
Fol lowing an exceptibnally severe illness in late October, 
he died at his home in Northfield on the afternoon of November 
5, 1931. 
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The Art of 0. E. Rolvaag 
i.iy ERLING LARSEN 

Carleton College, Northfield 

When the English version of 0.E. R¢1vaag's Peder Victorius 
appeared tn 1929, one young critic, reviewing it[nthe St. 
Olaf Quarterly, made reference to an earlier book, Giants in 
the Earth, which he cal led R¢1vaag 's "first great novel." 
Whether he meant that until Giants i.n the Earth R¢1vaag had not 
written a great novel or tha~the crit tc, was unaware that 
R¢1vaag had written four novels before Giants Is not clear. 
But this ambiguity points to an important problem in the crit
icism of R¢lvaag's writings. 

R¢1vaag really wrote for three distinct audiences: the 
Norwegian community in the United States, and perhaps specifi
cally for the Norwegian Lutheran community in what he called 
the Northwest; the reading public in Norway itself; and finally 
the non-Norwegian world. His early works were published in 
Norwegian, of course, by the Augsburg Publishing House of 
Minneapolis, the first appearing in 1912. It was not until 
1924 that one of his books appeared in Norway. Three years 
later Giants in the Earth, translated into English, was pub
lished""""5y1iarper and Brothers and selected as a Book-of-the
Month. To reach the third of his audiences had taken fifteen 
years. 

According to his biographers, Nora 0. Solum and Theodore 
Jorgenson, he had written five books for the Norwegian-American 
audience before 1924. The biographers credit him with one 
volume in the diary written during his first years in America 
as a young immigrant, which they say could be titled~ of 
~ Immigrant. R¢1vaag's first published book, Letters from 
America, is in broad ways based on this diary and is a series 
of brief discourses on problems of importance to immigrants 
and to the Norwegian community in the upper Midwest. He 
followed this with a novel called Nils and Astri, which was 
rejected by the great Oslo publishing houseci"f"Aschehoug and 
never published anywhere. This rejection no doubt increased 
R¢1vaag's feeling of isolation. During these early years he 
is reported to have said that the subject with which he was 
concerning himself was of no interest to the Norwegian public. 
This he may have said only to rationalize the rejection, and 
to increase in his mind the importance of parochialism. On 
the other hand, he might have unconsciously expressed the 
thought that he would change his subject in order to reach the 
wider audience. 
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Three books later than Letters from America were published 
by Augsburg: On Forgotten Paths, Two Fools, and The Boat of 
Longing. Letters from AmerTca""""anTTn""""""fo'rgotten Paths appeared 
under the pseudonym Paal M¢rck. M¢rck is pronounced as is the 
Norwegian for darkness. 

That "it is all a darkness" we have heard from Ford's 
Dowell and Conrad's Marlow - and from R¢1vaag's Beret. But for 
R¢1vaag the darkness must have been especially deep, at least 
as deep as for Marlow going upriver seeking the unknowable 
Kurtz. He was in his beginnings as isolated as Marlow. He was 
an immigrant Norwegian Lutheran writing about Norwegian Lutherans 
who were settled in small enclaves on the great prairies of 
North America, separated by barriers of language and religion 
from the Irish Catholic and the German communities about them. 
He was writing abou these people and, at first, for them. 
That Nils and Astri had got no hearing in Norway might have been 
less a blow than was the first royalty check from Augsburg 
$47. 10. His first and closest audience was rejecting him. 

Still, he continued to write. He had a strong sense of 
mission and of duty. Hebel ieved firmly that men were given 
certain vocations. In at least one of his classes at St. Olaf 
College, where he taught Norwegian language and 1 iterature, he 
told his students that a proper man must exercise his talents 
and devote his 1 ife to what his abilities indicate he should 
devote it to regardless of whether or not this career is con
genial or happy. Later, in Their Father's God, he was to have 
Niko] ine and Peder discuss formany pages t~necessity for and 
the tragedy of striving for success despite the fact that inevi
tably happiness would not be found on the same road. 

