crossing to safety by wallace stegner

Crossing to Safety is a poignant novel by Wallace Stegner, published in 1987.
It is a profound exploration of friendship, marriage, and the complexities of
life, set against the backdrop of the American West. Stegner, known for his
deep understanding of human nature and the environment, masterfully weaves a
narrative that reflects the joys and struggles of two couples over several
decades. This article delves into the themes, characters, and significance of
"Crossing to Safety," emphasizing why it remains a vital piece of American
literature.

Overview of the Novel

"Crossing to Safety" tells the story of two couples: Larry Morgan and his
wife, Sally, and their close friends, Charity and Sid Lang. The narrative
unfolds through Larry’s perspective, chronicling their lives from their early
days as struggling writers in the 1930s to their later years as established
academics. The novel is structured around the pivotal moments in their lives,
highlighting the intersections of their personal and professional journeys.

Stegner employs a reflective and lyrical writing style, allowing readers to
immerse themselves in the characters' experiences. The title itself suggests
a journey, both literal and metaphorical, representing the characters' search
for stability and meaning in their lives.

Thematic Exploration

"Crossing to Safety" is rich with themes that resonate with readers on
multiple levels. Here are some of the central themes explored in the novel:

Friendship

At the heart of the narrative is the theme of friendship. The bond between
Larry and Sid, as well as between their wives, serves as a foundation for the
story. Their friendship is tested through shared experiences, joys, and
sorrows, illustrating how deep connections can provide both support and
tension. Stegner highlights the complexities of friendship, showcasing how
love and loyalty can be challenged by personal ambitions and life
circumstances.



Marriage and Relationships

The novel offers a nuanced portrayal of marriage through the relationships of
Larry and Sally, and Sid and Charity. Each couple faces different challenges
that test their commitment and understanding of one another.

- Larry and Sally: Their relationship reflects the struggles of balancing
personal aspirations with the demands of marriage. Larry’s dedication to
writing and Sally’s role as a supportive spouse reveal the sacrifices and
compromises inherent in long-term partnerships.

- Sid and Charity: In contrast, Sid and Charity’s relationship is marked by
Charity’'s dominant personality and Sid’s passive nature. This dynamic creates
tension and conflict, ultimately leading to the exploration of themes such as
control, independence, and the impact of external pressures on intimate
relationships.

Life’s Ephemeral Nature

Stegner poignantly addresses the fleeting nature of life and the
inevitability of change. The characters grapple with the passage of time,
reflecting on their choices and the paths they have taken. The novel captures
the essence of nostalgia, as Larry often reminisces about the past while
confronting the realities of aging and loss.

Through various events, such as the deaths of loved ones and the evolution of
their friendships, Stegner emphasizes the importance of cherishing moments
and relationships, as they are ultimately what define our existence.

Character Analysis

The strength of "Crossing to Safety" lies in its well-developed characters,
each representing different facets of human experience and emotion.

Larry Morgan

Larry serves as the narrator and protagonist, a character deeply reflective
of his life choices. He is an aspiring writer and an academic, often caught
between his aspirations and the realities of his relationships. His
introspective nature allows readers to witness his growth and struggles,
making him a relatable figure. As he navigates the complexities of friendship
and marriage, Larry embodies the quest for meaning amidst life’s
uncertainties.



Sally Morgan

Sally, Larry's wife, is depicted as a compassionate and supportive partner.
She represents the emotional anchor in Larry’s life, balancing her own
desires with the needs of their family. Sally’s character reveals the often-
unseen sacrifices that accompany love and commitment, providing insights into
the dynamics of a supportive marriage.

Sid Lang

Sid is Larry's best friend and a successful academic. Unlike Larry, Sid
appears more confident and assertive, yet his relationship with Charity
reveals his vulnerabilities. Stegner uses Sid’s character to explore themes
of ambition and the impact of personal choices on relationships. His
struggles highlight the conflicts that arise when personal aspirations clash
with marital expectations.

Charity Lang

Charity is a complex character who embodies strength and fragility. As Sid’s
wife, she often takes on a controlling role in their marriage, leading to
tension and misunderstandings. Charity’s character serves as a foil to Sally,
illustrating different approaches to relationships and the challenges of
maintaining individuality within a partnership.

Significance of the Setting

The setting of "Crossing to Safety" plays a crucial role in shaping the
narrative. Stegner’s depiction of the American West is not just a backdrop
but a character in its own right. The vast landscapes, changing seasons, and
the sense of place reflect the characters' inner lives and contribute to the
overall themes of the novel.

- The West as a Symbol: The American West symbolizes freedom, opportunity,
and the pursuit of dreams. Stegner contrasts the beauty of the landscape with
the characters’ struggles, emphasizing the duality of existence-the
coexistence of hope and despair.

- Seasonal Changes: The passage of seasons throughout the novel mirrors the
characters’ lives, marking the transition from youth to old age, from
vitality to decline. This cyclical nature of life reinforces the theme of
impermanence and the importance of embracing the present.



Conclusion

"Crossing to Safety" remains a timeless exploration of friendship, marriage,
and the human experience. Wallace Stegner’s ability to capture the
complexities of relationships against the backdrop of the American West makes
this novel a significant contribution to American literature. Through its
rich themes and well-crafted characters, the novel invites readers to reflect
on their own lives, relationships, and the nature of happiness.

As we journey through life, Stegner reminds us of the importance of
connection, the value of shared experiences, and the pursuit of meaning in
the face of life’s inevitable challenges. "Crossing to Safety" is not just a
story about two couples; it is a reflection on the essence of human
existence, urging us to cherish the moments that define our journeys.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Crossing to
Safety'?

The main themes include friendship, the complexities of marriage, the impact
of art and literature, and the struggles of personal aspirations against
societal expectations.

Who are the primary characters in 'Crossing to
Safety'?

The primary characters are Larry Morgan, a struggling writer, his wife Sally,
and their close friends, the wealthy and charismatic couple, Charity and Sid
Lang.

How does Wallace Stegner portray the concept of the
American Dream in the novel?

Stegner critiques the American Dream by showcasing the differing paths of his
characters, illustrating how ambition and success can lead to personal
fulfillment or profound disillusionment.

What is the significance of the title 'Crossing to
Safety'?

The title reflects the characters' journeys through life's challenges and
their longing for stability and security amid personal and social upheavals.



In what ways does Stegner use setting to enhance the
narrative?

Stegner uses vivid descriptions of the natural environment and the backdrop
of various locations to symbolize the characters' emotional landscapes and
life transitions.

How does the narrative structure of 'Crossing to
Safety' affect the reader's understanding of the
characters?

The narrative structure, which includes flashbacks and reflections, allows
readers to see the characters' growth over time, deepening the emotional
resonance of their experiences.

What role does friendship play in the development of
the plot?

Friendship serves as both a source of strength and conflict, driving the plot
as the relationships between the characters evolve and are tested through
various life events.

How does Stegner address the theme of mortality in
the novel?

Stegner addresses mortality through the characters' reflections on their
past, their relationships, and the inevitability of aging, prompting readers
to consider the legacies they leave behind.

What impact did 'Crossing to Safety' have on
American literature?

The novel is regarded as a significant work in American literature for its
deep character studies and exploration of profound social issues, influencing
subsequent generations of writers.
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