MINUTES

 of the Meeting of

the Novel Club of Cleveland

October 2, 2007

The first meeting of the 2007-2008 season of The Novel Club of Cleveland was held at the home of Jeff and Norma Glazer. The meting was well attended which was rather a surprise since house numbers are not to be found at night on Twickenham Road probably in keeping with its British sounding name

After partaking of the generous victuals laid on by our hosts, Gail Newman convened the meeting at 8:20 with Al Kirby to her left and your scribe to her right. The first order of business being the introduction of guests by their sponsors we were delighted to meet some old and some new friends including Jane Hammond, Karen Kirby, Sarah Wottman, John Gabel, and Jim Wilson.

Mary Douthit assured us that the Sheriff was not at the door and that our current balance of $471.94 was until recently quite adequate to serve as a deposit on a $10 million house.

Honest George Dowling produced a jacket which had been left at his home when the club met there. Connie Manuel recognized it and happily clutched it to her chest.

Clyde Henry brought us up to date on the doings of the Council on Administration followed by Bob Jackson who reported that the Program Committee were hard at work and were preparing to overhaul the entire process by which books were selected and would present the results of their labors at a future meeting. Sometime after his presentation Bob was whisked into the night by some unknown hand leaving us to wonder whether he had really been present. 

The Biographical paper on Robert Penn Warren, the author of All The King’s Men, was delivered by Al Kirby. It was most appropriate that he should do so since he and Ms. Kirby hail from Louisiana and had connections to both the Warrens and the Longs. It was of course no secret that Willie Talos (in some editions Willie Stark) also known as The Boss referred to Huey Long, former Governor of Louisiana who was gunned down at the State Capitol as was Willie in the novel.

Al, who brought with him a large volume recounting the life of Huey Long, reported that he had been swamped by the large amount of literature also available on Warren who had been an outstanding poet, winner of 2 Pulitzers for poetry and then another for tonight’s novel. He was America’s first Poet Laureate and produced 16 volumes of Poetry. He was also a noted Critic and with Cleanth Brooks wrote two volumes, one entitled Understanding Fiction and the other Understanding Poetry. Not the least of his accomplishments was the launching of a highly regarded periodical, The Southern Review. Al’s was a fine paper and deserved the applause awarded it.

Gail Newman then delivered the Critical paper. She felt that Jack Burden the newspaperman who became Willie’s gofer and narrated the entire book was the central character. What we learned about Willie was supplied mostly by Jack supplemented by quotes from Willie himself. As was pointed out subsequently in the discussion which followed there were really two stories, one the history of Willie, the other the search by Jack which resulted in the discovery of his true Father, and the simultaneous pursuit of Anne Stanton. In both Jack was a central figure. There was no lack of important secondary figures, including Anne’s brother Adam who fired the fatal shot, Tiny Duffy a Pol and hanger-on, Sadie, a politically ambitious supporter and sometime mistress of Willie, Lucy, Willie’s long suffering wife, Tom Talos their son destined for a brief life and sad demise, Judge Irvin who served as a Father figure for Jack and was eventually unmasked as Jack’s real Father. A seminal character in Jack’s development was Cass Mastern an ancestor and mentor. Also making appearances were Jack’s Mother, the Scholarly Attorney long gone from the family who had been thought to be Jack’s dad, and Sugar Boy, Willie’s driver. There was a lot of ground to cover and Gail managed the feat.

Gail submitted five questions and, as usually happens, the questions served as stimulus for wide ranging discussions often failing to address the questions themselves, a technique well known to Presidential aspirants. Was the thrust of the book a coming of age story, or was it rather an exploration of good and evil? Was Willie a good guy or a bad guy? How closely do Willie’s motives reflect those of Huey Long? When we judge Willy are we really judging Huey? Huey Long was not a racist and was a genuine Populist. Did his ambition for the advancement of the poor excuse the demolition of Democracy to achieve his ends? Was Judge Irvin evil for having denied his paternity and for being party to a crime? What about Jack; did he ever grow up or was he destined forever to be a passive observer and historian of a flawed society? Did Anne’s affair with Willy occur because of her attraction to power and the lack of character displayed by Jack? Was the Cass Mastern episode an essential part of the story or did it interfere with the flow? Why did Warren wax poetical in his descriptions and still use dialogue one might expect in Hammett or Hemingway? 

The discussion might still be going on but the clock tolled ten and the meeting regretfully came to an end.

Respectfully submitted,

Arthur J. Newman  
