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ABSTRACT

HORRIBLE LITERATURE:

A PANEGYRIC FOR THE NOVELS OF CORMAC MCCARTHY. (May 2008)

Adam Clay Griffey, B.A., Berea College

M.A., Appalachian State University

Thesis Chairperson: Dr. Edwin T. Amold

This thesis is concerned with two novels of Cormac Mccarthy: B/ood A4lerz.dz.cz#

and 77±e j2oczd. In each chapter I discuss the attempted initiation of a boy into the violent

realities of the world he inhabits. In my discussion of B/oocJ A4le7'z.dz.¢# I concentrate on

the victimizers and perpetrators of brutality, and through them I look at the convergence

of faith and violence and what that means for the interaction of the judge and the kid. The

figure of the judge is Mccarthy's most impressive and disturbing figure of absolute evil.

The judge's vision of mankind as only ennobled through an embrace of its most depraved

aspects finds rhetorical precedent in the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche. Chapter Two

focuses on 77!e J2oczd and again examines the instruction of a young boy into the violence

of the world around him. I argue that the father / son relationship in 7l¢e Road is used by

Mccarthy as a way of discussing the relationship between the author and reader, and I do

so with the assistance of the philosophy of Jacques Derrida. In 77!e Roczd there are scenes

just as brutal as those presented in B/ooc7 A4lerg.dg.¢#, but by shifting our focus to those who

try to escape these images and situations, Mccarthy points towards an aesthetic that

demands our recognition of the very worst and very best aspects of human behavior.
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That's wky I have never managed to read any eriticism Of

Mccartky's books.  Sometimes I pick up a eritical book, but I

always get drown off into the quotes, so then I put down the critical

book and start reading the Mccartky ncrvel all over again.

- Madison Smartt Bell

Because beauty 's nothing

but the start Of terror we can hardly bear,

and we adore it because Of the serene scorn

it could kill us with. Ewery angel's terrifying.

-Rainer Maria Rilke, `The First Elegy'
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Introduction

The more I study a thing the more I get it backwards.
Study long and ye study wrong. That's what a old

rifleshooter told me oncet beat me out Of
half a beof in a rifoeshoot. I lmow things I aln't never stwdied.

I lanow things I ain't never even thought Of
- Outer Dark

This thesis will focus on two novels by Cormac Mccarthy: B/ood Merz.dz.¢# and

77ie jtoczd. In these novels we see how violence is used both at a nation's inception and at

its armihilation. h each Mccarthy traces the development of a young boyL as he is

instructed in the violent realities of the world he inhabits. Yet in each the boy finds

himself at odds with his tutor. Through my discussion of these disturbing attempts at

initiation, I will examine the spectacle of violence that Mccarthy employs and what that

means for a moral understanding of Mccarthy's novels.

My discussion of B/ood A4lerz.dg.¢# will enter through the vantage of those who are

responsible for and who perpetrate acts of violence and will center on the relationship

between the kid and the judge. I am interested in how Mccarthy engages the readers'

interest in the very things that we would normally flee if we were to witness them in our

own lives. The relationship between the judge and the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche

seems to me to be one of obvious influence, but also of useful interaction in my attempt

to examine the exhortations that the judge utilizes in the development of the kid. A fuller

explication of the novel is possible only through a prolonged association with the

philosopher that, I believe, makes up a great deal of the underpinning of the novel's

rhetorical thrust. It is a novel of extremes, and in it the writings of Nietzsche are taken

I In each case the boy is (so far as the reader is concerned) unnamed. This decision on the part of

Mccarthy suggests two immediate ramifications. First, it makes the connection between the two children
unavoidable. We cannot help but colxpare the two and their divergent responses to similar stimuli.
Secondly, their lack of names creates  the impression that they are types, or stand-ins, for all children and
possibly for Mccarthy' s evolving understanding of the basic nature of childhood.
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beyond the limits of credulity, beyond even a tenuous relationship to acceptability with

which Nietzsche himself would have been comfortable. We see both novelist and

philosopher at their most extravagant, at their most appalling, and, perhaps, at their most

compelling. What I hope to aITive at when this first part of my thesis is concluded is a

fuller understanding of how Mccarthy utilizes the brutality and excesses of his characters

to demonstrate the essential kinship between a religious doctrine of absolute purity and

the judge's view of the holiness of warfare2, as well as how it is that the kid fails the

judge's test.

For 77!e jzo¢d I will tack away from this emphasis on victimizers and move into

the territory of the victimized. The novels after B/ood A4lerz.dz.a# are almost as brutal, yet

they are not as impersonal in their portrayals of violent actions. This moral movement,

from ethical negation to ethical anguish, finds its apotheosis (so far at least) in the

characters of the father and son in Zlfee jzoczd. Martial conflict and rampant criminality are

still present, but they are seen through the eyes of people who would have gone largely

unattended to (those who existed only in the margins) in B/ood A4lerz.dz.a!#. h my

treatment of 77!e jioczd, I will explore the ways in which the relationship between the

father and the son acts as a kind of proxy for that of the author and reader. Mccarthy

suggests that in order for humanity to survive this world, we must both acknowledge the

2 John Beck's ``Filibusterers and Fundamentalists: B/ood A4lerz.dz.a!# and the New Right" makes a

correlative claim concerning the connections between B/ood A4lerz.c7z.a!# and what the author terms political
"fundamentalism," or more commonly, neo-conservatism. He whtes, "B/ood A4lerz.c7z.cz#, I suggest, is born

out of this world, speaks of it, and sometimes, perhaps, even for it. Like the Reagan administration, it might
be said to be strong on rhetoric but weak on substance, for while the prose fairly prickles with millennial
anticipation and righteous fury, the text might also be said to harbor a nostalgia for the manly construction
of identity through barbarism which can only be partially accommodated within the academic technology
of liberal-pluralistic criticism" (17). Touching on the work of Jacques Derrida, Beck also asks a question
that I explore at length in the second part of my thesis when he writes, "B/ood A4lerz.dz.¢# is more Old
Testament than O/ Gr¢mm¢/a/og)/. The most interesting question to arise from this last critical hypothesis
is that if Mccarthy accepts the indeterminacy of language and the inevitable coustructedness of all truth
claims, what is the function of the indeterminate fiction he offers us?" (18).
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horrors that inhabit it and recognize our roles as principles in that horror. What this

translates into in the world of aesthetics is the inclusion of scenes of profound disgust and

repugnance as necessary components to Mccarthy's vision.

In the same way that I will use Nietzsche as a companion for B/ooc7 A4lerz.dz.cz7g, in

my exploration of 77!e Road I will enlist the aid of Jacques Derrida to help analyze some

of the ways that absolute good and evil are questioned within the text3. Derrida posits a

world in which absolutes of any kind may be deconstructed or subverted to such a point

that we no longer are sure which has preeminence, or even if our original postulates

retain validity. Absolutes are always questioned in Derrida's work and so too are

humanity's ethical posturing against such a field of confused relationships. I will look at

how the novelist plays with the tensions between our concern for the welfare of the

characters, while at the salne time gratifyng our desire to see something ghastly and

outrageous. But I will also look at how the father and son understand their responsibilities

towards each other and towards those that seek to do them harm.

Much hyperbole has been mustered in support of Mccarthy's place on the list of

America's great writers, and while he certainly is a fine one, I think that further rankings

On subjectivity: In the following chapters I look at images of brutality and horror and bring up some
difficulties I see at work in Mccarthy's understanding of humanity's relationship to the moral or ethical.
One problem I have discovered in the process is that there is always a bothersome claim to a crippling level
of subjectivity that worms its way into every aspect of such a discussion. I think it useful to explain here
where I stand on this matter. In his own writings Derrida was increasingly interested in the problem of
ethics, specifically, with how humanity should live in a world without a set of fixed and universally agreed
apon standards fior cor\d"ct. The Ethics Olf Deconstruction.. Derrida And Levinas by Simor\ Chichley is a
useful source on this topic.

What I am not saying is that the novels are utterly without principle, just that what those principles
may be is sometimes unclear on first reading. There is a limit to how far I am willing to divorce myself
from my own understanding of a moral compass. Dashing infant's skulls out on the ground seems to me
something that we should all abhor. Obviously there are people in this world who feel and act differently,
or else there would be no need for any of this to be whtten. Still, when I talk about things like murdering
babies and cannibalizing captive human beings I do so with a certain ethical emphasis that I see no useful
purpose injustifyng. If a person cannot find a similar moral alignment when reading these novels, then
their profit will be of an order unintelligible to myself and so I leave them to their own understanding.
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are unnecessary. Throughout his career Mccarthy has been garlanded with more

exuberant praise (though until recently this has been limited to a relatively small group of

critics and fans) and less financial security than a person's ego should be forced to juggle.

But with the same ease and nonchalance that he bore these superlatives, in the last few

years he has cast many of them off. As much artisan as artist (though the barrier between

the two remains as permeable as chain mail is to liquid) he has been above all dutiful to

his work. When you see what the American celebrity-machine does to those who enter its

confines, it should perhaps not seem so odd or perverse that a person would do

everything in their power to avoid such a fate. But recently, Mccarthy has agreed to more

of a public presence, and for whatever reason, he appears to be enjoying the process.

Recluses do not typically submit to the questioning of talk show hosts, nor do they stand

and cheer during the Oscars. There seems to have been a sea-change in Mccarthy's

stance towards the world and this reevaluation has found its way into his novels. Could

the man who recently sat down with Oprah to say that his philosophy was, that people

should "simply care about things and people and be appreciative. . .life is pretty damn

good. You should be grateful," be the same person who a Ivew yo7'fa rz.mes A4la!grzz.#e

reporter in 1992:

I think the notion that the species can be improved in some way, that

everyone could live in harmony, is a really dangerous idea. Those who are

afflicted with this notion are the first ones to give up their souls, their

freedom. Your desire that it be that way will enslave you and make your

life vacuous. (Woodward 31)
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These two quotations highlight the diverging critical viewpoints concerning Mccarthy' s

work. He is either a sullen and misanthropic nihilist, or he is a closeted believer who

paints his sense of wonderment with careful shadings4. I will return to the quote from the

Woodward interview in each of the chapters that follow, but it seems to me reasonable

that Mccarthy is quite capable, as we all are, of moving between these two viewpoints

Withoutmuchneedforjustification5.

