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PREFACE i

In Lile Down in Darkness, The Long March and Set This

House on Fire, William Styron studies the modern condition

of man and his world. Styron describes this situation ac-
cording to an existentlal definltion of existence. The world
of hls novels is depicted as a lonely and bleak realm where
man finds no external means of support. As a result of these
conditions, man flounders aimlessly. The reason for this
erratic 5ehavior is that man relles too heavily on finding
guldance from the outside world. S8tyron contends that man
willl continue to stumble so miserably, until he reallzes that.
he will find no support from any cutside source. DMan's only
alternative 18 Lo sr<ek security from within hlmse1lf. Thus
the only positive cholce of'exlstence that man can make 1is

to struggle to flhd personal strength and courage.

In studylng these oundltlons this the=ls particularly
emphasizes the imagistic development within Styron's novels.
Styron graphically describes the grim existential world and
man's reactions to such a bleak existence. Styron develops
his imsies even to encompass the more poslitive aspecis of
the exlstentlal exlstence,

In the course of this study, many réferesces are made
to Boren Klerkegaard and Paul Tillich. Since Styron does
echo many of the expressions of these philosophers, 1t becomes
helpful to refsr to thelr works in order to clarify the posi-

tion of Willlsm Styron.



The Horrendous Exlistential World

According to existential philosophy. man lives in a
lonely and devastatingly unstructured world. His 1solated
plight 18 commonly described with the depictlion of a scene
where man 1s seen being hurled onto the earth by some invis-
i1ble hand and then being left to shift for himself without
the support of any benevolent force. Wllllam Styron joins
the ranks of many modern novellste when he studles this problem
of the e2xistentlal experlence, In his novels Styron portrays
such a world of desolate lsolation, and then he describes
man's reactions to this isolated situation. Unlike the nihile-
istic or athelstic branch of the exlstential school, Styron
sugzests positive ways of dealing with life's dilemmas. He
doecs nct agree that life offers a "no exit" alternative. or,
in other words, that man's life 1s hopeless and frustrating.
Instead, man has a very lmportant choice that he can mnake,
one that would provide him with the strength that he needs to
challenge the oblliterative forces of the world. He can affir-
matlvely elect to filnd support and dourage from within himself,.
Paul Tiillch labels such an affirmative option "“the courage
to be.* 1

A basic tenet of existentiallism holds that man is deserted

by God. Many phllosophers debate whether or not God has

lyhe Coursge to Be (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale Yniver-
sity Press, 1952.) '
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abandoned mankind or whether mankind hes abandoned God. Of
course, the end result of elther condition 1s that man is left
slone without'any spiritual or divine source of comfort. Withe-
out overemphasizing this situastion, Styron implicitly notes
in his novels that thlis lack of divine presence is an inherent
state of being. Hls characters obviously suffer traumatically
from thelloss of such guidance and security. They would possi-
bly not flounder in life 1f such a base of support was intrin-
sically present in their world. Unfortunately man must learn
to survive in spite of this absence. According to Lulgil of

Set This House on Fire, man is sentenced to such an isolated

existence,

We are serving our sentence in sollitary con-
finement. . . + Once we were at least able to talk

with our Jaller, but now even He has gone away,

leavlag us alone with the knowledge of insufferable

loss.

There are, also, no established instltutions ir the
modern world that can offer man any solace, Styron partic-
ularly relies on the fact that formal standards or morals,
dictated by soclety, are nonexistent. American modernization
has erssed any trace of such a regulated world. Even the 01d

South, whilich traditionally represents a world of strict values

and customs, has changed. Styron*s :Jirginla casn only provide

-~

Willilam Styron, Set This House on Fire (New York: The
New hmerican Library, 1960), p. 473, STHOF and the agse
numbers of quotations from fhls source will follow thi2 guo=-
tation parentheticallye.
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1ts inhabitants with old, decaylng values that are useless
to modern man. Virginia in turn offers no vital, socilal
substitutes, As Milton Loftis remarks, this culture has
fallen into ruln.

Death was in the alr ., . . but wasn't autumn

the season of death, and all Virginlia a land of

dying? 1In the woods strange, somehow rather mar-

velous fires were burning: across the gray day, the

road still shiny with the odor of burned wood and
leaves. Ghosts of Rochambeau and McClellan, old
campfires of earlier fa%ls. with smoke just as blue

as this, Jjust as fatal.

Both the fathers of Peter Leverett and Milton Loftis
maintain that there are basic rules that socliety prescribes
for mankind. Milton is continuously haunted by his father's
moralistic adagés, and he 1s disturbed because this patri-
archal advice does not apply to his 1life. His father was
wrong when he dlctated that soclety demands a certaln stan-
dard. Mllton discovers that 1life offers no such restricted
security. Peter's father, also, clings to the past and to
optimistic institutlions such as Roosevelt and his New Deal,
(STHOF-17) He blames the discontent of modern men on the
fact that they do not listen and learn from such sources of
wisdom. Peter realizes that his father's standards fail to
solve any of his problems. Apparently these values bring no

peace to his father, for he 1s only a bitter and frustrated

0ld man.

3Willlam Styron, Lie Down in Darkness (New York: The
Americar Library, 1951), p. 178. LDID and the page numbers
of quotstions from this source wlll follow the quotation
parenthetically.
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The mechanical age contributes to the destruction of
the soclal standards of Virginia. 0l1ld traditions cannot
survive in the fast moving age of the machine. Peter Leverett
returns to Port Warwick, Styron's mythological Yoknapatawpha
County. He sadly discovers that his southern homeland has
been altered, and he feels lost and disoriented because of

this change,

Of my sojourn in Virginlia, however, there is
a little bit more to say. Nothing in America remsins
fixed for long, but my old home town, Port Warwick
had grown vaster and more streamlined and clownish-
looking than I thought a decent southern town could
ever become. . . . In Amerlca our landmarks and our
boundaries merge, shift, and change guicker than we
can tell: one day we feel rooted, and the carpet of
our experience 1s a farllliar thing uron which we
securely stand. Then, ss 1f by some conjuring trick,
1t 1s 211 yanked out from beneath us, and when we come
.down we slight upon == what? The same old street, to
be sure. But where it once had the s0lid resounding
of Bankhead Magruder Avenue = dear to all those who
remember that soldler who stalemated McClellan — now
it 18 colled Buena Vista Terrace (It's the California
influence," my father complained, "it's going to get
us 211 in the end."); an all-engulfing billboard across
the way tells us to "lListen to Jack Avery, the Tidewater's
Faverite Disk Jockey," and though we are obscurely
moved by intimstions of growth, of advancement, we feel
hollow and downcast. (STHOF-14-15)

Because of this modern, mechanical progress, the world becomes
impersonal and cold. Inanimate objects, such as 1lluminated
sign boards and powerful automobliles, characterize the modern
condition. 1In Cass Kinsolving's words, the world has been
turned into "an ashheap of ignorance and sordid crappy mater-
talism and ugliness." (STHOF- 272)

Mechanization 1s dlametrically opposed to the human sit-

uation, for automation 1s indifferent to man's personal
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needs.” This point 1s exemplified in Lile Down in Darkness.

The hearse that carries Peyton's body continually breaks down
during the trip to the cemetery., 1In the face of the human
emotion of this sad day, such mechanical inconvenience 1is
chillingly awesome. Thlis incident illﬁstrates the fact that
the machine can in no way relate to men's life, for the
machine 1s only an insensitlive nut and bolt. It is therefore
understandable that man finds it difficult to adjust to this
cold age of the machine and that he feels lost and alienated
in sucn & mechahistic environment,

Without any kind of divine or social touchstones man's
life is frightfully free. Milton's father declares that
triere are forces that restrict man and conseguently eliminate
the possibility of self-determination.

"My son, most people, whether they know it or

not," his father had said, "get on through life by

a sophomoric fatsllism. Only poets and thieves can

exercise free will, and most of them die young." (LDID- 91)
When Milton goes out into the world he learns that hls father's
philosophy 1s far from being the truth; Milton 1s provided
with so much freedom that it is oppressive, Unfortunately
most people, including Milton, are not strong erough to handle
such personal license, The majority of individuals would

prefer to have some limitations set upon themselves,

4F. H. Heineman, Existentlalism and the Modern FPredicament
(New ¥York: Harper and Brothers, 1958), p. 3L.




