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“How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless child” quoth King Lear but could easily have been said by the Kingfish, Huey Long, had he lived to see the publication of  All the King’s Men.  Robert Penn Warren, born in Guthrie, Kentucky, educated at Vanderbilt, the University of California and Oxford where he was a Rhodes Scholar, came to Huey’s university, Louisiana State University, in 1933.  LSU had been a backwater military academy until the boy governor of Louisiana took personal interest in the “Old War Skule”, as it was known, pumping millions of dollars into building both a physical plant and academic environment that attracted scholars like Robert Penn Warren and Cleanth Brooks from afar.

What can we say about Robert Penn Warren that is not already known to many here?  How can we speak of this monumental figure in American letters without devolving into a string of clichés?  My interest in this subject is sparked by my Louisiana roots and my family’s connections with both the Long family and Robert Penn Warren.  Forgive a brief personal digression to set the scene.  The Louisiana of Huey Long was a small place, one million population; the capital city of Baton Rouge was about 10,000 souls the year I was born; even as late as the 1950’s when Karen and I were students at LSU it had fewer than 10,000 students or about the size of today’s Case Western Reserve.  It was a small place where people knew each other.  My father, who had been attracted to LSU two years after Warren and Brooks, arrived as chairman of the English department in which they resided and became close friends with both, ultimately serving as master of ceremonies for Warren’s 80th birthday party.  My mother taught Huey’s son, Russell, later a remarkably effective US Senator, in high school.  My brother, David, served both as Robert Penn Warren’s bartender (more later) and as a friend of Huey’s granddaughter, Kay, serving as an attendant in her wedding. In addition, my appreciation of the good Huey did, something not seen by people who know him only through tonight’s book, leads me to maintain strong and lasting interest in the subject.

But back to Robert Penn Warren.  Let’s list the public honors and be done with it. Rhodes Scholar, the Pulitzer Prize for “All the King’s Men,” twice the Pulitzer Prize for poetry (the only person to receive the Pulitzer for both fiction and poetry), The Presidential Medal of Freedom, a MacArthur Foundation fellowship and the nation’s first Poet Laureate.  To read the complete list of his many literary prizes and numerous honorary degrees would take the remainder of our allotted time.  

How did Warren see himself?  – first a poet, then a novelist and lastly a critic. Let’s consider each of these, then speculate on the motivation behind  All the King’s Men and close with a personal, family anecdote about the man.

Warren the Poet produced 16 volumes of poetry, two of which as we noted won the Pulitzer Prize.  He has been described as an easy poet to read but a difficult poet to quote since he was more capable of prosy argument than polished nugget!  One critic has even described his early works as “grappling” with others, T.S. Eliot being the most prominent.  Influences of Hardy and Yeats are likewise seen.  But it is felt that Warren’s best efforts are those pieces drawing on his southern heritage and folksy customs of the south of the time.  A touching, poignant recurring theme in his works is the voice of a grandfather speaking to his grandson.

Warren the Novelist is best to known to people our ages by the book we are reading tonight and the Academy Award winning movie of the same name starring the previously unknown B movie actor, Broderick Crawford, who won an Oscar for his part as Willie Stark.  All the King’s Men was a blockbuster, propelling Warren into the public eye and making him a rich man.  His editor, Albert Erskine (more later about him), wrote to Warren “Your cup indeed runs over and I am happy to be sitting in the saucer.” Warren produced nine other novels which met varying degrees of acceptance and financial success.  Band of Angels was also made into a movie which, in spite of a stellar cast – Clark Gable, Yvonne de Carlo, Sidney Poitier, Efrem Zimbalist, Jr. – did not approach the success of AKM.  The Cave, a tale of a man trapped in a cave while the townspeople, enjoying the notoriety and attention, are in no hurry to rescue him, achieved widespread recognition.

Warren the Critic: to hundreds of thousands of college students in the mid-third of the 20th century he is best known as the co-author (with Cleanth Brooks) of Understanding Poetry and Understanding Fiction, the leading statements of the New Criticism which emphasizes close reading of the text, largely ignoring the psyche and history of the author.  To historians of American letters possibly his most important contribution was the launching of The Southern Review in 1935, again with Cleanth Brooks along with Albert Erskine and Charles Pipkin.  Can you imagine this? – Penn Warren 31 years old, Brooks 29, Erskine 26!  Pipkin who died in 1941 was not a literary figure but as Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences provided administrative backing and clout for the fledgling journal.  Erskine, briefly Katherine Anne Porter’s husband, a man of letters with a head for numbers was business manager. He left LSU in 1940 to join Random House where he pursued a spectacular career as primary editor for his friend Robert Penn Warren along with Ralph Elison, William Faulkner, Malcolm Lowry, Vladimir Nabokov, John O’Hara and Cormac McCarthy, among others.  In their own words Warren and Brooks described The Southern Review as “an expression of the regional and sectional piety of the editors…” but felt that they could best serve their region by insisting on the highest standards of excellence.   Manuscripts were accepted from authors around the world but a check of authors’ origins after the magazine had been in existence several years revealed that 51% of the manuscripts were from Southern authors. Among the young “unknowns” published was an author we will read later this year, Eudora Welty. Interestingly, Warren himself asked were Oklahoma and Kentucky southern?  Regrettably, The Southern Review closed in 1942 largely a result of financial pressures on the university since it had run a deficit since its inception.  It was reborn in 1965 under the leadership of Donald Stanford and Lewis Simpson, two of my professors, and has thrived since.  I am flattered that I am the subject of a poem in the “new” Southern Review entitled “My Brother, the Jew.”

