
big rock candy mountain stegner

Big Rock Candy Mountain Stegner is a fascinating exploration of not just the physical landscape of the
American West, but also the rich tapestry of human experiences, dreams, and the complexities of life that
intertwine within it. This phrase conjures images of a mythical place, a paradise filled with whimsical delights
and the promise of a life unencumbered by the hardships of reality. In the context of Wallace Stegner’s works, it
serves as a metaphor for the aspirations and disillusionments that shaped the lives of those who sought the
American Dream.

The Myth of Big Rock Candy Mountain

The concept of Big Rock Candy Mountain has deep roots in American folklore and music, famously captured in
songs like Harry McClintock's “Big Rock Candy Mountain.” This mythical place represents an idealized version
of life, where troubles fade away, and joy reigns supreme. In this sense, it can be seen as a critique of the
American Dream, revealing the gap between aspiration and reality.

The Origin of the Myth

- Folklore and Music: The song "Big Rock Candy Mountain," written in the 1920s, describes a hobo's paradise
filled with free food, endless sunshine, and a carefree lifestyle. This idealized version of the world is a sharp
contrast to the struggles faced by those living in poverty.
- Cultural Significance: The myth has persisted in American culture, symbolizing the allure of a life without
burdens. It resonates with the notion of escapism and the longing for a simpler, happier existence.

Wallace Stegner: The Voice of the West

Wallace Stegner, often referred to as the "Dean of Western Writers," was a novelist, historian, and
environmentalist whose works often reflect the themes of the American West. His writing captures the essence
of the landscape, its people, and the struggles they face.

Stegner's Life and Background

- Early Life: Born in 1909 in Lake Mills, Iowa, Stegner moved to Montana with his family during his childhood.
This move to the West deeply influenced his writing and understanding of the region.
- Education: He pursued higher education at the University of Utah and later at the University of Iowa, where
he honed his writing skills and developed a passion for storytelling.
- Literary Career: Stegner published numerous novels, essays, and short stories, many of which reflect his love
for the West and its complex environment. His most notable works include "Angle of Repose," "The Women on
the Wall," and "The Spectator Bird."

Themes in Stegner’s Work

Stegner's writing often explores several key themes:

1. The Landscape of the West: His vivid descriptions of the natural environment serve not only as a backdrop
but also as a character in its own right.
2. Human Relationships: Stegner delves into the complexities of personal relationships, often highlighting the



tensions between individuals and their environment.
3. The Search for Identity: Many of his characters grapple with their sense of self in the context of the
changing American West and the ideals they hold.

Big Rock Candy Mountain: A Stegner Novel

One of Stegner's most notable works, "Big Rock Candy Mountain," published in 1943, encapsulates the spirit
of the mythical place while grounding it in the harsh realities of life.

Plot Overview

The novel follows the life of the MacDonald family, particularly focusing on the father, a wandering dreamer
who is constantly searching for the ideal life but is often thwarted by his own shortcomings and the reality of
his circumstances.

- Setting: The narrative unfolds against the backdrop of the Great Depression, capturing the struggles of the
era.
- Character Development: The characters are richly developed, with their dreams and disappointments vividly
portrayed. The father’s relentless pursuit of an unattainable ideal creates tension within the family.

Major Characters

1. Glen MacDonald: The patriarch whose dreams of success lead to his family’s discontent.
2. Eliza MacDonald: The mother, who represents stability and the harsh realities of life.
3. The Children: Their experiences reflect the impact of their parents' dreams on their own lives, shaping their
identities.

Thematic Exploration

- Disillusionment: The novel explores the gap between dreams and reality. Glen's idealism often puts his family in
precarious situations, demonstrating the cost of chasing unattainable dreams.
- Family Dynamics: The impact of Glen's ambitions on his family highlights the complexities of familial
relationships and the sacrifices made in the name of dreams.
- The Search for Meaning: Ultimately, "Big Rock Candy Mountain" is a meditation on the search for meaning in a
world that often seems devoid of it, mirroring the struggles faced by many in the American landscape.

The Legacy of Big Rock Candy Mountain

The enduring legacy of "Big Rock Candy Mountain Stegner" lies in its ability to resonate with readers of all
backgrounds. It serves as a reminder of the fragility of dreams and the importance of grounding aspirations in
reality.

Influence on American Literature

- Western Literature: Stegner's work has significantly influenced the genre of Western literature, providing a
more nuanced, realistic portrayal of life in the West.



- Environmentalism: His advocacy for the preservation of the American landscape has inspired subsequent
generations of writers and environmentalists.

Reflections on the American Dream

The themes present in "Big Rock Candy Mountain" provoke critical reflections on the American Dream:

- Realism vs. Idealism: The novel challenges the notion of the American Dream by juxtaposing idealism with the
harsh realities of life.
- Cultural Critique: It serves as a critique of the relentless pursuit of success, urging readers to consider the
implications of their aspirations on personal relationships and community.

Conclusion

Big Rock Candy Mountain Stegner represents not just a mythical paradise, but also a profound exploration of
human aspirations, disillusionments, and the intricate web of relationships that define our lives. Wallace
Stegner's work continues to resonate, reminding us that while dreams may inspire us, it is our reality that
shapes who we are. Through his insightful storytelling, Stegner invites readers to reflect on their own
journeys and the landscapes they inhabit, both physically and metaphorically. The legacy of "Big Rock Candy
Mountain" endures, serving as a testament to the complexities of the human experience and the ever-elusive
pursuit of happiness.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Big Rock Candy Mountain' by Wallace
Stegner?

The central theme of 'Big Rock Candy Mountain' revolves around the pursuit of the American Dream and the
complexities of family dynamics, particularly the relationship between the protagonist, Bo, and his father, as
they navigate the challenges of life in the American West.

How does Wallace Stegner portray the American West in 'Big Rock Candy
Mountain'?

Wallace Stegner portrays the American West as a land of opportunity and beauty, but also one filled with
harsh realities and struggles. The novel captures both the romanticized vision of the West and the difficulties
faced by those who sought to build their lives there.

What role does the setting play in 'Big Rock Candy Mountain'?

The setting plays a crucial role in 'Big Rock Candy Mountain', as it reflects the characters' aspirations and
struggles. The diverse landscapes of the West serve as a backdrop for the characters' personal journeys and
symbolize the challenges of seeking fulfillment and stability.

Who are the main characters in 'Big Rock Candy Mountain' and what are
their struggles?

The main characters include Bo Mason, his wife, Elsa, and their children. Bo struggles with his identity and
dreams of success, while Elsa grapples with her desire for stability and the impact of Bo's restless nature on



their family. Their children face the consequences of their parents' choices and the instability of their upbringing.

What is the significance of the title 'Big Rock Candy Mountain'?

The title 'Big Rock Candy Mountain' signifies an idealized vision of paradise and a place of abundance, reflecting
the characters' dreams and aspirations. It also serves as a metaphor for the elusive nature of happiness and
the harsh realities that often accompany the pursuit of one's dreams.

How does Stegner's writing style influence the narrative of 'Big Rock Candy
Mountain'?

Stegner's writing style combines lyrical prose with a deep sense of place, creating a rich narrative that
immerses readers in the characters' experiences. His use of vivid imagery and detailed descriptions enhances the
emotional depth of the story, allowing readers to connect with the characters' struggles and triumphs.
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