To take examples from his own work, in S"ffree, published in 1979 but produced

over a twenty year period, Mccarthy wrote:

Give over, Graymalkin, there are horsemen on the road with homs of fire,

with withy roods. He ran among the crowds dodging and veering. The jar

of his heels on the pavement kept stopping the fans that spun above the

shop-doors. (282)

Now compare this to the conclusion of IVo Co"Jetty/or O/d A4len, published in

2005:

He just rode on past and he had this blanket wrapped around him and he

had his head down and when he rode past I seen he was caITyin fire in a

4 Two good starting points for information on these viewpoints are Edwin T. Amold's "Naming,

Knowing and Nothingness" and Vereen Bell's 77!e 4ch!.evemenf a/Cor77ea!c A4lccarfky. Amold's treatment
is current to ,4// ffee Pretty/ jJorses, Bell's is current to B/ood Merz.dz.a#. Incidentally, Bell makes the claim in
his introduction that "this study of Mccarthy's work has no thesis other than that which issues from the
cryptic intelligibility of the novels themselves when they are patiently and attentively considered" (xiii).
Whether or not this is completely true, this first book length work of scholarship dealing with Mccarthy is
a8°#eLraec:st:1:otatrthifs°L#m°=:1:°tipn:nre¥:rcd#byya€£#£:FacethatoccuredinMarchofl989between

Wallace, Mccarthy and Betty Carey, a mutual friend and professional poker player: ``Months after our
visit, I wrote Mccarthy, completing a few thoughts I'd been unable to that night we discussed spiritual
matters. Some time later, I received this reply. He said that the religious experience is always described
through the sylhools of a particular culture and thus is somewhat misrepresented by them. He indicated that
even the religious person is often uncomfortable with such experiences and accounts of them, and that
those who have not had a religious experience cannot colxprehend it through second-hand accounts, even
good ones like James's y¢J.I.efz.es a/Re/I.gz.o#s Experz.e#ce. He went on to say that he thinks the mystical
experience is a direct apprehension of reality, unmediated by symbol, and he ended with the thought that
our inability to see spiritual truth is the greater mystery" (138).
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horn the way people used to do and I could see the horn from the light

inside of it. About the color of the moon. And in the dreani I knew that he

was goin on ahead and that he was fixin to make a fire somewhere out

there in all that dark and all that cold and I knew that whenever I got there

he would be there. And then I woke up. (309)

The difference in tone between these two extracts is substantial on many fronts,

but to take just one, there are the homs of fire that in each are carried before the speaker.

In the passage from Sc{//ree it is an ominous host that bear them. They are spectral and

mysterious and seem to exceed the old witch (that preceded them in the chapter) in the

strength of their malignity. The second passage is far more hopeful. The relationship

between the specter and image is familiar and familial, with the father going before the

son into the same dark lands, but this time with a flame to light the path. Both are dream-

like but only one is nightmarish. This is not to say that Mccarthy has gone soft on us. A

dream is still a dream and (as we will see in 7l¢e jtoczcD it can be deluding as well as

restorative.. Even in the case of the second quotation this vision is a thing that the speaker

must wake up from and return to the less comforting reality that constitutes his waking

life.

For this thesis I take as my point of departure the conclusion to Mccarthy's fourth

rrovct, Suttree..

Somewhere in the gray wood by the river is the huntsman and in the

brooming com and in the castellated press of cities. His work lies all

wheres and his hounds tire not. I have seen them in a dream, slaverous and

wild and their eyes crazed with ravening for souls in this world. Fly them.
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(471)

That final command, two simple words, is usually thought to enjoin either the

reader or Suttree himself to flee at all costs this final confrontation with the specter of

death. And so it seems to work in 77!e jzoczd, where the father and son are in constant

flight from a world and its people which appear utterly fixed on their destruction.

However, that is only one way of reading those words. By choosing this specific phrasing

Mccarthy also suggests a link to another of his particular emphases, which brings along

those disturbing figures of violence that he is so adept at creating. By choosing to write

"Fly them" instead of "Flee them," he has allowed the command to be aimed at himself,

at his next creative endeavor. In A/ood A4lerz.c7z.cz7!, as in all of his works, he lets fly those

dark imaginings and he peoples his worlds with these hounds that "tire not."  These two

possible readings of one sentence, consisting of only two words, open a way into an

understanding of two very different approaches that Mccarthy utilizes in the works that

follow.
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Mccarthy, Nietzsche and the Doctrine of Absolute Violence

Of all that is written I like only that which one has written with
one's blood. Write in blood and you will fimd that blood is
spirit . . .A book that has no fire in it deserves to be burned.

- Friedrich Nietzsche

Unlike for other foms of excrescence, in American English there is no curse

word for blood. Even when its presence is enacted through methods both violent and

vulgar it retains a sense of holiness. As the judge says in B/ood A4lerz.dz.cz#, "a ritual

includes the letting of blood. Rituals which fail in this requirement are but mock rituals"

(329). If this is so, then B/ood A4erz.dz.cz# is the most holy of American scriptures. In this

novel the hounds presaged in the conclusion to Sc¢//ree are loosed in spectacular fashion.

In A/ood A4lerz.dz.cz#, Mccarthy recounts the exploits of a band of murderous scalphunters

as they travel across Mexico and the southwestern United States. Though the gang's

numbers vary, the two most prominent members of the group remain the bizarre and

arresting figure of Judge Holden and the urmamed kid. Though they begin as wary allies,

the relationship between these two characters eventually deteriorates into a Z7cz#/e rot;a/e

culminating in a final and presumably deadly encounter in an outhouse. If Mccarthy's

fiction has heretofore canted towards the violent, in B/ood A4lerz.dz.a!7g this is embraced with

a new zeal. The squeamish may be inclined to turn away in disgust, and indeed, if the

first part of the novel leaves the reader feeling hollow, then there is little in the tale's

remainder to advertise itself. We as readers are challenged in our most basic assumptions

concerning human dignity and the nature of religious awe. As an old hermit the kid meets

in his travels says:

A man's at odds to know his mind cause his mind is aught he has to know

it with. He can know his heart, but he dont want to. Rightly so. Best not to
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look in there. It aint the heart of a creature that is bound in the way that

God has set for it. You can find meanness in the least of creatures, but

when God made man the devil was at his elbow. A creature that can do

anything. Make a machine. And a machine to make the machine. And evil

that can run itself a thousand years, no need to tend it. You believe that?

I don't know.

Believe that. (19)

This man's council of not looking into the heart of mankind (though it would appear he is

not without his own peculiar insights) is council that Mccarthy declines, and so too must

we. In this chapter I will examine the judge's attempts to indoctrinate his philosophy of

total war into the kid. I argue that this philosophy has its roots in the most hyperbolic of

the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche. What the judge demands of the kid is an absolute

fidelity to this philosophy of brutality and self interest. When the kid cannot meet this bar

of negative purity, the judge destroys him.

In B/ood A4lerz.dz.cz# the actions of the victimizers are lavishly provided to the

reader, but not as in Mccarthy's earlier books, where they often serve as exclamation

points or as culminatory moments. Here they are ubiquitous and sumptuous, a banquet of

brutality that goes on long after most readers will have become grossly overfed. In

kinship both philosophical and literary, one of the most palpable of obligations that

Mccarthy has incurred belongs to the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche. This debt begins

with the first sentence and continues throughout, but if it is homage it is also critique, and

it is a harsh of critique, as Mccarthy follows Nietzsche's reasoning well beyond the

limits that Nietzsche himself would have allowed. Mccarthy does so even when
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Nietzsche's proddings lead to a wasteland of egotism and undisciplined camage[. But the

curious outcome of taking Nietzsche's brutally anti-Christian writings so seriously is that

they appear to become a kind of negative version of the very type of thinking they were

meant to suppress and to destroy. As Steven Shaviro notes:

Western culture has dreamed for centuries of some act of heroic

transgression and self-transformation: whether this takes the

Enlightenment form of rational mastery, or the romantic and mystical one

of apocalyptic transfiguration. Mccarthy, like Nietzsche, exposes not just

the futility of the dream, but---far more troublingly---its inherent pz.edy, its

ironic dependence upon the very (supposed) mysteries that it claims to

violate. What is most disturbing about the orgies of violence that

punctuate B/ood A4lerz.dz.cz7€ is that they fail to constitute a pattern, to unveil

a mystery or to serve any comprehensible purpose. (149)

Yet rather than a total absence, what emerges from this buffet of violence is a new kind

of faith2. It is a faith just as demanding as that of the most inflexible of Christian creeds.

It is the faith where `twar is god" (249). Its saints are the subjects of nightmares and its

I I should note here that war for Nietzsche was generally used as metaphor and he would not have

condoned the murderous violence that the scalphunters in B/ooc7 A4lerz.dz.a# perpetrate. Nietzsche 's own
experience with warfare was far from glorious. Having been injured in his own training for duty, Nietzsche
volunteered to attend soldiers as they were transported from the field. "For three hellish days and nights,
during which he hardly slept a wink, Nietzsche had to feed and water his groaning charges, unbandage and
rebandage their wounds, and try to relieve their suffering as best he could. At Karlsruhe the wounded
solders were unloaded on to stretchers and carted off to a field hospital. Nietzsche by this time was so ill
and exhausted that he could barely make it back by train. . . an examining physician found that Nietzsche in
his turn had contracted diphtheria as well as dysentery" (Cate 116).