Styron develope many metaphors in his novels that
describe the disheveled and isolated freedom of life, In

The Long March, Captasin Mannix is called back into active

duty in the Marines. This military service completely sep-
arates him from the world of his family and career, After
se%eral days on the base he feels that this former existence
1s all a part of a dreamlike paét. This sense of disorien-
tation is exemplified by the use of a metaphor that repeatedly
dotsjthe pages of The Long March. Mannix and his confidante
in arms, Culver, often feel as though they are lost; lost

as Af on a lonely sea, Before the march Culver is sitting
alone in his tent thinking about his family. He suddenly
feels as 1solated and lonely as one who 18 "unhelmed upon a
dark and compassless ocean,"5 During the long march this
metaphor for loneliness is sgain used. Mannix and his men
are passed on the road by a car,‘"a slick convertible bo&nd
for the North, New York perhaps."®™ The passengers sre totally

unaware of the grueling march and its participsnts. These

people are "like ocean voyagers oblivious of all those fishy

struggles below them in the night, submarine snd fathomless,”
(TLM~-83) This incident i1llustrates the strangeness or unreal-
ity of the marcher's situation.6 On another level of meaning,

this episode ex<mplifies the lonely plight of man in genersal.

5W1111am Styron, The Long March (New York: Vintage Books,
1952), p. 35. TLM and the page numbers of quotations from
this source wlll follow the quotation parenthetically.

6Eugene McNemara, “"William Styron's Long lMargh: Absurdity
and Authority," WHR, 15 (Summer, 1961), 271.
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Man 1s similarly passed in the night without any recognition
from the outside world.
Styron sets the scenes wlthin a wartime framework 1n

Lie Down in Darkpness, The Long March, and Set This House on

Fire. He creates such a militaristically destructive atme=-
sphere in order to stress the glocmy predicament of modern

man., There are no concrete sources of security in life, but

‘there surely are concrete forces of destructlion and dread in

this world., War is a total experience in The Long March,

For the Marines in this story, there 1s no other form of life,
In the other works the characters are not directly involved
in war activities, but they are certalnly affected by the
desolation of war.

Explosions and bombilngs are particularly prevalent

images in these novels. The Long March opens with the horrors

of an accidental explosion in the midst of some Marine re-

cruits.

One noon, in the blaze of a cloudless Carolina
summer, what was left of eilght dead boys lay strewn
about the landscape, among the polson ivy and the
plne needles and loblolly saplings. 1t was not
so much as if they had departed this life but as
if, sprayed from a hose, they were only shreds of
bones, guts, and dangling tissue to which it would
have been lmpossible to impute the quality of life,
far less the capacity to relinquish it. (TLM-5)

In these noyels the atomic bomb is a dominant image of dread.
William Styron 18 obviously preoccupled with some of the

traumatic events which occurred during the late forties and

the fifties. The memory of the bombing of Hiroshima and the
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threat of 2tomic attack durlng the Cold War Crisis were major
concerns in America., Styron capltalizes on this mood by
portraying this devastating mschine of modern warfare 1in
his works. These novels were written durlng the decades of
the fifties, and Styron's reading audience could easily
sympathize with the cendltions described therein. 1In Lie
Down in Darkness the bombing of Hiroshima 1is particularly
emphasized. This atrocity not only serves as on illustration
of a cause of anxlety and fear, but 1t also reflects the
general mood of the characters, For instance Peyton Loftis
1s literally losing hold of her life. Interestingly enough
she commits sulcide as an aftermath of hearing about the
atomic bomblng in Japan. This earth-shattering event did
not directly cause her death, for Peyton's problems were much
more deeply rooted. This bombing did, however, contribute
to the sense of anxlety that she was experliencing at the time,
The holocaust in Japan mirrors Peyton's personal holocaust.

One of the most encompassing 1mages that descrlibes the
unstable conditions of the world is that which deals with
an abysmal cavity. 1In The Courage to Be, Paul Tillich notes
that there are two types of nightmares which confront modern
man. One nightmare deals with an entrapiing narrowness
which threstens to suffocate its victim. The other is con-
cerned with a vast and dark emptiness into whlch the person

falls.7 William Styron develops the latter image in his

7T11110h. pp. 62-63.



novels. Most of the time such infinite space is verbally
plctured by one of the characters. For instance Cass Kinsolving

states that he has seen a big vacuum, an absolute blankness,

8

a dark whiteness or a sucking vortex. At another time

Casgss tells Lulgi, the Fascist, humanitarian rpoliceman, of
his look into the depths of the abysss.
I ¥new that I had come to the end of the
road and had found there nothing at all. There
was nothing. There was a nullity in the unlverse
so great as to encompass and drown the universe

itself, The value of a man's life was nothing,
and his destiny nothingness, (STHOF-465-466)

One of the most graphic illustrations of the confrontation

with abysmal forces occurs in The Long Msrch. A group of

drunken soldiers Jjokingly decide to hang Mannix from their
tenth floor hotel window. Mannix proceeds to tell Culver

of his panlcky feelings during this suspension in space.

I just remember the cold wind blowing on
my body and that dark, man, infinite darkness
all around me, and my snkles b glnnlng to slip
out of thelr hands. I really saw Death then,
and I think that all I could think of was that
I was going to fall and smash myself on that
nard, hard street below. That those crazy
bagtards were going to let me fall. 1 was
preying, I guess. 1 remember the blood rush-
ing to my brain snd my ankles slipping, and
that awful strange noise. And 1 was reaching
out, man, clutching at thin air. Then 1 won-
dered what that nolse was, that high loud noise,
and then I realized it was me, scream:ng at the
top of my volce, all over San Francisco. (THM-57-58)

BReferences of the abyss are on page 189,190,192 and
439 in Set This House on Fire.
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Later Culver who 1s suffering from the pangs of homesickness
and estrangement can understand thls experience, Culver
suddenly feels "1like Mannix, upturned drunkenly above the
abyss, blood rushing to his head, in terror clutching at the
substanceless night." (TLM-59-60)

Such graphlc deplctions of the loneliness snd emptiness
of man's exterlor world serve as a perfect description of
the exlistentilal experience, Styron has created ln these
novels an unpatterned and 1llogical environment where man
finds no external means of support. Having established such
conditions, Styron then proceeds to study man's responses to

the existential world.
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Feelings of Emptiness and Nothlngness

~ As a result of the irrationality of the exterlor world,
man becomes frustrated. Then man makes a desperate attempt
to counterbalance this feeling of 1nsecur1t& by turning to
himself for support. This inward search for security only
leads to further despailr,. for man's first real look at him-
self is dlsappqinting.9 This consclous appraisal of the self
makes the individual aware of his faillures and guilts. In
one of his self-oriented monologues, Cass Kinsolving of Set

This House on Fire describes this culpable feellng of ahxiety.

What I was really sick from was from despalr
and self-loathing and greed and selflshness and
spite, I was sick with a paralysis of the soul,
and with self, and with flabbiness. 1 was sick
with whatever sickness men get in prisons or on
desert 1slands or any place where the days stretch
forward gray and sunless into flat-assed infinitude
and no one ever came with the key or the answer.

I was very nearly sick unto death, and 1 guess my
sickness, 1f you really want to know was the sick-
ness of deprivation, and the deprivation was my own
doing, because though I didn't kXnow it then I had
derrived myself of all belief in the good in myself.
The good which i1s very close to God. That's the
bleeding truth. (STHOF-259-260)

In this passage Cass echoes the philosophy of Soren Kierkegaard

who can be designated as a Christian existentlalist.lo

9Heineman. p. 36.

OThe Christian existentialist recognizes the bleak exterior
world of man and the loneliness of his life, but according
to his philosophy, man can find some enter strength that will
afford him with the courage to face boldly life's dilemmas.
The Christian existentialist stateg that man can be aspired
with such strength 1f he only looks to God for support.
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Cass volces a Kierkegaardlan concept which suggests that
man 1s incomplete and sorrowful because he is separated

from God. As =a person he has neglected the eternal factor
within nimself.ll Cass does note that he has deprived him-
self of the good within himself, "the good which i1s very
close to God." It 1s true that Styron does occasionally
allude to such a religious factor. The comment of Cass
cbncernlng his lack of divine goodness illustrates this
point, Either because of a lack of dedication to this point
of view, or because of an unconscious deficiency of thematic
procedure, Styron does not consistently emphasize this con-
nection between man's personal success and the strength which
comes ffom God, It is more prevalent for his characters to
be seen as beilng independent of any divine power. They
determine their lives according to individual strehgths or
weaknesses,

It 1s quite vital for man to experlence this personal
anxiety, for here he takes hls first step toward regeneration.
It 1s as if man has to subject himself to a privately intro-~
spective hell before he can become a complete and relatively
contented human being. As painful as thls process may be,
1t 1s much more constructive than avolding a close look at
one's self, Klerkegaard states that unconsclousness "may be

the most dangerous form of despailr. By unconsclousness the

1 . -

Soren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, trans.
Walter Lowrie (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 1941), p. 108.
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despaliring man is in a way secured in the power of despalr."l2
AS;Kierkegaard notes, some men will try to adjust to the ab-
surd conditions of the world. Thls behavior is completely
futile because man can never be comfortable withln such an
environment, but in i1ts own peculiar way this type of exis-
tence 1s rather protective, At leést man can nide within the
world of despair and avold a confrontation with himself., He
then would not be exposed to hls own feeiings of anxiety and
guilt.

