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Book Concept: Big Rock Candy Mountain: Wallace
Stegner and the American West

Book Description:

Ever felt the pull of the elusive American Dream, only to find it fractured and fading?
Yearning for a deeper understanding of the West's mythic allure and its harsh realities?
Then journey with us into the heart of Wallace Stegner's life and work, uncovering the
complex legacy he left behind. Stegner, a master storyteller and environmentalist, painted
vivid portraits of the West - its beauty, its brutality, and its enduring struggle for identity.
This book explores how his life, deeply intertwined with the landscape and the changing
times, shaped his iconic novels and essays, offering a fresh perspective on the American
experience.

This book, "Big Rock Candy Mountain: Unpacking Wallace Stegner's Legacy of the
American West," delves into Stegner's life and work, revealing the complexities of the
American West's history and its enduring relevance today.
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Introduction: Stegner's Life and Times: Setting the Stage

Wallace Stegner (1909-1993) was more than just a novelist; he was a chronicler of the
American West, a passionate environmentalist, and a profound observer of the human
condition. His life, inextricably linked to the evolving landscapes and social dynamics of
the West, profoundly shaped his literary output. Understanding Stegner requires
understanding the historical context in which he lived and wrote - a period marked by
westward expansion, industrialization, and the growing awareness of environmental



fragility. This introduction sets the stage for exploring his multifaceted legacy,
highlighting the key historical and cultural factors that influenced his worldview and
artistic endeavors. It will analyze the socio-political climate of the 20th century,
emphasizing the specific challenges and opportunities presented by the West's rapid
development.

Chapter 1: The Shaping of a Westerner: Family, Landscape, and Early Influences
1.1 Early Life and Family Background

Stegner's formative years in Saskatchewan, Montana, and California instilled in him a
deep connection to the land. His family's experiences - both the struggles and the
triumphs of homesteading - provided him with a rich tapestry of stories and perspectives
that would later fuel his writing. This section delves into his family history, examining how
his upbringing influenced his understanding of the human-nature relationship and the
complexities of the frontier spirit. We will explore the impact of his family's struggles with
drought and economic hardship, contrasting these with the awe-inspiring beauty and
vastness of the western landscape.

1.2 The Influence of the Western Landscape

The Western landscape served as both muse and antagonist in Stegner's work. From the
arid plains to the towering mountains, the environment shaped his characters' destinies
and provided a powerful backdrop for exploring themes of human ambition, resilience, and
the inevitable conflict between progress and preservation. This section examines how the
specific geographical features of the West—deserts, mountains, rivers—influenced his
writing style, thematic concerns, and overall worldview. It explores the ways in which he
incorporated specific landmarks and ecological processes into his narrative structures,
weaving them into the fabric of his storytelling.

1.3 Education and Early Literary Influences

Stegner's education significantly shaped his intellectual development and literary style.
This section will explore his academic career, discussing his exposure to different literary
traditions and the key authors who inspired him. We will analyze how these early
influences impacted his writing style and thematic concerns, showing the development of
his unique voice as a writer.

Chapter 2: The Promise and Peril of the West: Exploring Themes in Stegner's Novels
This chapter delves into the recurring themes found in Stegner's novels, exploring the

complex relationship between human ambition and the fragility of the Western
environment.

2.1 The Myth vs. Reality of the West

Stegner masterfully deconstructed the romanticized myth of the West, revealing its harsh



realities and complex history. This section analyzes how he challenged conventional
notions of westward expansion, exposing the exploitation of land and indigenous
populations. We will analyze novels like Angle of Repose and The Big Rock Candy
Mountain, showing how he balanced the grandeur of the landscape with the darker
aspects of human behavior within it.

2.2 Human-Nature Conflict & Environmental Themes

Stegner’s deep concern for environmental preservation is evident throughout his work.
This section examines how he depicted the conflict between human development and the
delicate balance of nature, exploring his prescient warnings about environmental
degradation and resource depletion. We will discuss his advocacy for conservation and his
role in shaping environmental policy.

