the larger 

context of corporate chronology. This enlarged perception converts 

the previously damning and yet Inescapable past into a redemptive forcet 

If you could pass that door /"of personal memory, previously 

described as a '.’pit" and a "labyrinth"_7, if you could 

look back through many funneling memories instead of one 

or two, you might be able to escape the incommunicable iden¬ 

tity in which you lay hidden. You might remember your 

mother's memories, or your father's* contain within your¬ 

self the entire experience of your family, going back and 

back in time, a succession of diminishing images like the 

images in double mirrors, go back and beyond in time as the 

ranges went back and beyond in distance past the cobalt 

line of the lake. (BRCM, p. 563) 

The possibility of restored corporate memory envelops Bruce like a 
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a womb} the incontrovertability of the past becomes a source of comfort. 

As Bruce leafs through the pages of an old photo album, the past which is 

brought to mind assumes an entirely new appearance in the context of its 

participation in the flow of dialectical history, and the recollection 

becomes a pleasant experience instead of a painful reminder* 

in the timelessness of memory the pictures sprang into 

three dimensions, permanent and ineradicable, the things 

that had life in them instead of death0 (BflGM, p. 575) 

The basic character of history is altered for Brucei it becomes a 

mollifying, rehabilitative force, suggesting an almost purely Words¬ 

worthian concept of time. Bruce's recollection of a night sky seen 

as a very young child illustrates the process» 

There, cradled in his mother's lap, he opened his eyes 

fully and saw the wonders, the black roof with glory 

streaming through the rents, and the miracle of the 

night sky would always be with him» there would never be 

another night of his life when the sight of the stars 

would not have in it some of the first awe and wonder, 

when his jaded perception would not borrow freshness from 

that original bright image in the eyes of the star-gazing 

child. (BRGM, p. 5?6) 

The thought expressed here has clear affinities with the theme of "Tin- 

tern Abbey," while the actual situation of a baby perceiving the world 

from the perspective of its mother's arms could well be derived from 

the passage in Book Two of the Prelude beginning with the line "Blest 

the infant Babe, ..." The thoughts in both authors are similar» 

the past, when perceived in the proper context, has a rejuvenating 
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influence* 

For Bruce, this context is the perception of temporal continuity *— 

it becomes a prescription for his injured identity, wounded by the 

pioneer mentality which precluded the possibility of synthesizing discor* 

dant historical forces in the temporal locus of his parents' generation. 

It is this realization that leads him to conclude that the "understanding 

of any person is an exercise in genealogy." (BRCM. p. 493) The exter¬ 

nal determinants of personal Identity in The Big Rock Candy Mountain 

are therefore of primary importance to the individual. Identity only 

takes a meaningful shape for Bruce when it is examined in the light of 

supra-personal, historical forces. The book closes with a clear state¬ 

ment of how Bruce is able to salvage not only his identity, but also 

history, through the restoration of the continuity which obtains when 

he acts as time's agent by synthesizing the dialectically opposed traits 

of his father and mothers 

Perhaps it took several generations to make a man, perhaps 

it took several combinations and re-creations of his 

mother's gentleness and resilience, his father's enor¬ 

mous energy and appetite for the new, a subtle blending 

of masculine and feminine, selfish and selfless, stubborn 

and yielding, before a proper man could be fashioned, (BRCM, p, 634) 

The passage emphasizes not only the operation of the ideal dialectical 

flow of time but also the communal nature of historical continuity and 

its salutary effect on personal identity. It also affirms Stegner's 

acquiescence in the Puritan definition of corporate sainthood — ' 

Bruce's deliberate efforts at reordering his life by affirming his 

personal identity apart from the lives of his parents come to naught. 
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Hls redemption occurs only through his recognition of and participation 

in the larger historical forces at work in the realm of corporate 

chronology# 

This reading of The Big Rock Candy Mountain presents it as a novel' 

of ideas, and is not intended as an evaluation of its stylistic effective¬ 

ness, of which much might be said. It would seem to be evident, however, 

that Stegner intended his first major novel to have a certain rhetorical 

foundation. Although it was perhaps not conceived as such at the time 

of its writing, The Big Rock Candy Mountain may be seen as a fictional 

exposition of the theories of history and identity which, in 19^3# 

are yet to be written. The novel provides a very nearly complete 

exegesis of the ideal operation of history — the dialectical system of 

opposition and synthesis, which makes possible the perception of a 

corporate, chronological continuum in history to which the individual 

may always refer as a corrective to a discomposed individual identity. 

In this sense, the novel has a definite theoretical structure, and its 

stylistic evaluation rests on a consideration of two questionsi to 

what extent, if any, does the theory hinder the flow of the narrative, 

i.e., are the characters merely mouthpieces through which the author 

may give voice to his own ideasj and, secondly, is the theory itself 

realistic — that is, if the characters are believable dramatic con¬ 

structs, does the theory still provide an effective way of dealing 

with the problems it purports to deal with — the question of the 

relationship of history and identity? 

The first consideration provides no real difficulties in the 

novel. In the attempt to insure that the fiction is representative, 

Stegner occasionally allows his characterizations to lapse into the 
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non-specific, so that the characters become types rather than indivi¬ 

duals* This is particularly true of Bo, who in the final appraisal, 

turns out to be one who "would always have been an undeveloped human 

being, an immature social animal, and the further the nation goes the 

less room there is for that kind of man." (BBCM. p* 633) A related 

defect is Stegner's occasional tendency to allow the dramatic situa¬ 

tion to serve as a pedagogical pedestal, as if he felt it were necessary 

to clench the moral of the story he is telling* This is true of the 

thinly veiled editorials contained in the extended passages from Bruce's 

diary at the end of the book. Similarly, Bruce's passage through the 

west on his way back to school takes him near the monument to the Donner 

party,an occasion for authoral comment which Stegner cannot resist* 

A few miles up the road toward the summit was the monument 

to the Donner party, symbol of all the agony in the service 

of dubious causes, archetype of the American saga of rainbow¬ 

chasing, dream and denouement immortalized in cobbleblock and 

granite, its pioneer Woman an unconsciously ironic portrait of 

endurance and grief, (BRCM* pp. 52^”525) 

These however are sins of enthusiasm, and do not distort the basic 

narrative structure of the novel. The fact that Stegner limits Bruce's 

comments on history primarily to his diary where they may be presented 

with theoretical precision without the danger of character distortion 

which might result if Bruce had been given the lines to speak, indicates 

that Stegner was aware of the problems in writing a novel of ideas and 

was careful to avoid letting an excessive amount of theory seep into 

the narrative. 

The second question, whether the theory provides an adequate response 
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to the historical questions Stegner wishes to consider, is somewhat 

less easily answered. The mere fact that Stegner continued to write 

historical novels after 1943 indicates that there are aspects of his view 

of time which require closer examination# One way of appraising the 

theoretical structure of Stegner's fiction is to determine whether it 

has logical internal consistency. More importantly, one must ascertain 

whether the fictional technique provides an adequate instrument for 

determining how the processes of real history operate — are the ideals 

presented consonant with what Stegner knows to he the vicissitudes of 

actual historical circumstance? If the events Stegner presents in his 

fiction are truly representative, as he intends, then they should pro¬ 

vide a sufficient test of the dialectical approach to time, and thus 

prove that the problematic interpretation of the flow of historical 

events may be corrected by the enlightened perception of these events as 

elements in a larger temporal continuum. In this regard., one must asks 

are the portrayals truly representative, in that they provide the test 

necessary to prove the validity of the conjunction of corporate history 

and individual Identity which Stegner demonstrates in the regeneration 

of Bruce Mason's sense of personal awareness? 

Stegner's Implicit purpose in The Big Rock Candy Mountain is to 

demonstrate the perceptional possibility of construing history as an 

exercise in dialectical continuity. The validity of the proposition 

demands that it have an adequate relation to real history. As fiction, 

the book need not conform to actual figures and events, but Stegner's 

method demands that it have a significant degree of congruence to actual 

historical character types. Otherwise, the dialectic which Stegner 

poses in his characters would be entirely an artificial, rhetorical 
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construct. The rhetorical element seems undeniable, as has been shown, 

but this does not of necessity imply that the characterizations are purpose¬ 

fully artificial or suited only to an illustration of the rhetorical 

exposition. 

It is basically a question of authoral impartiality. In terms of 

the Hegelian logic Stegner would apply to the passage of time, one must 

ascertain whether the dialectic Stegner poses in Bo and Elsa is fairly 

presented — does it adequately characterize the true convergence of 

representative historical forces on the frontier? The use of an omniscient 

narrator would seem to be essential for this purpose. In order that the 

synthesis of these qualities in Bruce be natural and believable, the 

reader must be fully apprised of the full range of his parents’ person¬ 

alities, which may be accomplished only with the use of an omniscient 

narrator. 

Although the novel is narrated in the third person, this does not 

result in an impartial investigation of all facets of all characters' 

personalities. One critic says that the only fully developed point of 

view is Bruce's with the unfortunate result that the novel 

is dominated by an eagerness to show blame again and againj 

it is a son's novel, an attack upon paternal blindness.^ 

Consequently, 

Throughout the novel, Bo's point of view is neglected .... 

notably lacking is any sympathy or desire to illuminate 

Bo's mind, his fears (in the largest sense), his conscience, 
II 

or the influence of the family on his thinking. 

It is not difficult to see how this appraisal is supported by the 

narrative. The novel closes with a condemnation of Bot 
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He was a man who never knew himself, who was never satis¬ 

fied, who was horn disliking the present and believing 

in the future» (BRCM. p, 631) 

Any sympathetic investigation of the psychological causes behind Bo's 

attitudes is not attempted. 

If Stegner's characterization of Bo is deficient because it lacks 

insight into the deeper human motivations, his portrait of Elsa errs 

in the opposite extreme. In order to be consonant with his dialectical 

approach to history, Stegner's characterization of Elsa would have to 

portray her as representing a partial truth which, when synthesized with 

the partial truth embodied by Bo, results in the fuller truth which is 

available only to the perception of Bruce, It appears, though, that 

Elsa represents far more than a half-truth to Stegner. The following 

description of her effortsi 

For thirty years his mother had tried to break the old 

man to family life, had wanted to make something rooted and 

continuous that would bridge the dissonant generations • • • • 

(BRCM. p. 584) 

— reveals that she comes much closer to embodying the actual synthesis 

than serving as a contributory agent in its formulation. She in fact 

takes on the role of the tragic heroine/victim, a type frequently 

encountered in Stegner's fiction. Rather than becoming a component in 

a larger truth, this figure embodies the entire the truth to begin 

with, prior to the dialectical operation which the novel describes. 

Her death, therefore, symbolizes not an unfortunate but essential inci¬ 

dent in the process toward enlightenment, but a genuine tragedy. The 

pathos is heightened by the fact that her death is not just an emotional 



-30- 

blow i it symbolizes the demise of an ideal — continuity — and thus 

forecloses on the possibility of its enactment in her own generation. 

The cause of Elsa’s death, breast cancer, is significant. As the 

disease progresses, it robs her of her female characteristics and has 

the oxymoronic effect of both physical destruction and spiritual purga¬ 

tion» that is, her sexuality is sacrificed to the attainment of an 

increased spiritual awareness. It is not necessary to dwell at length 

on the psychological implications of this aspect of the novel, but when 

Stegner speaks of a "future menaced by our incontinent fertility as a 

species,"'* it is evident that he cleaves to the traditional Puritan 

dichotomy between sexual and spiritual awareness. His objections are 

not moralistic» rather, he conceives of biological sexuality as a 

disorderly tendency in his attempt to construct an orderly approach to 

history. Thus, Elsa’s disease has its redemptive as well as destructive 

qualities, in that it frees her from bodily concerns and in so doing 

affords her a broader perspective on the historical drama. The following 

description is made shortly before her death» 

She had withdrawn far enough not to be moved anymore, far enough 

to see her life as a wry comedy, the world as a goldfish 

tank in which fishes of all sizes and shapes and colors went 

after food, made love, nosed with incomprehensible and 

unimportant compulsions up and down, against the glass walls, 

or lay suspeneded among the water plants, insulated from 

watchers by the different element they lived in, (BRCM. p. 574) 

Although Elsa thus comes to embody the ideal of historical con¬ 

tinuity which Stegner contends is essential to a melioristic perception 

of the flow of events, this characterization is not consistent with her 
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role as thesis to Bo’s antithesis in the temporal dialectic Stegner 

intends to pose in the couple. Elsa is portrayed more fully and with 

more sympathy than Bo. the result of Stegner's use of What one critic 

refers to as "the limited omniscient narrator."^ The consequence of this 

technique is that the logical synthesis which Stegner hopes to demonstrate 

is not entirely convincing. Stegner is swayed by his affection for the 

ideal Elsa comes to represent, to the detriment of his historical 

method. Although the novel calls for a"subtle biending of masculine 

and feminine" in Bruce, implying that time has the power to enact a 

selective process by sifting the favorable traits from Bo and Elsa and 

transmitting them to their son, the process actually portrayed is very 

lopsided. Bo is sifted into near oblivion, while Elsa's traits are 

transmitted virtually intact. 

A further test as to whether the novel successfully integrates the 

dialectical approach to history with the actual narrative is the deter¬ 

mination of whether Bruce, the terminal point of the synthetic process, 

successfully incorporates the lessons of history into his life. This 

would not necessarily require that he offer a logical explanation of the 

process or even that he be conscious of it, but it does at least demand 

evidence of its influence on his thought and actions. On the whole, this 

does not occur. There is a gesture toward a demonstration of this pro¬ 

cess i the inheritance of Bo's astounding memory presumably aids Bruce 

in his study of law. The bulk of the evidence offered as proof of Bruce's 

redeemed identity, however, comes in the consciously philosophical di¬ 

gressions concerning the relationship between history and identity which 

Stegner draws from Bruce's journal, fragments of which are interspersed 

throughout the last two hundred pages of the novel. The calm tone and 
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philosophical precision which marks these passages give them a more than 

passing resemblance to Stegner's non-fictional investigations into 

history. They are more convincing as such than they are as the medita¬ 

tions of a young man whose parents have both died tragically and very 

recently. These circumstances make it unlikely for Bruce to have the 

detached understanding of their deaths and a high degree of insight into 

the entire historical process which the journal exhibits. This is not 

to say that the philosophy is boring or superficial; it in fact frequently 

illuminates thematic movements in the novel. However, it is hardly 

tangible evidence of the change that has been wrought upon Bruce's self- 

awareness by the infusion of the qualities that were his mother and 

father. The change appears to be primarily intellectual; it is not. 

borne out, or tested by, the narrative, 

A similar failure of the novel to provide a full narrative examina¬ 

tion of its ideological foundation is related to one of its apparent 

strengths — its epic scope. The novel is a masterful achievement in 

that it reflects Stegner's insight into human involvement throughout 

the cycle of an entire lifetime. The book opens with a picture of Bo's 

childhood, carries him through adolescence and his courtship with Elisa, 

which triggers an inquiry into her first encounter with the west and the 

home she left, and so on, through both of their lives and deaths. As 

the doors on the hearse carrying Bo's body close, so does the novel; as 

the hearse leaves toward the cemetery, burying the past, so is Bruce 

launched toward the future. 

Thus conceived, the novel is comprehensive but contained, Howard 

Mumford Jones refers to it as a "vast living untidy book"? but in at 

least one sense, it is very neatly conceived and executed, with a struc- 
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ture not unlike that of classical tragedy. Herein lies the difficulty! 

its contained, Aristotliean structure is at odds with the metaphor of 

organic growth Stegner uses to describe the flow of ideal,dialectical 

history. Despite the novel's massive scope, the actions are successive 

and consequential, not organic. Though Stegner insists that an aware¬ 

ness of this sort of continuity provides the only valid referent for 

identity — social or individual — the novel nevertheless exists in 

only one temporal dimension, the past. Since the synthesis the novel 

propounds is merely projected, and not enacted except intellectually by 

Bruce, it fails to deal with the possibility that the juxtaposition of 

past and present posed by the "pontoon bridge" metaphor could be 

problematic. This is more than simply a technical problem! its working 

out is the primary concern of All The Little Live Things and Angle of 

Repose, and it is not fully resolved until The Spectator Bird. The 

seemingly successful synthesis in Bruce of the conflict posed by Bo 

and Elsa tacitly affirms the validity of the dialectical approach to 

history, but the reader remains unpersuaded. The authenticity of 

Bruce's identity, derived as it is from an awareness of the corporate- 

chronological continuum, remains unprovenj it rises out of the past, but 

is never forced into a full confrontation with the future toward which it 

is projected. Because of this, the theory remains untested by the vici¬ 

ssitudes of a truly probative historical situation, real or fictional. 

It must be emphasized that this problem is not a deficiency of the 

narrative itself, but ràther one which arises from a consideration of the 

relationship of the narrative to its ideological framework. It should 

also be noted that Stegner's novels do not have to be read against this 

framework — barring all philosophical considerations, they remain 
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simply good stories, well told. Yet the fact that Stegner has devoted 

a large number of non-fictional as well as fictional works to an inquiry 

into the nature of time and history and its effect on identity suggests 

an inevitable interaction between narrative and ideological considerations, 

and in this sense all of the novels may be considered novels of ideas. 

For Stegner, fiction itself often becomes a mode of theoretical inquiry. 

With few exceptions, such as Bruce's treatise on history, the theory 

seldom intrudes into the narrative, but it does inform the action. Though 

it would be a mistake to say that The Big Rock Candy Mountain is a failure 

because its narrative is inconsistent with its ideology, Stegner*s integrity 

as both novelist and historian demands that these inconsistencies be worked 

out. Each of the subsequent novels to be considered in this study — 

A Shooting Star, All the Little Live Things, Angle of Repose. and The 

Spectator Bird — elaborates, refines, works out, or confronts, one or 

several of these problems. Stegner has spent a career affirming, later 

questioning, denying, and finally transcending, what is contained in 

this first "vast living untidy book." 