Milton Loftis' 1life pattern 1llustrates this tendency
of man to be lulled within the world of despair. Although
he does experience moments of self-awareness, Milton generally
lives in a frustrated, fool's paradise. At certaln intervals
in hls life, Milton tries to reform himself, or he makes
some definltive gesture of personal awareness, For example,
at Peyton's wedding he tries to apologlze to his daughter
for the mistakes that he has made., Milton is particularly
susceptive when he asks hls daughter to forgive him for
loving her too much. At this moment he apparently recognizes
the fact that he 18 abnormally attached to Peyton, and that
many of the famlly problems are linked with thls libidinal
relationshlp. Milton 1is usually not aroused into such a
state of self-awareness; he prefers to live in an unreal

world of hopeful optimism and self-deception. Milton con-

12K1erkegaard. pp. 69-70.
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tinuously has grand plans for the reuniting of his family
circle., It 1s lmpossible for him to accept the fact that
his household 1s drastically aliened, nor 1s he completely
williing to recognize the shortcomings of the members of hls
family, himself included. Instead of realistically facing
this situation, Milton repeatedly 1ooks forward to family
reunions with the frultless hope that everyone will miracu-
lously fall into each other's arms and live happily ever
after. Thlis pleasant dream never materlalizes, and then
‘Milton just runs away from the bleak actuality of his life,
His favorite escape routes are through alcohol and adoles-~
cent sexuality.

Styron develops one lmage throughout his novels which
1llhstrates the inablity of "the unconscilous man"l3 to
donfront himself with the truth. The characters cannot face
themselves in the mirror because they see a reflection there
that they cannot bear. In this glass they see themselves
as they really are, and since "the unconscilous man®™ refuses

to recognize the truth about himself, the image that he sees

reflected is that of a stranger. In The Myth of Sisyphus,
Albert Camus refers to "the weariness tinged with amazement" 14
when the unconsclous lndividual looks into the mirror and sees

this perfect stranger. Needless to say the strange person

l
3Klerkegaard, p. 69.

1u"l‘he Myth of Sisyphus and Qther Essays, trans. Justin
O'Brien (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1957), p. 11.
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that he sees is less than attractive to the individual. For
instance Milton looks into the glass and sees "a wasted,
aging satyr." (LDID-250) For Cass the mirror reflects "the
countless faces of [his] own guilt," (STHOF-269) It becomes
nightmarish for Cass to face a mirror and be confronted with
his own culpable self-image. Cass'says, "I am actually scared
to 1look into 2 mirror for fear of seeing some face there that
I have never scen before.® (STHOF-345)

Unlike Milton there are characters in Styron's novels
who are more sensitive to their personal lnadequacies., Peyton
Loftis and Cass Kinsolving are able to discern a great deal
of truth about themselves, In thils process they suffer from
an awareness of thelr weaknesses and consequently feel the
effects of guilt-ridden anxiety. They respond differently
to their insights, however., Cass's sense of personal aware-
ness is a constructive lesson in beilng. In the face of self-
knowledgze Peyton cannot adjust, and she eventually destroys
herself.

For most of his 1ife, Cass had lived 1n a lethargic
world of unawareness. He was totally insenslitive to his own
state of degradation. During this stage Cass very well repre-
sents “"the unconscious man" that Kierkegaard describes. The

main body of Set This House on Fire, however, is dedicated

to the study of the new Cass, for here he becomes agonizingly

consclous of his actlons and particularly of his shortcomings.
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One specific incident in Cass's life serves as a

personification of his feelings of guilt and fallure as a
human being. With time Cass begins to recall bits and pieces'
of & partlculsr occurrence of his boyhood days. For a long
time Cass has suppressed the memory of this episode; similarly
he had refused at one time to recdgnize truthfully the
condition of his 1l1fe, At first he is only vaguely aware
of some horrendous crime that he had committed, but finally
he can recollect all the details. When Cass was a boy, he
worked at a hardware store. One day the asslstant menager,
Lonnie, asked Cass fo help him repossess a radioc. A Negro
farmer hnd falled to me 't any of the payments for this appli-
ance. When they reached the farmhouse, they found it deserted,
end zfter a guick search, they discovered the radio hildden
beneath a loose, wooden planking., Lonrie became enraged
because a corner of the radio was chipred. He violently
started to crash dishes to the floor and destroy the furniture.
Besides belng frustrated about the dsmaged radic, Lonnie was
known to be vindlctive toward the Negro'race. So he was not
out of character when he’ decided to ransack the cabln, but
for some reason, unexplainasble to Cass, he Jolned Lonnlé in
this act of destructlion. Cass was Jjust a boy at the time and
could be es=slly excused for not having the strength to protest
against this maliclous crime. Cass, however, cannot forgive
himself because thlis deed betrays hls wesnkness even in his
maturity. When he looks baok over his life, he discovers

that he never has been strong. The sum total of his life has



17
beenn as degrading as that disastrous dsy in his chlidhood
wher, he helped Lonnie destroy the farmhouse. For thls reason,
Ceaess cannot rid himself of a feeling of guilt for this
particular episode or for a lifetime of similar, eplscdlc
misdeeds. Cass notes that it is difficult to be confronted
with such a clear recollection of oneself, and that the memory
of this childhood crime makes 1t harder for him to endure his
more mature self.

The guilt and the shame half-smothering me

there, adding such a burden to the guilt and

shame I already felt that I knew that, shown

one more dirty face, one more foul and unclean

image of myself, I would not be able to support

it. (STHOF-361)

As Cass becomes more and more aware of his guilt, he
also becomes conscious of punishment. It 1s not that he
masochlistically craves punitive action, but it seems as 1if
the gullt-ridden individusl naturally thinks of disciplinary
chasticsement. Cass tells Peter Leverett of one dream which
repeatedly haunts him. In this dream he 1s belng executed
for some anonymous crime. He 1is aware only of the fact that
he has committed a crime which surpasses "rape or murder or
kidnapping or treason, some nameless and enormous crime."
(STHOF-262) With time Cass realizes that in this dream he
is being symbolically punished for a lifetime of personal
misdemeanors.,

I woke up beneath the blanket half-smothered

and howling bloody murder with the vislon in my
brain of the dream's last Christ-awful horror:
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wnlch was my uncle, my daddy, standing with a

cruclble of cyznide at the chamber door, grinning

with the slack-lipped grin of Lucifer hisself

arid blsck ss a2 crow in hils round tight-fitting

executioner's shroud. (STHOF-264)
kulte understandably a father filgure inflicts the punishment
on the wayward child. Lewls Lawson suggests that the uncle
represents more than a paternal disciplinarian. Cass 1is
symbolically being judged and punished by God.15 Styron's
portrayal of the uncle, however, 1s not totally identifiable
with a godhéad. At the most, Styron describes the uncle
as carrylng a drucible. but this relic 1< made of a grim and
bolsonous substance, cyanide. Then he 1s clothed 1n the
typlcal black garb of the executioner. If Cass's uncle 1is
identifliable with Geod, he certainly 1s a strange and exotlic
014 Testament avenger.

ass's gense of gullt grows to such gilgantlc proportions
that he beging to feel as if the forces of the solar universe
enbody and reflect his crimes. After the murders at Sambuco,
Cass frantically roams the Italian countryside. At this
point Cass is agonlzingly torn with self-tcrment, The sun's
rays beat down on his head, end he becomes ranicky. In Cass's

imagination the sun hns become a manifestation of hls sin;

the guilt that bolls within him compares with the energetic

i s g s, ) gt AR e S B s Gt e Vb e st St S i e o s e

lS"Cass Kinsolving: Kierkegaardian Man of Despailr,"
WSCL, 3 (Fall, 1962), 60.
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swellings of the sun.l6 His initlal inclination is to
GEetroy nimﬁélf, for ve cannct endure sucn 3 blazing vislon
of himself, He would then be freed from "thls exploding sun
of his own gullt, . . . To remove from this earth all mark
and sign and stain of himself, his love and his valn hopes
and his psthetic creations and his guilt." (STHOF-461)

As Cass falls as a man, a prb&ider and a father, Peyton
falls as a2 woman. This polnt is emphaslzed by her excessive
sexual sctivities. S8ince Peyton's college days, she has
overstepped all traditlonal and moral standnrds. Most psy-
chologists would agree that such promiscuous behavlior signals
deep-rooted emotional disturbances., Peyton admits that she
tests her husband with her nymphomaniac wanderings. She
desyperately wants Harry to love her, and in her mind the best
way'to be sure of his devotlion is to hurt him and then have
him forgivingly take her back with open erms. Peyton certainly
i1s an insecure woman, for the normal person would not go to
such peculiar extremes tc satisfy his curiosity.

