American Writers
A Collection of Literary Biographies
JAY

PARINI

Editor in Chief

SUPPLEMENT

VIII

T. C. Boyle to August Wilson

Charles Scribner's Sons
an imprint of the Gale Group
New York • Detroit • San Francisco • London • Boston • Woodbridge, CT

Cormac McCarthy
1933a hundred-mile radius of Knoxville, he has set
his last four novels in the vast borderland territory of the great American Southwest. He has,
in addition, written several screenplays and a
play, The Stonemason (1994), which reflects his
experience of working with a southern black
family for several months.
McCarthy's first five novels, through Blood
Meridian (1985), attained a total sales of only
about fifteen thousand copies despite garnering
many favorable reviews, but in 1992 All the
Pretty Horses proved a breakthrough novel, selling over 500,000 copies in two years and bringing about the republication of all his earlier
novels in Vintage editions. (Its film version,
directed by Billy Bob Thornton and starring
Matt Damon and Penelope Cruz, was released
in the fall of 2000.) With the completion of his
Border Trilogy—All the Pretty Horses, The
Crossing (1994), and Cities of the Plain
(1998)—McCarthy has established himself as
one of the major American novelists of the later
twentieth century.

•HARLES JOSEPH MCCARTHY Jr. was born in
Providence, Rhode Island, on July 20, 1933.
(He later changed Charles to Cormac, after an
Irish king.) After the age of four, he grew up
near Knoxville, Tennessee, as the third of six
children of Charles Joseph and Gladys McGrail
McCarthy—parents affluent enough to afford
maids. A graduate of Catholic secondary
schools, McCarthy in the 1950s twice attended
the University of Tennessee at Knoxville without getting a degree, putting in a four-year stint
with the U.S. Air Force between times. At about
age twenty-three, while stationed in Alaska, he
discovered his affinity for literature, reading "a
lot of books very quickly," as he recalled,
including such lifelong favorites as works by
Herman Melville, William Faulkner, and Fyodor Dostoyevsky.
In 1961 McCarthy married a college friend,
Lee Holleman, with whom he had a son, Cullen;
they divorced in 1964. The following year he
obtained a fellowship from the American
Academy of Arts and Letters and the William
Faulkner Foundation Award that paid for a trip
to Europe, which led to his marriage in 1966 to
an English pop singer named Anne DeLisle.
After sojourning in Europe for a year, they
moved to Tennessee and lived in what she called
"total poverty" near Knoxville. In 1977 McCarthy separated from his wife (they divorced in
1978) and moved to El Paso, Texas, where—
despite winning a MacArthur fellowship ("genius grant") of $236,000 in 1981—he lived in
quasi-primitive fashion in a tiny cottage, cutting
his own hair, eating meals in cafeterias or off a
hot plate, and doing his wash at the laundromat.
There, after placing his first four novels within

THE ORCHARD KEEPER

The Orchard Keeper (1965), McCarthy's first
published novel, begins in the vein of a mystery
story. Its plot line starts with the killing, in selfdefense, of a vagrant hitchhiker by an outlaw
and bootlegger named Marion Sylder, who
deposits the corpse in a vat once used for
insecticide in the orchard of the book's title.
Dramatic possibilities open up when we realize
that the victim was the father of Sylder's close
friend John Wesley Rattner, an adolescent boy
whose mother swears him to avenge his father's
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death. But neither Sylder nor the boy ever realizes that the dead man is the lost father, whose
bones remain anonymously rotting in the pit
year after year. In the end the plot of The
Orchard Keeper proves subordinate to the
book's mood and theme. The true subject of
McCarthy's first novel, which was to be enunciated prominently in all the later ones, is the
nostalgic sense of an old way of life passing
into oblivion.
In support of that theme, at the outset the
orchard of the title is being swallowed back
into the primal wilderness of the Tennessee
mountains where the orchard keeper, Arthur
Ownby, has spent nearly ninety years living off
the land with utmost simplicity. His eventual arrest and imprisonment for violent resistance to
law officers marks the end of such Daniel
Boone-like independence, and with his capture
the whole roster of country characters, including Marion Sylder and John Wesley Rattner,
also experience the passing of their indigenous
way of life centered on hunting, fishing, and
total immersion in nature. In his closing paragraph, McCarthy editorializes about these
country people: "They are gone now. Fled,
banished in death or exile, lost, undone. . . . No
avatar, no scion, no vestige of that people
remains."
Another recurring feature that characterizes
this first novel is McCarthy's reverence toward
the rural landscape for its wild fauna and flora,
its majestically passing seasons, and the sustenance it furnishes for its hardy native population. By contrast, young Rattner's only trip to
the city shows it in a bad light, as the boy gapes
at an evangelist "screaming incoherently and
brandishing a tattered Bible" on a street corner
while the market next door displays "meat
white-spotted and trichinella-ridden . . . tottering up from moats of watery blood, a tray of
brains, unidentifiable gobbets of flesh scattered
here and there."
Probably the most distinctive characteristic of
this first novel is McCarthy's masterly com-