III. A SHOOTING STAR 

The use of fiction as ‘a device to demonstrate the ideal flow of 

synthetic time is an important structural concept in Stegner's earlier 

novels, and is most apparent in A Shooting Star. This rhetorical element 

is not to be overlooked in any of Stegner's work, but it explains only a 

part of his approach to both history and fiction. Although he sees 

fiction as an instructional tool for the reader, it also clearly becomes 

an instrument of learning for the author. This is perhaps most important 

in The Big Rock Candy Mountain, which was published prior to the bulk 

of the non-fictional elaborations of the historical process. The formu¬ 

lation of fictional situations becomes a way for Stegner to order his 

perceptions about western history, resulting in a perspective which later 

is translated into theory. A Shooting Star, published in 1961, appeared 

eighteen years after the first publication of The Big Rock Candy Mountain 

and fifteen years after the appearance of Wolf Willow, the first signifi¬ 

cant non-fictional elaboration of the historical process and the import¬ 

ance of temporal continuity. One may hypothesize that after a number 

of years of investigation of this sort, Stegner had come to view these 

ideas with some degree of certainty, and felt confident enough to attempt 

a novel which would be closely patterned after his theory of time. 

In this respect, A Shooting Star attempts to remedy some of the 

deficiencies of The Big Rock Candy Mountain in regard to history by 

presenting a clearer paradigm of the ideal historical dialectic. Al¬ 

though Stegner's earlier novel practically creates its own genre in its 
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unique combination of western romance and historical realism, problems 

of execution arise when the book is seen as a novel of ideas, such as its 

lack of temporal dimension, over-simplification of the historical para¬ 

digm, and the related difficulties discussed in the previous chapter. 

In this sense, the earlier fiction, including the short stories, may be 

characterized as a series of trials, or a sort of experimental examina¬ 

tion of the relationship between the theoretical and the fictional 

approaches to history, and how to best combine the two, A Shooting Star 

may be seen as the culmination of Stegner's efforts to merge history and 

fiction, and in many ways marks a turning point in his career. Although 

A Shooting Star is a near-perfect execution of the historical paradigm 

suggested in The Big Rock Candy Mountain in that it attempts to answer 

many of the earlier novel's theoretical deficiencies, it nevertheless 

remains a weak novel, perhaps even a failure. The problems are not 

entirely due to shortcomings in the narrative, but are closely associated 

with the way Stegner attempts to structure the novel around the historical 

paradigm. The novel's near (or actual) failure suggests that the direct, 

linear relationship between history and identity implicit in the conclu¬ 

sion of The Big Rock Candy Mountain and used as a structural principle 

in A Shooting Star is not entirely adequate, either as a fictional device 

or as a way of determining individual identity. The revelation that the 

relationship between history and identity is more problematic than 

either novel admits — prompted in part, no doubt, by the poor recep¬ 

tion of A Shooting Star — forced Stegner into a re-examination of the 

historical approach in regard to fiction, which informs the second half 

of his career, beginning with All the Little Live Things, A Shooting 

Star perhaps prompted this process of re-examination, in that it provides 
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a clear statement of the theory that awareness of temporal continuity 

provides a sufficient basis for individual identity, and yet it fails as 

a novel* 

Stegner's rhetorical intention in A Shooting Star is immediately 

evident, and the reader soon senses that the thematic and narrative 

structures are much more tightly interconnected than in the earlier novel 

considered* This is evident by the almost immediate recognition of pecu¬ 

liarly "Stegneresque" characters, and the realization on the part of the 

reader that their characterizations as actors in a historical drama is 

more distinct than in The Big Rock Candy Mountain* One may safely say 

that all of the characters in A Shooting Star have mythic as well as 

individual identities} in fact, the mythic role often tends to shape and 

define the individual characterization. This is of course a reflection 

of Stegner's belief that fiction should be representative and general, 

and the characters in A Shooting Star are distinct embodiments of the 

various historical forces which Stegner sees as converging in modern 

American society. Perhaps the clearest example of this is Oliver, whose 

attitudes are inherited almost without revision from men like Bo Mason* 

His kind never anticipated consequences * * * * They denuded 

and uglified the earth in the name of progress . * * . they 

nearly always left the earth poorer and drearier for having 

lived in it. And yet what energy, what single-mindedness 

in their characteristic short-sighted causes, (SS, p, 321) 

In the unlikely event that we miss the point that Oliver is a type as 

well as an individual, Stegner has Sabrina spell it out in a speech 

to Oliver* '"You're almost the American ideal, do you know that? You're 

what this civilization has been working up to."' (SS, p, 133) There 
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is little effort to mitigate Oliver’s destructiveness. Although like Bo 

he is competent in all he does — he has an '*’engineer's mind*" (SS, 

p, 320) according to Sabrina — he is nevertheless a living demonstra¬ 

tion that "Pioneer virtues have become twentieth-century man's vices. 

In opposition to Oliver stands Deborah, matriarch of the Hutchens 

estate and symbol of the ineffectual past with only one resource which 

may prove to be of value to the present — money. She is everything 

which Oliver is not* 

She did not like doing things suddenly. The unexpected and 

unpredictable rattled her. She liked to know what wa3 coming 

and how she was going to respond to it , , • , (SS, p, 320) 

She represents a staid, benignant, and inconsequential past. After his 

perusal of the family archives, Leonard MacDonald can only conclude that 

although "'they saved everything,'" (SS, p, 240) his journey into the 

family's past yielded insight into nothing but "'a whole generation of 

ineffectual nothings,'" (SS, p, 269) 

Standing somewhere between the aggressive present in need of modera¬ 

tion and the useless past in need of utilization is Sabrina, simultane¬ 

ously the focus of family conflicts and the point of convergence for all 

the various historical forces represented by the other Characters, On 

the mythic level, her struggle for self-awareness corresponds to modern 

America's struggle to find a coherent corporate personality which will 

successfully integrate its disparate historical identities, Sabrina 

has had her fling with unbridled and short-sighted modernism, both in 

her marriage to Burke, "who would not do anything without doing it to 

win and without being aware of the effect it would have, on himself 

and others," (SS, p. 12) and in her affair with Bernard. Both episodes 
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leave her more thirsty for selfhood than before. She returns home 

hoping to find a sanctuary by living in the past, but finds only a 

house "which wasn't a house, it was a museum. Nobody lived in it, or 

ever had, except spooks and survivors." (SS, p. 53) Sabrina quickly 

finds that a study of her "roots" will not do as a way of determining 

personal identity. The effort serves only to increase the feeling of 

disparity between past and present and thus aggravates her frustration» 

"She could feel her own passionate life at the heart of it /"the 

house/ like a powder charge with a short fuse," (SS, p. 53) Her 

return home is similar in at least one respect to Bruce's effort to "get 

away from all that history" and willfully reorder his life independent of 

the influence of his troubled past. Although Sabrina does not try to 

escape the past — she in fact returns to her mother's estate — her 

move nevertheless indicates a conscious attempt to willfully reorder 

her life independently of social consequence. She returns home not in 

search of the past, but in search of a sanctuary where she may escape 

from her emotionally traumatic entaglements with the present. Thus, she 

does not try to construe a logical relationship between her personal 

crisis and its social determinants, but attempts with her return home to 

find a quiet place where she may reconstruct her shattered identity by 

drawing only on the resources of her limited individuality. Like 

Bruce, she fails in this first effort, demonstrating by negative example 

that personal identity may only be redeemed by ascertaining its place 

in the larger context of'corporate chronology. 

Like Elsa, Sabrina may be seen as one of Stegner's tragic heroines, 

bandied about by the characteristically modern forces of dissipation 

and short-sightedness. Unlike Elsa, she actually seems to pursue the 
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escape offered by these attitudes, but is restrained by irrevocable, 

ingrained warnings from her conscience, which makes her tell Bernard, 

M,I can't convince myself that anything I do is justified by my natural 

urges • • • • I think we're dirty and wicked, I really do,"' (SS, p, 

83)* Her conscience is a function of her family's past, and like Elsa, 

becomes the part of her which remains unalterable and untouched by 

the forces of modernism. It is this part of her personality which 

effects her salvation. 

Also like Elsa, she seems to lose her sexuality — her marriage to 

Burke has failed to produce a child. However, unlike Elsa, whose loss 

of sexual characteristics results in increased spiritual awareness, 

Sabrina's infertility represents only blunted potential. Elsa be¬ 

queathes a biological legacy — Bruce — to enact the philosophical 

inheritance she leaves, and thus is granted the knowledge that the ideals 

she stands for will bear fruit in her son. Sabrina, on the other hand, 

represents a sort of fecundity which has been blocked in its effort to 

achieve its potential by the sterilizing forces of modem life. Her 

barrenness is void of the redemptive possibility which marked Elsa's 

sexual degeneration. 

Conversely, when she enacts her own salvation by blocking the sale 

of the Hutchens estate to developers, the action has broader implications 

than does Elsa's redemption. Elsa's refusal to renounce her ideals is 

a victory brought about by passive endurance, which has the fortunate 

consequence of producing a son who will continue to live by the principles 

which guided her life. The corporate context of the legacy is essential, 

but its influence toward the betterment of corporate life is by implica¬ 

tion only. Sabrina's action is more deliberate and thus has broader 
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effect* By saving the estate from the encroachment of developers, she 

not only saves herself but also preserves a bit of the past as a legacy 

to the millions of future residents of the Peninsula. Her spiritual 

renewal is symbolized by her pregnancy, and indicates that her success¬ 

ful synthesis of past and present has restored her fertility. Her sur¬ 

vival, as opposed to Elsa’s destruction, demonstrates that the historical 

approach she represents is solidly viable in the real world. She embodies 

a tenable ideal which can have real effects in the world of the present, 

unlike Elsa, who must be satisfied with implication rather than actual 

enactment of her ideals. Sabrina's survival and successful redemption are 

reflections of Stegner's growing faith in the historical approach which 

correlates history with identity. The sociological repercussions of 

Sabrina's conversion are part of Stegner's scheme to make A Shooting 

Star a present-day demonstration of the ideals which The Big Rock 

Candy Mountain only projects. 

In ways such as this, it becomes apparent that Stegner intends for 

A Shooting Star to provide a fuller delineation and a broader demon¬ 

stration of the historical approach to individual identity than, the one 

suggested in The Big Rock Candy Mountain. An important aspect of the 

earlier elaboration is the posing of the historical dialectic, the demon¬ 

stration of which is hindered by the novel's limited temporal dimension 

which fails to provide a credible test of the theory. Vestiges of the 

dialectical opposition encountered in Bo and Elsa are discernible both 

in the characterizations and plot of A Shooting Star, but it is presented 

in a broader temporal context. Stegner is restating the dialectic, but 

unlike its manifestation in The Big Rock Candy Mountain, the opposition 

in A Shooting Star crosses temporal boundaries. In Deborah (the past) 
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and Oliver (the present), the potentially problematic juxtaposition of 

past and present is considered, and the additional temporal dimension 

provides a trial for the historical synthesis embodied by Bruce but 

not tested by the narrative of The Big Rock Candy Mountain» Sabrina, 

by acting as mediator between Deborah and Oliver (the paradigm is 

broadened from the simple opposition of male and female to the more 

complex question of past and present) enacts the synthesis which 

The Big Rock Candy Mountain only projects, thus providing what Canzoneri 

2 
refers to as a "trial by existence." In this way, the novel attempts 

to correct the lack of temporal depth evident in-The Big Rock Candy 

Mountain» By providing a more complete setting for staging as well as 

testing the historical paradigm, Stegner intends the novel to offer a 

more credible demonstration of the corporate history--personal identity 

correlation. 

The California setting is another way of expanding the novel's 

scope with regard to the theory of history it illustrates. California 

has significant overtones for Stegner, not only because it is his home, 

but because he believes that California has its own unique mythic iden¬ 

tity which acts as a sort of cultural weathervane, in that it reflects 

and anticipates broader social movements in the nation as a whole. 

Stegner discusses this belief in an article whose message is revealed 

in its titlei "California! The Experimental Society," in which he 

describes how California may be seen as a cultural microcosm of 

America! 

/"Callfornia_7is indeed where the future will be made — 

is already being made, with all the noise, smog, greed, 

energy, frequent wrong-headedness (and occasional greatness 



of spirit that are so American and so quintessentially 

American) .... It borrows from everywhere — in 

3 
nothing is it so American. 

California, as a vast locus communis for America, serves as the per¬ 

fect setting for testing the validity of the Stegner's historical 

approach. Because of this, it offers the opportunity for Stegner to 

demonstrate that the salvation offered by synthetic continuity is valid 

for the redemption not only of the frontier experience but for present- 

day America as well, a world "which in its way is more dangerous than 

ij. 
Comanche country ever was." A Shooting Star is set in this world, 

and demonstrates that many of the problems which hampered an ecologically 

and spiritually sound pioneer effort are still in effect today. The 

expanded historical paradigm in A Shooting Star is Stegner’s response 

to these problems. 

As in The Big Rock Candy Mountain, the historical synthesis is 

personified in the recovery of personal identity, a process which stresses 

the correlation Stegner sees between mythic and individual selves. By 

mediating between Deborah and Oliver, Sabrina moderates the present and 

helps to animate an ineffectual past. She in effect transforms a use¬ 

less history of "superannuated grotesques, a domestic tragi-comedy as 

brittle as a minuet" (SS, pp. 299-300) into a valuable resource for the 

present. In so doing, she preserves the vanishing wilderness by halting 

the growth of what Stegner elsewhere refers to as "slurb3 — those sickly, 

slack, slovenly semi-cities — that spread out into the second-growth 

jackpines like impetigo on an unshaven face." The restructuring of 

history in turn brings about a concomitant salvation of self for Sabrina. 

Her efforts to create a park not only set history and society in order, 
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but also provide her with a renewed sense of self» From a girl who 

was "'always wanting something dubious'" (SS, p» 30) she finally finds 

commitment working within the possibilities of her own family, with all 

of its tradition and resources, and concludes that "the part of a daughter 

was one she found she wanted to play." (SS, p» 316) The novel ends 

neatly, in a simultaneous recovery of personal identity, familial 

integrity, the preservation of the good life in California, and by 

extension, the regeneration of the American myth of personal salvation 

through association with the corporate venture. 

A Shooting Star represents a considerable refinment of Stegner's 

historical theory over the untested implications of The Big Rock Candy- 

Mountain. The addition of temporal dimension in A Shooting Star forces 

Stegner to rethink his views on chronological continuity, which results 

in the realization that the observance of a strictly sequential view of 

time is no longer seen as adequate — in itself — to redeem the profli¬ 

gate frontier myths, which survive in men like Oliver Hutchens. Bruce's 

method of correlating identity and sequential chronology, which calls for . 

people to be viewed as lines instead of points, is sufficient for the prob¬ 

lem of identity in The Big Rock Candy Mountain: 

He was always exactly what he was in the beginning, but 

never quite exactly what he was; he moved along a line dic¬ 

tated by his heritage and his environment, but was subject to 

every sort of variation within the narrow limits of his 

capabilities. (BRCM, p. 488) 

But, the strict equation of identity and linear temporal continuity 

proves to be inadequate to the world of A Shooting Star. As a state¬ 

ment of continuity, this manner of correlating history and identity 
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represents a view of time opposite to the one held, by men like Bo and 

Oliver Hutchens, but it makes for only the sort of accumulation of history 

which Deborah represents, Oliver describes his mother accurately when 

he says "She also collected time" (SS, p,262 ) as well a3 objects. Such 

accumulations have no function in themselves, but must be rained — 

history must be treated as a resource by those who reside in the 

present. The expansion of the male-female dialectic into an opposition 

of past and present which, when resolved, redeems both, conveys much 

more closely the possibility of the progressive enrichment of history 

which is suggested by the metaphor of organic growth implicit in the 

ideological structure of The Big Rock Candy Mountain, While Stegner does 

not yet endorse a relativistic view of time, Deborah, who views time 

in strictly consequential and quantifiable terms, is not characterized 

as an ideal perceiver of history, but as a case of arrested development, 

Leonard describes Deborah's house as a place where "'There is not a sound, 

except a vast ticking from the grandfather clock, like a time bomb. Then 

as I stood there it strikes one — just one,'" (SS, p, 168) 

The successful integration of history and identity requires not 

just an awareness of the chronological structure of time, but also demands 

a certain detachment and perspective which may be accomplished only 

with the help of the mediating self — in this case, Sabrina, In this 

respect, £ Shooting Star focuses more closely than The Big Rock Candy 

Mountain on the problem of personal identity and how it may be recon¬ 

ciled with history. The novel closely examines the role of the indivi¬ 

dual in the historical process as the perceiver not just of linear time, 

but of what might be referred to as the geometric progression of history. 

The perception of continuity requires the continual adjustment of past 



and present — the historical dialectic must cross temporal boundaries — 

and this process necessitates the presence of the mediating self* 

In spite of the refined view of time presented in the novel, however, 

it still presents the basical historical problem as one of perception, and 

thus escapes once again a truly problematic confrontation of past and 

present* In the presence of the perceiver, as Sabrina becomes, the 

relationship of past and present becomes clear; time is converted from 

an obscure mystery into a beneficent force which has the power of per¬ 

sonal redemption. To illustrate the process, one may compare Sabrina's 

changing attitudes toward her affair with Bernard. Initially, she cannot 

help but see her trysts with Bernard as anything except nasty, and feels 

that they are ruining her life* Her limited perception is emphasized 

by the literal and metaphoric fog that envelops the landscape after 

their meeting» 

Fog lay over the whole Peninsula, over the whole of California, 

over the whole of America, over the whole twentieth century, 

like the lost sea over Atlantis, not blowing, not moving, 

but still, dense, settling. (SS, p, 89) 

Her enlarged perception at the end of the novel, made possible by her 

growing commitment to her family's tradition and the corporate future, 

places the affair in a broader, melioristic context» 

• . • under the frantic consciousness of having polluted 

and disgraced herself there was a quiet, speculative little 

voice that asked, Did you mean any of it? Weren't you just 

driving recklessly in some show-off tantrum? . . , Histrionic 

gestures, not despairing ones; bruises, not fractures. (SS, p. 386) 

Just as Sabrina's selfhood is preserved by an expanded perception, so 
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does Stegner imply that the salvation of history lies in its right 

perception. Furthermore, the novel tacitly affirms that the possi¬ 

bility of such a perception exists in all situations» past and present 

can always be conflated in a mutually beneficial way, according to 

Stegner, and such an arrangement benefits not only the self but society. 