Peyton becomes intensely aware of her personal weaknesses,
She particularly becomes consciocus of her sexual sins or
what her husband calls "the dirt beneathl[her] bed." (LDIL-347)
Peyton wants to be freed from her own imege of gullt: therefore,
she longs for lost innocence and the blissful state of such
purlity.

I tried to pray: lighten my darkness, I

besezch you, oh Lord, and msake me clean and
pure and without sin: God, give me my Harry back,

16Jonathn Bauﬁback. "Paradise Lost: The Novels of Willilam
Styron,"” South Atlantic wuarterly, 63 (Spring, 1964), 217.
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then, Harry, glve me my God back, for somewhere

I've lost my way: meke me as 1 was when I was &

child, when we walked galong the sand and plcked

up shells. (LDID-342)17

Peyton cénnot reclaim innocence, She cannot, for
example, escape iInto the clean cavity ofrthc newly purchased
alarm-cliock. Peyton ilmaglines that wlthin the womb of the
clock she would be purified snd protected from the reality
of her gullt-ridden self. Thls Benrus clock would be her
"womb all Jeweled snd safe." (LDID-329) Instead, she is
congtantly haunted by her sense of gulilt. During the turmoil
of her final day, Peyton is afflicted with acute palns within
her womb. These agonlzing attacks emphasize the reality of
her plight. She cannot rid herself of the actuality of her
past or of the palnful awareness of her own guillt.

The wingless birds that constantly follow Peyton are
visual 1mages of her gullt, These flightless emus, dodos,
ostriches snd moas serve as symbollc representations’of her
culpsbility.?® Peyton states that "gullt is the thing with

feathers, they came back with a secret hustle, preening their

flightless wings and I didn't want to think." (LDID-336)

17Peyton wants Harry to reinstate her with her God.
The god figure 1s definitely her father., With her father she
would be a chlld again, running free on the beach. In this
passage Peyton 18 referring to her father because the beach
and the company of her father are consistently linked together
throughout this novel,

8Maxwe11 Gelsmer, "William Styron: The End of Innocence,"
in American Moderns: From Hebelllon to Conformity (New York:
Hill and Wang, 1958), p. 245,.
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'Peyton ¢1d not want to think because the birds reminded her
of her own limitations; she really does not want to.thlnk
or be confronted with her own self-image of guillt.

Peyton's awareness of her sins 1s so portentous that
she feels as 1f she 1s belng destroyed. Throughout his
novelg Styron assoclates belng suffocated, being smothered
and sweltering with the torturous éondltlon of awareness.
When Cass awakens from one of his gullt-ridden dreams, he 1s
generally entangled within folds of covers.l9 Peyton exper-
iences the inundatory horror of drowning. She feels "as if
she were walking undersea, asg 1f she were surrounded by
water." (LDID-314)

Peyton wants to be rescued from this sensation of
drowning. She cannot bear to flounder in her self-created
ocean of gullt. For a long time she relies on the hope that
Harry will be her lifeguard, but after too many attempts to
preserve FPeyton, Harry lets her go. Peyton now has no
cohcrete hold for support.vand she does not have the strength
to swim. She cannot ssve herself. As a result Peyton sinks
into her watery land of culpability.

FPeyton chooses to rid herself of her gullt by sinking
into the obliterating waters of death. Sulclde is her al-
ternative because she cannot cope with her anxiety. In life
Peyton i1s bound to her guilt. Like the wingless birds that

haunt her, she cannot =oar from the earth and be free., Thus

195ee pages seventeen and elghteen (STHOF-264).



22
she decides to fly out of a seventh-floor window 1n order
to "be borne away on the wings of katydids." (LDID-345)
Conslidering the burdens of exlstence, 1t might seem
understandable that Peyton would elect to end her life. If
one is familisr with Styron's work as a whole, however, it
1s then obvious that Styron differs with thls negative phil-
osorhy ofrlife. Styron's objective 1s to portray an existen-~
tial hero who can functlon bravely ln 1life. Styron is
sympathetlic with Feyton'’s plight; but, according to him, the
price she pays for freedom from gﬁilt i1s too desr., Peyton
surrenders 1ife 1ln order to secure this comforting obhlivion.
Styron finds little consolation in her ecscaplst philosophy.
Peyton says. "Myself all shattered, this lovely shell? Fterhagps
I shall rise at another time, though I lie down in darkness
and have my light in sshes." (LDID-368) Peyton's expectatlions
in Styrocn's opinion are futile; death offers only darkness.
Styron clarifles his positlon when he portrays Céss
Kinsolving as an ideal exisﬁentlal man. Unlike the majlor
characters of Lile Down in Darkness, Cass has experlenced
despalr hut has managed to survive. He does not allow himself
to be engulfed in his own sorrow and despalr; unllike Peyton,
Cass does not succumb to the temptation to drown his guilt
in the obliterating waters of death. Instead, he chooses
to face 1life with all 1its intrinsic and extrinsic frustrations,
Luckily Cass had Lhe support of Lulgl who encourasged him to

emerge from the depths of despair.
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Right then I heard Luigiﬁs volce, andamnant
and outraged. . . . "You sin in this guilt of
yours. You sin in your gulltt" And suddenly
I cescsed trembling snd tecame c¢~1m as if like
some small boy on the verge of a tantrum I had
been halted, the childish fit arrested by some
almighty parentsl volce., I sat back sgaln and
gazed out at the dark gulf, and the spell of
anxiety vanished, as quickly as it had come.
(STHOF=-466)

In these novels Styron studles man's attempt to emerge
from his inept state of unawareness, It has been shown that
in this process man endures the excruclating pangs of guilt
and condemnation by becoming so lntensely aware of his per-
sonal limitations. Such agony in itself, however, 1s an
essential step in achleving the ccurage to live a successful
and productive 1ife. Man cannot redecm himself until he -

fully accepts the burden of hls weaknesses,
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Escaplsm

Man naturally tries to evade a condlition that causes
him to suffer., O8Styron 1is obviously aware of this behavioral
tendency, for in his novels he creates a picture of man's
attenpts to escape from the harsh realitles of his world.
This avoildance of 1ife 18 associated with man's unwillingness
to face himeelf and find the courage to tackle personally the
bold actualities of exlstence. Paul Tillich explains in the
following passage that man flees in order to rid himself of
the vast amount of freedom that 1life provides him. He also
notes tnat such attempts to escape are futile because they

do not relleve man of his frustrating sense of anxlety and

guilt, 2l

Then man trles another way out: Doubt is
based on man's separation from the whole of
reality, on his lack of universal participation,
on the isolation of his individual self. So he
tries to break out of this situation, to identify
himself with something transindividual, to sur-
render his sepnration and self-relatedness. He
flees from his freedom of asklng and snswering
for himself to a situation in which no further
guestions can be asked and the answers to questlons
are imposed on him authoritatively. In order to
avold the .risk of asking and doubting he surrenders
the right to ask and to doubt. He surrenders himself

2179111ch refers to man's efforts to preserve his spiri-
tual 1ife., Slnce this quotation 1s taken out of context, it
is necessary to explain Tillich's use of the word, spiritual,
In this instance a man's spiritual l1ife does not allude to
a religious state but rather to an sesthetic state of comfort
and pleasure.
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in order to save hls spiritual life. He "escapes
from his freedom" (Fromm) in order to escape the
anziety of meaningless. Now he i1s no longer lonely,
not in existential doubt, not in despair. He
"participates™ and affirms by participation the

contents of his spiritual 1ife. Meaning is saved,
but the self 18 sacrified. And since the conguest
of doubt was a matter of sacrifice, the sacrifice
of the freedom of the self, it leaves a mark on the
regalned certitude: a fanatical self-assertiveness.
Fanaticlsm 1s the correlate to spiritual self-
surrender, and 1t shggs the anxiety which it was
supposed to conguer,

Continuous intoxicatlon sets the stage for escapism 1in

Lie Down in Darkness and Set This House on Fire. Milton

Loftis and Cass Kinsolving use alcohol in order to free

themselves from the burdens of their lives. In this self-

created drunken world they can hide and find temporary pro-

tection.

