MINUTES

 of the Meeting of

the Novel Club of Cleveland

February 3, 2009

Novel: Lie Down in Darkness, William Styron

The elegant rooms of Larry Siegler were the scene of our February meeting, where members of the Novel Club were hosted bountifully by Louise Mooney and George Weimer.  

A good portion of guests were in attendance at the February meeting, a number of whom have been with us earlier in the present season, such as the Siegels, Sue Sande, Bob Brody, Sarah Wotman, and Jennie Kaffen, but the group this time included newcomer Whitney Lloyd.

The business discussion centered on problems with the website currently in use.  President La Croix declared her intention to investigate a solution to the problems as outlined by members of the Club, some of whom were in support of terminating service.
Ms. Kessler read the minutes of the January 6, 2009 meeting, after which the club members took up their discussion of William Styron’s Lie Down in Darkness.  Lloyd Owens led off with a biographical overview of Styron’s life and career, tracing the backgrounds of Sophie’s Choice and noting the critical reception of The Confessions of Nat Turner and of the work under discussion, as well.  In a broad and general treatment, Owens created a vivid picture of Styron’s creative methods and work routine.  He inferred that the author knew about the nature of the suffering caused by the disease of depression, given Styron’s father’s lifelong battle with it.  Owens also suggested, in his mention of the writer’s Darkness Visible, that Styron’s having suffered depression later in life himself was perhaps biologically, if not also emotionally, connected to his father’s depression.  
Ted Sande then proceeded to contribute his many critical insights.  By a careful parallel process of plot and character analysis, Sande expanded on the river as a spatial signifier in the novel.  He approached the dysfunction of the Leftis family by questioning the assumption of the normalcy of the family unit, in any historic period and across cultures, reviewing the positive and dominant cultural narrative of family against the common and actual failures of the many families that we all have observed (or may belong to).  Sande proposed the Leftis family and its emotional bankruptcy as a microcosm of the macrocosmic moment of North America in the mid-20th century, a moment in which the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki became possible and widely accepted as necessary.  He argued that Styron gives us mid-century America as a place without hope of a vision of moral order.
The reception of this novel by Club members produced a varied band of critical approaches and insights.  Many agreed on the contrast between the moral helplessness of the main characters as opposed to the moral certainties of the minor characters.  Mr. Conomy and Ms. Mooney clashed on the quality of Styron’s prose, the former rhapsodical and the latter disdainful.  Ms. Mooney, always sure-footed in her literary judgment, also challenged Mr. Stupay his notion that there were elements of the work that could be said to be identifiably “Southern.”  She noted that Styron’s depiction of African Americans was rooted in racist stereotypes.  Mrs. Fabens and Ms. Gruel agreed that Styron hinted a sub rosa feminist perspective in his seeming sympathy for Helen and Peyton.  Mrs. Morgan pointed out the importance in the novel of being true to self as a stand-or-fall issue for its characters, and others observed that the novel didn’t seem to want to let its characters do that.  Most Club members agreed with Mr. Siegler in finding the narrative to be painful in detail, and possessing a truth in regard to the human hopelessness that stems from a lack of faith, as evidenced among the main characters.  The discussion morphed into a vigorous critique of the various shades of mental imbalance among the novel’s characters and also, while the discussants were at it, of the novel’s author.  Speculation as to whether Milton actually sexually abused Peyton and similar applications of contemporary standards of mental health to a narrative of the previous century, liberally and generally pursued, threw little light on the narrative’s purpose or ultimate proposition.  Our wise President consulted her watch and terminated the debate, just as it was getting a second wind.
Respectfully submitted,

Joyce Kessler

Interim Recording Secretary
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