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0. E. R,Slvaag's trilogy, Giants.!.!:!. the Earth, Peder Victor
ious, and Their Fathers' God, appears on the surface to be simply 

aseries of novels concerned with the physical settlement of the 
frontier. However, R¢1vaag's trilogy does not primarily deal 
with the physical settlement of the land. Instead, its main 
emphasis is on the psychological experiences of the immigrant 
people involved and the effect of the physical settlement on 
their inner lives. 

R¢1vaag's immigrant pioneers are basically simple, sturdy 
people, but they are also portrayed as cultural heirs of Northern 
Europe. They are free men not accustomed to serfdom and so they 
cannot 1 ive as industrial workers bound to an industria) system. 
These pioneers, instead, choose to become land owners and live 
a li~e basically of their own making. (Theodore Jorgenson and 
Nora Solum, Ole Edvart Rolvaag [New York, 1939], pp. 394-395). 
It is this choosing of the land that gives R¢1vaag a basis for 
his psychological study. These pioneer farmers could build homes 
to shelter them from nature, plant seeds and cause crops to 
grow and eventually force nature to yield them some tribute for 
their efforts. But the scars they inflict upon nature are noth-
ing in comparison to the psychological scars which nature in-
flicts on their souls. Nature takes civilization from man through 
lone] iness, silence and the lack of social intercourse and homely 
comforts. As Henry Commager, in paraphrasing Jesus, states: 
"Wiat indeed shall it profit a man that he gain the world if he 
lose his soul." (Henry Commager, "The Literature of the Pioneer 
West," Minnesota History, VI 11 [December 1927), 324-326). 

R¢lvaag then, is dealing in his trilogy with the physical 
and the psychological struggles of the immigrant pioneer farmer, 
but he is especially concerned with the psychological struggle 
relating to the loss of native culture and tradition: 

There is an intimate kinship between soul and the soil 
in which it grows. Traditions are spun slowly: they can 
never be bought. To build a Fatherland is a long process 
... Transplantation of human souls, even under the most 
favorable conditions, is a difficult process •.•• And 
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the more sensitive the soul, the more dangerous 
the experiment. ... " (Jorgenson, pp. 395-396.) 

Oscar Handlin further elaborates this same crisis in the lives 
of immigrants in his work The Uprooted. He states: 

The immigrants 1 ived in crisis because they were uprooted. 
In transplantation, while the old roots were sundered, 
before the new were established, the immigrants existed 
in an extreme situation. The shock and the effects of 
the shock, persisted for many years; and their influence 
reached down to generations which themselves never paid 
the cost of crossing. (Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted 
[New York, 1951), p.6.) -

It is, then,this inner struggle over loss of native culture and 
tradition that R¢1vaag develops in Giants in the Earth, Peder 
Victorious and Their Fathers' God. R¢1vaagdevelops the struggle 
over loss of culture and tradition because of a fear that the 
struggle, if too demanding, can be fatal not only to an individual 
but also to a nation. 

In Giants.!.!:!. the Earth, R¢1vaag confronts the reader with 
two basically different personalities, Per Hansa and his wife 
Be~e~. ~er is the independent spirit and self-rationalizing 
ut1l 1tar1an of the Western World. He is, as Joseph Baker states: 
"America at its most American." (Joseph Baker, "Western Man 
Against Nature," College English, IV [October 1942], 21.) Per 
works hardest and 1 ives most courageously. Nothing seems to be 
beyond his ~rasp. When there is land to be plowed, he plows 
twelve to sixteen hours a day. When the Indians come to the 
Spring Creek settlement, it is Per alone who is left to defend 
it. Per is optimistic and eagerly attempts to build his future. 
The past life in Norway, as a fisherman, was too constraining 
f~r him. It is here in the Dakota Terrotory that he will build 
his future, following his own inclinations. R¢1vaag describes 
his independence as: " ... the father never liked to follow an 
old path while there was still unexplored land left around him 
him .... " (O.E: R¢1v~ag, Giants .!.!:!. the Earth [New York, 1929], 
p. 114.) It ts basically this independence from the past and 
optimism about the future that brings Per, apparent physical 
conquereor of the prairJe,into opposition with his wife Beret. 