mand of style in both dialect/dialogue and
expository prose. Appropriately for its Faulkner
Award (for a first novel), The Orchard Keeper
recalls Faulkner's extended cadences but still
evinces a verbal originality and precision that
has earned praise from other major authors, such
as Robert Penn Warren and Saul Bellow. A brief
sample will serve to illustrate the point as McCarthy describes:
shacks strewn about the valley in unlikely places,
squatting over their gullied purlieus like great
brooding animals rigid with constipation. . . . They
were rented to families of gaunt hollow-eyed and
dark-skinned people . . . [who] came and went,
unencumbered as migratory birds, each succeeding family a replica of the one before and only the
names on the mailboxes altered, the new ones lettered crudely in above a rack of paint smears that
obliterated the former inhabitants back into the
anonymity from which they sprang.

Prefiguring McCarthy's style in all his later
novels is his penchant for words rarely found in
even his most sophisticated reader's vocabulary:
"murrhined," "esotery," "verspertine," "ciborium," "spodomantic." Perhaps, as the critic
Mark Winchell surmises, this college dropout
gains a measure of satisfaction in sending English professors scurrying to their dictionaries.

OUTER DARK

In his second novel, Outer Dark (1968), McCarthy again sets his cast of characters in his
beloved landscape of rural Appalachia, but here
he chooses a turn-of-the-twentieth-century time
setting and uproots his people from their local
environment. The story begins with the birth of
a child to Culla and Rinthy Holme, a brother
and sister living in an isolated backwoods cabin.
To hide their shame, he abandons the baby on a
mat of moss in the deep woods, but it is rescued
by an itinerant tinker who hears the infant wailing. Thereafter the pursuit of the child by its
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mother, which in turn spurs the pursuit of her
by her brother, introduces two new features that
recur in all of McCarthy's later books: the "on
the road" plot line and the obligatory great chase
scene. Through the latter motif, he reinvigorates
his earlier mode of character development,
investing his two main characters with prodigious reserves of endurance and resourcefulness
against an appalling degree of hardship and
danger. Meanwhile, his "on the road" gambit
permits him to develop a remarkably vivid and
individualized set of minor characters with
whom the brother or sister consorts during their
epic journeys. The dialect and dialogue among
such country people is one of McCarthy's finest
ongoing achievements.
Although McCarthy's fundamental stance is
that of naturalistic realism, the central mode of
twentieth-century literature, he also resorts
powerfully to surrealistic instances of dream
imagery, of ghostly emanations from the past,
and of quasi-miraculous action in the present.
In Outer Dark the great chase motif offers the
prime example of these effects, beginning with
Culla Holme's nightmare of being assaulted by
a mob and continuing through his book-long
ordeal of being menaced and hunted for crimes
he did not commit, much in the fashion of an
Alfred Hitchcock movie. By far the most evil
and mysterious of Holme's antagonists are the
trio of drifters who kill at random a number of
people they happen across, including as the
book ends the lost infant and the tinker who
expropriated him. These graphic murders, along
with several victims of lynching who are seen
hanging in trees, foreshadow the obsession with
bloody violence that has become associated with
McCarthy's work, especially after its culmination in Blood Meridian.
The fact that we never see the interior minds
of these killers, but only their actions, apparently figures into the book's title, which the narrative mentions only once—when the sister surreptitiously leaves her brother sleeping in the