2 0r an argument concerning an old version of the warrior-code, which Rich Wallach has whtten about

in "From Beoww///a B/ood "erg.dz.cr#: Cormac Mccarthy's Demystification of the Martial Code."  Wallach
writes that the judge `1mderstands that compassion dissolves the difference between self and other which
alone makes rivalry and violence possible. The kid's double negative rebut of the judge---`you ain't
nothing' (331)---betokens his suspicion of the illusion and an attelxpt to withdraw from the ethos of the
code. But mere instinct, when not focused by rhetoric---the kid remains illiterate to the end---provides an
inadequate counterweight to the code's mystifying appeal" ( 119).



rm

great prophet will accept only the mercilessly pure of heart. The kid, though the brutalizer

of unnumbered persons, still cannot claim that purity in the eyes of the judge.

If one unrepented sin is enough in some Christian doctrines to deny the violator

entry to Heaven, then so too in B/ood A4lerz.dz.¢j€ a lack of total exhaustion of principled

morality is enouch to remove you from the devil's earthly party. It is a reordering of the

foundational principles of morality. One must be perfectly evil to escape a goodness that

leaves you unfit for the darkness of the world. Near the end the judge will accuse the kid

of not being ruthless enough. It is an odd argument, as the judge seems to be faulting the

kid for not being willing to kill ffoe/.c6dge. He tells the kid he is "[n]o assassin. . .and no

partisan either. There's a flawed place in the fabric of the heart. Do you think I could not

know? You alone were mutinous. You alone reserved in your soul some comer of

clemency for the heathen" (299).

The allusions to Nietzsche are not simply thematic. There are also textual nods to

the philosopher. Mccarthy opens B/ood A4lerz.d!.¢7c with the succinct sentence, "See the

child." This is often thought to be an invocation of ecce ftomo, or "behold, the man," a

reference to Christ. This is seconded in Mccarthy's near quoting "the child the father of

the man" from Wordsworth's "My Heart Leaps Up When I Behold." Share Schimf, in ,4

Reader 's Guide to Blood Meridian, corrrm:er[ts Tdrat..

A common interpretation of the poem has the child as reference to Jesus

Christ. This is significant inasmuch as the Kid is also a Christ figure.

Mccarthy establishes the connection between his protagonist and Jesus in

the opening lines of his novel and this connection is reinforced throughout. `

(61)
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However, if Mccarthy is alluding here to the Gospel authors and if he is setting up the

kid as a Christ figure, he is doing so with an overwhelming sense of irony. There seems

little evidence to support such a claim. In tone as well as characterization B/ood A4lerz.c7z.cr72

is decidedly more Old Testament than New, and what Christian relics we see, as well as

the ediflces that both symbolize and contain them, are largely fallen to ruin. Though the

dealings of the Glanton gang have a negative resonance with the Acts of the Apostles, an

equally compelling scriptural analogy would be to the followers of Joshua as they

descend on Palestine and put the Canaanites to the sword in an effort to form their own

nation. Mccarthy makes this connection to the biblical Joshua more apparent when he

writes in that same opening paragraph, "his folk are known for hewers of wood and

drawers of water" (3). Schimpf notes that this is a refererice to Joshua 9:21, "and the

princes said unto them,let them live; but let them be hewers of wood and drawers of

water unto all the congregation; as princes had promised them." It is not the kid whose

thought is the philosophical foundation for the violence that permeates the novel. Rather,

it is the judge who explicates a new (though at the same time ancient) understanding for a

radically violent mode of being.

My reading of B/ood A4lerz.dz.cz72 suggest that Mccarthy's allusion to the phrase

ecce foo"o points us to Nietzsche's autobiography of the same name. In his forward to

Ecce ZJormo, Nietzsche writes that "the last thing J would promise would be to improve

mankind" (3, emphasis in original for all quotations). He goes on to speak disparagingly

of those who `twant in their own way to `improve' mankind, after their image," declaring

that "they would wage an implacable war against what I arm, what I wcz7!f" (56). The
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affinity between these two authors is evident in a familiar quotation of Mccarthy from a

Iven/ yorfa rz.rmes A4lagrzz.#e interview where he says:

I think the notion that the species can be improved in some way, that

everyone could live in harmony, is a really dangerous idea. Those who are

afflicted with this notion are the first ones to give up their souls, their

freedom. Your desire that it be that way will enslave you and make your

life vacuous. (31)

Vereen Bell writes that "the judge is an older contemporary of Nietzsche's and can't very

well have read him" (120). Yet Mccarthy certainly has. The judge is the exemplar of all

those devils that have come before him. He is a vast mystery and one that is never

explained nor extirpated, no matter how much he may soliloquize. If there is a referent to

Christ in the book, then the most darkly logical would be the judge. He speaks in

parables, he communes with strange and unseen agencies, and his hortatory lectures have

all the power of prophetic wrangling, though with a strenuously anti-ethical focus. He is

also the anti-Socrates, that punching bag for Nietzsche's ire, as the judge's questions lead

to more and more confusion. His arguments are powerful but ultimately he takes more

pleasure in confounding his listeners than in elucidating any real truths to them. Tobin

says that ``he can write with both hands at a time" (134). It is the authorial equivalent of

talking out of both sides of your mouth.

In Mccarthy's creation of the judge we see a mirroring of Nietzsche at his most

extreme, at his most vulgar, and possibly at his most compelling. The judge is a willfully

Bacchanalian figure, j oyfully singing and slaughtering, reveling and raping children, all

along with a grin and a laugh. If viciousness is a defining characteristic of the judge, then
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so too is exuberance. He is always joyful while observing and participating in the most

deliriously brutal of activities. This delight in destruction is directed at worthy enemies

but also at those incapable of defending themselves. This most unjust of justices delights

most forcefully in the strength of his own will. As Nietzsche wrote in U#/I.me/y

Meditations..

If he is to live, man must possess and from time to time employ the

strength to break up and dissolve a part of the past: he does this by

bringing it before the tribunal, scrupulously examining it and finally

condemning it; every past, however, is worthy to be condemned---for that

is the nature of human things: human violence and weakness have always

played a mighty role in them. It is not justice which here sits in judgment;

it is even less mercy which pronounces the verdict: it is life alone, that

dark, driving power that insatiably thirsts for itself. Its sentence is always

unmerciful, always unjust. (76)

So too the judge passes judgment on the existence of those perishable things with which

he comes into contact. "It was his intention to expunge them from the memory of man"

(140). He also declares that `twhatever in creation exists without my knowledge exists

without my consent" (198). His reaction to the things that seek to escape his control is to

destroy them. But this is not solely directed against the inanimate and animal worlds. He

also directs this passion against humanity. This superabundance of energy finds

culmination in the judge's zeal for the arts of war. War assumes a centrality in the judge's

philosophy and without it all other activity becomes hollow. It is the natural state of man.

In Ecce f7o"o Nietzsche writes, "I am naturally warlike. To attack is among my instincts.
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To be ¢d/e to be an enemy, to be an enemy---that perhaps presupposes a strong nature, it

is in any event a condition of every strong nature" (16-17). In his power and in his

refinement, the judge is the epitome of the feerre#-morcz/, the morality of the masters. He

is cultured and brilliant, he appears to speak all of the languages of the world, and he can

lecture on any number of topics at great length, though it is not always clear if he is being

genuine in the recitation of his learned discourses. h only one thing does he bear a close

affinity to those desperate men with whom he has banded and that is in their thirst for

slaughter.

While there is a layer of historical truth that enwraps B/ood A4lerz.dz.a!# in its tale of

westward expansion, it is also a story of war for its own sake, without need for territorial

conquest3. For the judge this process is only the latest excuse in mankind's endless need

for the afflrmation of bloody contests. He tells the kid:

as war becomes dishonored and its nobility called into question those

honorable men who recognize the sanctity of blood will become excluded

from the dance, which is the warrior's right, and thereby will the dance

become a false dance and the dancers false dancers. (331)

Or as Nietzsche wrote, "[w]hen the instincts of a society ultimately make it give up war

and conquest, it is decadent, it is ripe for democracy and the rule of shopkeepers" (327).

In B/ood A4lerz.dz.¢7c the judge is a prophet of etemal war and is contemptuous of all other

ethical discourse. He would have seconded Nietzsche when he said that "it is the good

war that hallows any cause" (Be}Jo7gc7 Gooc7 cI#d Evz./ 33). This drive is found throughout

3A great deal of work has been done tracking down the historical source for B/ood "erg.dz.a#. An essay

by John Emil Sepich, "What kind of Indians are them?' : Some Historical Sources in Corrnac Mccarthy's
B/ood "erg.c7z.cz#, " is a good place to start. For the truly enthusiastic there is Samuel Chamberlain's (the
historical sources for the kid) A4}J Co7z/essz.o#.. Reco/Jecfz.our a/cz Rogue, published by the Texas State
Historical Association.
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society and is not to be thought of as the demesne of only the desperate and the poor.

Speaking only a generation after the time of the events ofB/ooc7 A4ler!.dz.cz7c, Theodore

Roosevelt spoke of this same impulse towards conquest, calling it:

The great epic feat in the history of our race. . .a record of men who greatly

dared and greatly did, a record of wanderings wider and more dangerous

than those of the Vikings; a record of endless feats of arms, of victory

after victory in the ceaseless strife waged against wild man and wild

nature. (455)

The judge is utterly ruthless and he demands the same from those that accompany him.

As a prophet he is interested only in those who are pure of heart and of action.