R¢1vaag wanted success. But he said on at least one occa
sion that he would never write deliberately seeking financial 
success. The success he wanted was rather the success of a 
mission or in a vocation. One is reminded by a photograph of 
R¢1vaag made in 1911, in which his beard and his deeply-set eyes 
give him a striking resemblance to Joseph Conrad, that R¢1vaag 
might very well have felt the frustration that Conrad expressed -
a frustration arising from the difficulties in attempting to 
achieve an artistic and literary success as well as a popular 
success. Neither man was willing to sacrifice the first for 
the second. But R¢1vaag obviously wanted an audience. No man 
with a mission or a message can succeed without an audience. 
And the publication of Giants in the Earth in 1924 in Norway 
and in 1927 in the United States, which to many readers means 
~he beginning of R¢1vaag's career, R¢1vaag saw not as a beginning 
but as a climax, as the culmlnatton of a career. When Aschehoug 
accepted Giants in the Earth Ri61vaag wrote, "This is the great
est day oTmvTife.-"-He knew that he had produced "a greater 
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literary work than had hitherto been produced by anyone of our 
people in the United States." And he wanted very much to "make 
myself believe that the responsibility involved in being a great 
man is nothing to worry about." 

Only two of the early novels have been translated into 
English. In 1930, after the success of Giants in the Earth and 
Pede'." Vic~orious, the Two Fools of 1920 appeared-with the new 
Engl 1sh title Pure Gold. It is of considerable importance to 
an understanding of Ri61vaag the artist and the man to know that 
In 1930 he refused to operate In accordance with the standard 
procedure of pub] fshing or republishing an hitherto almost 
Ignored work on the strength of a later success. He insisted 
upon rewriting and reorganizing the text and, indeed, looked 
upon Pure Gold as something quite apart from Two Fools. He 
told his editor that he was "rewriting the whole book" and 
that it would "be a startling one when ready" with "much possi
bi 1 ity to startle our 1 lterati ." The differences between the 
earlier and the later versions are outlined with great care and 
In much detail by Professors Solum and Jorgenson. 

The second of the ear 1 y nove 1 s to be trans 1 ated was The 
Boat of Longing, the Norwegian version of whtch was first 
published In 1921. The English version appeared In 1933, two 
years after R¢1vaag's death. This book and Pure Gold are of 
great Importance to the understanding of R¢lvaag 's major themes 
and of much criticism that has been written about them. The 
Boat of Longing concerns itself with a sensitive soul insulted 
and injured in an alien and unfriendly environment, a young 
immigrant cut off from his roots at home and depressed by the 
materialism and brutality he finds in the pioneer midwest. Nils 
Vaag, the main character, prefigures in his anguish and his un
happiness the travails of the Beret who was to very nearly 
dominate :he action In Giants~ the Earth, the tired and fright
ened and In some ways Ignorant woman possessed of a ''heart that 
dared not let In the sun." Pure Gold, on the other hand tells 
the story of two people who are obsessed by a love of mo~ey and 
devote their lives to a mad pursuit of fortune, and who are 
destroyed not because they are "sensitive" but because they are 
gree~y. This couple, Lizzie and Louis Houglum, stand as early 
versions of Per Hansa, the active empire-building husband of the 
frightened Beret. This argument over-slmpltfles the character of 
the complex Per Hansa, but It has the virtue at least of paral
leling what is perhaps now the standard reading of Giants In 
the Earth. --- -

Most readers have felt that the essential tragedy In the 
fictional world that Ri61vaag created is that of the spiritual 
soul destroyed by a material environment. And during at least 
the first part of his career Ri61vaag seemed to define the spirit-
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ual in terms of a national and religious heritage: to forget the 
tradition the language and the religion of one's forefathers is 
to invite'destruction. Thus the Houglums fell prey to their 
materialism because they were irreligious and had no sound tradi
tions to support them in times of spiritual need. They might 
have survived had they considered anything more important than 
financial success. 