Thus, although the novel calls for a broader perspective on history than 

the dimensionless equation of linear, sequential temporal continuity and 

personal Identity suggested by The Big Rock Candy Mountain, the patterns 

of individual and corporate salvation are still found to be simultaneous, 

mutually reinforcing processes. 

It is an arrangement which works well under its own terms, but one 

which is facile in its over-all approach. The correlation of mythic 

and individual salvation is contrived, and reveals a certain naivete 

concerning both history and character. The past is assumed to be a 

knowable entity, containing few surprises and nothing which can truly 

harm those in the present. The only skeletons in the Wolcott family 

are the rather embarrassing short terms of office which fathers have 

held in the line, and the ill-defined, though probably legitimate, 

business dealings of uncles Bushrod and Mercer. Furthermore, there is 

no possibility of hidden disruptions arising'out of the past, since a 

complete documentary record has been wholly preserved» "'It's what 

they had instead of distinction; they had trunks."' (SS, p, 247) 

In its most depraved state, the past is merely dormant. To assume that 

the past can ever be so fully documented as to preclude the possibility 

of disturbing revelations contradicts the nature of history — it is 

to assume that the past is somehow purer than the present, though for no 

apparent reason other than the failure of documentary evidence to show 
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that it is not. The fallacy of the knowable past is hardly questioned 

in A Shooting Star, but comes under close scrutiny in Angle of Repose, 

as Stegner continues to refine the historical approach. 

As in all of Stegner*s fiction, the historical paradigm is con¬ 

veyed through the medium of characterization. A Shooting Star achieves 

the most complete interfusion of dramatic involvement with theoretical 

historical concerns. The obvious danger in such an approach is that 

depth of characterization may be sacrificed to the paradigmatic struc¬ 

ture» characters may simply become a vehicle for the embodiment of 

larger thematic concerns, resulting in a number of flat characters 

with no vital existence, who serve as foils to the exemplary charac¬ 

ters, with altogether too much. This was an occasional difficulty in 

The Big Rock Candy Mountain, and becomes somewhat more of a problem in 

A Shooting Star. One critic observes that "the contemporary characters 

in A Shooting Star — most notably Leonard and Oliver — come a little too 

close to allegory for comfort. They strike us as 'thesis* characters — 

as embodied ideas that walk into Sabrina's experience at appropriate 

intervals,"^ Sabrina does indeed serve as a point of convergence for 

all the other characters, whose identities are defined only insofar as 

they represent active influences in the search for her own sense of self. 

Each is representative; the collective sum of their influences makes up 

a cross-section of social forces in twentieth-century America. Sabrina 

comes to represent the corporate self in the scheme, as a resident of 

the concentrated, typically American social state which is California, 

The occasionally flat characterizations may be seen as a minor 

defect, considering Stegner's traditionally representational approach 

to fiction. This is not unlike that of many nineteenth century novels, 



most notably The Scarlet Letter, in which Hester Prynne's "A" broadens 

from its immediate meaning of "adultery" to "America" and perhaps even 

"angelic."7 The device works somewhat less well for Stegner than 

Hawthorne, however. Stegner*s characters are credible in the sense that 

the reader can imagine knowing a person like Oliver Hutchens or Leonard 

MacDonald in actual lifej whether such a character is capable of dra¬ 

matic effectiveness in a work of fiction is somewhat less easily 

answered. Stegner admits that "there*s a soap opera problem in A 

O 

Shooting Star" which hinders the delineation of fully effective 

characters. 

The main problem with characterization in A Shooting Star is related 

to this defect, and has to do with the relationship of the book's dra¬ 

matic and ideological structures. The intended interaction of these two 

structures may be summarized in this way» the resolution of the basic 

conflict — Sabrina's search for selfhood — depends upon the successful 

reordering of her relations with her family members, each of whom is 

representative of larger social forces. Sabrina's personal struggle is 

therefore to be taken as a metaphorical historical drama — when she sets 

her life in order, she has also re-ordered history. Her heightened aware¬ 

ness allows her to perceive the "true" relationship of her actions to her 

inner self. This arrangement broadens into a realignment of past and 

present. She effects this arrangement by juggling the correlatives of 

history in her own life -* the various members of her family. Acting as 

the agent of synthesis, she blunts some forces (Oliver), encourages others 

(Deborah), and constantly tests the viability of her efforts by reference 

to a prior successful, but more limited synthesis (Leonard and Bobbie). 

The successful resolution of Sabrina's personal crisis therefore 
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necessarily enacts the resolution of the larger historical conflict, and 

this is where the difficulty arises. Stegner conceives that history 

should ideally flow in dialectical patterns, whether it be the primary, 

one-dimensional male-female dialectic posed in The Big Rock Candy 

Mountain, or the more elaborate temporal dialectic of A Shooting Star. 

The result should be the formation of an "established and recognizable 

outline" (BRCM, p. 423) of history, a visible continuum which may serve 

as a constant referent not only for corporate selfhood but also indi¬ 

vidual identity. It is in the direct correlation of the operation of 

the corporate dialectic and the search for individual awareness, and in 

the assumption that both are ideally resolved by reference to the same 

chronological continuum, that the basic narrative deficiency of A 

Shooting Star lies. The assumption that the awareness of the socio- 

chronological continuum is able to account for all aberrations of indi¬ 

vidual identity is simplistic, in that it overlooks the possibility of 

a truly existential crisis in personal awareness, in a personality which 

is totally disjunctive from the structure of the corporate dialectic. 

Sabrina’s various nervous crises take on the air of such a struggle, 

but her difficulties turn out to be peculiarly amenable to the sanc¬ 

tuary offered by awareness of the dialectical construction of time. 

As such, the crisis seems to have been preconceived in terms of 

the historical approach. Consequently, Sabrina's various emotional 

traumas are not convincing as psychological studies of a fragmented 

personality, but rather convey only the sense of false existential 

crisis. In other words, Sabrina's mythic identity dominates her per¬ 

sonal life, with the result that she is not permitted to experience a 

convincing nervous breakdown, but only one for which the awareness of 
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hlstorical continuity may have a salubrious effect. Even if her dissi¬ 

pation had been terminal, one feels that her death would not have altered 

the book's outcome in regard to its thematic structure. She would have 

become a character like Chet, a victim of failed perception. Her 

inability to pierce the fog which envelops twentieth century America 

would have resulted in her being denied the redemption which is accessible 

through participation in the flow of dialectical history. 

Although the novel suggests that she is precariously close to the 

edge of a confrontation with an existence devoid of any rational meaning, 

its resolution makes clear that she was never in such danger. Her con¬ 

science constitutes her irrefutable tie with the past, and provides an 

invincible bulwark against the forces of modern dissipation, in much the 

way that Bruce is able to construe a constant identity referent by inte¬ 

grating into his own life the favorable qualities of his parents. The 

forced resolution is admissible in the earlier novel, as the narrative 

does not wholly depend on Bruce's successful synthesis. The narrative 

of A Shooting Star, on the other hand, depends entirely upon the 

successful — and convincing -- demonstration of the historical paradigm 

in the lives of its individual characters. Although this demands 

that their mythic and individual identities mesh exactly, in accordance 

with the concept of personal salvation through mythic association, the 

formula proves to be insufficient when used as a fictional technique. 

Individual identity is presented only as a component of the ideal cor¬ 

porate historical dialectic, and the failure to differentiate between . 

mythic and individual identity is the novel's most crucial flaw. Since 

it is built into its substructure, this defect impedes the full delinea¬ 

tion of believable characters at all levels of the narrative. 
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Because of this, the novel’s optimistic conclusion, which is best 

summarized by Leonard’s affirmation of the possibility of construing 

"a halfway decent life" (SS, p. 401) out of the elements of the modern 

condition, is a hollow pronouncement, since the novel fails to fully 

consider the alternative possibility — that the successful synthesis 

of past and present is not an automatic process, or that the forces of 

modernism may not always be curbed. The novel's unfounded optimism is 

made possible by its refusal to offer any substantive investigation into 

the psychological involvements of the truly dissolute self, totally cut 

off from the mollifying influence of an integral social scheme. Like 

The Big Rock Candy Mountain. A Shooting Star provides no adequate test 

of its central thesis. 



IV. ALL THE LITTLE LIVE THINGS 

Although All the Little Live Things follows A Shooting Star by only 

six years, it is a much more mature work, and reveals not only a refined 

sense of character, but also a basic shift in Stegner's perspective on 

history and identity. As the next of Stegner's California novels, it 

displays many of the same concerns of the earlier work, .One critic 

describes these novels as ones 

in which he examines Americans brought up short against 

the sea, turned in on themselves, living "in the shape 

of tomorrow" without much comprehension of the past,* 

The California setting is of course significant in All the Little Live 

Things, in much the same way that it helps to reinforce the special 

historical concerns of A Shooting Star. Stegner's sense of the socio- 

historical ramifications of California immediately suggests one approach 

to the examination of All the Little Live Things: that it may be seen 

as an analysis of the conflict between archetypal western forces in 

much the same mode of A Shooting Star. In both novels, California provides 

the proving ground on which Stegner conducts his historical experiments. 

Not only does the state display all of the cultural and social tendencies 

of the rest of the nation, but it does so at an accelerated rate, there¬ 

fore providing a sort of intense microcosm of America as a whole. Like 

America, California is an "experimental society where_7 everything 

? 
is permitted, but not everything works." As such, it is an ideal 

setting for Stegner to consider various approaches to the problem of 
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history and identity. 

In A Shooting Star, the technique of imbuing the characters with 

archetypal identités results in a near-perfect demonstration of the para¬ 

digm of synthetic history, hut it is executed at the cost of any inves¬ 

tigation into the struggle for selfhood on a scale other than the mythic. 

Initially, All the Little Live Things seems to he informed hy the same 

technique of characterization. Joe's fragmented past is emblématic of 

America's unwillingness, or inability, to integrate its own tradition 

into the present, or to learn from the past in any way, often because the 

tradition itself is characterized by such pervasive fragmentation that it 

is impossible to discern any guiding patterns. Joe admits: 

... 1 couldn't refer myself to any source, tribe, family, 

region, nation, tradition, gene pool, or anything else to 

which the wastage of my life could be called a loss. I 

grew to hate the thin dispersal of my relatives .... 

And here was I, making meaningless orbits in the Madison 

Avenue void, (ALLT. p. I65) 

Joe represents what Stegner comes to call the "amputated present" — 

the state of emotional crisis which is precipitated by the inability to 

refer one's present condition either to a past or a future. Joe's 

cultural tradition, if he ever had one, is vague at best, and his legacy 

to the future has been cancelled — his only son was killed, or killed 

himself, in a surfing accident. 

Like millions of other Americans, Joe makes, "one after the other, 

the two moves that are possible to Americans and lost dogs" (ALLT. p. I65) 

in search of an identity: a return to the country of one's origin in 

search of the cultural foundations of self, andj failing in that, simply 
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moving on, in hopes of sidestepping the problem of an ill-based selfhood. 

The investigation of the first alternative is only alluded to in All the 

Little Live Thingsi the account of this venture comprises the bulk of 

the narrative in The Spectator Bird. However, the earlier novel does 

record the perhaps predictable result that "I didn't smell one thing that 

was familiar or that meant anything personal, not a person, not an echo, 

not a whiff from the past. Europe was cut off, no longer anything to 

me." (ALLT. p. I65) Failing to discover the wellsprings of identity in 

his cultural "roots," Joe pursued the second alternative — he rani 

We turned our backs on everything remembered and came out 

to make a new beginning in California. It wasn't a radical 

act, in a way. It was a habitual one, it conformed to 

twenty generations of American experience, (ALLT. p. 165-66) 

Joe's action thus has archetypal significance, and his elusive quest for 

the sources of personal identity corresponds to Bo's equally fruitless 

search for "the big rock candy mountain." In such easily discernable 

ways as this, Stegner presents Joe as an amalgam of certain historical, 

and peculiarly American, tendencies, and his search for a sense of self, 

like Sabrina's, may be taken as typical of America's collective identity 

crisis. Joe's mythic identity is conveyed even in his name, which fails 

to distinguish him from the great corporate mass of ordinary names. 

Yet Joe is not what Robinson calls, in reference to A Shooting Star, 

a "thesis character,nJ
 To use E. M. Forster's terminology, he is "rounder" 

than a simple "flat" character, the latter being useful to the novelist 

when he wishes to convey a single idea without the necessity of creating 

4 an entire personality# Joe is not simply a representative of the modern 

dilemma, and because of this, it is not possible to neatly assign him 
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to a set role in the historical allegory in the way this could be done 

with Bo Mason and Oliver Hutchens, representing respectively the source and 

the enactment of the thoughtless modern mentality. He is neither as 

aggressive or as scheming as his fictional predecessors, which means that 

Stegner must add to the novel characters who are, if a complete portrait 

of archetypal forces which govern modern American life is to be achieved. 

These roles are relegated to Tom Weld and Jim Peck. Weld, described as 

possessing a cretin mentality which prevents him from seeing past only 

the most immediate consequences of his actions, nevertheless has an equal 

or greater power to destroy the land than the early settlers, who were 

likewise blinded to consequence by their Intoxication with the boundless 

new continent. The affinity between Weld and the pioneers is deliberate, 

and Stegner emphasizes it by having Joe describe Weld in archetypal 

terms t 

'*•... he's the Adversary, the Id, Adam Aborigine, 

Old Mister Consequence, He's our fire hazard, our eye¬ 

sore, our past, our future, our history, and our drama. 

(Am, p. 63) 

Peck, although a more benign ecological threat than Bo, Oliver, or 

Weld, represents the threat to emotional stability which the pioneer 

mentality poses. Joe criticizes him for his lack of historical perspec¬ 

tive, which prompts him to take advantage of every opportunity for self- 

indulgence, regardless of consequence. His emotionally disruptive ten¬ 

dencies are mitigated somewhat, though, by his ingenious, albeit clumsy, 

efforts at building a shelter. Like Bo, and like the pioneers, he is 

characterized as Homo fabrlcans. "eager to perfect /~Nature__7." (ALLT, 

p, 22) Marian sums up this view of Peck, in which Joe concurs, though 
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somewhat grudgingly and with ample reservation: 

"there's a lot of frontier, pioneering enthusiasm in 

him, did you ever realize? He's sort of like a home¬ 

steader, over there#" (ALLT, p# 13?) 

The mythic overtones of Joe, Peck, and Weld are deliberate — the 

each represent a certain tendency in modem thought, and each is searching 

for his version of the American dream. Peck comes the closest to being 

the book's villain, but he is far from being the only representative of 

thoughtless modernism in the novel, nor can he be seen as forming, 

with Weld and Joe, a complete composite of modern tendencies in American 

life. The LoPrestis, a repository of shallow beliefs whose facile gestures 

toward serious azrt do little to prevent the very real problem of their 

daughter's delinquency; Peck's assorted house-guests; and any of the guests 

at the unfortunate Fourth of July cocktail party, are all aspects of a 

diverse and, as suggested by their number, perhaps uncontrollable, 

modem society. The unitary portrayals of mindless modernism seen in Bo 

and Oliver become splintered in All the Little Live Things. an indication 

of Stegner's growing awareness of the complexity of the effort to portray 

historical tendencies through the medium of character# In the world of 

All the Little Live Things, it is no longer possible to represent the 

present in a single character who serves as a repository of archetypal 

forces, as Stegner did with Bo and Oliver. The task of analyzing the 

various forces at work in the modern west requires a compendium of 

characters, each complete in himself, and each reflecting different and 

and often contradictory manifestations of the American dream. This 

technique marks Stegner's first literary recognition of the truly problem¬ 

atic character of history in regard to its function as a determinant of 
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Nevertheless, the conception of history as a system of dialectical 

polarities continues to generally inform the novel's characterizations, 

although the way the dialectic is. posed also anticipates its drastic 

revision and eventual repudiation in Angle of Repose and The Spectator 

Bird* In presenting the historical dialectic in All The Little Live 

Things. Stegner adheres to the basic male-female dichotomy first encoun¬ 

tered in The Big Rock Candy Mountain* Set against the somewhat unholy 

trinity of the present — Joe, Peck, and Weld, who could also be described 

as the dispossessed, the dirty, and the despicable — stands Marian, the 

symbol of enduring order and continuity. The underlying meliorist view 

of the possibility of progressive continuity in history which provides the 

invisible substructure of The Big Rock Candy Mountain and ji Shooting Star 

is finally given firm philosophical statement by. Marian» 

Order is the basis of everything. John and I sort of 

believe Teilhard de Chardin that all evolution is only 

a perfecting of consciousness. (ALLT, p. 143) 

Marian has strong affinities with Elsa. Like the earlier female figure, 

who Bruce claims has "something in her that doesn't give when it's pushed 

at," (BRGM, p. 499) Marian is able to absorb all of the forces of disorder 

and disruption of the modern world into herself and convert them into 

continuity, as she does when she tries to explain Peck's eccentricity 

to Joet 

"• • • . if consciousness is being gradually perfected, then 

the area of choice is being gradually enlarged, isn't it? 