What then of the kid, this initiate into the judge's hermetical metaphysics?  The

term "child abuse" seems to be a pitiful understatement for what has happened to this

boy. We would do better to term the level of neglect "child torture." While the kid's

father was a schoolmaster, it would appear that no hardy intellectual traits have been

passed on to the son. He is so mired in ignorance that he does not even know his own

mother's name. We know that "he can neither read nor write and in him broods already a

taste for mindless violence," and as such he is here emblematic of the slave morality

(sfr/¢ve#-"ora!O that Nietzsche found so distasteful (3).Yet at the same time he is perfect

raw material for the judge's aims. He is of an age that, should he be alive today, he would

be entering high school. But instead of falling asleep during homeroom, it would be more

likely to see him marching down the hallways with murderous intent, a clarion story on

the evening news. He has been steeped in violence and neglect, and he is not alone. Later

in the novel, in the years following the Civil War, Mccarthy writes of how ``this country
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was filled with violent children olphaned by war" (322). Of the roots of violence he had

this to say in a recent interview:

the real culprit is violence against children. A lot of children don't grow

up well. They're being starved and sexually molested. We know how to

make serial killers. You just take a Type A kid who's fairly bright and just

beat the crap out of him day after day. (Kushner 52)

Maltreatment of the powerless is ubiquitous in A/oocJ A4ler!.c7z.a!7!, as we see in a

passing scene of sympathy with "blacks in the fields, lank and stooped, their fingers

spiderlike among the bolls of cotton. A shadowed agony in the garden" (4).  John Beck

has written that:

In B/ooc7 A4erz.dz.a!#, the fact of human brutality is presented as uncorrupted

by any sign of generosity or compassion. The denial of access to any

ethical debate is severely enforced in Mccarthy to the extent that doubts

about the text's ethical dimension can only take refuge through the appeal

to irony. (17)

However, the idea that B/ood A4lerz.dz.cz# is totally devoid of ethical ideas is not entirely

accurate. After all, it is a world and a people not without their small kindnesses. A

women mends the kid after he is shot twice on a riverboat, a band of cattledrivers invite

him to join them and leave him some food and a small knife when he refuses their

overtures. These small acts are so sparsely recounted that they serve mostly to underscore

just how hostile and unforgiving this world really is. But if the world has not much else

but violence to teach, the kid is a quick study. Indeed, he is a prodigy. He has a natural

aptitude towards violence and a ruthlessness that rivals any that he encounters. Early on
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he confronts a barkeep who refuses to give him a drink after he has performed some

unnecessary chores. The bartender has an opportunity to shoot the kid, but instead comes

after the belligerent intruder with a bungstarter.  The recounting of the kid's quick

demolition of this adversary is balletic:

The bamian stood in the center of the room. He was breathing heavily and

he tuned, following the kid's movements. When the kid approached him

he raised the bungstarter. The kid crouched lightly with the bottles and

feinted and then broke the right one over the man's head. Blood and liquor

sprayed and the man's knees buckled and his eyes rolled. The kid had

already let go the bottleneck and he pitched the second bottle into his right

hand in a roadagent's pass before it even reached the floor and he

backhanded the second bottle across the barman's skull and crammed the

jagged remnant into his eye as he went down. (25)

But the kid does not always act in such a straightforwardly brutal manner. There

are times when he displays some semblance of a conscience. It is in these few examples

that we see what the judge considers his failures of will. When Brown, one of the

members of the gang, is pierced by an arrow, the kid is the only person who is willing to

remove it. It is a dangerous decision as Tobin suggests that Brown would have killed him

if he had failed. "Don't you know he'd of took you with him? He'd of took you, boy.

Like a bride to the altar" (163).  Later in the book, the kid (no longer a kid, now termed a

"man," though I will continue using "kid" for clarity's sake) comes across a woman who

appears (incorrectly it turns out) to have survived a massacre:
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He spoke to her in a low voice. He told her that he was an American and

that he was a long way from the country of his birth and that he had no

family and that he had traveled much and seen many things and had been

at war and endured hardships. He told her that he would convey her to a

safe place, some party of her country people who would welcome her and

that she should join them for he could not leave her in this place or she

would surely die. (315)

Does this equivalent to offering to walk an old lady across the street (albeit a very

wide and dangerous street), or the assisting of one of his fellow murderers, atone for

having participated in massacres earlier in the novel? It certainly does not dissuade him

fi.om future killing. In the scene where he guns down the fifteen year old boy Elrod, there

is sometimes thought to be a glimmer of moral movement, as if by being somewhat

reticent to slaughter a boy the kid has achieved a claim to ethical regeneration.4 While it

is true that Elrod is the aggressor in this scene, it is also true that the kid does very little to

avoid the confrontation that he knows is going to occur. In the psychotically macho world

of this novel saying ``[y]ou keep him away from me. . .I see him back here 1'11 kill him" is

as good as insuring that the object of your waming will do just the opposite (322).

Instead of leaving the scene, or fighting Elrod openly, the kid "built up the fire and

caught the horse and took the hobbles off and tied it and saddled it and then he moved off

apart and spread his blanket and lay down in the dark" (322). From there it is simple

enough to ambush his foolish adversary. I think that if we see moral movement in the

killing of a child and the kid's laconic statement that "you wouldnt have lived anyway,"

4 There are profound disagreements as to how the reader might react to this scene. For a taste of just

how varied the responses are to this and many other aspects of Mccarthy's work, there is no better place to
start than the Forum at 7lfoe Cor"ac A4lccarfky Socz.edy, www.cormacmccarthy.org.
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(322), then this novel has had a pronounced effect on our moral compassing. It is just

such an effect for which the judge would have delighted. In dismissing his own killing of

a child with those words the kid has shown how well he has listened to the judge's words.

In B/ood A4leJ`!.dz.¢# murder is the accepted method of settling disputes, even if

your opponent is utterly overmatched. In Wr¢r I.a a Foj'ce 77!c!f Gz.vex Us A4lecI#z.7!g,  Chris

Hedges writes that "In the world of war, perversion may become moral; guilt may be

honor, and the gunning down of unarmed people, including children, may be defined as

heroic" (139). If this were a novel of true regeneration, this is when the kid would give

himself up in atonement for all of the horrors he has inflicted on other people. But that is

not at all the type of person he was, and it is not the type of man he has become. Outside

of the world of B/ood A4le7-z.dz.a7c, this person would unquestionably be labeled a monster,

but Mccarthy has so overwhelmed us with viciousness that it is difficult to recognize

how skewed the world of this novel is. It is also a testimony to the judge's ability to

renegotiate our understanding of good and evil.

To complicate matters further, Mccarthy also engages in some slight trickery in

his portrayal of the kid. "Although it is certain that the kid actively participates in the

scalp-hunting atrocities, Mccarthy rarely shows us the kid in action: we never actually

see him scalping and hacking and raping" (Amold, "Naming, Knowing and Nothingness"

64). In counterpoint to this we are shown actions of other members of the gang that defy

paraphrasing. In a scene midway through the novel:

one of the Delawares emerged from the smoke with a naked infant

dangling in each hand and squatted at a ring of midden stones and swung

them by the heels each in turn and bashed their heads against the stones so
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that the brains burst forth through the fontanel in a bloody spew and

humans on fire came shrieking forth like berserkers and the riders hacked

them down with their enomous knives and a young woman ran up and

embraced the bloodied forefeet of Glanton's warhorse. (156)

It is not the kid who is shown dashing out the brains of children but he certainly is among

those "hacking" people with "enormous knives," and he is among them when they

"moved among the dead harvesting the long black locks with their knives and leaving

their victims rawskulled and strange in their bloody cawls" (157). So too, it is the judge

and not the kid who we see with a child:

Dandling it on one knee while the men saddled their horses. Toadvine saw

him with the child as he passed with his saddle but when he came back ten

minutes later leading his horse the child was dead and the judge had

scalped it. Toadvine put the muzzle of his pistol against the great dome of

thejudge's head. (164)

After a moment Toadvine relents and removes his weapon from the judge's forehead.

They continue on their way, but all along the kid says nothing.

There is a single instance while the kid is with the gang that we see a glimpse of

moral restraint concerning their victims. When the men are about to attack a group of

Gilefios:

Toadvine and the kid conferred together and when they rode out at noon

the day following they trotted their horses alongside Bathcat. They rode in

silence. Them sons of bitches aint botherin nobody, Toadvine said. The

Vandiemanlander looked at him. He looked at the livid letters tattooed on
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his forehead and at the lank greasy hair that hung from his earless skull.

He looked at the necklace of gold teeth at his chest. They rode on. (173)

Again it is Toadvine who voices opposition, though it is weak at best. We cannot even be

sure that the kid agreed with him in their unquoted conference. Bathcat's only response is

to look at the tangible evidence of Toadvine's involvement in criminality and the matter

is settled. Against these activities the fact that the kid will later begin to carry a bible with

him seems paltry, especially since we are told "no word of which could he read" (312).

Indeed, such an outward display of religiosity is hardly the same thing as a conversionary

experience or an act of repentance, if we consider how compatible Christianity and

violence have been historically. One need only look to the character of the Preacher in

Davis Grubb's 7%e IVz.grfef a/£foe ZJc4#fer for an analogous representation of false Christian

brutality.

Yet even thouch the claim to an inner goodness for the kid is dubious at best, it is

still too much for the exacting judge. He tells his one-time compatriot:

You came forward. . .to take part in a work. But you were a witness against

yourself. You sat in judgment on your own deeds. You put your own

allowances before the judgments of history and you broke with the body

of which you were pledged a part and poisoned it in all its enterprise. Hear

me, man. I spoke in the desert for you and you only and you turned a deaf

ear to me. . .Only each was called upon to empty out his heart into the

common and one did not. (307)

The judge is so persuasive that he may convince the reader that the kid has failed this test

of barbaric purity. B/ood A4ler!.dz.a!# creates an overwhelming sense of a world gone over
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to violence and so any deviation from that world is looked on as good. As Amold has

noted, for the Christian faith this accusation finds referent in the words of the Apostle

John, speaking in Revelation, "I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I

wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm-neither hot nor

cold-I am about to spit you out of my mouth" (3: 15-16). Nietzsche makes these same

type of accusations when he writes in 77!#s fpcz4e Zczr¢ffewsJr¢:

`You may indeed by higher men, collectively, ' Zarathustra

continued. `But for me---you are not high and strong enough.

For me, that is; for the inexorable that remains silent in me but will

not always remain silent. And if you belong to me, then surely not as my

right arm.

