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      Context

      
      Ole Edvart Rölvaag was born on April 22, 1876, into a family of fishermen on the north coast of Norway. In 1896, at the age
         of twenty, he emigrated to the United States with only a few pennies in his pocket. He began farming with an uncle in South
         Dakota and started saving every cent for his education. Like most immigrants, Rölvaag discovered that achieving the American
         Dream did not come without sacrifice and could not be achieved overnight.
      

      
      However, Rölvaag remained optimistic for his future despite the fact that he did not enjoy life as a farmer. He finally saved
         enough to attend Augustana Academy in South Dakota and then St. Olaf College in Minnesota. In 1905, he graduated with honors
         at St. Olaf and then joined the college faculty. Rölvaag spent most of his adult life as a teacher of Norwegian language and
         literature and of the history of Norwegian immigration.
      

      
      In his novels, Rölvaag was primarily concerned with the theme of immigration, which he explored in his largely autobiographical
         Letters from America (1912) and The Boat of Longing (1921). He took a one-year leave of absence from St. Olaf College and lived in lonely cabin in Minnesota to write the epic
         that would become Giants in the Earth. He originally wrote all his novels in Norwegian and then helped translate them into English. Two novels, I de dage (In Those Days) and Riket grundlaeges (The Kingdom Is Founded) were first published in Norway in 1924 and 1925. They were then translated into English and published in the United States
         in one volume, Giants in the Earth (1927).
      

      
      Giants in the Earth presents an unsparing portrait of Norwegian immigrants struggling to make a new life on the Dakota prairie, a subject Rölvaag
         knew first-hand. Like the author, the novel is half-American and half-Norwegian in spirit: while it reflects a period of American
         history, it is told completely through the point of view of Norwegian immigrants. In his writing, Rölvaag was deeply influenced
         by other Norwegian epic novelists, most notably Knut Hamsun and Sigrid Undset.
      

      
      The monumental Homestead Act of 1862 provided the major catalyst for the settling of the American West. The United States
         government encouraged the country's westward expansion by turning over vast amounts of unsettled, public land to private citizens.
         The government granted 160 acres of land to a homesteader at the end of five years if he lived on the land, built a house
         on it, and farmed it. Not only did many American families move from the East to the Great Plains, but many European immigrants
         also took advantage of the opportunity to at last own land for themselves. Like other immigrants, Per Hansa is lured by the
         promise of a better life in America.
      

      
      Giants in the Earth is not a primarily a celebration of the American manifest destiny. Instead, the novel is essentially a tragedy because it
         reveals the human cost of the immigrant experience. The indomitable optimism of Per Hansa, forging a new life for his family
         in America, sharply contrasts with the pessimism of his despairing wife, Beret, who cannot adapt to life in the New World
         and longs to return to her native Norway. Because Rölvaag was an immigrant just like his characters, he understood the hardships
         the pioneers faced coming to settle in a new country. He even dedicated his novel to the spirit of these immigrant pioneers,
         "To those of my people who took part in the great settling, to them and their generations I dedicate this narrative."
      

      
      When Giants of the Earth appeared in the United States, it was an immediate success. The novel was praised as one of the most powerful novels that
         chronicled pioneer life in America. It differed from other immigrant novels because it concentrated primarily on the hardships
         faced by the pioneers trying to carve a life for themselves in the American West in the nineteenth century. Rölvaag later
         wrote two sequels, Peder Victorious (1929) and Their Father's God (1931). Rölvaag died in Minnesota in 1931, leaving behind him a rich pioneer literary and family legacy. His son, Karl, later
         became a governor of Minnesota in the 1960s.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      In the summer of 1873, Per Hansa, his wife Beret, their children, and three other Norwegian immigrant families—Tonseten and
         his wife Kjersti, Hans Olsa and his wife Sorine, and the Solum brothers—settle in the Dakota Territory. Per's family becomes
         lost when they separate from the other wagons, but they eventually reache their destination. They establish a small settlement
         along Spring Creek, and everyone starts building sod-houses.
      

      
      A man of action, Per thrives in the work of building a home for his family on the prairie. He dreams of the day when he will
         be wealthy and own a lot of land. However, his sensitive wife, Beret, does not adapt very well to life on the desolate prairie,
         and she begins to feel homesick for Norway.
      

      
      The settlers meet many threats on the prairie, but they persist, striving to build a new life. Per encounters a band of Indians,
         but they prove to be friendly. Next, the settlement's cows disappear, but Per manages to find them. Per meets his greatest
         challenge when he discovers stakes that earlier settlers placed in the land to claim it—but he removes them. When the Irish
         settlers return to reclaim their holdings, they can find no trace of their markers. Though Per has saved his neighbors' land,
         Beret discovers to her horror that Per has committed the crime of removing another man's landmarks. Beret feels uncivilized
         living in the wilderness— she wants to return to Norway. Whenever Per leaves her to go to town for supplies, she feels lonely.
         Per attempts so brighten things up, surprising everyone by whitewashing the interior of his sod house. However, nothing can
         cheer Beret up as she gradually sinks into depression.
      

      
      As Beret approaches childbirth, she becomes increasingly difficult. Per hopes that she will return to her normal self when
         she has her baby. As winter falls, however, Beret grows more and more desolate. She begins to think about her past in Norway
         and about all of the sins she has committed. She also remembers how she first fell in love with Per. Beret regrets defying
         her parents' wishes by moving to America. On Christmas Day, she begins to go into labor, and Per fears that she will not survive.
         However, she survives and gives birth to a son, whom Per names Peder Victorious. Per makes Hans Olsa baptize the baby.
      

