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All the King's Men, by Robert Penn Warren

In A Nutshell
All the King's Men was published by American author Robert Penn Warren in 1946 to 

enormous critical acclaim. Warren won the Pulitzer Prize in fiction in 1947 for the novel. It's 

also on Time's "100 best English-language novels from 1923 to the present." What's more, it's 

on the American Library Association's list of top banned and/or challenged books in the 20th 

century. This means it must be good. 

 

The novel stars Willie Stark, one of the most fascinating fictional politicians you'll ever meet. 

Like the real life politician Huey Long on whom Willie is partially based, Willie is an 

often-misunderstood character. Huey Long is so famous because there were many powerful 

sides to him. He wanted every American to have access to adequate food, shelter, medical 

care, education, transportation, and employment. While the governor of Louisiana from 

1928-1930, he effected changes that made his desire a reality for many in his state. 

 

He's also a controversial figure: lots of people violently disagreed with his goals and his 

methods for achieving them. Like Warren's fictional character, Huey Long used blackmail and 

extortion to achieve his political power and his reforms, he was vilified by many, and 

considered a "dictator" and a corrupt politician. 

 

Though All the King's Men is Robert Penn Warren's best-known novel, he's actually just as 

famous for his poetry (he won two Pulitzers for it) and literary criticism. In 1935 he was one
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of the founding members of The Southern Review. He's also considered one of the original

"New Critics." 

 

"New Criticism" is a school of literary criticism that is associated with rejecting interpretations

of literature that focus on the author or even on historical context. A New Critical approach

would focus on the work itself, paying particular attention to form, and construction. 

 

When asked about New Criticism and New Critics in his Paris Review interview Warren said: 

 

"One thing that a lot of so-called New Critics had in common was a willingness to look long

and hard at the literary object. But the ways of analyzing the literature might be very

different." (Source) 

 

What Warren seems concerned with, both in this quote and in other parts of the interview is

that criticism doesn't have a monopoly on interpretation. Anyone willing to "look long and

hard" at a book can find their own unique interpretation, and their own unique meaning –

including you.
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Big Picture Study Questions

1 Do you think Jack is a reliable or unreliable narrator? It's OK to say both, as long as you

say why. Do you think he has an accurate memory of childhood events? Why or why not?
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2 How would the stories of Jack and Willie look if they were told by Sadie, Lucy, or Anne?

Do you think Jack gives us an accurate look at these women? Support your answer.

3 Does the story of Cass Mastern "fit" into the larger story of the novel? How, if at all, does

it comment on the other stories? Would All the King's Men have been a better or worse

book without Cass's story?
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