That's why, if I believe in order, I have to believe in 

search, too, even if it seems as silly as Jim Peck's • • * • 
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So you have to risk disorder to keep the order of the 

universe and consciousness growing*" (ALLT » pp* 143-44) 

This is a concise statement of the philosophical underpinning of A 

Shooting Stax and The Big Rock Candy Mountain» that the basic problem of 

history is one of perception» that redemption of the self is achieved by 

the perception of the role of the individual in the larger socio-temporal 

scheme, and that the salvation of history in this larger scheme lies in 

the enactment of this revitalized individual perception in the corporate 

context, redeeming both self and society, 

Marian, then, also represents a certain archetypal force in 

American history — she is the culmination of the ideals of American 

womanhood, first introduced by Stegner in the figure of Elsa Mason* She 

embodies a view which Joe cannot accept, which establishes the central 

ideological conflict of the novel. Character conflict is often Stegner's 

way of posing a dialectic between archetypal forces, as is done with Bo 

and Elsa. This conflict frequently anticipates either a tacit or an overt 

historical synthesis, and the'narrative of fll the Little Live Things 

seems to point in this direction* The basic philosophical opposition is 

firmly established when Joe denies Marian's meliorist formulation quoted 

above by asserting doggedly 

"that some periods of human history are better than 

others, and * * * it isn't always the creeping toward 

perfection* * • • I believe this is a corrupt age, (ALLT, p. 150) 

His solution to social dissipation is simple yet stem» "take hold of 

yourself, like training a horse, and that is both pleasure and morality," 

(ALLT. p. 151) 

Joe's solution is simple yet impossible to effect, even in his 
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own life* He cannot accommodate the present, and finds it impossible 

either to resolve or bury the past» '"If he /~Peck_7 and Curtis are 

the future, then I am an. irreconcilable past*'" (ALLT. p. 166) He feels 

guilty about his son's death, but is unable "to persuade myself that 

I could have acted any other way." (ALLT, p. 159) Joe's recognition of 

his failing prompts him into an introspective examination of his own role 

in the unfortunate past, after which he concludes that there is a flaw 

in his emotional capability, since his son required a kind of "unqualified 

and uncritical" love which "is not a kind of love I am ever likely to 

be able to give," (ALLT. p, 160) Peck reminds Joe of Curtisi it is 

Peck's influence which finally makes Joe admit his "emotional inability." 

(ALLT. p. 222) As a result, Joe finds himself unable to construe time 

into any meaningful pattern -- the past throws a shadow on the present, 

and neither points to any sort of future other than the blank destruction 

which Weld represents. 

Marian’s influence is intended to serve as a correctivei although 

the sort of continuity she represents is unpalatable to Joe, it is the 

only approach inclusive enough to deal with the diverse social tendencies 

which Joe is unable to understand. In this light, the novel becomes a 

chronicle of the process of revitalizing Joe's jaded perception so that he 

may expand his limited view of history into the broader, more comprehen¬ 

sive view which Marian espouses. 

The parallels to The Big Rock Candy Mountain are abundant. Like 

Elsa's, Marian's disease is both physical and symbolic; it not only destroys 

her body, but blocks her from enacting any historical transformation her¬ 

self. She must depend upon leaving behind an inheritance of some sort. 

Both play the part of the tragic heroine/victim by representing an ideal 
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whlch is too pure for undiluted manifestation in the real world. As 

Marian's disease progresses, she is slowly purged, like Elsa, of her 

sexuality, which by extension frees her from all worldly concerns until 

she reaches a state of other-worldly serenity: 

As she began to expose herself less to the sun, her summer 

tan paled to a sort of translucent gold, the kind of skin 

you sometimes see on beautiful Eurasian girls. In repose, 

she appeared utterly serene, purged of every Impurity, and 

she went about her work quietly, without strain. (ALLT. p. 238) 

Since her hope of leaving a biological heir to enact her dream of a 

melioristic perception of history is blunted, she must exert her influence 

indirectly. For Elsa, the biological process of procreation provided an 

exact analogue to the process of ideological synthesis. In Bruce, genetic 

conjunction serves as a visible equivalent of an invisible dialectic, 

merging the divergent attitudes of Bo and Elsa, In All the Little Live 

Things, the correlation is not so simple, another indication of Stegner's 

growing awareness that the equation of history and identity is an exceed¬ 

ingly complex process. The biological metaphor is abandoned completely; 

the influence of history upon identity is demonstrated as a purely 

psychological process. In this context, Joe takes the place of Marian's 

still-born child, and assumes the role played by Bruce in the earlier 

novel. Joe's inheritance of Marian’s spiritual legacy results in his own 

conversion as well as the perpetuation of Marian's dream: 

and so even in the gnashing of my teeth I acknowledge my 

conversion • • • • I shall be richer all my life for this 

sorrow, (ALLT. p. 288) 

The ending thus seems to achieve the synthesis which is anticipated in 
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the initial dialectical conflict which is posed between the divergent 

ideologies embodied in Joe and Marian. 

This reading of the novel is consistent with Stegner's earlier 

portrayals of history and its redemptive effect on identity. It 

bears out the roeliorist formulation of time, while retaining the basically 

dialectical approach to temporal progression. As in the earlier works, 

characterization provides the primary vehicle for the examination of arche¬ 

typal forces, and redemption of personal identity is ostensibly largely 

contingent upon a balancing and understanding of these forces. Because, 

however, the book is structured with far less emphasis on dialectical 

integrity than A Shooting Star, it is able to offer a closer examination 

of the individual psyche than either of the two previously considered 

novels. In this sense, it may be seen as a more honest book than either 

of these other two. It is, in any event, a transitional work, in that it 

raises a number of questions concerning the dialectical, melioristic 

approach to history which were either avoided or simply not conceived of 

in the earlier novels. Although the conclusion of All the Little Live 

Things seems to affirm the historical view elaborated in earlier works, 

a close examination of the relationship between its narrative and thematic 

structures reveals discrepancies which point towards the confrontation, 

in Angle of Repose. and eventual dismissal, in The Spectator gird, of the 

dialectical approach. 

While the narrative structure of All the Little Live Things. culmina¬ 

ting in Joe's conversion, seems to affirm the world-view of the two earlier 

novels, it is important to note that Joe's conversion does not take place 

in the realm of corporate history in the same manner that Sabrina's does, 

or in the way Bruce's personal identity is animated by his commitment to 
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dialect ical history* In fact, the possibility of redeeming a dissolute 

personal self by integrating it into the corporate-chronological continuum 

is not considered as a viable alternative in All the Little Live Things, 

despite the archetypal overtones of most of the novel's characters. Cor¬ 

porate identity is no longer held up as a strict and reliable referent 

for individual identity, and the corporate implications behind the apparent 

ideological synthesis which occurs between Joe and Marian are secondary 

to the primary meaning of the resolution, which is Joe's personal salva¬ 

tion* Consequently, the novel makes no attempt to enforce a strict 

correlation, within the narrative, between the evolution of Joe's per¬ 

sonal consciousness and the development of Marian's corporate historical 

scheme — in fact, the two remain divergent at the end of the novel, 

in spite of the narrative resolution* Joe's conversion is due primarily 

to Marian's personal attractiveness, and not to her ideological allure. 

In this way, All the Little Live Things corrects the basic flaw of A 

Shooting Start its failure to differentiate between the mythic and 

individual identities of its characters. 

This is not to say that the notion of correlating the two modes 

of identity does not find expression in All the Little Live Things, but the 

way it is presented serves not to demonstrate but to undercut its validity* 

One of Joe's admonitions to Peck seems to be a clear statement of the 

central thesis of Shooting Star, in regard to its elaboration of the 

relationship between history and identity» 

"Outside the Establishment these kids despise so much, an 

individual doesn't exist, he hasn't got any language, 

character, art, ideas, anything, that didn't come to him 

from society. The free individual is an untamed animal. 
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Society even teaches him patterns of revolt. (ALLT. p. 140) 

This is an explicit statement of what is implied by the way in which 

Sabrina finally finds freedom from psychological trauma — that the 

individual may find self-awareness only in a strongly social setting. 

Yet the very fact that Stagner feels compelled to have Joe state the 

ideal in concrete terms in All the Little Live Things, as opposed to A 

Shooting Star, where the message is built into the narrative, reveals 

the possibility of the formula's diminishing effectiveness. Joe later 

realizes that not only is the social context not a prerequisite to any 

personal sense of self, but that the entire social framework is an arti¬ 

fice, which depends on a quickly eroding sense of mutual convention if 

it is to be preservedj 

"The trouble with Peck is he doesn't realize that the 

world he lives in is holding itself together in despera¬ 

tion, with sticking plaster and patching cement and Band- 

Aids, and needs the support of every member." (ALLT. po‘145) 

This leads to Joe's final revelation, that the entire social system 

is a corrupt one: 

Some codes are better than the codes that displace them; and 

I believe this is a corrupt age because it accepts everything 

as equal to everything else, and because it values indulgence 

more than restraint. (ALLT. p, 150) 

— which reverses completely his earlier contention of the necessity 

of deriving personal identity from an awareness of social convention 

(presumably, one would not want to take his identity cues from a corrupt 

society). His final pronouncement places him outside of the society he 

initially voices so much faith in, which nevertheless has the positive 
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of affirming his own identity on his own terms. The separation of self 

and society which is evident in Joe’s denunciation of the modern world 

subtly severs the formerly irrevocable tie between corporate and individual 

identity propounded in the first two novels considered, a break which is 

not healed by Joe's conversion at the end of the novel. Joe's sense of 

self purely as a function of the self is a denial of the identity-defining 

powers of the social-chronological continuum. Although he begins as the 

spokesman for dialectical synthesis in history by stressing the need to 

Peck for determining individual identity by locating the self in the realm 

of corporate history, Joe ironically demonstrates the inadequacy of the 

scheme he advocates by individuating himself out of the corporate-chrono¬ 

logical continuum with his denunciation of a corrupt society. It is one 

way in which the narrative of All the Little Live Things, unlike A Shooting 

Star, is not forced into thematic molds. This increases its dramatic 

effectiveness, but serves to undercut its intended ideological thrust. 

The repudiation of the previously-assumed correlation between cor¬ 

porate and individual identity is suggested in other ways as well, parti¬ 

cularly in the way the novel treats the effect which the redemption of 

individual identity is presumed to exert on the rest of society. The 

Big Rock Candy Mountain and A Shooting Star either project or work out 

definite patterns of influence between self and society, in such a way 

that the redemption of either reinforces the redemption of the other. 

There is no such forced resolution in All the Little Live Things. The 

narrative does not in any way enact, as in 4 Shooting Star, or project, as 

in The Big Rock Candy Mountain, a plan of corporate redemption. Unlike 

Sabrina, whose personal salvation is validated by corporate involvement, 

Joe's supposed conversion has no ramifications beyond whatever effect 
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it may have on the specified individual at the specified time* 

What, then, is the relationship of the conversion experience to 

the over-all thematic structure of the novel? Joe's own words indicate 

that it "brings about no more than a recognition of the fact that disorder 

and pain are an irrefutable part of existence* 

* .. think how random and indiscriminate it /"the force 

of life_7 is, think how helplessly we must submit, 

think how impossible it is to control or direct it* 

Think how often beauty and delicacy and grace are choked 

out by weeds. Think how endless and dubious is the 

progress from weed to flower. (ALLT, p* 287) 

Not only does the narrative fail to project or enact the sort of histori¬ 

cal synthesis which one might expect from Joe's conversion, given the 

pattern of history and identity developed in the earlier works, but the 

conversion itself results in only a rather dubious revelation. Marian's 

death seems to demonstrate to Joe a world-view exactly the opposite to 

the one she held. It has no liberating Influence on Joe, but serves to 

provide a constant and painful reminder of man's limited capability to 

deal with disorder. Thus, the philosophical implications of Joe's conver¬ 

sion are ill-definedj there indeed seems to be no conversion at all in 

the usual sense of the word, a radical shift in belief or action. Joe 

learns something from Marian's death, but it seems to consist primarily 

of an intensification of his belief that the modern world is basically 

corrupt, and an expansion of that belief from the social to the physical 

and even metaphysical realms. 

Once it is revealed that Joe's conversion does not signify a broad 

historical synthesis, it becomes apparent that the events leading up to 
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this action do not trace the usual pattern of dialectical opposition and 

synthesis which the reader is accustomed to seeing in Stegner's novels, 

in which opposing patterns of human conduct are tempered and ultimately 

reconciled into a resolution which benefits both self and society. Rather, 

quite the reverse takes place. Joe's arguments against Marian’s mello- 

ristic theses are not moderated during the course of the novel, but 

actually seem to grow more intense, changing from the philosophical 

speculation contained in the unmailed letter to an adamant refutation of 

her theoryi "Despite her urgings, I do not accept the universe." (ALLT. 

p. 284) In fact, Joe's arguments throughout the novel are developed with 

far too much sincerity and complexity to be realistically negated by the 

closing lines of the novel, which would be required if the novel were to 

be seen as a demonstration of the viability of dialectical synthesis in 

history. Stegner seems to have planned for Joe's conversion to symbolize 

the reconciliation of past and present in an acceptance of the possibility 

of a melioristic perception of life's misfortunes, and yet repeatedly 

postpones the conversion as he finds himself captivated by what Joe has 

to say on the subject of history and identity. One senses that the 

conversion was intended to occur earlier in the narrative, but Stegner 

simply found he had too much for Joe to say to have it spoiled by a pre¬ 

mature conversion. Thus, the conversion, which seems to have been in¬ 

tended to serve as a resolution of the conflicts among certain arche¬ 

typal forces, may not be a conversion at all, but rather simply an ex¬ 

peditious resolution of the narrative. It satisfactorily closes the 

story, but is not a particularly good way to wrap up the intended demon¬ 

stration of historical continuity. 

This is not to say that the conversion is devoid of thematic con- 
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sequence, however» Its real significance lies in the manner of its evo¬ 

lution, which reveals a basic shift in Stegner’s conception of what con¬ 

stitutes the ordering principle behind history» Prior to All the Little 

Live Things, this principle is found in the pre-existent and absolute 

realm of chronological continuity» In The Big Rock Candy Mountain and 

h. Shooting Star, dialectical synthesis enables the force of time to mold 

a pattern of corporate identity, which serves as a standard to which the 

individual may refer in the effort to define individual identity* The 

evolution of Joe's increasing personal awareness suggests a very different 

sort of process, in which the individual replaces chronological contin¬ 

uity às the ordering principle behind history. As a result, individual 

identity does not become valid as it Impinges on corporate, chronological 

history; instead, corporate history is validated only insofar as it 

impinges upon individual awareness, Joe still serves as the point of 

convergence for the various archetypal forces represented by Peck, Held, 

and the others, but unlike Sabrina's function in this respect, the 

convergence does not. point upward to any pattern of chronologically- 

ordered corporate history, but reverts back only to the Individual, Joe. 

One indication of this shift in perspective is the way in which time 

comes to be perceived in patterns relative only to the individual, and 

not in reference to an absolute chronological scale. This is apparent 

in Joe's recollection of the weeks immediately preceding Marian's death* 

In recollection, those weeks of waiting telescope for me 

as all dull time does. They were interminable while 

passing, but looked back upon they seem only an accel¬ 

erating hour, scented with tarweed, (ALLT. p, 251) 

The distortion of time caused by peculiarities of individual perception 
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la one way All the Little Live Things focuses on individuals with di¬ 

vergent and conflicting character traits rather than on the mediating 

influence of a monolithic corporate meliorism» In ways such as this, 

the novel recognizes the possibility of total societal dissolution! the 

assurance of individual salvation through perception of and integration 

into the larger corporate myth is by no means assured. Since it is less 

artificial, it is a more honest, as well as more risky approach to the 

problem of history and identity than either of the two earlier novels 

attempts» 

The portrait of history in All the Little Live Things recognizes 

much more fully the essentially problematic nature of time, and the 

relationship of history and identity is shown to be a more complex 

question than a simple perception of the "right" relationship between 

past and present can adequately answer» The quest for continuity which 

informed the early novels is all but abandoned. The orderly flow of 

sequential time is still seen as an ideal for history, but it is one 

which, unfortunately, cannot overcome the force of circumstance. It is a 

lost ideal ~ despite Ruth's wishful thinking to the contrary, it cannot 

do the impossiblei 

She wills continuity, she chooses to believe that before 

too long we will hear the slam of the old station wagon's 

door down below » » » » (ALLT. 7) 

One senses that Stegner would perhaps still have his characters construe 

time as a purely chronological sequence of events, if he felt this were 

possible. However, continuity in /111 the Little Live Things is seen only 

as an ideal, perhaps an imaginary one, and one which in any event provides 

no sure method of relating identity to history. 
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Joe is Stegner's first portrayal of a character who is truly dis¬ 

junctive from the ordering influence of the corporate-chronological 

continuum and therefore the first to demonstrate the limitations of this 

formulation. In its most favorable light, as in A Shooting Star, the 

theory purports to account only for aberrations of human behavior, and 

has no capability to deal with the biological disruption of life which is 

evident in Marian's disease. Once this shortcoming is revealed, the 

ability of the perception of history as a continuum to overcome social 

disruption is also questioned. As a result of this examination, the pre¬ 

sence of a vast, ubiquitous disorder which governs not only nature but 

also man's relations in history is disclosed for the first time in 

Stegner's fiction — a revelation which had been impeded by the artificial 

Inclusiveness of the historical paradigm of continuity. As Joe watches 

his neighbor rip up the hill near his house with a bulldozer, he realizes 

that the universal conspiracy of disorder far outweighs the ability 

of any individual to counter it* 

I associated his mutilation of the hill with the mutilations 

that Marian had suffered and was still to suffer, and I 

hated Weld so passionately that I shook. He was a born 

ugliness-maker, and he was irresistible and inescapable 

* ... We could no more resist • • • the Weldian notion 

that mutilation was progress, than we could stop the 

malignant cells from metastiasizing through Marian's 

blood stream. (ALLT, p. 262) 

Marian gives the expected "Stegnerian" response to this sort of 

misfortune, by attributing the ravaging force of grief to mistaken 

perception* ’"We’re individuals, we're full of ourselves and so we're 
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bad historians.*" (ALLT. p. 2k2) This is an effective response to 

tragedy in The Big Rock Candy Mountain and A Shooting Star because the 

narratives of these novels are conceived and executed in accordance with 

an absolute faith in the redemptive force of individual association with 

the corporate historical continuum, where the possibility of salvation is 

hindered only by limited perception. The response rings hollow in All 

The Little Live Thingst despite Marian's sincerity, there is no indica¬ 

tion that her perception of history will result in any substantial 

improvement in her lot. Disorder replaces continuity as the fundamental 

moving force behind the universe. 