Beret is a delicate woman who yearns for her past homeland 
of Norway. She loves Per greatly, but lives in perpetual fear 
of God's punishment visited on her for having become pregnant 
before her marriage. She comes with Per to America because of 
his longings, not her own. Beret feels that: "if the Lord God 
had intended these infinities to be peopled, He would not have 
left them desolate down through all the ages .... " (Giants, 

.P• 188.) This feeling of vast desolation and evi I in regard to 
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the land has filled Beret with the fear that she has forsaken all 

that is good in abandoning her parents and homeland. Her grand

father's trunk, brought with her from Norway, becomes her only 

source of safety and strength. 

Beret's and Per's opposite feelings for tradition and the 

past are portrayed in various episodes. The first episode con

cerns the land markers. Soon after coming to Spring Creek, Per 

discovers land stakes belonging to O'Hara and Gill ·set in Hans 

Olsa's and T¢nseten's (fellow Norwegian immigrants) land. Per 

worries about it but eventually digs up the stakes, taking great 

care to leave no trace of his action. Beret discovers the stakes 

in the barn and is horrified and frightened by his action. In 

Norway there is no greater crime than to meddle with another's 

land stakes. Later, when the Irishmen O'Hara and Gill come to 

claim their land, Per Hansa's rationalization for his act comes 

to light. The motivation for his action centers primarily in 

his interest in protecting his friends, Hans Olsa and T¢nseten, 

from losing their land. In the end, however, his action becomes 

legally justified in his own mind, because the Irishmen have no 

legal papers on the land, as do his friends. Per, after the 

Irishmen leave, even tells Hans Olsa and T¢nseten of his action. 

He feels no guilt, but Beret is shocked. She is convinced that 

the evil land in which they now live has so influenced her 

husband as to make him disregard all past tradition and law. 

Beret's fears of the land grow worse and she is nearing 

complete mental collapse at the birth of her third son. The 

son's birth, however, does much to restore Beret, but again she 

and Per differ in regard to tradition. Per names the new boy 

Peder Victorious, a name completely foreign to Norway. Beret 

is convinced that Per is being too bold and confident in giving 

the boy such a name. Names again enter into the psychological 

conflict between Per and Beret when Per shortens the family 

last name from the traditional Peter's son to Holm. Per feels 

it is entirely appropriate for America, but Beret again senses 

that they are wrong in discarding the names of their fathers. 

It is a sign of disrespect for the past. 

Beret's mental condition improves after the birth of her 

son, but it is the traveling Norwegian minister who eventually 

brings Beret back to a level of stability. The minister, who is 

never named, possesses understanding of the immigrant pioneer, 

for he is one of them. He does not simply expound dogma; 

instead, he attempts to heal souls and teach meaningful ethics. 

As Theodore Jorgenson states: 

In the first sermon in Per Hansa's hut, the minister 

expounded cultural and ethical teachings that had been 

close to R¢1vaag's heart for decades: the thought of 
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;\ being builders of a kingdom, of being the successors 

of earlier builders of their own kind, of the nobility 

that comes from the continuity of history and these

quence of race, and of the responsibility that falls 

upon those who build. (Jorgenson, p. 350.) 

The minister views the settlement of America as a parallel to 

the actions of the ancient children of Israel. Of the American 
settlers he states: 

For the kingdom which they were founding here would be 

a work of praise, a blessing to coming generations 

only insofar as they remained steadfast to the tru~hs 

implanted in them as children by their fathers. There 

was no other foundation to build upon: indeed what other 

refuge did men have? ... would they do as the ten lost 

tribes of Israel did, and disappear out of the world, 

or would they do as the two tribes had done and never 

perish among men? (R¢1vaag, Giants, p. 374'.) 

Beret's mind is relieved to a certain extent by the minister's 

w~rds, but :he is not r717ased from her very rigid and dogmatic 

views of guilt and trad1t1on. In a sense the minister's words 

strengthen her position and show Per Hansa's extreme independence 

to ~e wro~g. But Pe~ and Beret are separated by more than just 

the1'. be! 1efs regar~1n? tradition. Beret is afraid of the joy 

of life itself and 1t 1s this very joy that Per attempts to live. 

There are basically two demons in Giants in the Earth the 

evil nature of the plains and the evil of man-TnstfTl~r. 

R¢1vaag entitles his last chapter "The Great Plain Drinks the 

Blood of Christian Men and Is Satisfied." It is Per whose blood 

is to be taken. Per grows somewhat haggard and gray after Beret's 

mental collagse, but he also comes to understand what will 

happen. When Per is driven by Beret to obtain a minister for 

the dying Hans Olsa in the face of a tremendous blizzard, he 

understands and accepts the death he will find in the nature 

of the plains. He also understands the fears that force Beret 

to ask him to go. Per dies in the storm optimistically facing 
the west. 