2.3 Character Development and Narrative Techniques

Stegner was a master of character development, creating relatable and complex
characters who grapple with the moral and ethical dilemmas of their time. This section
will examine his narrative techniques, analyzing how he built suspense, explored inner
lives, and created memorable characters.

Chapter 3: Beyond the Frontier: Stegner's Environmental Vision and Conservationism

This chapter explores Stegner's activism and his significant contributions to the
environmental movement.

3.1 Advocacy and Influence

Stegner's commitment to environmental conservation extended beyond his writing. This
section details his involvement in various environmental organizations and his influence
on national park policy.

3.2 The Wilderness Act and its Legacy

Stegner played a crucial role in the passage of the Wilderness Act of 1964, a landmark
piece of legislation that protected millions of acres of wilderness. This section examines
the context of the Act’s passage and Stegner's contributions.

3.3 The Enduring Relevance of Stegner's Environmental
Vision

This section discusses the continuing relevance of Stegner's environmental concerns in
the face of contemporary climate change and environmental challenges. We will explore

how his work provides a framework for understanding and addressing these issues today.

(Chapters 4 & 5 and Conclusion would follow a similar detailed structure, expanding on



Stegner's writing techniques, his lasting legacy, and the enduring relevance of his work in
understanding the complexities of the American West.)

FAQs:

1. What makes Wallace Stegner's work so relevant today? His exploration of
environmental issues, social justice, and the human condition remains powerfully
resonant in the 21st century.

2. How did Stegner's personal experiences shape his writing? His upbringing in the
West, marked by both hardship and beauty, profoundly influenced his themes and
characters.

3. What are some of Stegner's most important novels? Angle of Repose, The Big Rock
Candy Mountain, and Wolf Willow are among his most celebrated works.

4. What is Stegner's contribution to environmentalism? He was a key figure in the
wilderness preservation movement, playing a crucial role in the passage of the
Wilderness Act.

5. What is the significance of the title "Big Rock Candy Mountain"? It symbolizes the
alluring yet often deceptive nature of the American Dream in the West.

6. How does Stegner portray the Native American experience? He often acknowledges
the historical injustices suffered by Native Americans, though his portrayal is
sometimes criticized as insufficiently nuanced.

7. What is Stegner's writing style? He's known for his detailed descriptions, complex
characters, and masterful storytelling.

8. What are some of the major themes in Stegner's work? Environmentalism, the myth
of the West, the human condition, and the complexities of family relationships are

prominent themes.

9. Where can I find more information on Wallace Stegner? Start with biographies,
critical essays, and online resources dedicated to his life and work.

Related Articles:
1. Wallace Stegner's "Angle of Repose": A Masterpiece of Historical Fiction: Discusses
the plot, characters, and historical context of this iconic novel.

2. The Environmental Legacy of Wallace Stegner: Explores Stegner's environmental
activism and his influence on conservation policy.



3. The Myth of the West in Wallace Stegner's Novels: Analyzes how Stegner
deconstructed and reimagined the romanticized image of the West.

4. Character Development and Narrative Techniques in Wallace Stegner's Work:
Examines Stegner's mastery of storytelling and character creation.

5. Wallace Stegner and the American Dream: Explores the complexities of the American
Dream as depicted in Stegner's novels.

6. Comparing and Contrasting Stegner's "Angle of Repose" and "Big Rock Candy
Mountain": A comparative analysis of two of his most famous novels.

7. Wallace Stegner's "Wolf Willow": A Memoir of the American West: Examines
Stegner's autobiographical writings and their importance.

8. The Impact of the Wilderness Act on American Conservation: Discusses the legacy of
this landmark legislation and Stegner's role in its creation.

9. Wallace Stegner's Literary Style and Influences: Explores the literary influences on
Stegner and his unique writing style.
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