It may be that his simple dichotomy does lie at the root 
of RizSlvaag's philosophy. His early novel,~ Forgotten Paths, 
has as its main theme, according to R¢lvaag himself, "the 
lethargy of the people." Solum and Jorgenson argue that~ 
forgotten Paths describes the second generation of Norw7g~a~s 
tn America as a· victim of its own "lukewarmness and art1f1c1al
ity, sleekness and dandyism, shallow and wordy ideal ism." ~ome 
of this may be a projection of the writer's self, a reflection 
of the bitterness felt by the neglected novelist. Nils Vaag, 
the hero of The Boat of Longing, comes to Am6rlca for the 
pur~se of realizing Tlfi"is latent talents." He is characterized 
by an "inner sensitiveness," and he goes about this new world 
expressing "all his moods in wistful improvisings on the violin." 
R!!!lvaag himself said of The Boat of Longing that it was intended 
to express "the great pity of It all, the utter tragedy of a 
sensitive soul making an effort to adjust itself in a new land 
and a pioneering country.'' 

The novels do not lend themselves to this simplistic reading 
ing. True, The Boat of Longing is written in an lush and almost 
overblown manner, while Pure Gold ls told in a frequently harsh 
and almost invariably straight-forward voice. But even so 
it is not as easy to tell the good guys from the bad guys as 
some of the critics have considered it to be. tn Pure Gold, 
for instance, R{!!lvaag sees al 1 sorts of vil lalns a~actual ly, 
not the greatest of these are the Houglums. They love money, 
they collect money, they hide money in mattresses and in old 
shoes, they caress their hundred-dollar bills and smooth them 
to a silken fineness, but they die pathetically and their money 
goes with them. They do not, as has been poi.nted.out, have any 
racial or national memories or any traditions, but they do have 
the memory of hardship and poverty and the tradition of hard 
work. And tftey are as much destroyed by thetr surrounding 
community as they are by themselves. 

The story of Lizzy and Lours Houglum opens with a fine 
scene of tnnocent rural sexuality from which the bloom is 
immediately removed by the jokes of the threshing-crew of 
whi'ch Louts ts a mem6er. After tfte two young people marry and 
6eg in to operate a farm, fieavi ly in debt, and after they begin , 
to save a little money in the local bank, the bank fails. Louis 
goes for advice and consolation to a minister who has just per-
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formed a marriage ~nd who has wrapped about his finger the ten 
dollar fee while he tells Louis, "We must never put our trust 
in money." Tfiey resist the fine blandishments of a landshark 
who might have come straight out of a Sinclair Lewis novel. And 
they are plagued by one after another beggar for money to be 
used either for the church or for the Liberty Bond drive. Be
cause they see no immediate value or long time gain to be had 
from the buying of Liberty Bonds they remain aloof from World 
War I. And when to teach them a lesson some of the local "boys" 
come out to the Houglum farm, getting drunk on the way, they 
succeed in frightening Louis but not Lizzie and also in acciden
tally burning their house down for them. Surely these two 
people have the singleness of purpose, the desire to "realize 
themselves," that marked Nils Vaag. And surely they are in as 
unfriendly an environment as is Beret later. They are surrounded 
by material tstic ministers, by dishonest bankers, by power-mad 
bond-drive organizers, by barbaric terrorists. The only indict
ment, and it is only implied, that R{!!lvaag makes against them is 
that their trust and their faith have been put in material things. 