The intended demonstration, in Joe's conversion, of the effectiveness 

of the perception of historical continuity in combatting the forces of 

disorder remains unconvincing, and perhaps intentionally so. Although 

the narrative resolves into an aphoristic affirmation of life despite its 

inherent painj 

Think of the force of life, yes, but think of the component 

of darkness that is in it. One of the things that is in 

whale's milk is the promise of pain and death .... Would 

I go back to my own formula, which was twilight sleep, to 

evade the pain she /~Marian_7 brought with her? Hot for 

a moment .... I shall be richer all my life for this 

sorrow. (ALLT. p. 288) 

— the more fundamental problem of how history is to be perceived and 

the precise determination of its influence on the definition of personal 
/ 

identity goes unanswered. 

As indicated, the novel deals with these Issues primarily through 

Implication. Unlike the earlier novels, history is not a main character 



-72- 

in All the Little Live Things» The question of identity, however, is at 

the heart of the work, and the formative elements of identity are closely 

allied to the historical forces which shape and inform character response 

in the earlier novels. By relaxing the strict archetypal conception of 

character, Stegner is able to investigate the relationship of history and 

identity far more honestly, by freeing him from the compunction of main¬ 

taining dialectical consistency, Anftle of Repose. the next major novel, 

translates these concerns back into clearly temporal terms, and thus 

allows Stegner to apply the insights made possible by the humanistic 

approach of All the Little Live Things to a concise examination of the 

historical paradigm, with somewhat unexpected results. 



V. ANGLE OF REPOSE 

Given Stegner's consuming interest in culture of the American west, 

along with his strongly held, and extensively elaborated views on temporal 

continuity, it is possible to read Angle of Repose as a restatement and 

expansion of his familiar "pontoon-bridge" metaphor for history. Such 

a reading is certainly in keeping with earlier novels, and has strong 

affinities with the non-fictional treatments of history found in Wolf 

Willow, The Sound of Mountain Water, and other articles and essays. 

This is very likely the structure Stegner had in mind when beginning the 

novel, although it should be evident that Stegner's intentions are not 

always a good indicator of actual thematic content. Stegner admits 

that} 

I've begun two or three books without any clear idea of 

an ending. All the Little Live Things was one. Some¬ 

times I do know the end but not how to get there,^ 

As demonstrated, the narrative of All the Little Live Things continually 

anticipates Joe's conversion, or at least the emergence or realization of 

a new order of some sort in his life. The emotional undercurrent, how¬ 

ever, proves to be too strongs the conversion, when it finally comes, 

is unconvincing, so that the narrative resolution gives little indication 

of the novel's primary emotional thrust. 

Nevertheless, Stegner's thematic intentions for Angle of Repose 

seem to be quite explicit, and quite in keeping with earlier formulations 
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of history. The reader immediately recognizes that characters in Angle 

of Repose exist not only as individuals in a particular dramatic situa¬ 

tion, hut as larger mythic representations, a familiar mode of charac¬ 

terization in Stegner's fiction. Shelley and Rodman, for instance, each 

represent different aspects of the same modern tendency to discount the 

need for the tempering effect of the perspective which can be acquired 

only through a thorough awareness of history. Shelley, according to 

Lyman, represents that portion of the modern psyche which has allowed 

creatural tendencies to displace traditional mores» 

She has a ribald streak that I don't much like. She is 

a card-carrying member of this liberated generation, and 

though I am hardly one to go around clucking my tongue 

and asking Is nothing sacred, I find myself wondering 

about the state of mind that holds nothing worth the 

respect of unhumorous suspended judgment. (AR, p. 143) 

Rodman is Shelley's intellectual counterpart, a university professor who 

believes that the study of history is largely irrelevant to the concerns 

of the present» '"I'm not opposed to history if it's interesting,'" (AR. 

p. 185) he tells Lyman. ■ Stegner condemns him to the vocation of a socio¬ 

logist, a profession for which the author admits a particular disaffec- 

p 
tion. "Sociologists give me the impression the world began yesterday," 

Stegner once remarked in an interview — an appraisal which neatly sums 

up Rodman's world view. The reader clearly perceives Stegner's intended 

mythic roles for Rodman and Shelley, which are so deliberately constructed 

that the author risks their becoming caricatures of modern thought rather 

than viable dramatic constructs, a recurrent problem in Stegner's attempt 

to demonstrate historical formulations in a fictional setting. 
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Juxtaposed against this not-unexpected portrayal of the present is 

a not-unexpected portrayal of the past. Susan and Oliver have clear 

precedents in Bo and Elsa, and both couples embody a dialectical opposition 

which fails to find synthesis in its own time frame, but one which may be 

achieved in the heightened perspective available to the historical 

observer. Lyman describes the relationship between his grandparents 

in this way: 

"A marriage," I say. "A masculine and a feminine. A 

Romantic and a realist. A woman who was more lady than 

woman, and a man who was more man than gentleman." (&R, p. I87) 

For Stegner, the sexual dialectic is, as we have seen, an analogy for 

larger historical forces at work on the frontier which, although 

irreconcilable on their own terms, may be resolved into larger patterns 

of continuity in the framework of corporate history. 

The central figure in the novel is Lyman, who represents an 

Interesting addition to the historical paradigm. As the mediator between 

past and present, Lyman's fictional predecessor seems to be Sabrina, who 

plays a similar role in £ Shooting Star. Sabrina's personal identity, 

as will be recalled, is defined and redeemed largely by her association 

with mythic forces: one of the weaknesses of the earlier novel is that it 

tends to come off as a morality play in which the characters are iden¬ 

tified by their different historical masks. Lyman's mythic role in 

the historical allegory seems to be clear — like Sabrina, he represents 

the "amputated present," condemned to life in a time which gains nothing 

from tradition, yet is likewise incapable of defining its Identity on 

its own terms. However, unlike Sabrina, he sees the irony of his 

situation, and furthermore realizes its symbolic, representative Import, 
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as is indicated in his tendency to universalize his own situation» "We 

have been cut off, the past has ended and the family has broken up and 

the present is adrift in its wheelchair," (AR, p, 13) Lyman's conscious 

awareness of his confinement within the historical dilemma endows him 

with a vital personal existence apart from his symbolic role as a parti¬ 

cipant in the corporate continuum. Although on the mythic level of the 

novel, Lyman's historical role — that of mediator between past and present 

— is nearly identical to Sabrina's, his sense of his own ironic predica¬ 

ment suggests a strong affinity with Joe Allston in regard to his sense 

of personal identity. Like Joe, and unlike Sabrina, he is more than an 

unconscious participant in the dialectical operation of corporate history. 

As the characterization of Lyman broadens to take in personal as well 

as historical concerns, problems of narration inevitably arise» how may 

the narrator retain full knowledge of the temporal crisis so as to clearly 

execute the historical paradigm, yet still demonstrate the growth of 

personal awareness required to give the novel a sense of character, 

as well as thematic, development? The method of A Shooting Star — the 

concomitant development of personal and historical consciousness — 

is not adequate for Angle of Repose, Lyman demonstrates his personal 

consciousness far too early in the novel to make such an attempt appear 

anything except extremely artificial. The other alternative is the one 

Stegner takes» to deepen the sense of irony in Lyman's predicament by 

allowing the reader to be more fully aware of the causes of Lyman's crisis 

than he himself is. The demarcation of mythic and personal identities 

is central to the approach, 

Lyman's consciousness of his role in the historical drama is 

evidence of an emerging sense of irony and personal awareness totally 
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missing in Sabrina. It completes the portrait of self begun by Stegner 

in Joe — the self which stands outside the mythic continuum of corporate 

history, as evidenced by his awareness of the historical dilemma. However, 

despite this awareness, Lyman has only a limited perception of his own 

personal crisis. He attributes his personal difficulties far too much 

to the mythic shortcomings of the corporate present, and not nearly 

enough to his own personal eccentricity, a perception granted to the 

reader, not the protagonist. This prompts one critic to describe him as 

an unreliable narrator, a term which he says "describes Lyman and points 

out a change which began with Joe Allston, who knew himself less than he 

thought, and who in his aging years was surprised to find he had much 

3 
to learn."J Stegner concurs in the appraisal of Lymanj 

On many things, he*s accurate} on some things, he's not. 

He isn't reliable when he deals with his own life. You're 

q. 
supposed to see around him as well as through him. 

This of course colors Lyman's investigation into the past. Lyman's 

blindness to the cause of his personal difficulties throws a shadow on his 

historical perceptions, and the reader slowly becomes aware that in 

seeking to justify history, Lyman is seeking also to justify himself. Un¬ 

like the earlier novels, the reader's involvement in Angle of Repose is 

central to its historical message. Because of the personal motive behind 

Lyman's research, the reader is not forced to believe in the ultimate 

value of continuity, but must decide for himself whether Lyman's efforts 

to relate personal identity and chronological, mythic identity are valid. 

This represents a considerable refinement over the technique of All the 

Little Live Things, In the earlier novel, Marian's ideal is perhaps 

seen as unrealistic, but it still represents to Joe, and because of Joe's 
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sympathy to the reader as well, a desirable way to order the world, if 

it could be achieved. No such assumption is made in Angle of Repose, 

Lyman represents the idealistic approach to history, but because of his 

limited comprehension of his personal predicament, the reader questions 

his historical credibility as well. Continuity is no longer assumed to 

have an a priori meaning» its value must be proven. Thus, the paradigm 

of historical continuity is a motivating force in the novel, but one 

which is subject to dramatic vicissitude. It is no longer the sole 

structural concept behind the narrative. 

Any demonstration of continuity in this setting would require a 

sort of grand synthesis» the reconciliation of the paradigm of melioristic, 

dialectical history set forth in the earlier works, with the incontro¬ 

vertible evidence of thé disjunctive, existential self first revealed in 

Joe Allston and given full delineation in Lyman Ward, Nevertheless, 

Stegner seems to have intended for Angle of Repose to pull it off, as is 

evident in his retrospective statement of the novel's purpose» 

I wanted to say something not only, about the humanity 

of Victorian times, but also about the continuity between past 

and present, and the way one feeds the other. And without 

some figure like Lyman Ward to be a shuttle in that loom, 

I don't know how I could have managed to weave,^ 

Accordingly, Lyman, in.his mythic role as mediator between past and pre¬ 

sent, gives the following as his avowed intention for investigating the 

lives of his grandparents» 

What really interests me is how two such unlike particles 

clung together, and under what strains, rolling downhill 

into their future until they reached the angle of repose 
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where I knew them. That*s where the interest is. 

That's where the meaning will be if I find any. (AR, p. 187) 

Lyman hopes to avail himself of the view of history elaborated in 

The Big Rock Candy Mountain» that is, to discern the nature of the dia¬ 

lectic which seems to have been posed between hi3 grandfather and grand¬ 

mother, and thus derive a "correct'* perspective on the present, which has 

become bereft of meaning. "Having no future of my own, why shouldn't I 

look forward to yours?" (AR, p, 20)^ Lyman meditates in a silent revery 

to his grandparents. Lyman's basic assumption concerning history 

corresponds to Stegner's approach throughout the early part of his 

careen that history is a problem of perception, and that the salvation 

of the individual lies in a heightened awareness of the inherent con¬ 

tinuity of time. Lyman has read A Shooting Star and wishes to apply 

the paradigm to his own life. However, instead of seeing western 

history as a system of polarities which fails to find resolution in its 

own time frame but may be synthesized in the present, Lyman seems to 

discern a synthesis which has already taken place, one he may use as 

a model for ordering his own life» "It is the angle I am aiming for 

myself, and I don't mean the rigid angle at which I rest in this chair." 

(AR, p. 19) This is Lyman's first mistake about history» that it contains 

models, not topics for analysis. He voices a certain doubt as to whether 

the repose he sees in Susan really indicates a successful synthesis» 

"I wonder if you ever /~Susan_7 reached it Was the quiet 

I felt in you really repose?" (AR, pp. 19-20) nevertheless, he pro-, 

ceeds on the assumption that it is. 

This reveals Lyman's unflinching faith that the study of history 

will result in the perception of a continuum in the structure of cor- 
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porate chronology, which may provide a satisfactory basis for individual 

identity. Lyman says it much more simplyi "I believe in Time, as they 

did, and in the life chronological rather than the life existential." 

(AR. p. 14) By enacting the process of historical synthesis, Lyman 

hopes to redeem his own fractured identity through a thorough study and 

ordering of its corporate and mythic determinants. Lyman sees his task 

as a fairly simple, if arduous one. The necessary documentation is 

available, and he simply needs to examine it so as to determine the 

arrangement which would be most beneficial to bolstering a sagging sense 

of self* 

On the desk my grandparents* lives are spread out in files 

and folders, not as orderly as I would like them, and not 

fully understood, but waiting with a look of welcome. (AR, p. 25) 

Echoing the central assumption of A Shooting Star. Lyman characterizes 

the past as a fully knowable entity, its proper perception forming the 

basis for integral individual identity. He sees the historical investi¬ 

gation as basically an exercise in locating the self in its corporate 

context. His belief in the corporate determinants of individual identity 

is reflected in this exhortation to Shelleyj 

"As for those purely cultural patterns of convention you 

think I ought to escape from, they happen to add up to 

civilization, and I*d rather be civilized than tribal 

or uncouth.” (AR, pp. 238-39) 

The echoes of Joe*s initial admonition to Peck are unmistakable. Lyman 

believes that a sense of community crosses temporal boundaries, and is 

essential to the historical approach. Persons like Shelley, who define 

selfhood as a wholly individual concept, are unable to perceive the 
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larger patterns of continuity which occur in corporate history, and 

therefore have no adequate basis for individual identity. 

Lyman, then, like the Stegner who wrote The Big Rock Candy Mountain 

and A Shooting Star, has a tremendous faith in the power of history, 

properly perceived, as a basis not only for selfhood, but for informed 

communal action as well. Like Stegner, in his efforts to make the earlier 

novels demonstrations of the validity of the "pontoon bridge" metaphor, 

Lyman is in the position of trying to order self and society into a 

system of logical, historical continuity. He furthermore hopes for the 

same result» a simultaneous redemption of past and present, resulting 

in the establishment of a corporate referent for personal identity in 

the form of a firm and visible chronological continuum. The problem of 

identity is clearly foremost in Lyman*s mindi the unpleasant state 

of his present existence impels him to seek some ordering principle in 

his life other than circumstance. 

The careful reader of All the Little Live Things immediately senses 

the naivete of this approach — Lyman seems to be trying to enact 

Marian's unrealistic, meliorist dream of a better world. It also seems 

a bit out of character for Lyman, since he has previously shown himself 

to be a hard-boiled cynic about such matters. The ulterior motive sug¬ 

gested earlier now becomes evident* that Lyman's investigation into 

history is a means of justifying his life in the present. In fact, he 

seeks not even a revelation that will help restore order to his life, 

but "rather one that will justify his own conduct as honorable," 

according to one critic. 

Therefore, the concept of historical continuity as an always-accessl- 

ble referent for personal identity takes on a strongly rhetorical conno- 
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tation in Angle of Repose» The disclosure of the "right" relationship 

of past and present 1)60011168 for Lyman a means of justifying present 

actions by reference to historical precedent, and therefore a way to avoid 

a confrontation with what may be the real, personal causes of his emo¬ 

tional crisis. Lyman hopes to use mythic identity as a means of avoiding 

the painful revelations which might result from a frank investigation of 

personal involvements. His limited perception of the covert rhetorical 

element in his historical research corresponds to Stegner's unawareness 

of the rhetorical foundation of the earlier novels. Lyman's unreliability 

indicates Stegner's growing awareness of the rhetorical element inherent 

in the attempt to construe a mythic continuum in history, and serves as 

a way for Stegner to objectively reappraise the unexamined assumptions 

behind the statement, in the earlier novels, of the power of history to 

instruct those living in the present, 

Lyman begins his trip into the past with a reasonable assurance 

that history will bear him out, which requires a corresponding belief 

in the complete knowabllity of the past.' Indeed, the knowability of the 

past is one of its main attractions for Lyman, since it is one way of 

combatting the influence of an uncertain present. The notion of the 

knowable past was first encountered in A Shooting Star, where it is 

associated with benign Ineffectuality which nonetheless has a tremendous 

beneficial potential. Something of the same sort is evident in Lyman's 

attitude toward the past. He returns to live in his grandparents' 

house, a symbol of the past, where "every association ... is safe, 

enduring, and right," (&R, p.176) which allows him to feel that he 

may exert a total control over his environment and thus preclude the 

possibility of disruption, necessary since "My habits and the unchanging 
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sustain me»" (AR, P» 175) It is Interesting to note that Lyman's belief 

is a clear reflection of Stegner's» In The Sound of Mountain Water, 

Stegner describes his impressions of Salt Lake City, where he had 

attended high school: it is "an easy city to know» You can see it all. 

Lying in a great bowl valley, it can be surmounted and comprehended and 
£ 

possessed as few cities.can» You can't possibly get lost in it," 

The past has a similar attraction for Lyman. Since it is a place where 

"the troubles are all refrigerated," (AR, p.465) you therefore can't 

"possibly get lost in it»" As such, it becomes a way of avoiding the 

present, "I thank my stars that I have no such commitments to the present 

as Ada was telling me about last night » » , ." (AR, p. 26), Lyman 

reflects, after hearing about one of Shelley's escapades» 

The consequence of this view of the past which Lyman fails to 

realize (and perhaps Stegner as well, at first) is that it violates the 

sense of historical continuity which Lyman advocates. Disjunction between 

past and present, rather than continuity and interaction, come to be 

stressed by the constant denunciation of modern life. As a result, the 

present is characterized not as a logical synthesis of historical ten¬ 

dencies, but as an aberration, an appraisal which becomes apparent when 

the past is used as an artificial standard of measurement. Such aber¬ 

rations are undeniably a part of the present — viz, Oliver Hutchens, 

Weld, and Peck — but*Lyman's task as the mediator between past and 

present is to reconcile and synthesize, not to ignore unpleasantness. 

