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Overview
Gretel Ehrlich's "The Solace of Open Spaces" is a collection of lyrical essays chronicling her
experiences living and working as a sheep herder and ranch hand in rural Wyoming. After a
personal tragedy, Ehrlich left her urban life as a filmmaker to immerse herself in the stark beauty
and demanding rhythms of the American West. The book explores her profound connection to
the land, its harsh weather, and the stoic, resilient people who inhabit it.

Through vivid prose, Ehrlich observes the nuances of ranching life, the cycles of seasons, and the
intimate relationship between humans, animals, and the vast, unyielding landscape. She delves
into themes of solitude, community, grief, and the search for meaning in a world stripped of
urban complexities. The essays are not merely descriptive; they are deeply reflective meditations
on the nature of work, the passage of time, and the quiet dignity found in confronting life's
fundamental challenges. Ehrlich's work stands as a testament to the transformative power of
nature and the solace one can find in open, untamed spaces.

Key Takeaways
• Embrace the quietude and vastness of natural landscapes to find a profound sense of peace
and belonging.

• Observe the rhythms of nature and the demands of the land to understand resilience and
the interconnectedness of life.

• Recognize that true strength and character are often forged through enduring hardship and
confronting elemental forces.

• Appreciate the stoicism and deep wisdom found in those who live closely with the land and
its challenges.

• Seek solace not in escape, but in full immersion with the realities, both beautiful and brutal,
of the natural world.

• Understand that community can be built on shared labor and mutual respect, even among
reserved and independent individuals.

Chapter Summaries
The Solace of Open Spaces



https://booksummaryai.com/country/en/the-solace-of-open-spaces Page 2

Ehrlich introduces her move to Wyoming, describing the initial shock and eventual embrace of
the vast, unpeopled landscape. She contrasts her former urban life with the raw, elemental
existence of the West, finding a profound sense of peace and clarity in its emptiness and silence.
This essay sets the tone for her journey of self-discovery through immersion in nature.

About Men

This essay offers a keen observation of the cowboys and ranch hands Ehrlich encounters. She
challenges traditional notions of masculinity, portraying these men as complex individuals
whose stoicism and quiet strength are born from their intimate, often brutal, relationship with
the land and animals. Their tenderness is often hidden beneath a rugged exterior.

The Smooth Skull of Winter

Ehrlich vividly describes the harsh beauty and isolating power of winter in Wyoming. She details
the challenges it presents for both humans and animals, and how the landscape transforms into
a stark, almost sculptural entity. The essay reflects on survival, resilience, and the profound quiet
that descends with the snow.

A Storm, the Cornfield, and the Bees

This essay focuses on specific natural events, illustrating the unpredictable and powerful forces
of nature. Ehrlich recounts a dramatic storm, the life cycle within a cornfield, and the intricate
world of bees, using these observations to reflect on the fragility and persistence of life, and the
constant interplay between chaos and order in the natural world.

On the Way to the Lake

Ehrlich takes readers on a journey through the Wyoming landscape, detailing the subtle changes
in terrain, flora, and fauna. The essay is a meditation on movement, observation, and the way a
landscape can imprint itself on one's consciousness, becoming a part of one's inner world and
offering a sense of belonging.

Obituary

This essay reflects on death and loss within the ranching community and the natural world.
Ehrlich explores how the cycle of life and death is an ever-present reality in rural existence, from
the passing of animals to the quiet departures of people. It's a poignant meditation on grief,
memory, and acceptance.

The Clock of the World

Ehrlich explores the concept of time as experienced in the vast, unhurried spaces of Wyoming,
contrasting it with the hurried pace of urban life. She describes how the seasons, the sun, and
the rhythms of animal life dictate time, offering a more fundamental and grounding experience
of existence, free from artificial constraints.
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Themes
• Nature's power

• Rural life

• Solitude and community

• Resilience and stoicism

• Grief and healing

• Connection to land

Notable Quotes
• "The truest art I would strive for in any work would be to make the page as wide as the
world." — Reflecting on her writing and the expansive nature of the Wyoming landscape she
aims to capture.

• "Space is the central fact of the Wyoming landscape." — Describing the defining
characteristic of the environment and its impact on human perception.

• "It's a place where the wind blows a good deal of the time, and the wind is what makes you
feel alive." — Speaking about the constant presence of wind in Wyoming and its invigorating
effect.

• "The solace of open spaces, the peace of the vast, unpeopled land, is not a simple thing." —
Explaining that the comfort derived from the landscape is complex, born from both its beauty
and its challenges.

• "What you see is what you get, and what you get is a lot of sky and a lot of land." — A direct
observation about the unadorned reality and immense scale of the Wyoming environment.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is The Solace of Open Spaces about?

The Solace of Open Spaces is a collection of essays by Gretel Ehrlich detailing her experiences
living and working on ranches in Wyoming. It explores her immersion in the harsh yet beautiful
landscape, the lives of the people there, and her personal reflections on nature, solitude, and
belonging after a period of personal loss.

Is The Solace of Open Spaces worth reading?

Yes, it is highly regarded for its lyrical prose, profound insights into nature, and honest portrayal
of rural life in the American West. Readers interested in nature writing, memoirs, or essays on
the human connection to the land will find it deeply rewarding and thought-provoking.

How does The Solace of Open Spaces end?
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Spoiler: The book does not have a traditional narrative ending but concludes with Ehrlich's
continued, deep immersion in and appreciation for the Wyoming landscape and its rhythms. The
essays collectively suggest an ongoing journey of observation, belonging, and finding solace in
the elemental realities of life in open spaces, rather than a definitive resolution.

Who should read The Solace of Open Spaces?

This book is ideal for readers who appreciate nature writing, literary essays, and memoirs. It will
appeal to those interested in the American West, ranching life, themes of solitude and
community, and the transformative power of landscape. It's also for anyone seeking beautifully
crafted prose and deep reflection.

How long does it take to read The Solace of Open Spaces?

On average, it takes approximately 2.5 to 3 hours to read The Solace of Open Spaces. This
estimate is based on an average reading speed of 250 words per minute and the book's typical
length of around 140-160 pages.