Inebriation shlelds them particularly from them-

selves, for 1ln such a hazy state they need not be accountable

for theilr actions. It is hard, for instance, to expect

mucn from Cass when he lives in a continuous stupor. He

thus does not function as an artist, a father, a husband or

as any kind of humasn bheing.

The

self-protective shieid of intoxicatlion compares

with the comforting vell of darkness. In Styron novels

darkness repeatedly occurs as a place of refuge. Cass, for

examgple,

seeks such an unilluminated protection when he finds

himself in the depths of despalr in Paris. He "“felt that

the most precious, the most desirable, the most marvelous
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The Coursge to Be, p. 49,




thing on esarth would be to be shut up tightly alone-in the
darknesa of a tiny single room."™ (STHOF-261)

For Helen Loftis the protection of darkness comes with
sleep. Helen says, "All my life I have yearned for sleep."
(QQLQ-Z&) It i8 no wonder that she desires such oblivion,
for her 1ife has been so traumatically unsuccessful. Her
marriage has been a total catastrophe., Helen longs for sleep
in order to avold this unpleasantness, but at the same time
the darkness of sleep protects her from her sense of gullt.
This guilt is a result of her unwillingness to love or give
of herself and ;s also a result of the role she prefers to
play-that of the martyr. The followlng passage describes
Helen's wish for sleep and suggests that she 1s aware of her
gullt. She must apologlze to her father for the condition
of her 1life and for the sin she commits in escaping life
through sleép.

when she took the last nembutal, sinking

not into death but into what she hoped would be

an endless sleep, filled with only the friendliest

of dresms, 1t had been with a prayer on her lips

and a mysterlious, whispered apology to her father,

(LDID-260)

or cburse the most encompassing and final darkness 1is
that which comes with death. Since one has to awake from
sleep and since one cannot remain in a dark room forever,
death becomes a final alternative. Peyton Loftls apparently

feels that death would free her from anxliety and cover her

dread and sins with a rich veil of darkening obscurity. For
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Peyton, escape comes with an act of self-annlhilation and the
consequential peace of lylng down in darkness.
"It 18 important to note that Peyton and Cass have reached
a very critical point in the development of the existentlal
man. Both of them are extremely affected by thelr realization
of the absurdities of life, and at this stage thelr very
existence 1s in jeopardy. A choice has to be made between
sulcide and llfe.23 Cass prefers to challenge the absurdities;
thus he chooses to have the courage to survive, Peyton |
chooses the other alternative,
Cass has repeatedly yearned for a "long, long spell of
darkness." (STHOF-232) 1In his Paris room he tries to commit
sulcide, but he cannot bring himself to do it. Cass does

not kill himself because of a dream.

I think I would have willingly done myself in
in an instant 1if it hadn't been that the same dream
which pushed me toward the edge also pulled me back
in a sudden gasp of crazy, stark, riven torture:
there wouldn't be any oblivion in death, I knew, but
only some eternal penitentiary where I'd tramp
endlessly up gray steel lsdderways and by my brother-
felons be taunted with my own unnameable crime and
where at the end there would be waiting the crucible
of cyanide and the stink of peach blossoms and the
strangled gasp for life and then the delivery, not
into merciful darkness, but into a hot room at nlght,
with the blinds drawn down, where I would stand agailn,
as now, in mortal fear and trembling. And so on in
endless cycles, llke a barbershop mirror reflecting
the countless faces of my own gullt, strsight into
infinity. (STHOF-264-265)

23Baumback. p.- 9.
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In thls dream Cass reallzes that death is not a comforting
finality, but it is rather a continuation of life. Thus
death erases no guilt and delivers no serene darkness, Cass,
therefore, does not kill himself because death would not
free him from his misery.

Cass looks for another ezcape route after he realizes
that death will offer him no protection from himself or from
his cruel existence. Another dream provides him with a pos-
sible answer; he mlght be able to find peasce in a sunny won-
derland.

and I saw some southern lend with olive

trees and orange blossoms, and girls with merry

blaeck eyes, and parasols, and the blue shinling

water . . « there seemed to be a carnival or a

fair: I heard the strumming music of a carrousel,

which wound through it all 1like a single thread

of rapture, and I heard a liguld babile of tongues

and I saw white teeth flashing in laughter and,

lord love me, I could even smell 1lt— thissmell of

perfume and pines and orange blossoms and girls,

all mixed up in one sweet blissful fragrance of

peace and repose and joy. (STHQF-266)

Because of this dream Cass decides to relocate his family and
himself in Sembucao, Italy. He expects a great deal of Sam-
buco because 1t 18 a seaside retreat where the sun is bright
and the land 18 splendidly green. In essence Cass 1s looking
for an Edenlic environment of sweetly sensual bliss, and on

2k Cass's

the surfsce Sambuco offers such a cozy refuge.
desire to reattaln this ideal condition 1s of course futile.
Man can never Trecapture such a paradisalcal stste of bliss.

Sambuco's landscape might have Edenic possibilities, but the

24Jerry H. Bryant, "The Hopeful Stolcism of William Styron,"

South Atlantic gquarterly, 62 (Autumn, 1963), 539-550,
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spell is broken because 1ife goes on there with all its
imperfection. Such a vital hindrance is dramatically empha-
slzed by the presence in this town of the grotesque "flicker
creeps" and Mason Flagg. Styron has overdrawn . these figures
by making them as appnlling as possible, but he does make his
point, that there can never be an ldeal world freed from all
troubles and absurdities.

Cass turns to Francesca when he can find no lovely
terrestrial hidesway. This dark-eyed glrl becomes an image
6f quixotic 1dealism; Cass can serve and worship her just as
Don Qulxote 1dolized Dulcinea. Of course this ideal 1s as
transitory as his dream of an escape into an Edenlc garden,
In this case a rapist's brutality destroys the object of his
edoration. Kelrkegasard also explsins that such a beautiful
dream hardly relleves the individual from despair. This
dresm 18 only an lmmedlate and false happiness. The original

causes of despalr stilll exist behind the serene surface of

happiness.,

Even that which, humanly speaking, is the
most beautiful and lovable thing of all, a fem-
inine youthfulness which 1s shecr peace and
harmony and Joy—eventhat 1s despalr. For this
indeed 1s happlness, but happlness 1s not a
characteristic of the spirit, and in the remote
recesses of happlness, there dwells also the
anxious dread which is desp~ir: 1t would be only
too glad to be allowed to remain therein, for
the dearest and most attractive dwelling-rlace
of despalr i1s in the very heart of imrediate
happiness. All immediscy, 1n spite of its
1llusory pesce and trasnquillity, 1s dread. . . .
S50 even the most beautiful youthfulness and joy,
1s nevertheless despair, 1s happiness.?

————

25The Sickness Unto Death, p. 37.
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Yeors later Cass recalls such daydreaming and secs that he
was just hiding behind these desired ideals. Cass says,
"It was a real euphoria. And God, how stupld I was not to
réallze that the whole thing was & fraud. That I was in
real danger." (STHOF-257)

Peyton also seeks the protection of a green land of
blissfulness. Both Peyton and Cass assoclate greenness with
a state of pleasant security. For Peyton the Rappahannock
Biver =nd the rich land that llnes 1ts wnterways 1s her
perfect Utopla. Here she spent playful summer days in her
youth. The twenty-year-old Peyton wlshes that she could
recapture these lost moments of innocence ahd peace, for she
1s now tormented by the sins that she has committed and longs
to rid herself of thls despalr. Albert Berger, a good friend
of Peyton's husband, 1s right when he says that Feyton would
prefer to live in her safe "Winnle-the-Pooh lane of 2rching
plum blossoms." (LLDID=-350)

Peyton envies people who are, in her words, dumb., In
other words, she envies thelr simrplicity or thelr primltivé
inpnocence. In Styron's novels the Negroes nre representative
of this tyﬁe. They are relatively happy and content, and
their simpliclty allows them to possess an unquestloning falth
in God snd the tesachings of Jesus. Thls chlldlike funda-
mentallem explalhs the strong appeal of Daddy Felth. People
like Peyton, however, are too sophlsticeted, and they never
will be able to find happlriess in such simplicity or in any

kind of fundsmentsl religlosity.
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Peyton's need for her father suggests longings for
inndcence. As a child, Peyton and her father chased after
butterflies; and, when she hurt herself, Milton took, her in
his srms and comforted her. All would be safe and secure now
if Peyton could be wrapped in her father's arms. Styron
suggestvthat Peyton's attachment for her father and, for that
matter, Milton's attachment for his daughter have Freudian
implications. Her incestuous love for her father, or her
Electra complex, exists because of a psychic lmmaturity which
results in her ottempt to c¢cllng to the infantlle state of her
chiléhood. 26 Styron uses the image of the Electra complex
as a direct clue to understanding. It defines FPeyton's char-
acter and further expllcates her deslre to escape into the
world of innocence.
Toward the end of her life Peyton has nothing to cling

to, and she 1s drownlng in her déspalr. She cannot run to
hef father; clrcumstances will not allow it. Her mother
certsinly will never allow Peyton to come back and enjoy the
comforts of the river front or of her father's arms. Also
Peyton has come to realize that her father is as weak and
confused a8 she is and that he could actually offer her little
protection. Ag a consequence of thls awareness Peyton replaces
such means of escape wlth 1dealized fantasy. Now Peyfon dreams
of finding protectlon with her grandmother who was dead years

before Peyton's birth. Thls euphorlic attachment for her

26Ihab Hassan, "Encounter with Necessity," in Hadlical
Innocence (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton Universlty Press,

1961), p. 126.



grandmother could give her the love and protection of a

mother.