The anti-materialistic reading of Pure Gold depends in 
large part upon the reader's bringing to theri'ovel the prejudices 
and the attitudes of the Lutheran church in the early part of the 
twentieth century. R!!!lvaag was always a member of the church, 
loyal, and certainly convinced of the importance and the validity 
of the church ideal. He was at one point in his career a very 
strict moralist and in The Boat of Longing, for instance, has 
much to say about the evilsofthe Demon Rum. At one time in 
his life he traveled for the Minnesota Anti-Saloon League, 
lecturing and organizing new chapters. (It is hinted at one 
point in his biography that he did this in order to make the 
ten dollars per weekend plus expenses that this kind of work 
then paid, but no evidence exists that he undertook the work in 
a cynical or hypocritical frame of mind.) And one of his great 
friends was a retired pioneer minister wtth whom he was always 
happy to talk even in the last days of his life. 

It may be significant that he projected at one time the 
writing of a novel about a pioneer minister, and indeed did a 
great deal of work on it before abandoning it. His biographers 
suggest that he abandoned it because the kind of minister that 
he admired when he began work on th.is novel was not the kind of 
minister that he admired when he gave it up. Certainly he 
changed his mind about what he considered the proper role of 
the church. And as his fame increased he came under severe 
attack by certain factions in the church that objected to the 
profanities that some of his characters used, to the sexuality 
of some of the scenes in the novels, even objected to the story 
of the cow Rosie, who runs away to seek a male companion, on 

the grounds that it was obscene. This faction objected also to 
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the tragic and violent end to which he brought the novel Giants 
in the Earth. R0lvaag countered these attacks with the argument 

thatmany of the clergy were unlettered, Ignorant of what was 
going on in the world and i.n literature, interested only in the 
most parochial aspects of their congregational work. When an 
anonymous letter-writer attacked R¢lvaag on the ground that he 
had not written any book that a self-respecting minister could 
recommend from the pulpit, R¢lvaag replied that Per Hansa could 
very well be considered a Christ-like character who gave his 
life for his friends. Bu~ his biographers point out, too, that 
this change in R0lvaag's attitude toward the church and the 
ministry was largely a change in emphasis rather than in 
allegiance. R¢1vaag seems to have concluded his career thinking 
that the church's main function was educational and conservative, 
that the church should preserve and protect and advance the 
traditional culture of the Norwegian people and save tt from 
being inundated by not only the worldliness of a material culture 
but from being corrupted by alien cultures whether Irish or 
German. And in his novels he portrays hardly a single minister 
that meets his ideal; all have fallen short of the Grace of God 
not only because of their original sinfulness but because of 
their acquired and prideful ignorance. As early as 1924, after 
a visit to his old home on Nordland, R¢lvaag said of his own 
father that "religion has served to disturb the natural develop
ment of many people." 

Pure Gold then, whether considered as an entity or as a 
part of a canon, ts essentially ambiguous. The Houglums are 
victims of circumstances very like those that drive Beret insane. 
Yet they are the kind of people Beret would consider insensitive 
and materialistic, Giants in the Earth presents the careful 
reader with a similar problem.-- ---

Giants is a rambling, episodic novel that in form is of 
a class with Bojer 's The Great' Hunger and Hamsun's Growth £.!'._ 
the Soil. In part it reflects a phenomenon of the Twenties and 
Thirties - the "peasant novel" that was appearing in Scandinavia 
and Poland and America. In part It exempl ifles R0lvaag 's own 
disenchantment with the well-made plotted novel and his convic
tion that "life" goes forward in a random and capricious way. 
That it became R¢1vaag's most popular novel may have in part 
resulted from what seem;superficially an abandonment of the 
preoccupation with religious and ethical concerns that had 
characterized some of the earlier works. Further, by going 
back to the heginnings, to a time long before the Norwegian
American culture had become as organized and established as it 
was even in Letters from America, it places its main emphasis 
upon the sheer physical anguish attendant upon the conquering 
of the prairie. 
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Giants in the Earth, as almost everyone must know by now, 
tells of howPerHansa and his wife Beret with their children 
come into Dakota Territory to subdue the endless prairie that 
takes on an almost personally malevolent character and finally 
comes clo~e to victory in destroying Per Hansa and drinking 
"the blood of Christian men." That is the surface story, the 
struggle against blizzards, plagues of locusts, Indians, and 
hunger. That is the story that leads reviewers to speak of 
the novel as an epic. 