For whoever stands on sick and frail legs himself, as you do, wants

above all to be spared, whether he knows it or conceals it from himself.

But I do not spare my arms and legs, J do 7€o/ spare 77!}; w¢rrz.ors:

how could you be fit for 7„); war?'(228-9)

The kid is unfit for the judge's war, as the judge's war will last for all eternity, or

until every enemy (and every bystander) is destroyed. At times the judge seems to allude

to the presence of a God standing watch over all of this depravity, but at other times he

seems to suggest that he himself is that God or at least his emissary here on earth5. The

judge alludes to a great orchestrator of the events that have unfolded, to a being that has

shaped the destinies of the persons in the saloon to bring them all there together:

Let me put it this way, said the judge. If it is so that they

5 It has been argued that B/ood A4lerz.dz.a!# deals with elements of Gnosticism, with the judge functioning

as a Demiurge or Archon. See Leo Daugherty's "Gravers False and True: B/ood A4ler!.dz.¢# as Gnostic
Tragedy" and Rich Wallach' s "Judge Holden, B/ood A4lerz.dz.a!# ' s Evil Archon."
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themselves have no reason and yet are indeed here must they not be here

by reason of some other? And if this is so can you guess who that other

might be?

No. Can you?

I know him well. (228)

Of this shadowy being the boy has dreamed earlier.

The judge enshadowed him where he crouched at his trade but he was a

cold forger. . .it is this false moneyer with his gravers and burins who seek

favor with the judge and he is at contriving from cold slag brute in the

crucible a face that will pass, an image that will render this residual specie

current in the markets where men barter. Of this is the judge judge and the

night does not end. (310)

But if the judge is the judge of these coins and of their value, what does it mean that it is

a "false moneyer" who engages in their production? The judge's duplicity and

connivance is a fundamental part of his being. Either way the judge's hints and

declarations point to the sentiments that Nietzsche expressed when he asked, `twhat could

be the value of a god who knew nothing of anger, revenge, envy, scorn, cunning,

violence? Who had perhaps never experienced the rapturous ardors of victory and

destruction?" (17). It is a very human deity, but one who knows only the harrowing

aspects of existence, and he demands the same of his worshipers. This is the God that the

judge would have the kid worship.
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Is that then the being we see in the epilogue to B/ood A4lerz.cJz.¢# ?6 A God coming

into being? Something embryonic slouching its way across the desert? Nietzsche himself

writes of:

the great noontide, when man is in the middle of his course

between animal and Superman, and celebrateth his advance to the evening

as his highest hope: for it is the advance to a new morning.

At such time will the down-goer bless himself, that he should be an

over-goer; and the sun of his knowledge will be at noontide.

"Dead are all the Gods: now do we desire the Superman to live."

Let this be our final will at the great noontide! (83)

We could call it the conjuration of the judge's ideals, or we could say it is a thing that

stands against that philosophy. It remains opaque and intentionally so. Humanity does not

need a God to explain away its excesses. God is just another excuse, for good and for

evil. "For man is the cruelest animal. At tragedies, bull-fights, and crucifixions hath he

hitherto been happiest on earth; and when he invented his hell, behold, that was his

heaven on earth" (Zczrcz/¢z{s/r¢ 244). Regardless, the kid has failed the judge's

requirements, despite all of the horrific actions and homicidal madness that he has

involved himself in. Whether or not this failure is enough to redeem him in the eyes of

the reader remains an open question. Still, in B/ooc7 A4e7`z.dz.cz7c the sun itself remains as an

6 Other readings of this enigmatic conclusion include Edwin T. Amold's idea that this figure is the judge

and that ``fences will neither hold the judge nor constrain the force he calls to in each of us. But moral
choice remains; the judge can still be faced" (Naming, Knowing and Nothingness: Mccarthy's Moral
Parables 65). Harold Bloom offers a counterargument, where the personage is not the judge at all but rather
a salvific figure. He writes that "the subtitle of B/ooc7 Merz.dz.a!# is 7lrfee Eve#z.ng j2ed7zess I.7! ffee  Wee/, which
belongs to the Judge,last survivor of the Glanton gang. Perhaps all that the reader can sumise with some
certainty is that the man striking fITe in the rock at dawn is an opposing figure in regard to the evening
redness in the West. The Judge never sleeps, and perhaps will never die, but a new Prometheus may be
rising to go up against him" (7).
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image of all those things that drive men to frenzy and we are reminded that the sun is

always at meridian, somewhere. In Z7!e JZoczcJ this sun is blocked from our view. With it

has gone some of Mccarthy's overwhelming emphasis on camage, though not his

interest in the macabre. As we will see in the next chapter, this time the boy stands a

chance of surviving, but it will not be through an acceptance of that which the judge has

been espousing.
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The Aesthetics of Survival: An Exercise with Derrida and Apocalypse

All earth was but one thought---and that was death,
Immediate and inglorious; and the pang

Of famine f;ed upon all entrails . . .
- Byron, "Darkness"

Because 77!e Roczd concerns itself with scenes of murder, starvation, apocalyptic

violence, pederasty and cannibalism as images of beauty, so must we. Within this novel,

following some unexplained cataclysm, the world that humanity currently inhabits has

largely been destroyed. Virtually all animal and vegetable life has been obliterated, with

roving bands of human scavengers remaining to live off what can be salvaged from the

hollowed cities and vacated storehouses. Amid this desolation, a father and son struggle

towards the southeastern coast of North America,looking for wamer weather, as even

the sun is hidden behind the clouds of ash. It is as close to desolation as one could

imagine. Yet despite the bleakness of this world, for the reader it may resonate and

achieve a kind of peculiar beauty.

What I will explore in this chapter is how Mccarthy employs the father / son

relationship as a mirror for the author / reader relationship. Within 77!e jzoczd the father

takes on the role of a kind of surrogate author, as he struggles with the problems of

exposing his child to the horrors of the world. In doing so I believe Mccarthy argues for

the necessity of humanity' s cognizance and recognition of the most debased and brutal

aspects of human behavior. Just as he did in B/ood A4lerz.dz.cz", in 77!e Rood Mccarthy

presents a type of initiation, where there is an attempt at instilling a fundamentally

martial and Darwinian worldview into a boy. However, once again the young man is not

a complacent vessel. There is always a tension between the father and the son that allows

the author and the reader to inquire into ethical difficulties that micht not be quite so
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evident without the presence of this life or death struggle. This process is further

complicated by the fact that, whereas the judge goes about his inculcation of the kid with

glee, the father in 77!e Roczc7 is wracked with guilt and despair over what he must put his

son through. h looking at these instabilities and difficulties I have found it useful to

utilize aspects of the philosophy of Jacques Derrida to highlight Mccarthy's own

complicating of the ethical realm. By insisting on an awareness of the awful as a

fundamental part of hunian experience, and by making that impossible to ignore in his

own created worlds, Mccarthy has managed to conjoin the ethical with the aesthetic.

Mccarthy's aesthetic is based on what humanity must know, not on what we are

comfortable with seeing. Within the context of the novel the relationship between author

and audience is necessarily conveyed in a paternalistic manner, yet the balance of

wisdom is not always on the side of the father, and in the end it is the son that outstrips

the moral strength of his parent.

There is something about the horrific, about the grotesque, that demands our

attention. It is puzzling that the very things we would flee in our daily lives can work so

powerfully on our aesthetic attractions. However, what is at stake here is not a simple

inversion of negative and positive imagery. For such examples we would not have to

scavenge far afield. Instead, in this novel Mccarthy shifts his usual interest in the

grotesque to a more fundamental questioning of what it is we truly value, what it is that

matters when all pretense of business as usual has been stripped away. The title of Zlfoe

Jtoa!d demands our acknowledgement of journey and of change. As Randall Wilhelm has

pointed out, 772e Roczd "is an apocalyptic narrative, participating in an ancient genre,

getting its name from the Greek czpo-ca/)pfez.7!, meaning to `un-veil" (189).  If the author
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is successful, then what we and the characters know or believe in the beginning will in

some way alter or be challenged by the tale's end.

If poetic juggling of oppositional figures finds its partial ancestry in Keats'

"negative capability" and the harmonious coexisting of seemingly paradoxical entities,

then Mccarthy is here invested in the more overtly philosophical and Derridian

deconstruction of those same principles[ . Mccarthy himself announces such a mode of

thinking in 77!e Jto¢d when he writes of:

The world shrinking down about a raw core of parsible entities. The

names of things slowly following those things into oblivion. Colors. The

names of birds. Things to eat. Finally the names of things one believed to

be true. More fragile than he would have thought. How much was gone

already? The sacred idiom shom of its referents and so of its reality. (75)

There is not the joy in this statement that there is in the writing of Derrida, but the

underlying sentiment is the same. There is always a mystery at the heart of what

Mccarthy writes, but it a mystery based on struggle, not on dispassionate acceptance.

Deconstruction is notoriously difficult to define. Niall Lucy's ,4 Derrz.cJcz

Dz.c/z.o#czry has a long but useful definition that includes as many examples of what

deconstruction is not as it does what deconstruction is. In part it reads:

What might be called the work of deconstruction, then, involves the

necessity of a double movement, which is irreducible to a `two-step

programme' or successive `phases' of interpretation. Once again,

deconstruction is not something that is brought Jo an opposition; it is the

I For another reading of 7lfee jto¢d that uses Derrida, see Phillip A. Snyder's "Hospitality in Cormac

Mccatky's The Road."
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impossible condition of possibility of every opposition, whether it be man-

woman, speech-writing, inside-outside, etc. Hence the `double

movement' . . .of deconstruction involves both an inversion of the

hierarchical relationship on which occlusion or suppression of the

`neutrality' of the difference between the terms of any binary pair

depends .... " (13)

More succinctly, David 8. Allison writes, "[Deconstruction] signifies a project of critical

thought whose task is to locate and 'take apart' those concepts which serve as the axioms

or rules for a period of thought, those concepts which command the unfolding of an entire

epoch of metaphysics" (xxxii). Mccarthy himself exaniines some of these axiomatic

beliefs under periods of extreme tension, to see what becomes of some of humanity's

underlying assumptions concerning ethics and efficacy.