R¢1vaag presents Beret and Per Hansa as two people with con

trasting views of tradition. Beret clings tenaciously to the 

past as an obsession while Per leaps optimistically into the 

future. Neither actually succeeds. Per has founded his home 

but dies in spite of his great physical and mental prowess. 

Beret lives on in an unhealthy mental state. It is interesting 

to note that it is the tradition-minded Beret who 1 ives on to 

watch over the children whom Per has fathered. 
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R¢lvaag presents in Giants~ the Earth certain areas of 
conflict that revolve around the pro6lem of a past culture 
placed in a _new environment. In Peder V~cto~ious, ~owever, 
he presents the problem of being a Norwegian 1n America as the 
central theme. The struggle is not between man and nature but 
rather between man and man. 

Pioneer settlements are by their very nature a mixture of 
t'ie old and new. The Spring Creek settlement in Peder Victor
ious is no exception. For Beret, the old culture o'. Norway is 
the primary world. She has brought with her t~ Am:r1ca her . 
native language, religion, and customs. Each 1s vital to h~r 
continued existence in America. Peder is also a part of this 
world in that essentially, Beret provides the basis of his 
enviromment. 'But Peder does not know the importance of the old V·· .·• 
world for he is not fully aware of his own inner being. He is . 
young and is growing up not as a Norwegian, but as a native-
born American. Although Peder speaks the language of his parents 
and attends the church of their religion, he is also attending 
an American country school. The school provides him with a new 
language, new values, and a pride in a new culture. No real 
connection is ever made for Peder between the old and the new 
by either his mother or the school. It is a connection that . 
Peder must eventually come to make for himself. Because_ of this 
lack of connection, Peder learns.to live not in_the world of 
his mother, but in the world he 1s constantly being confronted 
by -- the world of American culture. (Jorg~n:on, pp. 3~3-384.) 
Beret then, is again confronted with oppos1t1on. She 1s deter
mined to retain for her family her native customs and lan~uage. 
Because of Beret's tenacity in remaining true to the old and 
Peder's desire to adopt American ways, the nature of Peder 
Victorious becomes one of revolt. 

The nature of Peder's revolt takes several forms, primarily 
in the areas of the school, the church, and the family. (Roy 
Meyer, The Middle Western Farm~ [Linco!n, 19651, P· 6~.) 
Peder begins school at a mixed Irish-Norwegian school. W~1le 
there he becomes a close friend of Charley Doheny, an lr1sh_boy, 
and does at timesaccompany Charley to his home. Peder also 1s 
strongly encouraged by his teacher to speak only English and he 
comes to glory in its use. Because of Peder's growing_friend
liness with the Irish and his constant use of the English l~nguage, 
Beret transfers him to an all Norwegian school. Beret cons1de:s 
the Irish as outsiders and especially so since they are Cathol 1c. 
As Catholics they represent for Beret a direct and immediate • 
danger to Peder's Norwegian Lutheran religious background •. Beret 
also considers the English language a danger, for through it Peder 
moves farther and farther away from her and her influence u~on . 
him. She does understand the language somewhat,_but she ma1nta1ns 
that the family should hold to the native Norwegian. R¢lvaag 
himself comments on the difficulty of giving up a language: 
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The giving up of one language and acqutrtng a new 
necessitates a spiritual readjustment far beyond the 
power of thP average man. The old he cannot let go 
because that would mean starvation to his soul. The 
new he cannot master because the process is beyond 
human power. (Jorgenson, p. 396.) 

Beret fights for the Norwegian language because it alone expresses 
the life she knows. 

Peder's revolt from the past can also be found in the area of 
the church. In church Peder is attracted to Pastor Gabrielson, a 
minister who realizes that the English language will eventually 
replace the Norwegian. Because he realizes what is to come, 
Pastor Gabrielson conducts informal services in English and also 
gives Peder an English translation of the Bible. Peder is encour
aged by him to become a minister and Pastor Gabrielson often uses 
Peder to read scripture in the English language. Beret again is 
in opposition to Peder for she maintains that to reject their 
native Norwegian would in the end lead to a loss of national iden
tity. She is also unsure of Peder's willingness to place himself 
in the hands of God. 