That when I lay down in Richmond in Grand-
mother's bed 1 saw her picture on the wall so
ber;ignly smlling, even on that day 1 heard the
flower man clipclop along beneath the cedars,
moved and peered at in my slumber through half-
closed eyes, snd I reached out my arms, cried
mother mother mother, to that 1mage even then
twenty years before turned to bones and dust.
(LLID-366)

Peyton's longing to crawl into the smooth and clean
works of the alarm clock is assoclated with her desire to
find protection with her grandmother, DBoth images are
concerned with a need to escape into a more secure reslm,
The interior cavity of the alarm clock offers such safety
beczuse 1t resembles the warm and enveloplng space of the
womb. 'The mechanlical vorks of the clock afford the same
kind of clean, uniform existence as that provided in the
womb.

Once I'd had a dream: I was inside a clock.

Perfect, complete, perpetual, I revolved about

on the malnspring forever drowslng, watching the

jewels and the rubles, the mechanism clicking

-ceaselessly, all the screws and parts as blg as

my head, indestructible, shining, my own inventlion.

Thus would I slieep, forever, yet not really

sleep, but remaln only half-aware of time, and

enclosed by 1t as in a womb of brass, revolving

on that spring like a dead horse on a merry-go-

round. (LDID-319)

If Peyton could only get inside the clock she could escape

from all the hardships of’fhe'outslde world, but more than
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this, she would then be freed from personal anxliety and its
pangs of guilt. 1Inside thils cavity the flightless katydids,
which are symbols of her gullt, would not torment her. They
would not be able to cfawl into the clock after her. Peyton
would thus be freed from her own consclence.

Peyton 18 attracted to the clock because of the clear
green light that 1llumlnates its hends and face. When she
thinks of the clock, she thinks "of green things suddenly
and a far, fantestic lawn." (LDID-339) As with the lawn of
‘the Rappahannock Hiver, grecenness agaln represents a nostalgilc
color that is as comforting as the bllss of lnnocence.

Peyton's dream yearnings cannot materialize and offer
her any rrotection. Sulcide seems to be her only resort or
hef final escape. In her mind the fatal leap will clesnse
her of all her sins and transport her into a dark world of
innocence. Her sulclde does possess 2ll the aspects of a
purification. Peyton ritualistically strips herself of her
clothes which are the vestments of her corruptlon.27 In
this state she feels as innocent as a child. Now she 1is free
to fly into the arms of her comforting father, but the arms
will not be those of Milton but those of God.

Cass also seeks the immunity of the womb. Throughout
the novel he refers to his desire to hide in some dark room.

This longing for enclosure 1ls partlcularly emphaslzed after

2?Baumbach, p. 211.
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the tragic dsy in Sambuco. Cass's world has fallen apart;
he has murdered Mason, and Francesca lies dead. His initial
response 18 to run away from this disastrous scene with the
hopes of findlng a secure retreat. He first seeks protection
in the dark and hollow chamber of a cave, Such enclosure
would be a luxury for Cass, for this confinement would punilsh
him in part for his crimes, but more importantly this incar-
ceration would conceal him from 1life, He would then be
protected from the horrors of the outside world and from the
responsibility of functioning in such a world. In the fol-
lowing passage Cass describes his emotlons at this time,
Sheer crazy panlc came over me: it was the

idea of 1lberty. For here my only ldea had been

to give myself up, immure myself, entomb myself

for my crime. And the notion of this awful and

imminent liberty wes ng frightening to me as that

‘terror thet must overcome people who dread open

‘spaces. The feseling was the same. Yearning for

enclosure, for confinement. I was faced with
nothing but the vista of freedom like a wide nnd

‘empty plain. (STHOF-468-469)

Luckily the Italian policeman, Lulgil, would nct provide
Cass with the luxury of confinement. He 1s very much aware |
6f the crime that Cass has committed, but he chooses not to
punish him as he legally should. He realizes that imprison~
ment would be no punishment. Instead, Lulgl removes the
manacles from Cass's legs and sets him free,

Think whether these years in Jjall, away
from your family, will satisfy your guilt and
your remorse ln a way that 1s not satlsfied

by the remorses you will have to live with
for the rest of your life. Then consider this,



teo, my friend. Simply conslder your gullt
itself — your other guilt, the abomlnable guilt
you have carried with you so long, this sinful
gullt which has made you a drunkard, and caused
you to wallow in your self-plty, and made you fall
in your art., Consider this guilt which has pol-
soned you to your roots. Ask what 1t was. Ask
yourself whether 1t is not better to go free now,
if only so that you may be able to strike down
this other guilt of yours and learn to enjoy what-
ever there 1s left in life to enjoy. DBecause if
by now, through what you have endured, you have
not learned something, then five years, ten years,
fifty years in jall will teach you nothing . . . .
For the love of God, Cass, consider the good in
yourself. Consilder hope. Conslder Joy. . «
That 18 all I have to say. Now I am goling to
strike off that manacle. (STHOF-475)

None of these escape routes previously discussed can
be completely divorced from the suggestion of the image of
the womb. For example, escape that comes with thé darkness
of sleep or with alcohol creates this type of graphic repre-
sentation. These channels of escape lmpose nn invisible
screen around the indiviual. Thls screen resembles the
oblivious security of the womb which protects one from accesw-

sibility. For Culver of The Long March and Cass Kinsolving,

muslc serves this purpose; lovely music creates an aesthetic
cosmoé that locks out the outside world. None of these images,
however, are as implicitly representative of the womb as is
the image of the alarm clock in Lie Down in Darkness,

It 18 rather inconeruous that these characters seek
protection in caverns and darkness, which are resorts that
suggest an oblivious state. The cause of thelr anxiety has

been produced because of the menacing presence of such abyssal



36
forces in thelr lives, The attraction comes from the pro-
tecting confinement that such escape modes temporarily
provide, but actually these retreats are only re-creatlons
of the horrors of the outside world, Of course the only
altefnative 1s to find securlity within. Personal awareness
and courage will challenge the abyssal forces and establish

a concrete means for faclng life,
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The Courage to Be

In his novels Styron first describes the unstable and
dreadful conditions of the existential world, snd then he
notes that man's initial reaction i1s to run from these harsh
realities. Man then attempts to create a new reality by
searching for some plpe dream world, but it has been shown
that‘esoaplsm offers only temporary protection. Styron
then indicates that man has only one constructlive alternative;
hé must mnke the existentlal cholce of being. In other words,
he must be courageous enough to face boldly the problems
that l1ife offers. In the followlng psassage Tillich explains
that the courageous, self-affirmstive action involves a
desperate struggle.to defeat anxlety and dreasd by comlng to

grips with it.

Anxlety tends. to become fear in order to
have an object with which courage can deal.
Courage does not remove anxlety. Since anxiety
ie existential, 1t cannot be removed. But courage
takes the anxlety of nonbelng into itself. Courage
is self-affirmative "in spite of," namely in spite
of nonbeing. He who acts courageously takes, in
his self-affirmation, the anxlety of noniteing u.on
himself. Both prepositions, "into" and "upon,"
are metaphoric and point to anxlety as =n element
which gives self-affirmation the quality of “in
spite of" and trnnsforms it into courage. Anxiety
turns us toward coursge, because the other alternative
is despalr, zgourage reslsts despalr by taking anxiety
into 1itself.

28‘i‘he Courage to Be, p. 65-66.
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According to Styron's philosophy, suffering has its
conseclation. Man can eventually beneflt from experliencing
such anguish. It 1s as if this hellish distress purges
the individual. For instence, Cass Kinsolving is shaken
and liberated by such an egoniring torment. Hls soul or
very being is set on fire, or, as the title of the book
suggests, hls house is set on fire.