In 77!e Roczd, the privileging of (for instance) satiation over starvation does not

consistently hold up, not when the only available food is an infant's corpse. This lack of a

viable cen.ter is what Derrida defines as a principle issue facing modem philosophy. He

writes that, ever since the advent of structuralism, "from then on it was probably

necessary to begin to think that there was no center, that the center could not be thought

in the form of a being-present, that the center had no natural locus" ("Sign, Structure and

Play" 961 ). In 77!e jzoczd, Mccarthy himself is reconstituting our understanding of the

horrific, as he forces his characters to acquaint themselves with the realities of

annihilation and to reach a compromise with hopelessness. Through a process similar to

Derrida's, Mccarthy flips the binaries of existence to examine their instabilities. So, for

example, the father must do the one thing that a parent should never do, put his own
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child's life at risk. Yet, as we will see, he must do so in order for his child to survive. It is

a demanding process, and one throuch which the reader is instructed in the ways that

necessity balances the hoITific with the sublime. Throughout, 7%e Roczc7 oscillates

between creation and destruction. Mccarthy is tom between engendering a world and

destroying one.

The novel opens with a dream sequence seemingly lifted straight out of a 8-

grade horror film:

They stood in a great stone room where lay a black and ancient lake.

And on the far shore a creature that raised its dripping mouth from

the rimstone pool and stared into the light with eyes dead white and

sightless as the eggs of spiders. It swung its head low over the water

as if to take the scent of what it could not see. Crouching there pale

and naked and translucent, its alabaster bones cast up in shadow on

the rocks behind it. Its bowels, its beating heart. The brain that pulsed

in a dull glass bell. It swung its head from side to side and then gave

out a low moan and turned and lurched away and loped soundlessly

into the dark. (3-4)

In this dream the man confronts an image of pure horror, at once feral and repulsive, as

well as ancient and inexplicable. The man can see directly into the innards of the

creature, directly into its exposed organs of digestion and apprehension. But beyond the

terror there is a sorrow and a longing embedded in this creature that is sounded out by its

pitiful moaning. This figure is as enigmatic and startling as that which concludes B/ood

A4lerz.dz.a!7€. Each evokes a mixture of repugnance and sympathy, where Mccarthy
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considers just how mystifyng the confrontation with our most basic of fears remains. The

creature is vaguely humanoid, though its grotesque adaptations to a life underground

have been coupled with a loss of sight, sight being useful only to those that live in the

light. It is no accident that the father and son themselves live in a world largely devoid of

light. There is a kind of kinship between the spectators who look upon this grotesque

form, as if with the passage of slow eons they too could come to such a state.

As with our discussion of the judge, it will be useful to discuss here what it is the

father values, as he is the only person left with a consistent influence on the child.

Nightmares have paradoxically become desirable to the father. They are the only dreams

that he welcomes. As it is later recounted, after he wakes from a pleasant erotic dream of

his now-dead wife:

he mistrusted all that. He said the right dreams for a man in peril were

dreams of peril and all else was the call of languor and of death. He slept

little and he slept poorly. He dreamt of walking in a flowering wood where

birds flew before them he and the child and the sky was aching blue but he

was leaming how to wake himself from just such siren worlds. Lying there

in the dark with the uncanny taste of a peach from some phantom orchard

fading in his mouth. He thought if he lived long enough the world at last

would all be lost. Like the dying world the newly blind inhabit, all of it

slowly fading from memory. (15)

The man's dreams have become what Derrida termed apfea!rm¢fo#. They are a drug in all

senses. They are sedative and restorative, healing and destroying. They are the ambrosial

dreams of Odysseus's sailors, promising peace and quietude, but equally sure to deliver
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numbness and death. As Derrida says, "isn't this pfoczr7"¢fo7g then a criminal thing, a

poisoned present?" (Dz.sse"!.#czfz.o# 77). It is something that the father tries to teach the

boy. He tells him that `twhen your dreams are of some world that never was or of some

world that never will be and you are happy again then you will have given up" (160).

By extension, memory itself becomes problematic. It offers respite, a kind of

vacation from the actual, but its practicality is also called into question. It is with a

memory that Mccarthy chooses to conclude his novel when he writes:

Once there were brook trout in the streams in the mountains. You could

see them standing in the amber current where the white edges of their fins

wimpled softly in the flow. They smelled of moss in your hand. Polished

and muscular and torsional. On their backs were vermiculate patters that

were maps of the world in its becoming. Maps and mazes. Of a thing

which could not be put back. Not be made right again. In the deep glens

where they lived all things were older than man and they hummed of

mystery. (241)

It is a memory of the world that has been lost. It is so lovingly rendered that it can easily

be misread as a hopeful conclusion. This is the world that "could not be put back,"

though whether or not a new world could be created is an open question that is not

answered by the novel's conclusion. The father attempts to shake off these images of past

beauty, though they reappear with regularity. For a portion of their journey this conflicted

hindsight is represented by the presence of "a chrome motorcycle mirror that he used to

watch the road behind them" (5). If the man's dreams are at times sirenic, then

conversely the nature of his daylight retrospection is one of backward-looking dread.
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Aware of these poisoned pills in such pleasurable forms, the man attempts to concentrate

on the mundane: on oil for their stove, on fixing their cart, on living another day. He

prefers the ffi8htening to the comforting, because the comfortable is no longer attainable

and is therefore deluding.

In 77ie j}oa!d, the terrible becomes habitual. As Derrida writes, "[m]onsters cannot

be announced. One cannot say: 'here are our monsters', without immediately turning the

monsters into pets" (Z7!e Sf¢fes a/7%eory 80). As soon as we have digested the horrific, it

becomes palatable, and the artist must increase the pitch of terror in order to achieve the

same reaction from the audience. So too, the father must constantly remind his son to be

vigilant in his awareness of possible dangers. Eventually though, the effect may become

wholly soporific, with the reader lurching from outrage to outrage as if in a kind of

stupor. h Pfez./asapky I.# cz rz.me o/Terror Derrida states, "repetition always protects by

neutralizing, deadening, distancing a traumatism" (87). Yet 77!e Jtoad seeks to retain our

empathy through our concern for the father and son. This can be contrasted with the

depiction of savagery in B/ood Merz.dz.a!7!, where the extremities of violence tend towards

the narcotic. What Mccarthy has managed in the interim is the ability to amplify his

application of horror. By switching his gaze from the predators to the prey, he is able to

make the effect of disgust that much more potent. It is the very wealmess and

vulnerability of the father and son that grant them their dignity. This process does not

begin with 77!e jtoczd. We can see its formation as early as 77!e 07`cfa¢rd Keeper, where

the three protagonists of the story are each set off against the encroachment and binding

forces of the rest of humanity. However, in these first works Mccarthy's focus is quickly

tempered by his interest in constructing his dark creations of malice that culminate in the
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judge. It is not until we reach 77!e Bonier rrz./og)/ that we again return to worlds where

the scale of interest shifts back towards the victims.

In 77!e Road, the man, already dying, insists on confronting a host of gruesome

sights, but only in those situations where doing so may lead to another trove of neglected

food or supplies. This is in direct contrast with his wife, who committed suicide

sometime earlier, after the world's transformation. He remembers trying to convince her

to go on. "What in God's name are you talking about?" she asks him. "We're not

survivors. We're the walking dead in a horror film. . .as for me my only hope is for etemal

nothingness and I hope it with all my heart" (47, 49). She cannot live in this zombie

world. For the wife this indeterminate existence is resolvable only through death. She

gives over to a despair so encompassing that she leaves her husband and son behind,

along with "the hundred nights they'd sat up debating the pros and cons of self

destruction with the earnestness of philosophers chained to a madhouse wall" (49). For

his part the husband continues the journey, but he does not shrink from the ghoulish

sights they encounter. In doing so he necessitates the boy's facing the appalling. It is not

that the father wishes this horror upon the son. If he could consistently avoid such

confrontation he would. Early in the novel there is just such a scene. Looking inside a

barn, they find ``three bodies hanging from the rafters, dried and dusty among the wan

slats of light. There could be something here, the boy said. There could be some com or

something. Let's go, the man said" (14). But as their desperation grows, it is simply not

possible to continue to avoid such risks. This is the source of a great deal of the father's

anguish. He knows he must expose his child to these things if they are to survive, but

what kind of father would he be if such expeditions were undertaken without deep
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reservations? There is always a war within the father between confrontation and

avoidance, between fight and flight.

Derrida is thinking of this latter reaction to horror when he writes of those of us

who would wish to "turn their eyes away in the face of the as yet unnameable. . .as is

necessary whenever a birth is in the offing. . .in the formless, mute, infant, and terrifyng

form of monstrosity" ("Sign, Structure and Play" 971). But the desire to turn away is

often confounded by a reciprocal desire to look into that same monstrosity. Concerning

Mccarthy's earlier works, Edwin T. Amold writes that "despite the horror of the

examples, we as readers are drawn to the experience aesthetically. The descriptive

language mediates; we suffer only by proxy, at least for the moment, although deeper

awareness tells us that our time will come" (66). We are removed just enough from the

actuality of what the people within the narration are experiencing to make it palatable,

but the impressions are severe enough to make us feel as though we have experienced a

portion of this dismal reality. As Chris Hedges writes:

.        The visual and audio effects of films, the battlefield descriptions in books,

make the experience appear real. In fact the experience is sterile. We are

safe. We do not smell rotting flesh, hear the cries of agony, or see before

us blood and entrails seeping out of bodies. We view, from a distance, the

rush, the excitement, but feel none of the awful gut-wrenching anxiety and

humiliation that come from mortal danger. (84)

We may take part in the dangers of this created world without risking the same existential

threats that the characters must face.
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Yet for all the father's insistence on engaging in the "reality" of their

miserable situation, the child at times resists him and has to be compelled to venture

into situations of possible danger. The most vivid of these disagreements occurs not

quite midway through the text. They come upon a seemingly abandoned farmhouse

after numerous days of starvation. Inside is a padlocked door. The boy doesn't want

to know what is down in the basement and begs the father to leave, but the father

insists saving, "there's a reason this is locked" (93).

