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The late Mark Winchell’s recently
published Robert Penn Warren:
Genius Loves Company is a collection
of essays focusing on Warren’s close
associations and literary affinities.
Warren was known as a kind and
generous man who encouraged other
writers in their work, helped those
in need, and nurtured fragile friend-
ships over a lifetime, sometimes with
people whose political views he reject-
ed. Whether genius loves company is
debatable. Faulkner certainly didn’t.
Neither did Emily Dickinson. As this
book proves, Warren clearly did.

Some of the essays—written by div-
ers hands —dwell on personal relation-
ships. Others deal almost exclusively
with similarities in theme and tech-
nique. Most split the difference. All,
however, have their roots in biography,
the genre that Mark Winchell under-
stood better than almost anyone else.

Winchell’s own contribution is per-
haps the most useful because it exam-
ines Warren’s closest and most impor-
tant literary friendship—with critic
Cleanth Brooks. The two met at Van-
derbilt, renewed their friendship as
students at Oxford, taught together at
LSU, were cofounders of the original
Southern Review,and ended up on the
faculty of Yale University, where they
remained close friends and collabora-
tors until Warren died in 1989.

Here was a friendship that flour-
ished as few others, despite differenc-
es in temperament and contrary opin-
ions on the most basic issues. Warren
was a self-described atheist. Brooks
was a devout Christian, an Episcopa-
hian who left that church when it aban-
doned theological orthodoxy. Warren
was known as a political “liberal,” and

Brooks was a lifelong conservative.
Water and oil.

Yet, as Winchell points out, they ar-
ranged to pursue their academic ca-
reers together and collaborated on
some of the most influential textbooks
in the history of literary studies— Un-
derstanding Poetry and Understanding
Fiction, to name but two. These texts
taught students (and their professors)
that a poem or short story had a formal
integrity all its own, that it should not
become the mere instrument of ide-
ology or personal taste. In these texts,
Brooks and Warren taught the “New
Criticism” to several generations of
serious readers.

In his essay, Winchell quotes pas-
sages that reveal not only the way their
extraordinary collaboration worked
but also the influence that Cleanth
Brooks had on Warren’s poetry. In
summary, Winchell quotes the follow-
ing passage from a letter Warren wrote
to Brooks acknowledging the debt:

You can’t imagine how much I
owe you about poetry —on two
counts. Our long collaborations
always brought something new
and eye-opening to me, seminal
notions for me, often couched
in some seemingly incidental or
casual remark. One of the hap-
piest recollections I have is that
of the long sessions of work on
UP [Understanding Poetry]—

not to mention earlier and later
conversations. The other count
has to do with the confidence
you gave me about my own ef-
forts. I'm sure that you were
over-generous, but even allow-
ing for that, it still meant some-
thing fundamental to me. 1 have
often wanted to say something
like this to you, but I know that
you'd give me an embarrassed
shrug and disclaimer. Anyway [
can say it now without your in-
terruption.

“Warren, Bellow and the Changing
Tides,” written by Joseph Scotchie,
may be the most surprising essay in
the volume. Here Scotchie shows his
readers two lions in winter, angered by

the excesses that an earlier, more civi-
lized liberalism had spawned. As they
grew older, Warren and Bellow viewed
with growing disdain the leftist icon-
oclasm of the 1960’s and 70’s, with its
affection for the subliterary and its
anti-intellectual undercurrent. Af-
ter examining the latest Yale curricu-
lum guide, Warren told a friend, “One
... seminar apparently consisted on-
ly on reading contemporary pornog-
raphy. I suspect it was the first time
in history kids got credit for reading
dirty books.” He criticized the New
Deal, which he came to believe had
brought about a “weakening” of the
American spirit. And, to the horror
of his left-leaning friends, he actually
praised Jefferson Davis in print. In-
deed, he and Eleanor Clark, his leftist
wife, began to have friendly arguments
about politics, she calling him “you
old Agrarian,” he calling her “you old
Trotskyite.” (In 1937, Clark served as
a translator for Trotsky and was mar-
ried briefly to his secretary.)

Bellow likewise refused to follow
the New Left down the road to politi-
cal anarchy. He deplored the 1960’s at-
tack on the academy, ridiculed multi-
culturalism (“Who is the Tolstoy of the
Zulus? The Proust of the Papuans? I'd
be glad to read them”), and told a re-
porter that political correctness was

a serious threat to political
health, because where there is
free speech without any debate
what you have is a corruption of
free speech which very quick-

ly becomes demagoguery. It’s

a bad moment in the history of
the country.

In “Robert Penn Warren and Al-
bert Russell Erskine, Jr.: A Sixty-Year
Friendship,” James A. Grimshaw, Jr.,
highlights the important role that Er-
skine played in Warren’s career and
in 20th-century American literature.
Erskine met Warren at Southwestern
College in Memphis. Erskine was a
student, and Warren a young instruc-
tor. When Warren joined Brooks at
LSU and founded the Southern Re-
vtew, Erskine came along and became
business manager of the magazine, as
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well as a third reader of manuscripts.

