ALL THE KING’S MEN
Robert Penn Warren

*****

A critical paper by

Gail Newman

*****
October 2, 2007

Like The Great Gatsby,  All The King’s Men is framed by the voice of a narrator.  In  All The King’s Men  the narrator and the protagonist are the same person, Jack Burden.  Unlike Nick Carroway, Fitzgerald’s narrator, whose story is incidental to the story of Gatsby, this is Jack’s story as much as it is Willie’s...  “the story of a  man, Jack Burden, (for whom ) the world looked one way for a long time ... and then it looked another and very different way.”  By examining his past, he gains self knowledge and is able to abandon the cynicism and passivity that has blighted his life.  Willie, on the other hand looses his life without achieving self knowledge.   
In a series of flash-backs and flash-forwards, Jack unrolls his home movie, (P.415) painting the passage of time in words and images similar to those called forth by the magic lantern in Swann’s Way.  But like Odette,  whom we see through Swann’s eyes rather than her own, we never penetrate Willie or understand his inner man, seeing only as much of him as Jack does. 
     Burden’s Landing , like Combray, is a small, protected country 
place to which Jack, like the narrator of Swann’s Way, returns over and over, searching out  his past and it’s meaning .  To escape painful knowledge he makes himself believe that “nothing  ever happened to Jack Burden,” and that he is  unable to lift a finger to let the life he dreamed of  happen to him.  But after his discovery of his mother’s affair with Judge Irvin, he told Anne: “if you (can) not accept the past and its burden there (is) no future .... for only out of the past can you make a future.”(P.604)  

The surname Warren has given Jack is apt.  The mystery of his parentage, and his rejection of his mother are his burdens. It is ironic that Jack’s passion, historical research, becomes a shield against living in the present. But like his ancestor/mentor, Cass Mastern, whose  life is upended by the need to rescue his wife’s slave from injustice, Jack’s “nobility, or whatever it was  (has in his) world almost as dire a consequence as Cass Mastern’s had had in his.” (P.415)  The truth Jack uncovers sends Judge Irvin  to suicide and  Willie to his appointment in Samarra.
The  discovery that his mother and Judge Irvin were lovers and  the Scholarly Attorney was not his father , enables Jack to forgive his mother for not loving him enough, and himself for his father’s suicide. Finally he is able to marry Anne Stanton and they leave The Landing , burying their mutual past. 

Among the many literary stratagems Warren employs in the novel is a clever riff on Edgar Allen Poe’s  poem,  Annabelle Lee:   

“Anne and Adam Stanton and yours truly....were children by the sea.  (but) ...it didn’t chill us or kill us in the kingdom by the sea,             for we were safe inside a white house...and there wasn’t a wind           that would ever have the nerve to bother Governor Stanton or           Mr. Ellis Burden or Judge Irwin.” (P.144) 

But  the wind that blew Judge Irvin down was Willie Talos, whom we first meet in a Mason City bar.   Accompanied  by Jack Burden, who is there to cover a story for The Chronicle, Willie has come to have a powwow with   Tiny Duffy, the small time pol whom Willie hopes will aid his political career. In comparing Tiny Duffy’s soul to “the obscenely perfect organization of the octopus pulsing in its repose”  (p.27), the author’s skill as a portraitist is apparent, and Tiny’s importance to the plot is foreshadowed. 

By accepting an orange pop from Slade the barman, Willie and
Slade risk Tiny’s rage and form a bond. Willie also forms a bond with Sugar Boy, a hanger-on whose bad stutter makes him the butt of everyone in the bar except Willie.   Sugar Boy becomes Willie’s driver and out of loyalty to him, almost becomes an assassin on his behalf.    

Sadie Burke  is one of Warren’s more fascinating constructs.  With her  wild hair, pocked face and “black bituminous eyes” she exudes her determination to ascend to political power.  But Sadie recognizes she must do it through a man.  She selects Willie, first becoming his manager and shortly afterwards his sometime mistress. Like his wife, the long-suffering Lucy, Sadie puts up with Willie’s serial peccadilloes.  But when he abandons her for the highborn Anne Stanton, whom Sadie realizes is a real threat and not just a peccadillo, she vows revenge. 

Jack’s childhood friendship  with Anne and Adam Stanton is put to the test when Jack learns of Anne’s affair with Willie. In love with Anne since they were teen-agers, he had lost his nerve at two critical moments, failing first  to take  her to bed, and later to propose.  So at 33, having given up on Jack and fearing spinsterhood, Anne allows herself to love Willie and become  his mistress.  When he learns of it this betrayal of his dream of one day wedding Anne, Jack is driven to the brink of suicide.  

Unlike her brother Adam, Jack ultimately forgives Anne for loving Willie instead of himself.  But Adam is too much of a romantic, and  “makes a picture of the world in his head,” says Jack, in which “good always behaves the same way.”  Adam’s  inflexibility is what denies him the ability to reconcile Anne’s behavior with his romantic view of her. When he learns of  Anne’s affair with Willie, and the suspicion that his directorship  was purchased by her illicit relationship with Willie, he goes berserk.  Accusing her of being a whore, he  stomps out of her apartment and temporarily disappears. When he resurfaces in the rotunda he has a gun in his hand, and Willie is in his sights.  

Although it is Jack who found the Littlepaugh letter that discredited Judge Irvin and led to his suicide, and Adam Stanton who fired the shot  that killed Willie, it is Sadie Burke’s disclosure of Adam’s sister’s affair with Willie  that turns Adam into Willie’s killer and the instrument of Sadie’s revenge.
   

                           QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

Jack describes Willie as being a person who is   “....  born outside of luck...they are what they are ... with the first kick inside the tummy until the end.  And ... their life history is a process of discovering what they really are, not like you and me...(who become)...what luck makes us.”

1. Do you agree? Are we what luck makes us?

2. Is this a political novel?  Does it reference Huey Long, or is his story merely a useful spine on which to hang Warren’s ideas? Does the story resonate with  contemporary significance?

3.What are the ideas underlying Jack’s actions and inactions? 
Are they philosophical, plot driven, or a combination of both. 
Comment on Jack’s philosophy of  The Great Twitch – is it a denial of god, of organized religion, of consumerism? 

4. What is the significance of the Cass Mastern episode? Would it hurt the novel if it were removed?  Does Jack resemble Cass?  In what ways?

5. This novel is filled with metaphors and poetic descriptions.
One of my favorite passages (on P. 566) is Jack’s description of the drive to Sadie’s sanitarium:
     “...the drive under the magnificent groining of the century old live oaks whose boughs met above the avenue and dripped stalactites of moss to make a green, aqueous gloom ...   Between the regularly spaced oaks stood  pedestals on  which classical marbles ... stained by weathers and leaf-acid ... stared out at the passersby with the faintly pained, heavy, incurious           unamazement of cattle.” 
a) Do you have a favorite passage?  
b) Do Jack’s poetic outpourings detract from the seriousness of Warren’s purposes?  
c) Are some of the phrases sufficiently show-stopping to hinder the flow of the narrative, or are they enriching and worth pausing over?