Lyman's basic error is his failure to see how historical myopia, or 

"tunnel-vision," is not a solution for the myopia of the mindless 

present. Regardless of the heightened perspective of history available 

to him as a resident of the present, Lyman ironically makes the same 
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mistake which Stegner finds as characteristic of the pioneer effort, 

that of trying "to use the past as a template by which to cut the 

8 
future." Susan and Oliver make the same mistake; Susan, by "staying a 

cultural snob through it all," (AR, p. 19) and Oliver, by making 

the same mistake many pioneers did, that of Importing 

humid-land habits (and carelessness) into a dry land 

that will not tolerate them • . .in a country that 

experience says can only be successfully farmed and 

o 
lived in by a high degree of cooperation. 

Despite the demonstration, which no one is in a better position to see 

than Lyman, he falls to make the application to his own life. His 

research into the past is used, not to establish continuity, but as a 

way to formulate a standard with which he intends to denigrate the 

present. This is evident in his initial assertion of how he intends to 

model his life after his grandfather?si "I refer my actions to his 

standards yet." (AR. p. 25) Despite his various assertions concerning 

the inviolability of time, such as "We live in time and through it, we 

build our huts in its ruins, or used to, and cannot afford all these 

abandonings," (AR. p. 14) , and "Before I can say I am, I was" (AR. p. ll) 

his method undercuts his stated belief. 

It is easy to see how Lyman makes the psychological jump from 

faith in the certainty of chronology to faith that the knowable past will 

help to reinforce one*s ideas about the present. However, this perverts 

historical research into a way of fleshing out one*s preconceptions, which 

for Lyman results in the ironic destruction of continuity. Investigation 

of the past does not of necessity establish continuity, and Angle of 

Repose is forced to deal with a far more problematic historical question 
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in this regard than the one anticipated by The Big Rock Candy Mountain» 

The reinforcement of personal identity through an awareness of the pro¬ 

cess of dialectical synthesis is by no means merely an exercise in 

right perceptioni one must also have the right history, as Lyman 

discovers. 

This becomes increasingly evident as Lyman's research brings him 

near the disclosure of Agnes's tragic death. Unable to alter the actual 

fact of her drowning, he seeks to downplay its import in the lives of 

her parents — that it in fact caused Oliver to suspect Susan of adultery 

and thus ruined their marriage, although it Is possible that no accusa¬ 

tions were ever actually made. Such a disturbing revelation would 

destroy the sanctuary Lyman hopes to make out of the past, so he tries 

to cover it up. Part of the attempt involves hiding some of Susan's 

letters from Shelley, for fear that she will subject them to rigid 

contemporary scrutiny and thus discern their true tenor, though Lyman 

disguises his intention as an effort to preserve Susan's privacy* 

One thing I did decide to do, and I did it first thing 

this morning, was to go through the Idaho file and pull 

out a few of the letters. She hasn't got that far yet, 

but she'll be there soon. There is no use exposing 

Grandmother to the kind of scrutiny Shelley would 

give her. (AR, p. 149) 

Lyman, then, actually tries to manipulate and protect history, out of 

the fear that the real past he is uncovering will not bear out his pre¬ 

conceptions and thus destroy his plan of living "in their /"his grand- 

parents'_7 clothes for awhile, if only so I don't have to live in my 

own." (AR, p. 13) He is learning a valuable history lesson-— that the 
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effects of the past on the present cannot always be predicted with 

precision. 

Lyman's difficulty points up the central weakness in the meliorist 

conception of history as a series of dialectical oppositions and syn¬ 

theses* This view of time necessitates the plotting of events on a 

strict chronological scale in order that the forces of the dialectic 

may be ascertained and their effects calculated with rational certainty. 

The necessity of constructing a series of fixed relationships in this 

way lends itself to facile characterizations — evident in "thesis 

characters" like Rodman, or in Lyman's unfounded faith in his grand¬ 

father's goodness. Once the initial paradigm or dialectic is worked 

out, the natural tendency is to discount that which does not serve to 

bear it out. Such a construct is ill-equipped to deal with unfore¬ 

seen and/or disturbing revelations which may come to light during the 

historical investigation, such as the implications of the circumstances 

surrounding Agnes's death. 

Consequently, dialectical meliorism denies the inherently dynamic 

interplay which takes place between past and present. Lyman ironically 

finds that what had begun as an effort to justify the present by 

fitting history into a recognizable pattern of continuity has the oppo¬ 

site and unforeseen effect of deanlmating the historical process. Lyman 

feels this as a general enervation of his environment» "In the library 

the pale square on the wall where Grandmother's portrait used to hang 

stared at us. The books were dead in their shelves." (£R, p. 499) 

The disclosure of the events leading up to Agnes's death focuses 

these concerns into a simultaneous climax of the novel's narrative and 

thematic movements, Lyman's uneasy sense that "the Ward project is 
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something more than a diversion" ^ is due to the fact that he is being 

implicated in the historical process, making it impossible for him to 

maintain a distance between the historical venture and his own personal 

involvements. He is made an unwilling participant in history, by his 

being forced to extrapolate probable events from scanty evidence» "now 

I am at a place where she hasn't done the work for me, and where it 

isn't any longer a garae0 I not only don't want this history to happen, 

I have to make it up, or part of it," (AR, p, 467) The episode becomes 

both a testament to the inherent inexactness of history as well as a 

test of his integrity. He is given his first real opportunity to 

adapt the historical record to make it convey the desired meliorist 

message, Lyman accomplishes this not by tampering with documents, but 

by tampering with perceptions. He unconsciously subverts his natural 

response to her death by making the event seem more benign than it actually 

is. In a dream conversation with Ellen he says 

"She was a sort of fairy-child, and she died. Isn't 

that enough?" 

"No, It isn't enough to explain why they'd just wipe 

her out," 

"They didn't just wipe her out. They just never spoke of 

her. But they didn't wipe her out. After all, Grandfather 

made a rose /"in her memo ryj." (AR» P» 496) 

Lyman is trying to see Agnes as a figure of the tragic heroine/ 

victim, the role which informed the characterizations of Elsa, Marian, 

and, to a certain extent, Sabrina (the possibility of a similarly tragic 

death helps to reinforce her final redemption). In this way he hopes to 

mitigate the tragedy of her death by perceiving it as one episode in the 
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large r corporate structure of time, which would preserve the validity 

of the dialectical approach to history as a basis for personal identity. 

In the earlier novels, the tragic female figure represents the possibility 

of a timelessly perfect perception, a quintessential synthesis.of the 

historical dialectic which is too pure to survive in the real world and 

must therefore exert its influence indirectly, in the form of a legacy.. 

In The Big Rock Candy Mountain, it will be recalled, Bruce received this 

inheritance, while Joe may be seen as the heir to Marian's "biological 

religion," triggering a conversion which, for reasons already elaborated, 

is not entirely convincing. 

A similar possibility is suggested by Stegner's characterization of 

Agnes. As the daughter of Susan and Oliver — the embodiments of the 

archetypal dialectic -- Agnes is in the proper biological position to 

inherit their attributes. Furthermore, Angle of Repose poses a more 

nearly perfect dialectical paradigm than The Big Rock Candy.Mountain. 

where the synthesis produced by the male-female dichotomy is clearly 

weighted with the characteristic female traits. Although Susan repre¬ 

sents gentility, culture, and tradition, she has her faults, unlike 

Elsa, the worst being her refusal to accommodate and compromise herself 

to the new environment. Oliver embodies all the familiar frontier "vir¬ 

tues" of unrealistic vision and independence, but is also presented as 

haying many favorable qualities* 

He trusted people ... he was loved by animals and 

children and liked by men, he had an.uncomplicated ambi¬ 

tion to leave the world a little better for his passage 

through it ... , (AR, p. 169) 

The dichotomy is irreconcilable, but also impartially posed, showing 



-89- 

a noticeable refinement over the dialectic presented in Stegner's first 

novel. 

The biological process of procreation becomes, for the first time, 

an exact metaphor for the ideological synthesis projected by the dia¬ 

lectic, By referring to Agnes as a "fairy-child," Lyman tries to 

mollify the tragedy of her death by removing it from the personal to the 

mythic level» the particular death becomes less tragic when seen in the 

larger meliorist framework of corporate chronology, Lyman*s characteri¬ 

zation of Agnes as a "fairy-child" is an attempt to explain her death 

in the same way Bruce explains Elsa*s. Lyman would like to believe that 

Agnes embodies a potential which is too pure to sustain the effects of 

the sort of historical or biological perversions the world lends itself 

to, 

Lyman does not elaborate the historical paradigm any further, but 

his basically dialectical approach to the investigation of the past 

implies that he wishes to place himself in the position of heir to this 

legacy of synthesis. His attempt to deliberately alter his natural 

response to Agnes*s death may be seen as an attempt to transform the 

immediate effects of tragedy into an overweening continuity. By placing 

himself at the end of the synthetic process he hopes to redeem his own 

shattered identity, 

Lyman's own father is curiously absent from the narrative. He is 

potentially another avenue for synthesis, but is seen in the book only 

as a rather brave young boy, and later described in his old age as a 

helpless victim of senility, Stegner seems to place the symbolic bur¬ 

den on Agnes, who will either prove or disprove the validity of the 

historical paradigm. 
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Lyman, however. Is unable to enact the transformation of the meaning 

of Agnes's death; his failure is a demonstration of the inadequacy of 

basing individual identity on the right perception of corporate chrono¬ 

logy. Agnes simply does not fit the role of the tragic heroine; indeed, 

she suggests a perverted parody of that figure. One of thé processes 

which characterizes the tragic female figure in the earlier novels is 

the way disease simultaneously destroys and purifies; Elsa and Marian 

are slowly purged of their physical sexuality, which results in a 

heightened spiritual perception. Agnes is likewise robbed of her sex¬ 

uality, but it is simply because she is never allowed to reach sexual 

maturity. Her death is not the final act in a process of purification, 

but a tragic deprivation of life. She is similarly too young to have any 

intellectual response to her parents' lives, unlike Bruce, who exten¬ 

sively comments on Bo's and Elsa's various involvements. Agnes indeed 

represents pure potential, but this fact heightens rather than mitigates 

the tragedy of her death. Unlike Elsa or Marian, Agnes has no concept 

of historical synthesis; her age precludes the possibility of her 

leaving any sort of legacy, biological or ideological. Since the notion 

of a legacy is central to the redemption of Elsa and Marian, Agnes 

cannot be considered an embodiment of this figure, 

Lyman's integrity as a historian does not allow him to actually 

ignore the real consequences of Agnes's death; rather, his failure to 

comprehend his own motivations for trying to understand the incident 

blinds him to their meaning in his own life. It is significant that 

these motivations are revealed in the dream sequence at the end of the 

novel, a masterful way to suspend Lyman's self-assurance that his 

historical approach is logically impeccable long enough for him to become 
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aware of the intense emotional turbulence the investigation is actually- 

causing in his life. 

It also indicates a considerable refinement in Stegner's own approach 

to the problem of history and identity, in that it finally relates dis¬ 

order, which has hitherto been associated only with the thoughtless 

present, to the past. The construction of history into artificial dia¬ 

lectical systems is no longer capable of providing an adequate sanctuary 

against natural and human forms of anarchy. The disorder felt by Joe 

in response to Marian's death and the mindless development of the valley 

is revealed to be not only ubiquitous, but omnitemporal. Since the force 

of disorder is discovered to have the ability to cross temporal boun¬ 

daries, the basic impetus behind the study of history — to discover 

order in human affairs — must be re-examined. The consequence for 

Lyman, as well as the theory of dialectical continuity, is that the study 

of the past does not result in Increased self-awareness, but in emotional 

disruption. The past refuses to take its place in Lyman's mellorist 

formulationj rather, it intrudes into his present* 

It makes me nervous and restless to imagine /"Oliver' aj . 

condition, I think too much, I lie awake, I lose confidence 

in what I myself am doing, I even find myself bending 

toward the notion of an inane tranquilized existence in 

Rodman's Menlo Park pasture. (AR, p. 383) 

The strictly chronological approach to history proves to be inadequate — 

it falls to contain the disorderly aspects of life, past or present, 

which Lyman had considered essential to a sense of personal integrity 

and identity. Instead, the disorder of the past interpenetrates the 

present. The force of real events resists Lyman's attempt to reduce 
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history to a paradigm of chronological continuity. 

The dream sequence therefore demonstrates the réanimation of history 

as a dynamic force in Lyman's life, and thus describes the actual, rather 

than the intended, effect of history on personal identity. The para¬ 

llels between the lives of Oliver and Lyman are obvious and deliberate, 

and Lyman's dream is a graphic demonstration of how his investigation 

into the past unintentionally prompts a reawakening of his own repressed 

past. Lyman discovers that his enforced isolation from the present 

corresponds to the wordless and unfounded break his grandfather made 

with Susan when he learned the circumstances of Agnes's death. Lyman's 

reappraisal of Oliver» 

I, who looked up to him all of his life as the fairest 

of men, have difficulty justifying that bleak and wordless 

break, and that ripping-up of the garden, that was vindic¬ 

tive and pitiless. I wish he had not done that. (AR, p, 483) 

—forces him into a recognition of his own weakness. He comes to learn 

that successful definition of self depends primarily on the self, and 

not on history. This requires that he surpass his grandfather's example, 

and the novel ends on a note of uncertainty concerning his ability to 

do this» "I live wondering if I am man enough to be a bigger man than 

my grandfather," (AR, p, 462) 

The conclusion of the novel anticipates a revision of Stegner's 

historical approach, which is the concern of his next and latest novel. 

The Spectator Bird. Angle of Repose begins this process of revision by 

suggesting that there is a structure to history which does not follow 

definite chronological patterns of sequence. The effect of history on 

identity is firmly demonstrated in the novel, but the nature of the 
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relationship proves to be more complex than the simple equation of indi¬ 

vidual perception and corporate chronology. Angle of Repose brings 

this problem into intensely sharp focus. One critic has suggested 

that Lyman comes to a sense of resolution at the end of the novel, 

by "finding continuity a comfort and a challenge.Lyman does estab¬ 

lish historical continuity, but it is not of the comfortable, chrono¬ 

logical sort he had originally intended. Consequently, he finds that 

his sense of personal identity is not defined or even reinforced by 

reference to corporate chronology! rather, he is indicted by history. 

One way of describing Lyman's experience is as an incomplete process 

of initiation» once the individual self recognizes its inherent dis¬ 

junction from society (All the Little Live Things describes this 

process), it can no longer return to the womb of corporate identity, 

but must find a new response to history, based upon a recognition that 

the inherently dynamic structure of history is seldom adequately accom¬ 

modated by solely chronological descriptions. Lyman is left in the 

limbo between corporate historical identity and the full affirmation of 

personal identity which can occur only in an atemporal setting. The 

latter is reserved for Joe Allston in The Spectator Bird to experience. 



VI. THE SPECTATOR BIRD 

The Spectator Bird. (1976) contains the full account of Joe All- 

ston's trip to Denmark, mentioned only briefly in All the Little Live 

Things. By giving a complete description of the motives behind the 

trip, the novel recounts the familiar themes of continuity and his¬ 

torical Identity. Joe's original trip was made in 195^» & time in which 

both he and his author still held a firm belief in the value of estab¬ 

lishing a chronological referent for personal identity by thoroughly 

studying the various corporate historical forces which lay behind and 

determine the shape of the individual self. Therefore, the portrait of 

Joe Allston as he appears in 195^» contained in the journal record of 

his trip to Denmark in search of the mythic determinants of self, pro¬ 

vides an encapsulated summary of the task of relating personal identity 

to corporate chronology, the process Stegner painstakingly elaborated 

during the early part of his writing career. Using A ShootIng Star 

as a model of the final fictional documentation of this approach, it is 

easy to draw parallels between how Joe in the journals pursues his 

task of defining selfhood and how Stegner had dealt with the problem 

of providing a fictional setting for his theory of time in the earlier 

novels. 

As he appears in the journals, Joe is not unlike Sabrina in the 

way both of their lives are influenced hy the historical approach to 

personal identity. The primary difference between them is that Sabrina 
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ls not fully aware that she is an actor in an historical allegory, 

while Joe is very conscious of the relationship between corporate 

history and personal identity* Joe, then, is much more like the author 

of A Shooting Star than any of its characters! his trip to Denmark 

represents a quite deliberate and logical application to his personal 

life of the principles which Sabrina unknowingly demonstrates. In doing 

so, Joe voices his intellectual awareness of what he perceives to have 

been the basic cause behind emotional crises such as the one Sabrina 

experiences. By explaining his own crisis in mythic terms, Joe verb¬ 

alizes the philosophical foundation upon which both The Big Rock Candy 

Mountain and A Shooting Star are built — that the processes which 

describe the dissipation and redemption of the individual self are con¬ 

current and reciprocal with those which govern the corporate, social 

self. Joe*s 1954 thoughts are basically in accord with Stegner's earlier 

belief that the two levels of identity are subject to the same mutually 

defining influences. Joe offers a summary of this rationale in the 

journal when he defends the purpose of the trip to Karen Blixem 

"Is it bad to have a place to come back to?" I said. 

"An American, or at least one kind of American, would 

envy you. His parents or grandparents were immigrants, 

uprooted. He was born in transit, he has lived in fifty 

houses in fifteen places. When he moves, he moves on. 

No accumulations. No traditions. A civilization without 

attics." (SB, p. 103) 

This can be taken as a clear statement of the invisible thematic 

undercurrent of the earlier novels. 

Like Lyman, Joe feels affected by the same social forces which 
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have resulted in the breakdown of a corporate sense of continuity. 