Giants in the Earth has perhaps two climaxes. The first is 
the birth ofPeder Victorious, an agonizing and protracted birth 
that involves the entire settlement and almost results in the 
death ·of both mother and son. The second is, of course, the 
death of Per Hansa- at the end of the story. It is important 
that both of these events, even though the main interest in the 
novel is in the physical struggle with the prairie, depend for 
their drama on religiou~ and moral conflicts. Because family 
and friends think that the new-born boy may not live more than 
an hour or so, they persuade ,old T¢nseten to baptise him. They 
argue that T¢nseten has been elected Justice of the Peace and 
has a legal right to perform t~is sacrament. After he has 
acceded to their.pleas, T¢nseten for a long time fears that he 
has committed a mortal sin. Per Hansa, on the other hand, 
exulting in the fact that his wife and son are alive, dectdes 
to call the boy Peder Victorious. The choice of this name Beret 
thinks blasphemous, for she has long known that no one can 
ever be vlctor:ous over the prairie and that a Christian person 
should never have left Norway and come out into this wild and 
Godforsaken place. 

The second climax, the death of Per Hansa, comes because 
an old friend, Hans Olsa, is lying on his death-bed and not 
quite sure whether he should see a minister or a doctor. A 
fierce blizzard is raging outside. Per Hansa knows that no one 
can survive in such a storm. But Beret, driven by her inflexible 
religious beliefs, lashes at him until without even saying 
goodbye he sets out to fetch the preacher~ and perishes. His 
body ts not found until the following spring. 

In an attempt to explain this conflict of temperament, 
these differences between Beret and Per Hansa, R¢lvaag makes 
it known why Beret feels as she does. She is, of course, the 
sensitive soul that had already been celebrated in The Boat of 
Longing. But she is also troubled in her conscience becauseat 
the time when she and Per Hansa were married she had already 
been pregnant. So she carries with her not only the fear of 
the prairie but also the conviction of being a great sinner in 
a country to which God and salvation will never come, During 
the course of the novel, these two great psychological troubles 
slowly drive Beret insane while Per Hansa, because of his concern 
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for her, ages before his time. In one sense, then, the novel 
is an account of the terrible price in human suffering that was 
paid for the conquest of the prairie. In another sense, however, 
the novel might be read as an argument that those who live in the 
ivory towers of religion and morality and sensitivity should 
never descend to sally forth on the great plains but should 
leave the work of the world to be done by those who have the 
strength and the courage to carry it forward. Per Hansa himself 
was caught on the horns of thts dilemma, alternately dreaming 
his dreams of empire and regretting having forced Beret to 
accompany him to the edges of that empire. 

Giants in the Earth was the first in a series of three novels 
aboutPerHansaandhis family. The last two, Peder Victorious 
and Their Fathers' God, are also open to variousin'terpretations, 
partly because R¢1vaag held a strong belief in the importance of 
separatism. If America were to become the melting pot that many 
wanted it to become and that many thought it inevitably would 
become then America would be without character and inhabited by 
Americans without personality or force. R¢lvaag believed that 
all efforts should be made to preserve the Norwegian language 
in the United States, and was in 1913 admittedly very depressed 
w,en the editor of one of the church papers argued that Norwegian 
would eventually disappear from the churches and the schools. 
In Peder Victorious a minister who suggests the same thing is 
met with Beret's absolute contempt. Beret no doubt spoke for 
R¢lvaag, or for one side of him, when she argued that a people 
forgetful of the language and religion of the forefathers is 
doomed to extinction. In a sense of course this is true, but 
the Berets in R~lvaag's world are curiously inflexible and refuse 
to recognize that some alloys might have certain qualities more 
desirable than certain qualities of pure gold. Beret refused 
compromise. 