He started down the rough wooden steps. He clucked his head and

then flicked the lighter and swung the flame out over the darkness

like an offering. Coldness and damp. An ungodly stench. The boy

clutched at his coat. He could see part of a stone wall. Clay floor. An

old mattress darkly stained. He crouched and stepped down again and

held out the light. Huddled against the back wall were naked people,

male and female, all trying to hide, shielding their faces with their

hands. On the mattress lay a man with his legs gone to the hip and the

stumps of them blackened and burnt. The smell was hideous. (93)

As readers we are both repulsed and drawn by this scene. Mccarthy consistently

manages to take his horror to an altogether different level. It is not enough that the

prisoners are being tuned into food, but by cauterizing their limbs their captors keep

them alive for far longer than their dressed flesh would last without refrigeration.

The man and boy flee, escaping both the returning keepers of this human

slaughterhouse, but also their own sense of disgust, outrage, and ®ossibly) guilt at

what they have witnessed.
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A secondary consideration that Mccarthy raises with this scene is that of

carmibalism. The consuming of food is an unavoidable necessity of life. To live we

must eat. But if we are the things that we are eating, then the very act of sustaining

ourselves becomes our destruction. This point is made most emphatically when the

two come across ``a charred human infant headless and gutted and blackening on the

spit" (167). We had earlier seen evidence of this child's imminent birth in the fom

of a woman `twalking with a waddling gait and as she approached he could see that

she was pregnant" (165). This woman has been used as a human fain. It is the very

definition of unsustainable. Survival and extinction are here united. To eat of one is

to taste of the other. Later in a scene almost duplicating that in which they discover

the storehouse of hunian bodies, another lock is broken, though beyond this second

door they find shelves full of canned food. The irony here is of the darkest sorts,

since each discovery reveals a cache of edibles. The possibility that the father and

son could descend into cannibalism is disturbingly persistent and reminds the reader

of the uneasy opposition of good and evil. The boy himself recognizes this and asks

the father:

We wouldn't ever eat anybody, would we?

No. Of course not.

Even if we were starving?

We're starving now. . .No. No matter what.

Because we're the good guys.

Yes.

And we're caITying the fire. (108-9)
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The father assures the boy that they do not eat other people because they are "the

good guys."  It is a peculiar world when a definition of a ``good guy" is that he is not

a cannibal. The father and son constantly employ this language of "good guys" and

"bad guys" in their personal mythology. Yet at times their articulation of absolutes

becomes muddled as this passage reveals:

There are other good guys. You said so.

Yes.

So where are they?

They're hiding.

Who are they hiding from?

From each other. (155)

The child never asks why the "good guys" would be hiding from each other and the

father never offers an explanation. What we do know is that the father looks on

everyone they meet with intense suspicion. Even the seemingly harmless figure of

Ely is questioned to an almost ridiculous length as to whether or not he is a "shill for

a pack of roadagents" (145). This deep-seated distrust on the part of the father is

evidenced again at the novel's conclusion when the boy comes across the man in

whose care he will eventually entrust himself. The first question he asks him is ``are

you one of the good guys?" (237). When the child finds out that the man has

children of his own, he asks him "[a]nd you didn't eat them" (239).  Reassured on

this point, the boy agrees to join up with this falnily, but it is instructive that not

eating your own children is the main qualification for the formation of this

agreement. What should strike the reader as a remarkable exchange has become
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eminently reasonable. The viciousness of the world portrayed in 77ie Road is such

that it almost necessitates this type of questioning. The reader may find that he or

she is just as surprised as the child is to find other people in the novel who are not

cannibals. Thus, each time the father and son venture into a possible confrontation

they gamble with the unknown. But the father seems to feel that there is no chance

of their survival without the acknowledgment of these ghastly possibilities. As he

says to his son's sleeping fom, "[a]ll things of grace and beauty such that one holds

them to one's heart have a common provenance in pain. Their birth in grief and

ashes" (46). He may whisper it now, but when the child is awake the man's every

decision is an acknowledgment of this belief. It is not enough for the child or for the

reader to ignore the monstrous, not if either is to survive it.

Because of the scarcity of humans remaining, it is easy to come to the

conclusion that this desolation has been brought about by some sort of natural

occurrence. But even if the world had been consumed by its own fires, there would

still be numberless horrors that humanity had inflicted on itself before those that we

immediately witness. The man remembers :

People sitting on the sidewalk in the dawn half immolate and

smoking in their clothes. Like failed sectarian suicides. Others would

come to help them. Within a year there were fires on the ridges and

deranged chanting. The screams of the murdered. By day the dead

impaled on spikes along the road. What had they done? He thought

that in the history of the world it might even be that there was more

punishment than crime but he took small comfort from it. (28)
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Although the novel itself never answers the question of what exactly has brought

about this near total devastation, in an interview from Jto//z.#g S/o7!e David Kushner

offers this, "[w]hile Mccarthy suggests that the ash-covered world in the novel is

the result of a meteor hit, his money is on humans destroying each other before an

environmental catastrophe sets in. `We're going to do ourselves in flrst,' he says"

(52). The specter of self-destruction permeates the text. Whether it is through

cannibalism (especially that of a person's own child), suicide, or internecine

warfare, there is a consistent subtext on hunanity' s troubling affection for the abyss.

When all other sovereignty is stripped away, there still remains the recourse to self-

annihilation, though it is an option that Mccarthy seems to look on with a mixture of

pity and disgust.

The disagreements over whether or not to venture into greater danger will

become constant between the son and the father. Each time the son will seek to

avoid the possibility of another such encounter, and each time the father will insist

that they investigate, because, as the father says, "it's better to know about it than to

not know" (177). Their desperation becomes in each uncomfortable scene the

grounds for our awful entertainment. As Derrida said in a 2002 interview:

the drive to kill will never be erased, because it's part of the human

animal. The human animal has a capacity for cruelty, and to make the

Other suffer can be a source of pleasure. That isn't eradicable, but it

doesn't mean we have the right to kill --and this is one of the crucial

functions of philosophy and thinking, to handle this irreducible drive.
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Cruelty and aggression are always there, but they can be transformed

into things that are beautiful and sublime. (3)

Mccarthy takes up this same issue of how to transform the horrific into the sublime,

and to imbue meaning into the process. To return to Mccarthy's quote from the

prior chapter which begins with ``[t]here's no such thing as life without bloodshed. . .I

think the notion that the species can be improved in some way, that everyone could

live in harmony, is a really dangerous idea" (Woodward 31). As Leo Daugherty

writes concerning violence in B/ood A4lerz.dz.cz#, "it has always been bizarrely

energizing, bracing, cathartic and joy-producing to feel the delirious pity and fear

when the protagonist takes his or her heroic bloodbath at the end---to read it and

weep" (35). That is the problem with the idea of catharsis. When examined too

directly it comes off as depressingly vampiric. Does the fact that the human race

finds itself constantly engaged in war and violence mean that there is no room for

any other type of activity?  Does war leave no room for creation?  Is violence all that

we have inherited? A first reading of Mccarthy's novels seem to suggest that this is

the case. His work is so overpowering in its viscerality that it performs a kind of

lyrical sleight of hand on the reader. With our eyes covered with gore we are blind

to the more subtle positionings of Mccarthy's prose. Despite the persistence of

violence, there exists a moral aligning that constantly takes place in Mccarthy's

vision. The problem is to find this quality in a world, "soon to be largely populated

by men who would eat your children in front of your eyes" (152).

Throughout the novel the boy is wary of accepting fully his father's

decisions to confront the dangers that threaten to engulf them. The father is never
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reckless, but he can be coldly pragmatic. The overwhelming sense is of calamity

after calamity averted through struggle. Yet even though the son is always leaning

from their experiences, he never completely becomes a part of the damaged world.

He escapes the negation of ethics to which the other characters fall prey. Despite

every possible pragmatic argument his father can muster, still the child holds onto

his desire for the ethical relationships that existed in the pre-apocalyptic world, even

though this is a reality he has experienced only through his father's stories. In this

understanding the father does not simply play out the role of instructor in the arts of

survival. He has also tutored his child in an ethical understanding that does not find

immediate resonance in the world that they inhabit. Where would the child leam

kindness if not from the father?  We are told of a time when "they sat warm in their

refuge while he told the boy stories. Old stories of courage and justice as he

remembered them" (35). Here we have the direct antithesis of the father / son

relationship that begins B/ooc7 A4lerz.dz.cz7!. h that novel the child is well equipped to

deal with the violence of the world, but only in the sense of returning violence for

violence. He has a father at least as well educated as that in 77!e jzoa!d, one who

"quotes from poets whose names are now lost" (3). But none of this is passed down

to the kid, who "can neither read nor write and in [whom] broods already a taste for

mindless violence." The child in 77ie Jtoczc7 is of a much different sort. He still has

time to grow weary of this world and to give in to the temptations for destruction,

but we are left with the sense that this is not how his story will end, even after the

child has left us behind.
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However, most of this type of interaction has occuned before we join the

two on their journey. When we see them, the father despairs and acknowledges to

himself "that he could not enkindle in the heart of the child what was ashes in his

own" (130). Later we are told how:

He walked out in the gray light and stood and he saw for a brief

moment the absolute truth of the world. The cold relentless circling

of the intestate earth. Darkness implacable. The blind dogs of the sun

in their running. The crushing black vacuum of the universe. And

somewhere two hunted animals trembling like ground-foxes in their

cover. BOITowed time and borrowed world and borrowed eyes with

which to sorrow it. (110)

Yet if the father's hope for this world has run out, the boy's still remains. The boy

can be read as a kind of ethical anchor for the man, the one thing that keeps him

from simply doing whatever it takes to ensure their survival. This tension is the

ethical crux of the novel, how far the father is willing to descend into the world that

surounds them. This is made explicit near the conclusion when their supplies are

stolen by a solitary wanderer.  When the thief is caught and their goods reclaimed,

the father forces the thief to strip off all of his clothing, and then he leaves him there

in the freezing cold to die. It is the boy who refuses to allow this act of revenge to

take place, reminding his father that "he was just hungry, Papa. He's going to

die. . .He's so scared" (218).  So they return the man's clothes to the spot where they

last saw him, thinking he will return when they leave. But still it is not enough for

the boy, because the thief will eventually die without food. The father tells the child,
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"You're not the one who has to worry about everything," here speaking of their

daily existence. The boy replies, "Yes I am. . .I am the one" (218). The boy knows

that there is something more vital than the mere fact of their continued existence.