His trip had been intended to nurture the awareness of his own mythic 

identity as a way of bolstering his sagging sense of self. This ap¬ 

proach to self-awareness is reflected in his tendency in the journals 

to speak of himself in the third person. Joe feels that, like America, 

he has always been hungry for some continuity and 

assurance and sense of belonging, but has never had 

ancestors or descendants or a place in the world. (SB, p. 23) 

-In statements such as these, Joe gives a full explication of the philo¬ 

sophy which guided Stegner in his effort to demonstrate the operation 

of continuity in a fictional setting — assumptions which molded the 

author's characterization of Sabrina, and which initially inform Lyman's 

historical investigations, only to undergo drastic metamorphosis in 

Angle of Repose. Joe's self-assurance reflects the tone of The Big 

Rock Candy Mountain and A Shooting Star; it mirrors Stegner*s once- 

unflagging belief that continuity provides the missing link to identity; 

I will be able to take my mauve face into Bregninge village 

... and see it reflected in the window of a thatched 

cottage. Maybe that will exorcise my yearnings for 

visits to the ethnic and cultural source. (SB, p. 98) 

All the Little Live Things and Angle of Repose are devoted to a 

torturous re-examination of this assumption, with the graphic and emo¬ 

tional demonstration in Lyman's life of its inadequacy. The thematic 

summary of the earlier novels contained in The Spectator Bird is com¬ 

pleted when Joe clarifies, early in the narrative, that he, like Lyman, 

no longer adheres to the absolute value of continuity which had prompted 

the 195^ Denmark trip. The account of this revelation is made possible 
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by presenting the story of the trip as a series of readings, twenty years 

after the event, of the journal which Joe had kept during his stay in 

Europe. The addition of the second temporal dimension enables Stegner, 

by having Joe offer a firm explanation as to why he believes the trip did 

not bring about the anticipated renewal of personal awareness, to deli¬ 

neate the full implications of. Lyman*s discovery of the intrusive past 

and the inherent dynamism of time. Joe begins the novel with a belief 

in what is implicit in the conclusion of Angle of Reposet that it is 

naive to assume that history.dialectically winnows out man's detrimental 

qualities, and egocentric to believe that a heightened awareness of 

this process enables the individual to construe himself as the 

fortunate terminus of the process, endowing him with a strong sense of 

identity which was denied to his ancestors, the unconscious participants 

in the procedure. Joe, in 1974, puts it this wayi 

Having no tradition myself, I used to have a romantic view 

of tradition. I thought that time really does sift men's 

acts, that the good they do lives after them and gradually 

improves their descendants, and that the ill they do even¬ 

tually withers in pain and dies among its worshippers. 

That was real innocence. Everything we do lives after 

us. The future is not only now, as television assures 

me, it was also then, and Baal and Loki are as immortal, 

as Jahveh and Baldr* (SB, pp, 24-25) 

This states overtly what is implied by Angle of Repose — that the past 

is essentially no different from the present, and neither necessarily 

projects a melloristic future. By admitting the naivete of the assump¬ 

tion that "the good /"men_7 do lives after them and gradually improves 
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their descendants,” Joe is refuting the underlying thesis of The Big 

Rock Candy Mountain and A Shooting Star, which both hold a thorough 

awareness of a continuous tradition as the key to an understanding of 

the self, 

Stegner provides in The Spectator Bird, then, a concise summary of 

his own various literary attempts to relate the perception of historical 

continuity to a sense of self. The rationale behind books such as The 

Big Rock Candy Mountain and A Shooting Star is contained in the account 

of Joe’s 195^ trip to Denmark, The frame of that story — Joe's reflec¬ 

tions, twenty years later, on the value of the undertaking — contains 

the fruit of the introspective and torturous process of re-examination 

and revision of the chronological approach to identity, which culminates 

with its refutation in Angle of Repose, 

It is significant that the frame story is also an account of 

an examination into the past — Joe's personal past — and may be seen 

as an effort to establish a sense of continuity between the disparate 

temporal elements of his own life. Indeed, Joe's second effort at 

investigating the past by reading his journals may in certain ways be 

seen as an application of the techniques of corporate history to auto¬ 

biography, since it is an attempt to reconstruct individual identity 

by seeking its historical determinants, but the past which is investigated 

is a purely personal, rather than a mythic, one. Such an interpretation 

of the novel would seem to detract from the novel's basic stance as a 

reaffirmation and elaboration of the revelation, in Angle of Repose, of 

the inadequacy of corporate chronology as an identity referent. Never¬ 

theless, there are marked similarities between Joe's autobiographical 

reconstruction of the past and his original investigation of the mythic 
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determinants of self — the trip to Denmark* There are several reasons 

to presume that Joe may believe that the method which failed to provide 

a satisfactory sense of personal identity by investigating its mythic 

origins may have better prospects for success when applied to the level 

of autobiography — the investigation of individual history in an attempt 

to construe a purely personal continuum between past and present. Stegner 

is here drawing on an American literary commonplace! the notion that a 

set of hidden documents exists which, when disclosed, reveals .the true 

nature of mysterious relationships and circumstances in the past and 

clarifies their actual effect on the present. Two examples which 

immediately come to mind are Hawthorne's The Scarlet letter, where the 

scarlet "A" is found by the narrator among a stack of papers in the 

Customs House, and Faulkner's Go Down Moses, in which the discovery of 

the commissary ledger-books prompts a reconsideration of the McCaslin 

family's various entaglements. 

In 4 Shooting Star, the presence of family records leads to the 

assumption that the past is knowable and can therefore by analyzed with 

precision, revealing a set of relationships which may be beneficially 

applied to the present. The fallacy of this assumption is the primary 

reason behind Lyman's failure to successfully construe a sense of personal 

identity from an analysis of the corporate family record, Joe's recon¬ 

sideration of the meaning of his own journey to Denmark depends on the 

same sort of documentation. The journal he kept during the trip contains 

a seemingly full account of his thoughts and actions, and therefore 

apparently provides the text necessary to apply the paradigm of historical 

continuity to the personal level. Unlike Lyman's historical investigations, 

however, Joe's examination of the journals is not an exercise in extracting 
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personal Identity from its mythic roots, but rather a way of dealing 

with a personal emotional crisis through a reassessment of the circum¬ 

stances which precipitated it. Since Joe is dealing with his own 

past and not that of his ancestors, the assumption that the past is 

knowable would presumably be valid in the effort, thus overcoming the 

primary flaw of Lyman*s attempt. Since the journal record was written 

by Joe himself, about an experience he participated in, he may assume 

with some assurance that there will be no disturbing revelations such as 

Lyman encounters- in the discovery of the ambiguous circumstances sur¬ 

rounding Agnes’s death. The application of the historical method to 

autobiography therefore seems to be a valid technique for the affirma¬ 

tion of personal identity. 

Seeing the reappraisal of the Denmark experience as Joe*s way 

of logically establishing a sense of temporal continuity in his own 

life is perhaps the interpretation which is most immediately suggested 

by the novel's constant preoccupation with time and Joe's frequent 

references to the absence of a sense of continuity, both corporate and 

individual. However, such a reading suggests that Stegner does little 

more in The Spectator Bird.than offer variations on the themes of 

earlier novels. It is also not entirely consistent with the novel's 

outcome — Joe's self-renewal occurs outside of a strict chronological 

context. Although he better understands himself, his spiritual renewal 

offers him few insights into the nature of history — he still cannot 

fully understand how the enormous potential contained in the rich 

Redding heritage could be so completely perverted into a grotesque 

experiment in human genetics in only two generations' time. Furthermore, 

although the application of the historical technique to the problems 
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of autobiography is logically plausible because in such an effort, it 

would, no longer be a fallacy to assume that the past is knowable, the 

benefits to the personal psyche which Joe may expect to actually reap 

from such an application are negligible* presumably, if the past con¬ 

tains no surprises, it will contain no revelations. Although Lyman 

is initially certain that history will bear him out, part of the reason 

thet investigation into the lives of his grandparents appeals to him is 

that the pa3t contains an element of mystery which is missing from the 

immodest present* He refuses to speculate on the sex life of Susan 

and Oliver when asked by Shelley precisely because it would violate this 

sense of mystery. For Joe, there are no untouched documents, only 

untouched portions of the psyche, and therefore no reason to expect 

that a rational effort to establish continuity between his own past and 

present simply by examining the record of the past would be any more 

successful than the disappointing trip to Denmark, 

Furthermore, Joe's discovery of the futility of deriving identity 

from its corporate, chronological roots has made him skeptical of any 

attempt to construct a logical, temporal sequence as a basis for self- 

awareness, Lyman's discovery that such a process deanimates the in¬ 

herently dynamic interplay which takes place between past and present by 

fixing time in a rigid sequential construct is mirrored in Joe's fear of 

writing his memoirs. He is afraid that his projected "My Life Among the 

Literary" will degenerate into the sort of reorganization of time Lyman 

attempted and therefore become nothing more than "My Days Among the 

Weeks," (SB, p, 8) This would result in the same deanimation of history 

which Lyman experiences* Joe refuses to organize his notes for the 

book because "Once they axe in order they are dead, and so am X," (SB. 



-102- 

P.7) 

To see Joe's trip into his own past as being motivated, by the 

same faith in the chronological foundations of identity which 

characterizes the two early novels or the 195^ trip to Denmark, then, 

would be a mistake. The chronological approach to identity subverts the 

dynamic nature of time at both the individual and corporate levels* Joe 

ironically faces the same problem of credibility with regard to his own 

past which the reader faced with Lyman* Joe realizes that he himself may 

be an unreliable narrator in regard to the accuracy of the journal record 

by admitting that "I.am not a confider, even in myself (SB, p. 28) 

Therefore, Joe enters into the investigation of the journals cautiously 

and without great expectations. Unlike Lyman or the Joe that went to 

Denmark, Joe Allston in 197^ begins the investigation into his own past 

with no deliberate intentions of finding the explanation for the emo¬ 

tional uneasiness he is presently experiencing. His initial appraisal 

of the effort demonstrates this* the journal reading begins in private, 

as a bit of "furtive navel-picking," (SB, p* JO) and he reads it to 

Ruth only after considerable prompting* '"You want to hear this?*" 

(SB. p. 31) he asks her, partly as a defense and partly in disbelief. 

In fact, Joe anticipates that if anything, the journal will demonstrate 

an effect opposite to the one we are accustomed to seeing when a Stegner 

character Investigates the past* He expects the awareness of continuity, 

if it exists, to provide not a perception of the underlying melioristic 

flow of events, but only a knowledge of how things fail to change, despite 

our best efforts to improve them* 

/"the jouraal_7 reminds me too much of how little life changes* 

how, without dramatic events or high resolves, without 
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tragedy, without even pathos, a reasonably endowed, 

well-intentioned man can walk through the world's 

greatest kitchen from end to end and arrive at the 

back door hungry. (SB, p. 69) 

Joe's broken faith in the power of continuity to endow a sense of 

personal identity does not allow him to expect substantive improvement 

in his unfortunate emotional lot in 197^» yet he still feels a lingering 

melancholy over the absence of any tradition in his life. As the letter 

from Astrid prompts him to recall his experiences on the Redding estate, 

he remembers Eigil as an unattractive person who nevertheless had 

one thing "I coveted very muchj he belonged to something." (SB, p. 26) 

Joe still adheres to a belief in the value of continuity, despite the 

perversions and misapplications it has been subjected to in Eigil*s 

genetic experiments and despite the demonstration in his own life of its 

Inadequacy as a mode of personal awareness. 

The basic conflict of the novel, then, is not Joe's struggle to 

fit his past with his present, but his inability to let his rational 

rejection of the validity of continuity as a basis for identity contain 

his emotional anxiety at not having a firm chronological context in 

his life. The reading of the journals becomes, in this light, not an 

effort at applying the methods of corporate dialectical continuity of 

history to the problems of autobiography, but rather an attempt to 

find out what went wrong in the original venture — why did the trip 

to Denmark raise more questions than it answered, with the result, twenty 

years later, that a post-card reawakens a set of memories which are 

emotionally disturbing for no apparent reason? Specifically, Joe 

seeks to find out why he still yearns for continuity in his own life 
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long after its negligible identity-defining power has been demonstrated 

to him* 

As Joe recounts the trip, he re-enacts the process which had led 

him to discount the validity of the ideal view of history as a chrono¬ 

logical continuum. The people he recalls are interesting variations on 

Stegnèr’s technique of endowing individual characters with mythic iden¬ 

tities. In addition to their roles as representatives of certain tem¬ 

poral periods, each person Joe encounters in Denmark represents an as¬ 

pect of the corporate-chronological paradigm, and each illustrates in 

some way a shortcoming of this view of history. The most important in 

this regard are Grandmama Redding, who represents the knowable past} 

Eigll, who represents the perfect execution of the paradigm} and Astrid, 

a figure of the tragic heroine/victim, representing a timeless synthesis 

of history. None of the representations is perfect, and the way in which 

each is deficient underlines the inadequacy of the corporate, chronological 

approach to personal awareness. Karen Blixen should also be mentioned in 

passing, as the mysterious character who instills in Joe the germ of 

doubt which leads him to wonder whether continuity may not be the abso¬ 

lute ideal he had believed it to be. In Joe's conversation with her, 

Karen Blixen admits that she has come to Denmark for reasons similar to 

Joe's own: speaking of her house and its surrounding gardens, she says, 

'"this is safety.'" (SB. p. 103) Speaking of Africa, though, she says, 

"'It was life.'" (SB, p. 102) The episode is an ominous foreshadow, 

and sets up in Joe the unconscious fear that the attainment of safety may 

be at the cost of animate spiritual life. 

Soon after his arrival at the Redding estate, Joe meets its 

matriarch. His initial description of her, recorded before the 
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disclosure of the genetic experiments* suggests an affinity with 

Deborah Hutchenst 

For all her decrepitude she was fiercely erect, and I 

had one of those thrills of sensation that sometimes comes 

with martial music. Pride, she had. If the servant 

had withdrawn his hand, she would have fallen on her 

back, not on her face. She looked like one of those 

Milles ghosts, running on her heels towards eternity, 

(SB, p. 129) 

Although Deborah may not have the same loftiness of spirit as the 

matriarch, both symbolize for Stegner the completed action of the past. 

It is the sort of past which is best suited to the perception of history 

as a dialectics an ordered and knowable commodity which may be analyzed 

with rational finality. At least, this is the impression which Joe first 

received in 195^# and the retelling of the event in the journal reading 

provides an instance in which Joe must regard the writer of the event — 

himself twenty years earlier — as an unreliable narrator, Joe in 

19?^ has come to regard her life as a case study in the unfortunate 

effects which result when one mistakenly believes the past to be com¬ 

pletely knowable. 

As it turns out, the formal pride which impressed Joe in his first 

encounter with the matriarch is not the result of her haying led an exem¬ 

plary life firmly based in an established tradition with traceable roots 

extending over several thousand years, as appearances would suggest. 

Bather, it is the result of a conscious attempt to conceal the sense of 

shame she Inevitably feels at being associated with the scandal which 

has stained the family's honor. The past she is connected with is not 
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the sort of benign family history associated with Deborah Hutchens. 

Rather, it is more closely related to the Ward family's past, charac¬ 

terized by dormant but potentially disruptive forces which ruined the 

marriage of Susan and Oliver and had Intense and unpredictable effects 

on Lyman's life. Her attempted refusal to acknowledge the scandal's 

effect on her own life produces an effect similar to the result of 

Lyman's effort to downplay the tragedy of Agnes's death— a denial 

of history's inherent dynamism. As such, the matriarch represents not 

the synthesized, but the deanimated past. Since the continuity she seems 

to embody is timeless and therefore inanimate, it cannot be real. The 

artificial-because-selective continuity of her life is shattered by the 

revelation of past events — Joe's unfortunate mention of the name 

"Sverdrup” — which re-establishes the real, dynamic flow of time. Her 

death symbolically results from the inability of synthetic continuity to 

accommodate real historical vicissitude» 

Her she comes out tottering, propped up by pride and 

. will to do her matriarch's duty to her granddaughter and 

her granddaughter's friends, and pow. said friend utters the 

forbidden name, smoke rises, there is a stink of brim¬ 

stone, beautiful ladles turn into snouted beasts, the 

plates slither with live eels, the family portraits 

reel on the walls, and the offending one saves him¬ 

self only be laying his knife and fork crosswise. The 

matriarch holds herself together long enough to be helped 

out, and drops dead, (Sg_, p. 177) 

The matriarch's death reiterates the fallacy behind assuming that the 

appearance of the knowable past is genuine, and mirrors Lyman's 
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similar experience with the Agnes incident# To Joe in 1974, it 

reinforces the repudiation of historical continuity as a basis for 

Identity, and thus fails to explain his lingering tendency to attri¬ 

bute his emotional crisis to a lack of a continuous family tradition# 

Eigil, of course, provides the perfect paradigm of a system 

where historical continuity provides a constant referent for personal 

identity, and also demonstrates a nearly complete perversion of the 

approach. On Eigil*s estate, genetic continuity is emblematic of 

of chronological continuity, and they both bespeak a system in which 

individual identity is reinforced and even defined by the corporate 

context* 

Bregninge, according to Eigil, has been continuously 

inhabited since at least 4,000 B.C# "All Banes, " he 

said with a grin. "There is no evidence of any immi¬ 

gration or invasions# These people raided other 

tribes, but they didn’t seem io have been raided# 

My tribe. Except for an occasional captive woman, 

an essentially unmixed strain for six thousand 

years, (SB, p. 147) 

This has some appeal to Joe when he first sees it in 1954 — it appears 

to offer the sort of unadulterated transmission of tradition which is 

missing from his own life, which pales by comparison* "a pitiful, 

grubby little story any way you read it." (SB. p, 109) To Joe in 

1974, as he stands fully apprised of the atrocities which were nece¬ 

ssary to enact the system, it has little appeal. Joe's personal repul¬ 

sion at the acts Eigil has committed is perhaps the single most impor¬ 

tant factor behind his decision to abandon the question for continuity 
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in his own life. Reading the journal allows Joe to psychologically 

reassert the repugnance he had originally felt toward Eigil and his 

experiments in human genetics. However, as the journal closes, Joe 

realizes that the anticipated explanation as to why he had been able to 

intellectually reject the ideal of enforced transmission of a corporate 

tradition as the basis for personal identity, and yet still yearn to 

recover the lost continuity of his own life, is not forthcoming. The 

Ideological crux is focused by Joe*s sense of emotional crisis at 

not having found the answer. As he closes the last page of the journal, 

he has 

a fatalistic sense of how delusory are the options that 

seem to open during the course of a life. In an instant, 

the opportunities that open like the eyelids of someone 

rousing from coma can close again, and be closed forever. 