The final and most serious area of revolt for Peder comes 
within the home, for it also involves in a real way the other two 
areas of conflict. Peder is developing an intellectual skepticism, 
a skepticism that is in opposition to his mother's legalistic and 
traditional manner. He also is taking an avid interest in the 
politics of the Dakotas. Peder's growing skepticism and revolt 
take him away from the native language of his mother and family, 
and in so doing remove him from Beret's cultural and religious 
di sci pl ine. He is moving toward a personal freedom of body and 
spirit. Beret does influence him but her pessimistic view of 1 ife 
and her basic fear of this new land cause him to attempt to free 
himself from it all, as just so much excess out of the past. 
(Jorgenson, pp. 384-386 .. ) Peder's primary revolt at home concerns 
his interest in Susie Doheny, the daughter of one of the Irish 
Catholic families in Spring Creek. Peder wants to marry Susie 
and this represents for Beret perhaps the ultimate revolt. Beret 
fights the proposed marriage until she believes she has seen Per, 
her former husband, come to her in a dream and instruct her to 
give her permission. R0lvaag's final description of Beret after 
her permission for the marriage is given, is perhaps strange: 
"Suddenly her face lit up into a bright smile, like that of a 
child who has fussed long and then unexpectedly gains his point." 
(O.E. R¢1vaag, Peder Victorious [New York, 1929), p. 350.) Beret 
seemingly has lost her struggle for Peder's inner being, but 
according to R¢lvaag Beret may smile because she realizes that 
Peder's revolt from the past must eventually lead him to a point 
of personal decision. Peder arrives at a point of decision, in 
regard to his marriage to Susie, where he must choose as a 
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complete and responsible person. But Beret smiles, because she 
hopes that Peder wi 11 eventually reach a potnt, tn his develop
ment as an individual, where he can see the problems of being a 
second generation American, who has abandoned his cultural her
itage. (Jorgenson, pp. 383-385.) 

The story that R¢1vaag develops in Peder Victorious is tha.t 
of the crucial break between immigrants of the first and those of 
the second generation. R¢1vaag describes it as a cruel and in
evitable break in which the first generation must watch the se~ond 
slip away. The second generation man ~ ..• gro~s into a man having 
no tradition, having no background; 11fe ~eg1ns,_so ~o speak, . 
with him." (Jorgenson, p. 397,) Life begins again with Pede~ 1~ 
Their Fathers' God, R¢1vaag's final book in the trilogy. It. 1s 1n 
that final book~at Peder must make his choice concerning his 
involvement with past traditions. 

Their Fathers' God is a novel of human conflict. A conflict 
among Peder who is 1 iberal and non religious; Susie his wife, who 
is Irish and Catholic; and Beret who is a traditional orthodox 
Lutheran is the central area of concernfOr R¢1vaag. It would 
seem tha~ Rtlvaag has set up a novel primarily revolving ar?und 
the problem of religion, but actually, as Jorgenson states 1n 
Rolvaag's biography: 

Throughout his mature days R¢1vaag was a ~ultural and 
racial purist. Hebel ieved that high values come into 
the human realm by way of personalization rather than 
through diffusion, through purity of :train.rather_ 
than through any melting pot. He believed 1n cultiva
tion rather than in leveling. (Jorgenson, p. 413,) 

R¢lvaag is actually concerned only with the cultural differences, 
rather than those concerning religion. 

Peder and Susie are well matched biologically, according to 
R¢1vaag but in marrying they have ignored vast social and cultural 
differe~ces in their backgrounds. Peder continues to show indepen
dence of thought and as a result of it is continually in opposi-
tion to both Susie's and Beret's religious inclinations. He also 
is beginning to take a more active interest in politics. After a 
long drought in the area, the local townspeopl~ are in favo~ of 
hiring a rainmaker to bring rain. Peder organizes men to fight . 
against this decision and eventually gi~es a_speech ~t the,coun 71l 
meeting against the rainmaker. Peder, .w'.th his skept'.cal mind, 1s ,._ 
actively fighting any form of superst1t1on, whether 1~ ~e the .. 
rainmaker or a mystical part of either Beret's or Susie s rel1g1on. 

Susie and Beret although seemingly at odds, are actually 
quite similar in some respects. Both are instinctively filled 
with a sense of motherhood and religion. Susie has her :on and 
her Catholicism, while Beret has Peder and her Lutheranism. 

48 

Each is by her very nature, filled with a deep sense of loyalty 
to her people. 