It is in this balance between their impulses towards survival and charity that

they extend their existences beyond mere subsistence. A cold acceptance of the

darkest aspects of the world is not enough. For their existence to have any meaning

there must be a foothold secured among notions of justice and kindness. The child of

this story is symbolic of the true moral movement that was not possible for the kid in

A/ooc7 A4lerz.dz.cz72. Peter Josyph asks the question why "a writer would want to be

siring all the bad boys in this book with none to believe in, none to look up to?"

(171). A quotation from B/ood A4lerz.dz.a!# will stand as a representation of the kind of

imagery that the novel contains:

The judge turned at the door and stepped over the several corpses sprawled

there. Inside the huge pistols roared without intermission and the twenty or

so Mexicans who'd been in the room were strewn about in every position,

shot to pieces among the overturned chairs. . .The survivors were making for

the daylight in the doorway and the first of these encountered the judge there

and cut at him with his knife. But the judge was like a cat and he sidestepped

the man and seized him against the wall and smiled at him but the man had

begun to bleed from the ears and the blood was running down between the

judge's fingers and over his hands and when the judge turned him loose there

was something wrong with his head and he slid to the floor and did not get

up. Those behind him had meanwhile met with a great battery of gunfire and
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the doorway was jammed with the dead and dying when there was suddenly

a great ringing silence in the room. (179)

Here the visuals are of delirious energy and monstrous slaughter. Steven Shaviro

writes that:

What is most disturbing about the orgies of violence that punctuate

B/ooc7 A4erz.dz.¢# is that they fail to constitute a pattern, to unveil a

mystery or to serve any comprehensible purpose. Instead, the book

suggests that `a taste for mindless violence' (3) is as ubiquitous---and

banal---as any other fomi of `common sense. ' (149)

The world that Mccarthy envisioned as almost completely barbaric in B/ood

A4le7`z.dz.c!7e has given way to a view in 77!e Road ffaaf allows for more kindness and

empathy to enter into the equation. The fact that Mccarthy dedicates this latest book

to his young son may provide the key to his new found (though still deeply buried)

•  sense of possibility. The relationship between the two characters in 77!e Jtoa!d is one

of profound love in the midst of a world just as reprobate as that described in B/ood

A4lerz.dz.¢#. They come to reach a sort of strained compromise with this before the

father's death, which is epitomized when they reach a stretch of the road littered

with mummified corpses, "figures half mired in the blacktop, clutching themselves,

mouths howling" (160-1). The father does not want the child to have to walk

through this scene. He says as much when they come upon a desiccated coapse:

He pulled the boy closer. Just remember that the things you

put in your head are there forever, he said. You might want to think

about that.
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You forget some things, don't you?

Yes. You forget what you want to remember and you

remember what you want to forget. (10)

In each case they walk on. But they do not do so callously. They survive

with a sense of gratitude (tempered with an almost overwhelming anger on the part

of the father) that it is they who are eating this day, they who have escaped torture,

they who are the fortunate. It is because of the boy that these emotions survive in the

pair, but it is the dialectic between the two that makes possible the boy's survival.

A fiirther difficulty is presented by the father's despair and vacillation over

what to do with the child before his own death. Early in the story he asks himself as

"he watched the boy sleeping. Can you do it? When the time comes? Can you?"

(24). The father believes he is prepared to shoot his child rather than allow him to be

set upon by the horrors that await. There is even an occasion when he shows the

child how to kill himself. He tells him:

If they find you you are going to have to do it. Do you

understand? Shh. No crying. Do you hear me? You know how to do

it. You put it in your mouth and point it up. Do it quick and hard. Do

you understand? (95)

But the child does not understand and there is a part of the father that is relieved. He

has termed the child his `twarrant," his "god," and the only reason he continues to

exist. For the father, the child is an absolute good, the only absolute good. But this

goodness can be violated through the influence of the world. In that sense it is

conditional and the father thinks that he will destroy the child before he is no longer
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there to ensure his safety. Yet when he is actually forced to choose, he chooses to

give his gun to his child and to send him onward. It is an act of faith that seems to

have no relation to the events that lead up to it. Before he dies he tells his son that

"goodness will find the little boy. It always has. It will again" (236). If there is a

precedent in Mccarthy's work for this kind of optimism then it is hidden to me.

There has always been a sense of the ethical in Mccarthy, but it has not always been

so obviously underlined in his created worlds. But here it is and it is most welcome

because of the struggle that went into its creation. Though we know that the child

finds another family, we do not know what becomes of them. The mystery is only

deepened. We see the father, we see the son, but we can only sense the presence of

the spirit. Here at the end of the world there is a simplicity that emerges in

Mccarthy's writing. There is a telescoping of reality, where only the most essential

of things can enter into our vision. The father says that "he knew only that the child

was his warrant. He said: If he is not the word of God God never spoke" (4). But

even now .any sense of surety can't last, and as soon as we think we can know even

the most basic of things we are driven from that comfort.

At the novel's close all of these concerns are brought into sharp focus. There

is a final accounting of despair between the father and son. As the father prepares to

die, he and the boy share this exchange:

I want to be with you.

You cant.

Please.

You cant. You have to carry the fire.
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I don't know how to.

Yes you do.

Is it real?  The fire?

Yes it is.

Where is it?  I dont know where it is.

Yes you do. It's inside you. It was always there. I can see it. (235)

The father goes on to tell his son to be brave, to continue to be "the best guy." He

promises he will always be there for the son, if only as a spirit with which to talk. A

callous reader (and who could totally avoid such a situation after all the bruising of

this novel?) could say that this is supremely hokey stuff. What is all this talk about

fire and goodness?  Isn't the father giving the child false hope? Yet in the end we are

left with the essential goodness of the child and of the image of the fire. What was a

symbol of energetic destruction in B/ood A4lerz.dz.cz# has become symbolic of

something equally intoxicating, but far more hopeful as well. For the boy this is the

closest thing he has to a formulation of absolute truth. All of the symbolism behind

religion and religiosity has been burned away in a final holocaust. But to whom and

for what purpose has the sacrifice been made?  If religion is an empty shell and all

that is left is a blackened world, then there really is little reason left to live. Yet the

man endures for the child, and the child persists in this notion of the ``fire."

Whatever its significance, it seems tied to what the mother of the family he

has just joined says. "She said the breath of God was his breath yet though it pass

from man to man through all of time" (241). It also seems to be tied into the final

lines of IVo Co"#/ry/or O/c7 Me# that I quoted more fully in the introduction, where
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Mccarthy recounts a dream Sheriff Bell has of his father, long after the older man's

death:

He just rode on past and he had this blanket wrapped around him and

he had his head down and when he rode past I seen he was carr)ring

fire in a horn the way people used to do and I could see the horn from

the light inside of it. (309)

In both these novels a father goes on ahead into the lands of death, but he leaves

behind a belief in `the fire" to warm and to comfort, or to delude and misrepresent.

But I cannot believe that the latter is Mccarthy's intention, not in these final two

books. Yet to pile the images on, there is also the conclusion of B/ood A4lerz.dz.¢#.

Mccarthy writes there of the "man progressing over the plain by means of holes

which he is making in the ground. . .he strikes fire in the hole and draws out his

steel" (337). So in all three novels the conclusion brings us the image of fire and of

some kind of possible hope in stories that seem largely devoid of such reassurance.

Of course the image is intentionally ambiguous and could stand for a great many

things (some of which I have noted in the prior chapter). It is strange and amazing

that fire should be the chosen substance for this hopeful vision, when it is fire that

has burned to ash all of the life around them2. It is irreconcilable. It is the destroyer

of worlds, it is the sustainer of worlds.

2 In "Gravers False and True: B/ood A4lerid!.a# as Gnostic Tragedy" Leo Daugherty has argued for fire as

a symbol of the thing that is most essentially human. "The spirit imprisoned within matter is called
p»e2tm&---the `the spark of the alien divine,' in the familiar Gnostic phrase---and its presence naturally
causes some humans to/ee/ alienated, although they are for the most part comatose. The spirit is, however,
capable of learning, and the alienation it feels is its clue that there is indeed something to be leaned" (160-
1).
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Comac Mccarthy is 74 years old as I write this. His child John Francis is 8.

It is difflcult not to imagine this novel as a testament to Mccarthy's thoughts on

how his son might find a way to live in this world without him. I.ooking back to

Mccarthy's first novel, there is a sense of inevitability in the landscape that we have

traveled through. Of John Wesley and Marion Sylder (another quasi-father/son

relationship), Mccarthy wrote that "they move on across the field, through vapors of

fog and wisps of light, to the east,looking like the last survivors of Amageddon"

(104). But whereas Mccarthy was speaking figuratively in 77!e Orcfo¢nd Keeper, in

7%e Roc!d the eschatological cormections have become overwhelming. Throughout

Mccarthy's novels, we are reminded that, in this time, as in all times, it may be

worthwhile to consider what we really know about horror and its accompanving

pleasures.
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