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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
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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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