The novels contain many examples of this kind of separatism, 
but we are usually left in the dark as to what side is the right 
side. When a small group leaves the congregation to which Beret 
belongs, and sets up its own church because of some small argu
ment about policy, Beret refuses to leave with it. Also, the 
union of three Lutheran synods into a larger church is looked 
upon as important and desirable. The Civil War is seen as a 
human tragedy, but we do not know whether the cause of it is 
the South's allegiance to its traditions or the North's insist
ence upon Union. Later, the South Dakotans urge the formation 
of two states from the Dakota Territory. And each of these 
political upheavals makes comment, sidelong perhaps, inconclu
sive perhaps, upon the central theme of the novels - tradition 
versus change, integrity versus compromise. The drama arises 
from the desire of people to retain roots in the homeland and 
its culture and from that culture's being inevitably religious, 
with the result that Irish Catholics and Norwegian Lutherans 
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are unable to exist side by side in peace or understanding. But 
so great is the pain caused by these separations and by the 
few attempts to bridge them or to heal them that, again, it 
seems almost possible to read the novels as propaganda on 
behalf of the abandonment of all linguistic and religious pride. 

Certainly the young Peder Victorious moves toward freedom, 
but again the situation becomes obscure. Peder has the arrogant 
pride of his father, pride not in his Norwegian past but in his 
own intelligence and ability as a farmer and man of business. 
He too dreams of empire. But he learns that his pride is as 
dangerous and as destructive as he thinks his mother's pride is 
inhibiting. R¢1vaag stacks the cards against him in Peder 
Victorious and especially in Their Fathers' God as heclidagainst 
Beret in Giants. ---

Peder Victorious is subtitled ''A Tale of the Pioneers 
Twenty Years Later." The settling is done. Schools and churches 
are organized. And the main story is of Peder's gradual sexual 
awakening and his gradual alienation from the faith and the 
language of his forefathers. We see Peder first as a schoolboy 
and last as a young man about to be married to Susie, Irish and 
Catholic, the beautiful and sensual sister of his best friend, 
Charlie Doheny. Peder is intelligent and adaptable; He learns 
English easily and speaks it frequently, with the result that 
hismother arranges that he move from the school which he is 
attending to another ore farther away but attended mostly by 
Norwegian children. But Beret's efforts, her continual pleading 
for the past and for tradition, serve only to strengthen Peder's 
urge toward the ''empire'' and the amalgamation of nationalities 
and religions. In fact Peder, although his minister during the 
course of the confirmation studies has earmarked him for the 
ministry, says nothing when he actually has to answer the 
questions during the confirmation ceremony and is considered 
to be confirmed only on the strength of his past performance. 

The emotional conflict between Beret and Peder reaches its 
greatest height in the last pages of the novel. Peder has had 
to have a horse and buggy for his trips to and from church and 
school, but he has of course used them for other purposes as 
well, frequently staying away from home until very late. Beret 
learns too that he has even become involved with amateur 
theatricals, which she considers immoral. Then one night she 
resolves to find out what actually is going on at the school
house where Peder is busy in rehearsal for the play. She creeps 
through a cornfield to the school, where she sees through a 
window Peder embracing Susie, and where she suffers what may be 
a relapse into her mental illness. She piles cornstalks against 
a broken part of the school's foundation and tries to set them 
afire, but a heavy rain comes up and prevents her success in 
this. Upon returning home, she accidentally finds in Peder's 
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English Bible some papers on which Peder has been copying 
passages from the Song of Solomon, obviously for Susie. Beret, 
not recognizing the words, but being, as Professor Jorgenson has 
suggested in conversation, largely ignorant of the B"ible, is 
aghast at what she considers an indecent pdem. She burns the 
papers in the stove. 

But the poetry has had its effect. ·Beret suddenly feels 
tired and "langourous" and goes to her bedroom where she looks 
long at the portrait of Per Hansa who looks "odd" and smi Jes 
"roguishly" at her. Then Per Hansa appears himself. He reminds 
her that she had "never paid any attention to what your _parents 
said about it" and tells her to let Peder "have the girl he is 
so fond of," because it is "hard to tell how this business will 
turn out unless he gets" her. Beret agrees, and next morning 
demands that Peder take her to the Dohenys to arrange a wedding 
even though Peder says they had decided to wait until spring. 