What inspired Robert Penn Warren to write All the King’s Men?   When asked he said “Willie Stark is Willie Stark, nothing more.”  Penn Warren had been exploring a “verse-drama” entitled Proud Flesh which dealt with ambition, hubris, idealism and fall since the mid 30’s.  Remember that Huey Long had died in 1935 but that his legacy, i.e., machine, lived on.  James Monroe Smith, the president of LSU appointed by Huey Long, who had personally asked Penn Warren and Erskine to start The Southern Review and promised funding for it, fell afoul of the law and went to prison for fraud and embezzlement. Likewise, Governor Richard Leche, a Long heir and great proponent of LSU.  What must it have been like for these idealistic young people to see their patrons sent to prison?  Warren abandoned Proud Flesh as verse-drama and recreated it as All the King’s Men 10 years later. Thus, I return to my opening quote, Huey Long fathered the university that gave a platform to Robert Penn Warren’s creativity and a launching pad for his burgeoning reputation.  Was he a thankless child?

I would like in closing to share with you an anecdote about Robert Penn Warren that sheds some light on the man rather than on the giant of whom we have been speaking.  From an article by David Kirby in the Virginia Quarterly Review (2000, 76:372-277)  entitled The Love Child of T.S. Eliot and John Henry: a review of  The Collected Poems of Robert Penn Warren edited by John Burt: 

“I was Robert Penn Warren’s bartender once.  Probably a lot of people walking around today can say that – the man had a true connoisseur’s appreciation of the sauce.  In fact, Warren’s contribution to a poets’ cookbook called John Keats’ Porridge consists of the following recipe:

2 oz. Jack Daniels Black Label


4 oz. nonchlorinated water


2 cubes of ice


½ hour in which to meditate on the goodness of God 
My claim to fame in this department was that I was ten years old at the time.  My father was the chair of the LSU English Department for a number of years and had known Warren in the days when he and Cleanth Brooks had founded The Southern Review before both departed for Yale, and Warren returned on a number of occasions to give readings and live it up with his old buddies.  My parents lived in a beautiful old house on a ten-acre farm just outside of town and were deservedly famous for their parties.  But my dad was also known to be tight with a buck, so my older brother and I were drafted to make drinks.  How hard could it have been, though?  Those were the days before Fuzzy Navels, Sex on the Beach, and Long Island Ice Tea.  Back then there were, at least Chez Kirby, only two types of liquor (scotch and bourbon) and two mixers (club soda and water), which meant only four possible combinations.


Of course, I got it wrong.  Warren asked for a bourbon and water, but not being a drinker back then, I didn’t see that there was that much difference, so I threw a few ice cubes in a glass, grabbed the nearest bottle of brown fluid, poured generously, and topped the whole thing off with a splash of tap water.  Warren accepted the drink, turned to walk out of the room, sipping as he went, then spun on his heel and marched back. “Is this bourbon?” he demanded, shoving the glass under my nose.  


Now when you’re ten, everyone is twice your height already.  Warren was a little more than that.  He was both tall and broad-shouldered, with pale skin, freckles, and a carrot top fading to gray (the nickname “Red” didn’t refer to politics).  One might say he was rawboned in a complimentary, John Wayne-type way.  Mainly, though, there was that glass eye.  He’d lost an eye as a teenager, and it had been replaced with a glass one the same shade of sky-blue as the original.  As one might imagine, his was quite a face to look up into as he bent forward, scowling at a pint-sized publican with a dish towel tucked into the waistband of his khakis, his clip-on bowtie as tight against his chin as the salver under John the Baptist’s severed head. 


I sniffed the glass, but it could have been furniture polish for all I knew.  Relying on a tactic I still use today when I find myself in a tight spot, I said, “Uh – I don’t know! What do you think?”  “I think it’s scotch!”  Warren said.  I put his drink aside so I could give it to the next customer (my dad looked in to check on us from time to time, and I knew he wouldn’t have wanted me to pour good liquor down the drain), put my hand on the other bottle, and cocked a quizzical eyebrow at Warren.  He beamed and nodded, and I poured.”
Robert Penn Warren – a giant, possibly the most talented literary figure  this country has seen, in the end a man like the rest of us who just wanted a good drink!
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