Man's prior miseries are actually a good guide line for
a prbsperous life. The memory of this hell serves as a con-
stant reminder of the beneflits of 1living a courageous life,
Cass, who finally manages to 1live in a relatively peaceful
fashion, keeps his past 1n mind and 1ls well awsre of the
advantages of dolng so. Cass tells Peter Leverett that "in
order to think stralght a man just necded to be dragged every
now and then to the edge of the abyss." (STHOF-269) Cass also
reslizes that his present peace could very well be temporary
and that he could easily fall back into despalr. The answer
for him 18 to manage his life on a day-to-day basls, thus
struggling continuously. Styron introduces one of the chepters

of Set Tnis House on Flre with a quote from Theodore Roethke's

works. This passage summarizes Cass's new philosophy of 1life,

This shaking keeps me steady. 1 should know,
What falls away 1s always. And 1s near.

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.

I learn by golng where 1 have to go. (STHCF-236)

There are few Cass Kinsolvings in this world; few men

possess his kind of bravery. Nevertheless, existential



»
philosophy states that all men possess the potentiality of
courage. In Lie Down in Darkness, both Milton and Peyton
Loftls show signs of such fortitude. Both make many desperate
attempts to reform themselves, Mr. Carr, the Episcopal
minister, describes one of Milton's noble efforts in the
following passage.,

Loftis, and not Helen, was the one who was
achieving the impossible. He had begun to grab
hold of himself. It was exhilarating to watch,
and from one point of view vaguely disappointing-
for what had taken place was not a matter of any
mystical faith but apparently involved just guts,
the revolt of a man against the pure footlessness
which had held him in bondage for half a life
time. . . . What had happened? Had his guilt, like
something monstrous and hairy and unutterable,
prowled about his bed at night, filling his dreams

with such thoughts of loss, of death, that he knew,
upon awakening, that thls ordeal was the only answer?

(LDID-235)
It 1s tragic that Milton came this close'to finding a perma-
nent happlness; he almost had it in his hends., For some
reason, however, neilther Feyton nor Milton could achleve
happiness or contentment.. Apparently they lacked the extra
ounce of drive that would allow them to function as complete
human beings.

vCass i1s more successful than the others because he has
an extra ounce of falth. Thls does not imply that he had
found any source of religlous strength but instead suggests
that he has more falth in himself. Cass recalls that when
he was living in a drunken stupor, completely destroying

himself, he had no faith at all. "“A man cannot live without



a focus,™ he sald. "Without some kind of faith, if you want
to call 1t that. I didn't have any more falth than a tomcat.
Nothing. Nothing!" (STHOF~55)

It has been noted that Cass dlscovers his own personal
‘worth andithat thls knowledge provides him with the needed
impetus to assert himself. 1In other words, an individual
such as Cass has the strength to function decisively. This
personal courage allows him to rehablilitate himself and to
break through into the realm of being. Such a self-affirmative
action 18 quite rebelllious. The hero becomes a rebel because
he is aggressive enough to fight the sbsurdities of his world.
Camus notes that the rebel defies any authority and only pays

respect to his own individuality.

Previous to his insurrection, the slave
accepted all the demands made upon him. He
even very often took orders, without reacting
against them, which were conslderably more
offensive to him than the one at which he
balked. He was patlient and though, rperhaps,
he protested inwardly, he was obviously more
careful of hls own immedliate interests—in
that he kept qulet—- then aware of hls own
rights. But with loss of patience~—with
impatience-—beging a reaction which can extend
to everything that he accepted up to this
moment, and which 1s almost always retroactive,
Immediately the slave refuses to obey the
humiliating orders of his master, he rejects
the conditlion of slavery., The act of rebellion
exceeds the bounds that he established for
his antagonist and demands that he should now
be treated as an equal. What was, originally,
an obstinate resistance on the part of the
rebel, becomes the rebel personified. He
proceeds to put self-respect above everything
else and proclaims that it is preferable to
11fe itself. It becomes, for him, the sugreme
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blessing. Having previcusly been willing to

conpromwicse, the slsve suddenly adopts an

attitude of All or Nothing. Knowledge ls born

and conscience swakened.<

Mannix of The Long March is a perfect example of a
rebel, He finds bhimself in a completely disgusting situation,
and he refuses to conform to its restrictions. After years
of soft, civilian life he is recslled to actlve mnearine duty.
It 18 a ridiculous and degrading arrangement. MNannlx and
his men are o0ld and out of shape, snd as Mannlx vehemently
points cut, none of them are young, elghteen year old "punks"
that can be bossed around., Then fuel 1s added to the flame,
Captain Mannix and his H. & S. Company are ordered to make
a forced maich of thirty-six miles. This order is perfectly
irrational; even young men would have a dlfflcult time
comrleting such s march. It is even more incongruous because
the brass does not expect the men to make it. Mannix, however,
is going to buck this system if he can; so he rehels in the
reverse, He decides thet he will com;lete the warch, even
if it takes the last ounce of energy in hirn. In psrt, his
reactions iwply 2 desperate effort to defy the militsry
system and its officers. Thls struggle, however, 1s more
slgnificant. Mannilx has never been a conformist and never
intends to sascrifice his fre:dom, especlilally for any unjust
cause, His assertlveness during the long march is just

snother expression of his courage to be an individual and to

29Tbe Hebel, trans. Anthony Bower, New York: Alfred A.
Knopf Co., 1955. 20,
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fiaht the forces that threaten to destroy him.

The rebelliousness of Cass Kinsolving 1s mere violent
in nature. In order for Cass to breask out of his personal
hell, he has to tske drastic steps— violent steps which lead
to murder. At the time, Cass viewed this crime as being a
cnse of justifliable homicide. He mistakenly belleved that
Mason Flagg had raped and killed Francesca. 1In killing
Mason, however, Cags w~s dolng more than Just acting as an
executioner. He was committing a sacrificlal slaughter,
Cass had to destroy Mason for the sake of his own being and
freedom. Mason Wwas the personification of evlil, and he
proved to have a demonlec power over Cass., Understandably
Cass could not be sc encumbered. Vliolence was the price he
had to ray for frecdom.

The trials and tribulaticns of Styron's heroes are
compsrable to those of Sisyprhus, a legendary king of Corinth.
Iike Sisyrhus, Mannix and Cass hove defled the gods.30 In

The Long March, Colonel Templeton exemplifies the strong

father filgure, and Mannix's deflance 1s primarily directed
against him. Simillarly Cass finally fipds the courage‘to
defeat Mason Flagg, who had geined so much control over his
life. It must be noted that Templeton and Mason are only
concrete figures that the heroes can attack. 1In actuality

Mannix and Cass are striking out at the im;osing foirces of

30pavia D. Galloway, The absurd Hero in American Fiction.
Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1966, p. 65.
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their world when they attack these powerful, godlike figures,
They have become Sisyrhean characters because they choose to
challenge life and thus struggle to survive. They also have
a passion for 1ife and scorn death. Because of this deter-
mination they can never rest. 7They have thus accepted the
punishment or challenge thet resembles the plight of Sisyphus,
Sisyrhus must spend the rest of his 1life rolling a rock up
8 steep hill.31 In a comparable way Mannix and Cass have
chosen to filguratively accept and endure thelr burdens of
existence.

In The Long March asnd Set This House on Fire there are

images that in part recsll the picture of Sisyrhus forcing

the rock up the crest of the hill. Mannix, for instance, does
not literally have the burden of pushing a rock on the forced
march, but he must contend with a nall that rplerces his shoe
end rips the flesh from his foot. OStyron dramatizes the
presence of this nall encugh fcr it te serve as a Slsyphean
image of burd:n and pain. Because of this nall Mannix's

ambitious sdttenpt to complete the long mnrch 1s severely

hampered.

Mennix was having trouble, too. This time
vhen he came up, he was limping. He sat down
silently and took off his shoe; Culver, gulplng
avidly at his canteen, watching him. Both of them
were too winded to smoke, or to spesk. They were
sprawled beside some waterway-— canal or stream;
phospherescent globes made a spooky glow among
shazgy Spanish mross, and a rank and fetid odor

3lGallOWay. p. 66.
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bloomed 1in the darkness— not the swamp's decay.