Beret's change in attitude may result from a resurgence of 
her own obviously strong sexuality, or from a sudden decision 
to accept the inevitable. Or it may be that R~lvaag, having 
established the grounds for and the nature of the basic conflict 
in the novels, is simply trying to keep that conflict aestheticall 
alive. Certainly Peder on his way to the Doheny farm is on 
the way to his ultimate undoing. This is a reversal, but also 
not a reversal, of the ending of Giants in the Earth. There 
Beret, inflexible, drives Per Hansatohisdeath-:-lfere Beret, 
amenable and gracious, moved by a vi~ion not of morality and 
truth but of her dead husband, gives Peder to Susie and starts 
him on the path to the tragedy of his next few years. 

Their Fathers' God, as the name implies, deals with the 
difficulties that differences in religion cause in the marriage 
of Susie and Peder. But the novel is now obviously aimed at that 
larger audience. It opens and closes on a political note and 
with a bitter political defeat for Peder who, having abandoned 
the idea of becoming a minister, has dreams of becoming a politi
cian and perhaps even the governor of South Dakota. Peder opens 
the action with an attack on the county commissioners. He 
attends a meeting at which opinions have been invited on the 
advisability of hiring a professional rain-mak~r to break the 
drought that has now for long afflicted the community. Peder's 
arguments for a rational and sensible approach to the problem 
are unheeded, and he celebrates his defeat with a colossal drunk. 
In the final pages he is defeated in his campaign for county 
commissioner, and Susie celebrates by leaving him. Between 
these two balancing episodes are two other balancing episodes of 
illness and of the enforced separation of Susie and Peder. The 
first separation comes when Susie's father is severely injured 
and requires her at home to help care for him, he being a 
widower. The second separation takes place near the end of the 
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novel when Peder goes out at the behest of the Republican party 
to campaign in the boondocks. A further balance is achieved be
tween the injury to Mr. Doheny and a later injury to Beret. After 
Susie returns from her father's house she persuades Peder to take 
her to a New Year's dance even though Beret disapproves of the 
whole idea. Beret, when they are gone, hears a noise in the 
barns, walks out into the icy yard, slips and falls to break her 
hip .. She lies out in the cold until Peder and Susie return home 
and find her. This injury and exposure result in her death not 
long after. So, although the novel is not plotted in the old way 
that R!lllvvag did not approve, it is perhaps the most neatly and 
formally arranged of all his works. We even have, as we had in 
Giants in the Earth, the difference between the sensitive Beret 
and thepractical Per Hansa, the differenc between the happy 
and sens~al Susie and the intellectual and serious Peder. We 
have, then, conflicts enough: Democrats against Republicans 
with a sprinkling of Populists on the side; Irish against Nor
wegian; Catholics against Lutherans; sensualists and hedonists 
against moderates and pragmatists. We even have another pair 
of balancing incidents that echo the private baptism of Peder 
Victorious: Beret, fearing that Peder intends not to have his 
son baptised, insists upon a friend's baptising the little 
boy Peder Emmanuel, in secret, while Peder and Susie are away; 
Susie, in a desire to appease her father and to satisfy her 
own religious convictions, has the boy baptised Patrick St. Olaf 
in the Catholic church near her father's house while she is 
there as a nurse and separated from Peder. 

