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Wallace Stegner said of Angle of Repose  “…if every writer is born to write one story, that's my story."  Winner of the Pulitzer Prize in 1972, named best book about the American West and by Modern Library as one of the hundred best English-language novels of the 20th century, it is some story.  Lyman Ward, a former professor crippled by bone disease seeks to uncover his family’s history through the letters of his grandmother, Susan Burling Ward, but unwittingly learns about himself and the world in which he lives.   An additional principal character is Susan’s husband, Oliver.  Oliver and Susan are drawn from real-life individuals, Arthur and Mary Hallock Foote.  It might not be much of a stretch to say that Lyman Ward is a stand-in for Stegner himself even though ostensibly based on another real person, Norman Foerster, an former professor of  Stegner’s who had a frozen spine and only one leg.  Numerous other “real” people float through the story.
The term “angle of repose” is an engineering expression representing a property of material (typically sand or gravel) poured onto a horizontal surface and allowed to assume its natural shape which is usually a conical mound.  This is also a low energy state since no external force is required to maintain the shape once formed.  We will find many angles of repose throughout the story.

The story unfolds as Susan Burling; an educated, intellectual Eastern girl falls in love with Oliver Ward, an engineer seeking his fortune in the West.  It is seen and told through Lyman Ward as he reads his grandmother’s letters with her friend, Augusta.  Susan continues to see herself as a displaced Easterner throughout and constantly reassesses Oliver as a husband and her choice in marrying him.  It is through Susan’s (Mary’s) letters that Stegner writes of the west as it was, not as we imagine it.  “Best Book about the West” evokes thoughts of Zane Grey and Louis L’Amour, images of fearsome Indians and fearless cowboys, the cavalry riding to the rescue, not the reality of the frontier: the dirt, the tedium and isolation of daily life.   
The letters of Susan are the real letters of Mary Hallock Foote, an author and illustrator whose life served as a template for the fictional life of Susan Burling Ward. Therein “lies” a story.   Stegner had permission of the family to use the letters but they did not wish any publicity.  While the story is largely and accurately drawn from the letters, considerable license was taken by the author in some parts, most notably the affair between Susan and Frank Sargent and the accidental death of her child through negligence.  The following is from a letter loaned to me by Whitney Lloyd which was written by one of Stegner’s granddaughters:









“23 May, 1989

Dear Mr. Hawes,

    Mr. Hall kindly passed your letter on to me and I thought you might be interested in the story behind “Angle of Repose.”  My sister Janet Foote Micoleau (J.M.) was in possession of all the letters written by our grandmother, Mary Hallock Foote, to her lifelong friend, Helena Gilder.  She also had the unpublished memoirs my grandmother had written.  Wallace Stegner asked to borrow the material for a man named McMurray who was writing a thesis about New Almaden, Calif.  McMurray died and Stegner asked permission to use the material for a biographical novel.  The letters actually belonged to Miss Rosamund Gilder, then in her eighties, but still planning to publish the trans-continental dialog between the two women.  So she gave him permission but asked that the real names not be used.  This gave Stegner the freedom to wander from the facts when he chose and also to quote from the letters and memoirs word for word.  So the details and the “sense of place” which won him the Pulitzer are really my grandmother’s words.  You might be interested in reading her memoirs which have since been published by the Huntington Library in San Marino, CA, under the title “A Victorian Gentlewoman in the Far West.”  The preface by Rodman Paul includes some of the facts which were glossed over in the memoirs.  I believe that the book may be obtained in paperback.

Mr. Stegner met my two sisters in Grass Valley, but I don’t think he knew of me because I live in Southern Calif.  I did give him permission, however.  Stanford gave us all typed copies of the letters, and also sent copies to Miss Gilder, but not until she was ninety and unable to sit for long periods at her typewriter.  I felt that we owed her some restitution for our mistake, so took on the project of editing the fifty years of weekly letters between two interesting women.  Little did I guess what a project it would be, and I am only about one sixth done.  It will be published by the Idaho State University Press in Pocatello.


So maybe I am the crippled grandson, but the only resemblance is that I’m divorced.  After McMurray died his family actually sold the papers to the Stanford Library.  We got that straightened out, but the last time I was there they were still listed as “the McMurray papers.”  “Angle of Repose” has been made into an opera.

I thought it was a highly readable book and can understand how Stegner got caught up in his comparison of the late nineteenth century with those of the “Hippies,” but we found the death in the ditch hard to forgive.  The Foote’s youngest daughter died in Grass Valley from peritonitis at age 17.  My grandparents lived with us when we were growing up and I know that they never really got over it.  They were very dear to me.








Sincerely,








Evelyn Gardiner








1721 Bush St.








Santa Ana








Ca. 92706”
The use of the letters without attribution spawned charges of plagiarism.  The subsequent uproar gave birth to a boomlet in Mary Hallock Foote studies; again, remember the times that feminism and a reassessment of women’s roles in history were emerging.

Angle of Repose was both widely ignored and widely criticized for being realistic in an era when writing styles were rapidly changing. It was not reviewed by the New York Times and totally ignored by the New York Review of Books.  Robert Canzoneri, professor of English at Ohio State wrote, perhaps in wry humor, “Since in Stegner’s work neither style, method or form is exotic, distorted, violent or romantic and since none of his fiction depends on myth, symbol, psychology or neotheology, what is there to write about, teach about or talk about?” Stegner himself wrote “I am a realist and I am interested in showing the West as if was, not as it might have been nor as imagination might have re-created it.” Stegner also said he was “writing a long, sex-less, violence-less novel about a genteel woman.”  To another colleague he wrote “It ain’t (sic) the easiest time to write a genteel novel. Thank your lucky stars you have no connection with no (sic) college campus.”
Stegner wrote the novel as he was winding up his career as founder of the Stanford writing program and during the time of tumult and upheaval on college campuses nationwide.  Probably in agreement with many of the causes espoused;  opposition to the Vietnam war, women’s rights, civil rights, he was disgusted by what he considered the crude tactics and the sense of entitlement expressed by young people whom he considered privileged and not having had to work as he did in life.

Stegner lived another twenty-plus years after Angle continuing to write and publish, winning the national book award for Spectator Bird in 1976.  He  died at age 84 from injuries suffered in an automobile accident.
We can hope tonight that as our words fly and our thoughts soar, our discussion will lead us to end the evening in a most satisfying literary angle 
of repose.

To make sure there are no charges of plagiarism leveled against me I wish to note that some of material was drawn from Wallace Stegner and the American West by Philip Fradkin and an article by Fradkin in the Los Angeles Times entitled “A Classic or a Fraud?”  Some of the discussion questions are drawn from “ReadingGroupGuides.com.”  I thank Larry Siegler for his wise counsel on the appropriate way to present a talk to this erudite group.  Thanks to Whitney Lloyd for giving me a copy of Evelyn Gardiner’s letter and thanks to Karen Kirby for her helpful suggestions in putting together this talk and thank you all for your attention.  
Questions for Discussion
1. Why do you think Stegner chose the title  Angle of Repose ?

2. Angle of Repose was written in the late ‘60s. How are those tumultuous times reflected in the novel? Is the story relevant for today’s reader or is it a “dated” tale?

3. Was Susan Ward’s destiny determined by the times? How much choice did she have in her life? Was she a woman ahead of her times?

4. What does Lyman learn about himself from the study of his grandmother’s letters? Does he reach an angle of repose?

5. Was Stegner plagiarizing? After all, he had family permission to use the letters. Did this free him from the obligation to properly cite the sources? Are his liberties with the facts (e.g., the death of Agnes) justified?
