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Introduction to Falling Angels by Tracy
Chevalier

Falling Angels is a captivating historical novel by acclaimed author Tracy
Chevalier, known for her ability to weave intricate narratives that explore
the complexities of human relationships against the backdrop of significant
historical events. Published in 2001, Falling Angels delves into the lives of
two families in Victorian England, highlighting the societal changes of the
time through the lens of personal experiences. Chevalier’s storytelling is
rich, intertwining themes of class, gender, and the quest for identity,
making this novel a compelling read for anyone interested in a nuanced
portrayal of history.

Setting and Historical Context

The novel is set in London during the late 19th century, a time marked by
rapid industrialization, social upheaval, and the burgeoning suffrage
movement. This era was characterized by stark contrasts between the affluent
upper class and the struggling working class. Chevalier paints a vivid
picture of this time, allowing readers to experience the atmosphere of
Victorian society.

The Significance of the Setting

The setting in Falling Angels is not just a backdrop; it plays a crucial role
in shaping the characters and their experiences. The contrasts between the
bustling streets of London and the confines of the characters’ homes
highlight the restrictive nature of Victorian society. The novel opens with
the death of Queen Victoria, a pivotal moment that symbolizes the end of an
era and the beginning of profound change in societal norms and values.

Main Characters and Their Dynamics

Chevalier introduces readers to a diverse cast of characters, each
representing different facets of society. The two central families, the
Waterhouses and the Tansys, embody the complexities of class and gender
roles.



The Waterhouses

- Richard Waterhouse: A stern and traditional patriarch, Richard represents
the upper class. He is deeply invested in maintaining the status quo and
often clashes with his progressive daughter.
- Clara Waterhouse: A strong-willed and independent young woman, Clara yearns
for freedom and self-expression. Her character challenges the societal norms
of her time, making her a focal point of the narrative.

The Tansys

- Mr. Tansy: A working-class man who struggles to provide for his family. His
character reflects the harsh realities faced by the lower class during this
era.
- Gwen Tansy: A spirited and intelligent girl, Gwen's aspirations and dreams
often collide with the limitations imposed by her social status. She serves
as a contrast to Clara, showcasing different responses to societal
constraints.

Thematic Exploration

Falling Angels is rich in themes that resonate throughout the narrative,
providing a deeper understanding of the characters and their motivations.

Class Struggle

One of the most prominent themes in the novel is class struggle. The
interactions between the Waterhouses and the Tansys illustrate the stark
divisions between the upper and working classes. Chevalier does not shy away
from depicting the challenges faced by the lower class, while also addressing
the moral dilemmas of the wealthy. This theme is particularly evident in the
ways the characters navigate their relationships and ambitions within the
constraints of their social standings.

Gender Roles and Feminism

The novel also explores the limitations imposed on women during the Victorian
era. Both Clara and Gwen strive for agency in a world that seeks to define
their roles. Through their struggles, Chevalier raises questions about female
identity and the societal expectations placed upon women. The emergence of
the suffrage movement serves as a backdrop for these themes, highlighting the
growing desire for equality and autonomy.



The Impact of Change

As the novel progresses, the characters grapple with the changes brought
about by societal shifts. The death of Queen Victoria serves as a catalyst
for transformation, prompting characters to reevaluate their beliefs and
aspirations. The struggle between tradition and progress is a recurring
motif, illustrating the tension between maintaining the past and embracing
the future.

Narrative Style and Structure

Chevalier’s narrative style in Falling Angels is characterized by its lyrical
prose and rich descriptions. The novel is divided into multiple perspectives,
allowing readers to gain insight into the thoughts and feelings of various
characters. This multi-voiced approach enhances the complexity of the
narrative and provides a well-rounded view of the societal issues at play.

Symbolism and Imagery

Throughout the novel, Chevalier employs symbolism and imagery to deepen the
readers' understanding of the characters' struggles. The recurring motif of
angels serves as a powerful symbol of hope and aspiration, contrasting with
the harsh realities of the world. The imagery of the city itself, with its
bustling streets and stark divisions, further emphasizes the themes of class
and change.

Critical Reception and Impact

Upon its release, Falling Angels received critical acclaim for its insightful
exploration of Victorian society and its rich character development. Critics
praised Chevalier for her ability to bring history to life, making the past
accessible and relevant to contemporary readers. The novel has since become a
staple in discussions about historical fiction, particularly in its portrayal
of women’s struggles and the complexities of class dynamics.

Legacy and Influence

The impact of Falling Angels extends beyond its initial publication. The
novel has inspired discussions about the importance of historical context in
understanding contemporary issues related to class and gender. Chevalier’s
work continues to resonate with readers, prompting them to reflect on the
progress made since the Victorian era and the ongoing struggles for equality



and justice.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Falling Angels by Tracy Chevalier is a profound exploration of
Victorian society that delves into the intricacies of class, gender, and the
quest for identity. Through the lives of the Waterhouses and the Tansys,
Chevalier crafts a narrative that is both engaging and thought-provoking,
inviting readers to reflect on the societal changes that shape our lives. The
novel's rich themes, well-drawn characters, and lyrical prose make it a
significant contribution to the genre of historical fiction. As readers
immerse themselves in the world of Falling Angels, they are reminded of the
enduring power of literature to illuminate the human experience and inspire
change.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Falling Angels' by Tracy
Chevalier?
The main theme of 'Falling Angels' revolves around the complexities of
societal expectations, the struggles of women in a patriarchal society, and
the search for personal identity amidst family and social pressures.

How does Tracy Chevalier use historical context in
'Falling Angels'?
Tracy Chevalier intricately weaves historical context into 'Falling Angels'
by setting the story in the early 20th century, exploring the impact of the
Edwardian era on women's rights, class divisions, and the evolving role of
art and culture.

Who are the main characters in 'Falling Angels' and
what roles do they play?
The main characters include two young girls, Beatrice and her friend, who
represent different social classes and perspectives on life. Their families
and the adults surrounding them illustrate the conflict between tradition and
modernity.

What role does art play in 'Falling Angels'?
Art plays a significant role in 'Falling Angels' as it serves as a means of
expression, rebellion, and connection between characters. It highlights the



transformative power of creativity in the face of societal constraints.

What are some critical responses to 'Falling
Angels'?
Critical responses to 'Falling Angels' have praised Chevalier's rich
character development and atmospheric setting, while some critiques focus on
the pacing of the narrative and the depth of certain character arcs.

How does 'Falling Angels' address the concept of
friendship?
In 'Falling Angels', friendship is portrayed as both a source of support and
a complicating factor in the characters' lives, illustrating how social class
and family expectations can influence personal relationships.

What is the significance of the title 'Falling
Angels'?
The title 'Falling Angels' signifies the loss of innocence and the challenges
faced by the characters as they navigate a world filled with expectations and
limitations, ultimately representing the fragility of dreams in a changing
society.
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