And again we can have at least two readings of the text. 
In fact, the text of almost the entire novel is read ind inter
preted by Peder's opponent in the campaign for county commissioner 
in a speech that he gives at the school-house and that Peder 
attends upon the advice of friends. Standing outside, Peder 
hears his opponent describe Peder's 1 ife and Peder's qualities 
in a way that he hopes will prevent any sensible Irish Catholic 
from voting for Peder. Peder hears his sensitive and religious 
mother describes as a "lunatic." He hears himself described as 
a Lutheran, only to learn that in his opponent's eyes he is a 
heretic and rebel, for everyone knows that Martin Luther himself 
had been kicked out of .the true church by the Pope. Peder, who 
in deference to Susie had been married by a Catholic priest, 
learns that he had committed the great sin of being married 
not by the local priest but by one in another comivunity. 
Peder learns that even within the Lutheran church he is known as 
a free-thinking heretic. Peder learns that while he and Susie 
had tended and cared for the crippled Beret she had actually 
been "held prisoner" on the farm. Peder learns that his love 
for Susie, and Susie's passionate nature, had led them into a 
scandal that is the common gossip of the Irish community; their 
child had not been born "in the fullness of time." And finally 
he learns about Susie's having "sneaked" his child away from 
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his own house to have it baptised by the priest, and that this 
had been done because of Susie's mortal fear that the child might 
die and be damned. 

As if these were not enough ambiguities, Peder proceeds to 
indulge himself in the final ambiguity of the novel. Enraged, 
believing that Susie had told his opponent all that he had used 
in his speech, he rushes home and proceeds to tear from the wall 
a crucifix that Susie had been allowed to place there, to 
trample it under his feet, and to rip a~art the rosary that 1 ies 
on the dresser beside Susie's bed, crying that he will have no 
more "idols in this house." Next morning, as if nothing had 
happened, Peder gets up, having slept late, worries about Susie's 
having gone out to start the chores, but learns that she has left 
the house, taking the child, taking the horse and buggy, leaving 
a note saying that he will get the horse and buggy back. 

This is almost as arbitrary an ending as that in Peder 
Victorious. In that book Beret changes her mind in the course of 
a few pages and reverses her entire life's thinking._ In this 
book, Peder has just returned from his campaign trip of which 
Susie had been inordinately proud and about which she had 
bragged to her friends that it proved what a smart man she had 
married, and been welcomed with a passion that R6lvaag describes 
with one sentence. "That night Susie's wants were insatiable." 
Now we have, after the opponent's speech, Peder's decision to go 
into the school and beat the opponent by hand but being restrain
ed, as Beret was restrained by the ghost of Per Hansa, by the 
ghost of Beret who advises him to go home. He does so, arguing 
to himself that "she who's to blame for all this is at home." 
There Susie, in what must be intended to be a symbolic play for 
power over Peder, pinches and slaps her baby until it cries and 
she claims that it has the cramps, tha same kind of cramps that 
"killed Mrs. Flaherty's baby," and insists that Peder go for a 
doctor. Peder succeeds, however, in calming the child, and then 
proceeds to his smashing of idols. It is almost as if R6lvaag 
were deliberately manipulating his characters in order to set up 
the action for another part of the farce or another part of the 
tragedy. Certainly he has allowed no one to come to any haven of 
rest or peace. Certainly, as in the other two novels in this 
series, he has wrenched the action into an unpleasant and unhappy 
turn just at the point when the possiblilty seemed to have 
existed'that something good might have come out of the troubles 
preceding. It may well be that the ambigu.ities, the possibities 
for variant readings that we have seen, were the product of a 
deeply pessimistic and almost nihilistic soul. 

On the other hand, we must admit the gay humor that infected 
large parts of these three books. A kind of humor exists even 
in Beret's arguing that her broken hip came because she went out 
to see about the troubles of a "bull-crazy heifer" and so makin9 
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an oblique reference to Susie. R61vaag knew, as few novelists 
know, the importance and the force of the cl iche and the truism. 
As Beret lies dying, for instance, Peder comes into her room and 
offers to read to her. She asks that he read a Norwegian hymn 
that she had long loved. "I know of a sleep in Jesus' name, 
a rest from all toil and sorrow ... " We must acknowledge the 
human love and understanding that, deeply buried as ·it may seem 
to be, infuses so much of R¢1vaag's work. 

C. 1928 
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