Peder stands in the midst of this cultural conflict, attempt
ing to set his own course. Much of the time he seems bogged down 
in materialism. It is not, however, until both Beret and Susie 
have secretly had his son baptized, and until after Beret's 
death that he begins to see his way more clearly. Peder begins 
to understand, through the women's struggle to baptize the child 
against his wishes and through Beret's death ritual, that there 
is some merit in transmitting a cultural heritage. Niko] ine 
Johansen, a girl recently arrived from Norway, also inspires 
Peder to understand that he could be a great leader of men, but 
that he must have worthwhile standards to offer his followers. 
Reverand Kaldahl, the minister in Their Fathers' God, offers this 
advice: 

The great deeds of the past were made possible simply 
because the men who performed them remained true to 
their traditions and went on building and achieving 
as their forefathers had done before them. What do 
we want today? ... We set higher value on aping strange 
manners and customs than in guarding our God given 
heritage .... Weare ashamed of the age old speech of 
our forefathers; we lack pride in our worthy ancestry. 
Such an attitude can never, I tell you, no never build 
a nation. Like dead timber we will go into the bui !d
ing. We may harm; certainly we cannot be of much help! 
(O.E. R¢1vaag, Their Fathers' God [New York, 1931], p. 208.) 

Peder and Susie love each other but their love cannot encompass 
tremendous cultural boundaries. Peder chooses to lead and in 
leading will perhaps make use of his cultural heritage. He 
realizes that he cannot deny its existence, for it is out of his 
cultural heritage that his values and the values of the men who 
follow him come. But Peder will not 1 ive pessimistically and 
bound to tradition as Beret has. Susie, because she is bound to 
the past, cannot follow Peder. Peder commits himself to attempt 
to be the master of his cultural tradition and to use it to 
establish his freedom, while Susie is a servant to her culture 
and is bound tightly to it. As long as Peder remains at home 
with Susie, his goal to lead is obscured, but once out in the 
mainstream of political 1 ife he is unable to delay the inevitable. 
The inevitable for R¢1vaag is that Susie leaves Peder to return 
with their son to her family and her tradition. (Jorgenson, pp. 
423-424.) Peder accepts it, for he has reached the point that 
Beret in Peder Victorious had hoped for. He has reached the 
point where he sees the problems of a man with no cultural heri
tage. Peder finds himself lacking a cultural tradition. 

Throughout his trilogy Riillvaag emphasjzes the necessity of 
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t 
the pioneers maintaining connections with their cultural past. 
He fears a cultural chaos if the old is completely abandoned with
out being replaced by something of equal value. In his presenta
tion of Per, Beret, and Peder, R0lvaag has successfully illum
nated his fears concerning cultural disorientation. Per and Beret 
represent the extremes. Per can abandon connections with the 
past and leap optimistically into the future, but he dies in the 
attempt. Beret, however, must maintain such a strong hold on her 
native culture in her attempt to survive that her life leads to 
mental instability. 

It is in Peder's life that R0lvaag concentrates the problem 
of a loss of culture. For it is in Peder and his struggles with 
home, church, and state, that R0lvaag provides a man coming to 
a full awareness of t~e need in life for a cultural tradition. 
R0lvaag maintains in Peder that no person can accomplish any 
important creative tasks without a cultural heritage. In his 
trilogy R~lvaag states that physically the settlement of the 
frontier has been established. Per, Beret and Peder see to that. 
Nature cannot uproot them,even with death. The physical settle
ment is successful for society as a whole. R0lvaag, however, is 
not so certain that the settlement is advancing toward a purpose-. 
ful cultural achievement or that the cost has not been too great 
for the individual involved. Concerning this problem, Roy 
Meyer states: 

R0lvaag's fears of cultural chaos if the old language 
were given up and intermarriage permitted may seem un
justified in the light of subsequent history, but there 
is no doubt that he understood and clearly depicted the 
tensions experienced by the immigrants and the first 
generation Americans, while the process was going on .... 
By including these problems in the story of pioneering 
and presenting them with unequaled insight and under
standing, he adds a new dimension to the fictional 
treatment of the pioneer experience. (Meyer, p. 66.) 

R¢lvaag, as Meyer, notes, gives to the American Frontier experi
ence a new dimens.ion. But, in spite of Meyer's statement label
ling R0lvaag's fears as perhaps being unjustified, the question 
R0lvaag raises at the end of Their Fathers' God -- what of Peder's 
and America's future? -- is smTpresent. The land has been 
settled and Rdlvaag's kingdom established, but America's cultural 
future remains a question mark. 
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