For Erskine, that experience marked
the beginning of a long and highly
successful career as an editor, han-
dling such important works as Mal-
colm Lowry’s Under theVolcano, Ralph
Ellison’s Invisible Man, and Warren’s
World Enough and Time. In demon-
strating the importance of Erskine
to Warren, Grimshaw quotes lengthy
passages from the letters of both men,
including an exchange in which Er-
skine makes suggestions for the revi-
sion of Warren’s fourth novel.

In a lengthy essay, H.R. Stoneback
discusses similarities in the works of
Warren and Elizabeth Madox Roberts,
both of whom wrote about early Ken-
tucky and two of its most historical-
ly significant residents, Daniel Boone
and John James Audubon.

In “Warren and Pasinetti: A Study
in Friendship,” William Bedford
Clarke chronicles Warren’s extraor-
dinary kindness toward Italian writ-
er Pier Maria Pasinetti, an outspoken
anti-fascist who was trapped in Italy
at the outset of World War II and had
good reason to fear the Mussolini gov-
ernment. Warren worked unceasingly
to rescue Pasinetti and, in later years,
promoted both his academic and lit-
erary careers.

Tony Morris documents Warren’s
early influence on Robert Lowell at
LSU and then examines similarities
and differences in their poetry. In
these perceptive textual analyses, Mor-
ris provides valuable insights into the
thematic concerns of both poets.

Robert Penn Warren and Ralph
Ellison (Invisible Man) first became
friends while both were in residence
at the American Academy in Rome.
Steven D. Ealy explores their friend-
ship and their continuing dialogue on
race and its role in history. Ellison’s
famous interview of Warren in 7%e
Paris Review was an outgrowth of this
friendship and serves as a showcase
for Warren’s brilliance as a conversa-
tionalist and as a social critic.

Robert Cheeks examines the friend-
ship and literary achievement of War-
ren and William Styron in the light of
their common Southern heritage. As
Cheeks puts it, “Theirs was a mutual
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understanding that even though a gen-
eration separated them, they shared a
unique Southern historical and cul-
tural heritage that resisted the assault
of modernity.”

Daniel Cross Turner departs from
the theme of Warren’s Southern sen-
sibilities to explore the friendship
of Warren and James Dickey, both
of whom were highly acclaimed po-
ets and novelists. However, the main
thrust of Turner’s essay is his remark-
able exploration of “primitivism” in
the works of the two.

The last essay in the volume—Jo-
seph Millichap’s discussion of War-
ren’s influence on TV scriptwriter Da-
vid Milch (Hill Street Blues, NYPD Blue,
Deadwood), a friend and former stu-
dent, demonstrates the role of “high
culture” in shaping popular entertain-
ment, a phenomenon as rare as the
Po’ouli bird.

As is usually the case with such a
collection, all contributions are not
of equal merit. In particular, some
of the technical and thematic com-
parisons require an extraordinary
exercise of imagination, if not a will-
ing suspension of disbelief. Yet—as
Winchell obviously understood —
each essay earns its place in the col-
lection by telling readers something
important about Warren that they
didn’t already know. '

As a whole the book is a valuable
addition to the body of biographical
and critical work on a writer whose
poetry and fiction will surely be read
a century from now. The history of
American literature 1s filled with gob-
lins, trolls, and three-headed mon-
sters—men and women you wouldn’t
want in your neighborhood, much
less in your family. For this reason, it
is nice to know that every so often the
republic of letters turns out a norma-
tive figure like Robert Penn Warren,
someone you could confidently take
home to meet your mother-in-law.

Contributing editor Tom Landess s
a retired English professor who has
published a number of books and
articles, a few of which have
appeared under his name.
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‘ ‘ / orld War 11 cast an €normous
cultural shadow over Ameri-
can life. It provided a backdrop for
novels, television shows, and —espe-
cially—movies. Like many boys who
grew up in the decades after the war,
I read about the conflict, traced my
fingers across maps illustrating the
U.S. island-hopping campaign in the
Pacific, watched and rewatched war
movies, and constructed models of
P-51 Mustangs and B-17 bombers.

The Warrior Image examines how
American culture viewed fighting men
in the shadow of World War 11, start-
ing in the 1940’s when the war was in
progress and running through 1978,
when the Vietnam War films Coming
Home and The Deer Hunter were re-
leased. Andrew Huebner relied on
press accounts, works of fiction, mov-
ies, and other media in writing his
book. He proposes that, while the per-
ception of the soldier evolved over 30
years in the United States, the warrior
image created during the “good war”
had much in common with that of the
war in Vietnam, even though public
perception of the two wars was (and
remains) entirely different. He cred-
its the Korean War with having played
an important role in the evolution of
that image.

The film industry, which began
making movies about the U.S. role in
World War II shortly after the attack
on Pearl Harbor, was hugely influen-
tial in shaping the image of the war
and its combatants. Huebner focuses
on movies that show the struggles of
the common soldier, such as 7%e Sto-
ry of G.1. Joe, based on the columns of
Ernie Pyle. He claims that Pyle “had