Culver reslized, but Mannix's feet. "Look,"

the Captain muttered suddenly "that nall's caught

me right in the heel." Culver peered down by

the glare of Mannix's flashlight to see on his

heel a tiny hole, bleeding sliahtly, bruised about

1ts perimeter and surrounded by & pasty while

where the bandeld had been pulled away. “How'm

I golng to do 1t with that?" Mannlx sald. (TLM-64)
When Msnnilx gets back to the base, he cannot walk; the nail
has mutlilated his foot. The agony of thls eplsode emphasizes
the difficulty of Mannix's trial; not only on thls one exten-
silve march but in life in genersl. 1t is true that unlike
the legendsry Slsyphus, Mannlx has won a more cverlasting
victory. There 1s no indic tion that Manrlx must begin his
long mnrch over =gain., In comparison, Slsyphus 1ls condemned
to eternally repeat the gruelling torture of rpushing the rock
up the steep hill. It 1s a certalnty, however, that Masnnix
will sge2in have to f=ce challenges in 1llfe. Therefore, the
long march 1n itself serves as = pnetarhor of 1life, and the
incident with the naill 1llustrates the many palnful obstacles
of existence. Because Mannlx has benefitted so vositively
from his hardships on thelong march, it is implied that he
will be better gqualified to face any future difficulties.
Therefore, his struggles are much more beneficial than those
of Sisyphus.

In Set This House on Fire the beating of the stray dog

1s a similar metaphor of exlstence.32 Life treats man 1in the

3ZBaumbach, 217.
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same wWay., It 1ls as 1f some ublquitous hand was contlnuously
striking man over the head with a club. A kindly man with
great effort puts the dog out of his milsery, and Coass imagines
that God functions in the same way, but 1t is all useless,
The only cholice that man hns 1s to bear the paln and to strugple

to stay on his feet; Jjust like the dog, man must refuse to die.

"T must put him out of hils misery, I must
put the poor beast out of his misery!"™ Furlously
he Yept pounding at the dog's skull snd muttering
over and over to himself these stricken words,
But the dog refused to die! Oh, it was frightful
to watch! To watch this animal in its desperate
suffering, whinning and moaning there in the road,
his eyes rolling in agony, stlll tryving to rise,
while all the time the fellow kept thrashing away
at hils skull, hoplng to free the beast from his
torture but with each blow only adding to the paini"”

Then Cass imagines that the dog has turned into a peasant

woman Wwho scresms for release from her paln.

"Don't you seel" Cass began to shout, hoarsely

ané drunkenly. "Liberatemi!" she kept screaming.
"Release me! Helease nel" And then far aloft I
heard the man's volce zaying ag:in and again as

he lald on with the stick: "I'm trying! I'm trying!™
And I heard his terrible sobs of remorse 2s he kept
beating her, and as he kept saylng then, "I cannot!i"
And as in the depths of my dream I re:lized thnt
this was only He who in His capricious error had
created suffering mortal flesh which refused to

die, even in 1its own extremity. Which suffered

all the more becsuse even He in His mlghty belated
compassion could not dellver Hls creatures from
thelr 1iving pain. (STHOF-341-342)

As harsh as thelr sufferings have been, Cass and Mannix
have reaped many beneflts-from thelr palns. They have almost

become happy men. Of course 1t 1s not a part of the exlstential
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condition for men to be completely happy. Any such contentment
ts alwaye marred by memories of past sorrows and the horrors
that continuously exist in the world. Nevertheless, Csss and
Mannlx have earned the right to indulge themselves witnh some
kind of relative felicity. Cass's triumphant victory over
1ife is rewarded with the pleasant exlistence that he now leads
in Charleston. Here he finally finds his green, paradisalc
garden. Charleston does not represent some ideallstlic retreat
that enables Cass to escape from his problems, Thls really
18 a matter of relativity. Cass probably would not have seen
the beauty that surrounded him in thls seaslde town i1f he had
been as degraded as he once was, His lnner peasce now allows
him to accept such bliss graclously. Actually the loveliness
of Charleston is Jjust a reflection of Cass's beauty as a human
being;

Marnnix 1is jubllant about hls personal success. Culver
states "that i1f one did not know he was in agony one might
imagine that he was a communicant in rapture." (TLM-114) The
last scene of thls book explicates Mannix's condition. It
1g a8 Af the hard march has cleansed him, or as 1f the suveat
that has bathed him during the gruelling march has functioned
as baptismal water. Mannlx regains a yuallty of simplicity
because of hls ordeaml. For this reason he can so easily
communicate with the Negro woman in the locker room. Styron
continuously portrays Negroes as the good, plain folks of the

world. The Negroes are also very sympathetlc characters
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because their past has been so plagued with suffering. Mannlx
and this woman become communicants because they have both

experlenced paln and sorrow,

"Do it hurt?" the mald repeated. "Oh, I bet
1t does, De=d it does." Mannlix looked up at
her across the short yards that separated them,
sillent, blinking. Culver would remember this:
the two of them communicatling across that chasm
one unspoken moment of sympathy and understanding
before the woman, spectacled, bandannsed, sald again,
"Deed 1t does,"” and before, almost at precisely
the same lnstant, the towel slipred away slowly
from Mannlx's walst and fell with a soft plop to
the floor; Mannix then, standiing there, weaving
dizzily and clutching for support at the wall, a
mass of scars and naked as tne day he emerged from
his mother's womb, save for the soap which he held
feebly 1In one hand. He seemed to have nelther the
strength nor the abllity to lean down and retrieve
the towel and so he merely stood there huge and
naked in the slanting dusty light and blinked sand
gsent toward the woman, finally, a sour, apologetic
smile, his words uttered, 1t seemed to Culver, not
with self-plty but only with the tone of a man who,
having endured and lasted, was too weary to tell
her anything but what was true.

"Deed it does," he saild. (TLM~120)

Mannix's nakedness exemplifies his newly acquired simpllcity.
Just as a newborn baby, Mannix 1s reborn into this world in

a naked state, but unllke the infant, Mannix has a few scars,
Peyton loftis trles desperately to free herself in this same
way, in an attempt to regain innoccnce. pefore her leap to
death, Peyton strips herself of her clothing, which symbollically
serves as the vestment of her sin. Peyton, unlike Mannix,

does nothing to decerve this state; she 1lmposes this condltion
upon herself. Unfortunately her nakedness only delivers her

into death. Mannlx becomes the sadder but wiser Americsn hero

who walks on into 1life.
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Mznnlz and Cass are now strong enough to stand under
the sur.., The heat of the sun had been such a source of
vexaticuse energy before, For Casss the sun was an oven which
threatened to consume him. The sun was such an omnivorous
force because 1t was like his guillt. His gullt also threat-
ened to consume him. In order to escape from this menance
Cass thought of destroying himself and his fawilly.

He might not have slaughtered Poppy and

the children and himself, just as he had in-

tended but failled to do in Paris long before,

For that was what- to save them from this storm,

this exploding sun of his own gullt— he was

planning tc accomplish. To remove from this

earth (as once he sald) all merk and sign and

stain of himself, his love and his vain hopes

and hls pathetic creations snd his guilt. (STHOF-461)
When Cass 1s in Charleston, the sun no longer worries him.
He 1s now able to 1lilve wlth himself and his guilt. ulte
effectively Styron allows Cass to spend all his time outside
fishing and painting. In thls section of the novel, Cass
18 always bllssfully basking under the sun.

The hent of the sun added an extra hsrdship for Mannix
and his men during the long march. "The sun rose hlgher,
burning down at their backs so that each felt he bore on his
shoulders not the burden of a pack but, almost worse, a
portable oven growing hotter and hotter as the sun came up
from behind the sheltering pines." (TLM-99) Mannix did bear

up under this burden, which compares with the burden that

Sisyphus is forced to carry. Futhermore in his triumph
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Mannlx can stand naked in the light of the sun.33
Robert Gorham Davis feels that it is not very realistic
for characters, such as Cass, to redeem themselves thnrough
gself-affirmative action. He contends that it would be
more credible if Cass had been destroyed just like Milton
and Peyton. According to Davis, Styron's optimistic con-

cluslion in Set This House on Fire and in The Long March is

too Victorian and is not representative of the twentieth-

H It 1s true that the general trend of

century situation.
literature 18 not as hopeful as Styron's work; Styron has

not become one of the numerous, modern nihilists. Instead,
he prefers to offer some kind of positive answer for exlisting
problems. Thlis 1s not to say that Styron is a sugary and
starry-eyed creator of empty hopes. Styron does not carry
his enthusiasm to the extreme., According to Styron, all

men ldeally could learn to reckon with thelr world and them-
selves, but not all men can achieve thls ambitious poal.

The tragic lives of Peyton and Milton Loftis emphaslze this

point. 1In The Long March and Set This House on Filre, Styron

does present two charscters who successtully find the courage
to challenge the exlstential world. Thus ln considering these
constrasting aspects, Styron does present a very well balanced

picture of life with its restrictions and its hopes.

33 see peage forty-seven. (TLM-120)

34nstyron and the Student," Critigue, 3 (Summer, 1960),
Lly,
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