      
      The winter proves lonesome for many of the settlers, who amuse themselves with social gatherings. Henry Solum organizes a
         school for the children. The settlers begin to run out of supplies, so the men of the settlement decide to make a trip to
         town. Per almost dies when he is caught in a storm, but he reaches safety when he finds a house. Later, he discovers a way
         of making money by trading furs with the Indians. On another occasion, the immigrants decide to adopt American names. Only
         Beret feels that these names are sacrilegious steps away from their Norwegian fathers.
      

      
      More and more caravans pass through the territory. One day, a strange Norwegian couple arrives with a tragic story. The wife,
         Kari, is insane with grief because her son died and had to be buried in the prairie. While Beret grows more and more unhappy,
         Per thrives as summer passes and his crops prosper. Per continues to be optimistic despite all the hardships they face, and
         he dreams of one day providing a better life for family. However, one day the settlers see their crops destroyed by a plague
         of locusts. Per's crops are saved, but his wife is missing. He finds her hiding in her emigrant chest, insane with fear. For
         the first time, Per is helpless because he cannot make his wife better. He is horrified to see his beloved Beret deranged.
      

      
      Several years pass. As new settlers arrive, the community grows. Beret eventually becomes obsessively religious after she
         falls under the influence of a traveling minister, who baptizes Peder Victorious and then stays on in the community. Beret
         begins to regain her senses with the help of the minister and Per. Per and Beret's relationship remains distant, however.
      

      
      The winter of 1880–1881 proves to be especially harsh. Hans Olsa, the friend and neighbor of the Hansas, becomes severely
         ill. Beret feels concerned about Hans's spiritual well being, and she insists that Per fetch the minister to be with the dying
         man. Per and Beret have a fierce argument. Reluctant because he knows the trip is impossible in the severe weather, Per at
         last agrees. On the journey, he is caught in a fierce blizzard and dies alone on the prairie.
      

      
   
      
      Character List

      
      
         Per Hansa - 
            A former fisherman from Norway who immigrates to the Dakota Territory with his wife, children, and other friends. A man of
            action and a natural pioneer, Per possesses indomitable optimism and courage in the face of hardship. He dreams about building
            a kingdom in the Great Plains for his wife and family. Intelligent and strong, Per becomes the natural leader of his community,
            seeming to succeed at almost everything he does. To protect his friends and neighbors, he removes the stakes he finds in their
            land that belong to earlier settlers. Although he is capable of great tenderness in his relations with his wife and children,
            he gradually drifts apart from his wife. Unlike his wife, Per exudes warmth, cheer, and good humor.
            
         

      

      
      
         Beret Hansa - 
            Per's suffering wife. Unlike her husband, Beret cannot endure life on the prairie, and she longs to return to the comforts
            of her home in Norway. However, she still loves her husband and does not blame him for persuading her to emigrate. She constantly
            fears the unknown, lurking threats of the wilderness. Incapable of severing ties to her old country, she gradually sinks into
            depression and thinks about death. When a plague of locusts arrive, Beret descends into madness, and Per fears for her and
            the children's safety. A traveling minister finally cures Beret, but she only replaces her former madness with a religious
            mania. Unlike her husband, she is a thinker and an introvert and at times displays a cold personality.
            
         

      

      
      
         Ole Hansa - 
            Per and Beret's oldest son. Ole helps his father work the land with the help of his brother Store-Hans. Ole often assumes
            the responsibility of oldest child.
            
         

      

      
      
         Store-Hans Hansa - 
            Per and Beret's second son. Hans Kristan—or Store-Hans, as he is often called—is an inquisitive and playful child. He helps
            his father work the land and often accompanies his father on trips.
            
         

      

      
      
         Anna Marie Hansa  - 
            Per and Beret's daughter. Often called And-Ongen, she is an affectionate and playful girl.
            
         

      

      
      
         Peder Victorious - 
            Per and Beret's youngest child. Peder Victorious is born on Christmas Day during their first winter in the Dakota Territory.
            He provides a source of amusement for the settlement during the lonely winter. When Per wants to baptize the child Peder Victorious,
            Beret refuses to accept the name, reasoning that the name is sacrilegious.
            
         

      

      
      
         Hans Olsa - 
            Per's best friend and Beret's childhood friend. Hans was a fisherman in Norway along with Per until Per persuaded him to move
            to America. The two friends become neighbors in the Dakota Territory. Hans is naturally good-natured, physically strong, and
            mentally slow. He prospers along with Per, but they both become victims of the harsh environment when they die from the fierce
            winter of 1880–1881.
            
         

      

      
      
         Sorine Olsa - 
            Hans Olsa's wife. Sorine is a kind-hearted spirit who continually helps Per and Beret through their troubles. She becomes
            almost a second mother to Beret's youngest child, Peder Victorious, when Beret sinks into depression and insanity.
            
         

      

      
      
         Sofie Olsa - 
            Hans and Sorine's daughter.
            
         

      

      
      
         Syvert Tonseten - 
            Another Norwegian immigrant like Per and Hans who becomes their neighbor in the Dakota Territory. Although Tonseten is not
            as physically strong as Per or Hans, he is bright and humorous, with a quick mind. As the community grows, Tonseten is elected
            justice of the peace.
            
         

      

      
      
         Kjersti - 
            Tonseten's kind and good-natured wife. Kjersti often helps Sorine take care of Per and Beret's household, and she aids Beret
            during childbirth. Kjersti often regrets having no child of her own.
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