Even if the eyes stay open after death, you can look 

into them and see not a glimmer of what for an instant 

was revealed. Close them, weight them with pennies. 

(SB, P. 193) 

Joe's hope that the journal will help him understand why the yearning 

for continuity lingers long after the quest for a definition of self 

founded on the reconstruction of corporate roots has been abandoned 

appears to be dashed. The journal is exhausted) there is no possibility 

that tracing the root causes of the malady will explain its present 

manifestations. 

Joe's initial emotional uneasiness is largely precipitated by a 

letter from Astrid, and it is significant that no journal record exists 

of the meeting Joe had with Astrid on Midsummer Eve, 195^» when Ruth 
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was not present* This omission further points to the inadequacy of 

assuming the knowabillty of the past on the basis of seemingly complete 

documentary evidencet the reconsideration of Joe's affair with Astrid 

provides the key to the novel's emotional and ideological crises* and it 

is presented as a mental reconstruction rather than as a chapter from 

the journal* The fact that the journals run out just before the 

account of the midnight meeting places Joe in the same position as Ly¬ 

man with his shortage of documentary evidence» both protagonists have 

to reconstruct events from a scanty or non-existent physical record. 

Whereas Lyman is dealing with probabilities, however, Joe is dealing 

with personal memories — a much more reliable record than documentary 

material* Nevertheless, the effect in Joe's life is similar to Lyman's» 

as Lyman's reconstruction forces him to reappraise his previously-held 

attitudes toward his grandparents, so does Joe's recollection of 

"carefully disremembered" (SB, p* 193) events reawaken basic conflicts 

which have never been satisfactorily resolved* 

Marcus Aurelius Allston, the spectator bird, having the 

feathers beaten off of him in a game in which he thought 

he was protected by the grandfather clause* That other 

night, Midsummer Night twenty years ago, filled his mind 

as moonlight filled the hilltop where he walked.(SB, p. 96) 

He is therefore forced into a reappraisal of the uneasiness surrounding 

his relationship with Astrid, which he has mistakenly believed to be 

the effect of guilt during the twenty years since the trip. 

Astrid may best be understood as a figure of the familiar tragic 

heroine/victim. Stegner uses this figure in the earlier novels to 

symbolize the possibility of historical synthesis, and the way in which 
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that synthesis is projected, enacted, proven fruitless, or denied pro¬ 

vides an effective barometer by which to measure Stegner's maturing 

judgment as to the feasibility of enacting the synthesis in real time. 

It is helpful to see Astrid in this light. Like Agnes, her biological 

position as the product of Eigil's genetic experiments makes her the 

heir to the "unadulterated Redding strain," thus affording her the pers¬ 

pective necessary to achieve the historical synthesis characteristic of 

the tragic female figures in the other novels. However, biological pro¬ 

creation on the Redding estate no longer provides a meaningful metaphor 

for attitudinal synthesis — a continuous tradition has been preserved, 

but its focus has been on genetic rather than ideological improvement. 

Thus, what had been a potential synthesis blunted only by death in Agnes 

becomes in Astrid a synthesis which is actually effected but remains 

meaningless because the visible biological metaphor fails to provide an 

analogy to an enlightened historical perception, but reflects only the 

perverted ideology which produced it. Her infertility mirrors the ravaged 

or denied sexuality of Elsa, Marian, and Agnes, yet its cause — excessive 

inbreeding — likewise perverts its metaphorical import. On the figura¬ 

tive level, Marian and Elsa sacrifice their sexuality to an ideal* 

as the embodiments of perfect historical perception, they may enact their 

perspective only in the form of a legacy. Once this is achieved, they axe 

purged of worldly Involvement, represented by sexual capability. Astrid's 

infertility, on the other hand, becomes a hollow sacrifice to the preser¬ 

vation of a meaningless biological continuity which is more destructive 

than beneficial in its influence on individual identity, 

Joe's attraction to Astrid, then, is two-fold. The element of 

sexual attraction must not be overlooked, but this serves mainly to 
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emphasize the primary cause of his desire — that she is the pathetic 

victim of the perversion of what he considers a valid idea. By rescuing 

Astrid from her family entanglements, Joe hopes to redeem the lost ideal 

of continuity from its twisted manifestation on the Redding estate. 

By asking Astrid to come to the United States, he would in effect he 

restoring the continuity to his own life which had been destroyed by 

his son's deatht 

Yes, doctor, I have played with a fantasy in which she 

fills with affection and loyalty a place left empty and 

sore by my failure with my son. (SB, p* I83) 

These motives become apparent to Joe only after a re-examination 

of the circumstances leading up to their meeting. Immediately after the 

midnight excursion,' Joe's first reaction had been one of guilt at the 

thought that he considered succumbing to what he understood to be sexual 

temptation. He unconsciously harbors the feeling of this guilt for the 

next twenty years, which explains his reaction to being questioned by 

Ruth about the furtive meetings 

What • • • does the insecure adolescent in roe do? He 

stands up so suddenly that old Catarrh is dumped onto 

the rug. In the phrase that is as old-fashioned as the 

guilts and emotions that shake his hands and roughen 

his voice and blur his eyes, he goes all to pieces. 

(S. P. 196) 

The reawakened memory of the meeting with Astrid demonstrates the 

same invisible structure of time which exists behind chronology — the 

same structure, based on the individual as time's ordering principle — 

which is shown to Lyman when he discovers that he retains many of his 
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grandfather's less favorable traits and must overcome them if he wants 

to surpass his example* What becomes evident as an unforeseen and 

achronological process of corporate history to Lyman is graphically 

demonstrated to Joe as a characteristic of personal history as well» 

There is a feeling part of U3 that does not grow old at 

all. If we could peel off the callus, and wanted,to, there 

we would be, untouched by time, unwithered, vulnerable, afflicted 

and volatile and blind to consequence, a set of twitches 

as beyond control as an adolescent's erections. (S£, p. 89) 

The original emotion toward Astrid is reawakened in all its Intensity, 

forcing Joe to reassess the effect it has had on his life since the 

meeting. Prior to the reading of the journals, Joe had attributed 

his emotional uneasiness over the occurrence to latent feelings of 

guilt, even though no act of infidelity had actually occurred. After 

an examination of the circumstances preceding the meeting with Astrid, 

though, Joe comes to more fully understand the actual reasons which 

prompted his attraction to her — that she could serve as a surrogate 

son and therefore restore a sense of continuity to his life. His words 

to Astrid in 195^» "'You can't stay here. I can't go away and leave 

you herel"' (SB, p. 206) are finally seen in their true light — not as 

frantic overtures of love, but as a last-ditch effort to achieve the 

continuity he had journeyed to Denmark in search of. 

This reassessment of the experience frees Joe of the burden of 

guilt he had felt as a result of his limited understanding of his mo¬ 

tives behind his actions — that he was in actuality not succumbing to 

sexual temptation and betraying Ruth's trust while pleading for Astrid 

to return to the United States with him. The pleas are now seen as the 
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actions of an emotionally over-wrought Joe Allston who was desperate 

to restore some sense of temporal context to his life after his son's 

death, by a more mature Joe Allston twenty years later, who has learned 

that the reconstruction of corporate chronology has no de facto . 

beneficial effect on personal identity, and may have a very harmful 

effect indeed. Thus, Joe, in 197^» is able to see that his last embrace 

with Astrid was not an act of passion, but a "ridiculous, scalding, 

hopeless" (Sj3, p. 206) gesture to recover a lost ideal, which has since 

been proven to be of dubious value. This revelation frees him for a 

full affirmation and commitment to his life with Ruth: 

It is something ~ it can be everything — to have found 

a fellow bird with whom you can sit among the rafters while 

the drinking and boasting and reciting and fighting go on 

below| a fellow bird whom you can look after and find bugs 

and seeds for; one who will patch your bruises and 

straighten your ruffled feathers and mourn over your 

hurts when you accidentally fly into something you can't 

handle. (SB, p. 213) 

The freedom from guilt also represents the freedom from having to 

maintain a firm sense of temporal context $ the commitment to Ruth 

signifies a commitment to the present solely as the present, and not as 

the final synthesis which results from the reconstruction of a series 

of dialectical operations in time. Joe's confusion arising from his 

unexplained yearning for temporal context is relieved, freeing him from 

the burden of chronological necessity. 

The conclusion of The Spectator Bird is also a fitting con¬ 

clusion to the thematic movement in regard to history which has been 
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traced through the five novels considered. As the past becomes a more 

active force in the present than its role as an element in a dialectical 

synthesis would allow, the attempt — based in Puritan theology — 

to define the self by associating it with corporate, chronological 

history is transcended* The socio-dialectical approach to the definition 

of individual Identity is revealed to be not the result of heightened 

awareness of historical movements, but an intellectual attempt to re¬ 

order social forces into an artificial, albeit logical séquence, and so 

provide a ready referent for identity. History is restructured» the 

ordering principle behind time is found to be the individual, not 

a synthetic chronology. The basic thesis.of The Big Rock Candy Fountain 

is reversed* chronology derives its meaning from individual identity, 

and not vice-versa. 

The end result, then, is the victory of the individual psyche 

over its own analytic methods, of personal identity over the authori¬ 

tarian social influence which is Implicit in the enforcement of strict 

chronological continuity in the formulation of individual identity. The 

final scene of the novel focuses this theme in a touching yet humorous 

way. After Joe reconciles himself to Ruth, the two look outside and 

agree that the night is identical to one in which they remember having 

seen a rare lunar rainbow, Ruth believes that if they go outside, they 

might see another* '"The conditions are just right. Let's go look at 

least.'" (SB, p. 214) Her anticipation of seeing the rainbow is a 

result of the same attitude which prompted Joe to believe that the 

recovery of personal identity could be accomplished by an orderly 

investigation of its corporate roots — an unflinching faith in the power 

of human rationality. The results of Joe's query are mirrored in the 
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search for the rainbow* "Of course there wasn't one#" (SB, p. 214) 

The rainbow, like Joe's identity, is found to be dependant upon more 

variables than human rationality can account for* 

The conclusion of the novel involves more than a touching yet 

apparently simplistic affirmation of the power of love. It Implies a 

profound reordering of the American tradition, deriving from Puritan 

New England, that selfhood is related to — indeed defined by — its 

contact ,with community. Whereas Hester Prynne's redemption is largely 

contingent upon her reunion with the Puritan community, the salvation of 

Joe Allston, and by extension contemporary America, is in its break 

from community influence, leaving it free to pursue and construct its 

own identity. It is an extension of the Emersonian ideals set forth 

in "The American Scholar" America's "intellectual declaration of inde¬ 

pendence," from the intellectual world to the realm of personal identity. 

It is also a drastic revision — nearly a rejection — of Stegner's 

original insistence upon maintaining a strict sense of historical 

continuity in contemporary affairs. Discontinuity is no longer seen as 

an unmitigated curse. It may even be the blessing which frees the 

individual from the identity-defining strictures of corporate history. 
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I. Introduction 

*Wallace Stegner, "History» Myth, and the Western Writer," The 

American West, IV» 2 (May, 1967), p. 62* Also collected in The Sound 

of Mountain Water (Garden City, New Yorki Doubleday and Company, 

Inc., 1969), pp. 186-201. 

^The Sound of Mountain Water, p. 192. 

?Ibld., p. 190. 

4Ibid., p. 276. 
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Boise State College, 1972), p. 17» 
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Powell and the Second Opening of the West (Boston* Houghton Mifflin, 

195*0 » P* 388. 
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The Sound of Mountain Water, p. 199» 
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of the Last Plains Frontier (New York* The Viking Press, 1962), p. 251 
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The Sound of Mountain Water, p. 91. 
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l4Ibid., p. 12. 

15Ibid. 

l6Ibid., p. 29. 

^"History, Myth, and the Western Writer," in American West, p. 79. 
1 ft xoThe Sound of Mountain Water, p. 210. 

^Wallace Stegner, "Fictiom A Lens on Life," Saturday Review, 33 

(April 22, 1950), p. 10. 

20 "History, Myth, and the Western Writer," in American West, p. 77* 

21Lewis, p. 39. 
PP 

"History, Myth, and the Western Writer," in American West, p. 77. 

23Wolf Willow, p. 236. 
24 The Sound of Mountain Water, p, 149. 

25Ibid., pp. 183-84. 

c Bercovitch refers to this as the "Emersonian Triad." The Puritan 

concept of corporate identity was based on an elaborate typological 

scheme, which was the primary justification for declaring the ecclesias¬ 

tical significance of the New England colony. For a fuller discussion, 

see Sacvan Bercovitch, The Puritan Origins of the American Self (New 

Haven1 Yale University Press, 1975). 

27 Quoted in Bercovitch, p. 148. 
Pft coThe Sound of Mountain Water, p. 38. 

29 'For a fuller discussion, see Bercovitch, especially chapters two 

and five. 

30 A second look at the pontoon bridge metaphor is helpful here» 

"Every man walks and works at its building end, and has come as fax as 

he has over the pontoons laid by others he may have never heard of." ~ 

my italics. 
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II. The Big Rock Candy Mountain 

^Wallace Stegner, The Big Rock Candy Mountain (New York* Simon & 

Schuster Pocket Books, 1977)# P» 494. Subsequent references to this 

book are cited within the text by initial and page number. 

^William Wordsworth, "The Prelude, or The Growth of a Poet's Mind," 

collected in David Perkins, editor, The English Romantic Poets (New 

York» Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1967)» p* 223» 

3 
Kerry Ahearn, "The Big Rock Candy Mountain and Angle of Repose." 

Western American Literature. X, 1 (May, 1975)# P# 18# 

^Ibid., p. 18. 

5 
^Wallace Stegner, "History, Myth, and the Western Writer," The 

American West. IV, 2 (May, 1967), p# 79» 

^Ahearn, p. 14. 
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'Merrill and Lorene Lewis, Wallace Stegner (Boise, Idaho» Boise 

State College, 1972), p. 14. Mumford's comment is quoted from his review 

of The Big Rock Candy Mountain, found in Saturday Review. 26 (October 2, 

1943), P# 10. 

III. A Shooting Star 

References to the primary text, indicated by initial and page num¬ 

ber within the essay, are to Wallace Stegner, A Shooting Star (New York» 

The Viking Press, 1961). 

^Merrill and Lorene Lewis, Wallace Stegner (Boise, Idaho» Boise 

State College, 1972), p, 17# 

2 
Robert Canzonerl, "Wallace Stegner» Trial by Existence," 

South Dakota Review, IX (October, 1973)» 
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^Wallace Stegner, "California» The Experimental Society," 

Saturday Review. 50 (September 23» 196?), p. 28» 

■4 
Wallace Stegner, "History, Myth, and the Western Writer," The 

American West. IV, 2, p» 79* 

^Wallace Stegner, "The American People Against the American 

Continent," Vermont History. 35 (196?), p» 178. 

Forrest G» Robinson and Margaret G. Robinson, Wallace Stegner 

(Boston» Twayne Publishers, 19??), pp. 139-40. 

7 
Sacvan Bercovitch, The Puritan Origins of the American Self, 

(New Haven» Yale University Press, 1975), P» 177» 

8 
Robinson, p. 140. 

IV. Mi Little Live Things 

References to the primary text, indicated by initial and page 

number within the essay, are to Wallace Stegner, All the Little Live 

Things (New York» Signet Books, 1967) 

^Merrill and Lorene Lewis, Wallace Stegner (Boise, Idaho» Boise 

State College, 1972), p» 31* 

^Wallace Stegner, "California» The Experimental Society," 

Saturday Review. 50 (September 23, 1967), p. 28. 

■Vorrest G. Robinson and Margaret G. Robinson, Wallace Stegner 

(Boston» Twayne Publishers, 1977), P* 139» 

4 
E. M» Forster, "Flat and Round Characters," in Philip Stevick, 

ed., The Theory of the Novel (New York» The Free Press, 1967), pp. 

223-230. 
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V» Angle of Repose 

References to the primary text, Indicated by initial and page 

number within the essay, are to Wallace Stegner, Angle of Repose 

(Greenwich, Conn*» Fawcett Publications, Inc*, 1971)» 

^Interview with Wallace Stegner in Dan Tooker and Roger Hofheins, 

Fictlont Interviews with Northern California Novelists (New York: 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1976), p. 17^« 

2Ibid., p. 177* 

^Kerry Ahearn, “The Big Rock Candy Mountain and Angle of Repose.** 

Western American Literature. X, 1 (May, 1975). P» 23* 

4 . 
Tooker and Hofheins, p, 126. 

5Ibid., p. 176. 

^Ahearn, p. 25» 

n 
'Wallace Stegner, The Sound of Mountain Water (Garden City, New 

York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1969). p* l60, 

8 
Wallace Stegner, Wolf Willow» A History, a Story, and a Memory 

of the last Plains Frontier (New York» The Viking Press, Inc., 1962), 

p. 288. 

o 
The Sound of Mountain Water, p. 19. 

*°Ahearn, p. 25. 

11Ibid,, p. 26. 

VI. The Spectator Bird 

References to the primary text, indicated by initial and page 

number within the essay, are to Wallace Stegner, The Spectator Bird 

(Garden City, New York» Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1976). 
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