night: ". . . she waited again at the front door
with it open, poised between the maw of the
dead and loveless house and the outer dark."
Although the "inner dark," or human capacity
for committing appalling acts of evil, is surely
one of McCarthy's most compelling subjects,
he appears at this point to find it inexplicable
and therefore describable only through its actions and effects, not its interior chemistry.
Another possible use of the title, some critics
say, is the biblical reference to "outer darkness"
in this book's title—the realm into which
unregenerate sinners will be cast and therefore
an appropriate link with Culla Holme's homeless and hopeless wanderings.

CHILD OF GOD

The title phrase Child of God (1973) makes an
innocent appearance early in this novel when
McCarthy tells his readers that his main character is "a child of God much like yourself
perhaps." By the end of this tale of serial
murder and multiple necrophilia, however,
McCarthy's portrayal of a psychopathic pervert
turns "child of God" and "much like yourself
into decidedly problematic phrases, all the more
so when he suggests that Lester Ballard's
derangement—initially set off by the forced sale
of his home at auction—has a theological
grounding: "You might have said he was half
right who thought himself so grievous a case
against the gods."
Along with McCarthy's new interest in the
interior psychology of evil—or "inner dark"—
Child of God exhibits several other innovative
features. One is the use of multiple narrators,
with chapters narrated in the third person
(presumably McCarthy himself) interspersed
with chapters narrated by inhabitants of the local Appalachian community. The latter technique, though sometimes digressive, represents
a Faulknerian strain reminiscent of the interwo-
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ven monologues of As I Lay Dying and the local color tradition that Faulkner deployed in
The Hamlet. The other new feature of note is
McCarthy's increasing focus on technical
competence as a prime virtue in a largely chaotic environment. In this novel the main instance
of this motif is the four-page discourse describing in close detail the blacksmith's work refurbishing an old axe blade. Lester Ballard likewise
displays such high competence in handling a
rifle that he is banned from shooting for prizes
at the town fair.
The plot line of Child of God follows a
gradual spiral of degradation, beginning with
Ballard intruding voyeuristically upon a pair of
youths having sex in a parked car at night. Later
in part 1 he is accused, falsely, of raping a
drunken slattern he encounters on the roadway,
and spends a week in prison as his punishment.
Meanwhile, the local narrators fill in details that
might exculpate Ballard's actions, such as his
father's suicide and mother's disappearance
when the boy was nine or ten, the violent blow
on the head he received when he tried to stop
the sale of his home at auction, and his comradeship with an amoral old dumpkeeper who sexually assaults one of his own nine daughters.
Part 2 begins with Ballard coming across a
pair of young people in the act of coition in a
vehicle one morning. After discovering that they
are dead, by carbon monoxide apparently, he
takes their money and fornicates with the girl's
corpse, which he then hauls off to his remote
cabin for additional usage of that sort. Next,
after being rebuffed by the daughter of his
dumpkeeper friend, he shoots the girl and burns
his friend's house down as a cover. Finally, after
his own cabin burns down with the abducted
girl's body in it, he stashes the bodies of seven
later victims in the cavern where he takes
refuge, a place that could symbolize the "inner
dark" of his own being.
In part 3, Ballard is captured (wearing a wig
made of a young woman's scalp) and incarcer-

ated in a mental hospital at last, but not without
a heroic effort on his part to maintain his life of
savage freedom. During his great chase scene,
Ballard's crossing of a flooded river evokes a
curiously sympathetic editorial from McCarthy's
narrator, indicating the author's view that
society is more blameworthy than the murderer
they seek to apprehend: "He could not swim,
but how would you drown him? . . . You could
say that he's sustained by his fellow men, like
you. Has peopled the shore with them calling to
him. . . . But they want this man's life. He has
heard them in the night seeking him with
lanterns and cries of execration." Whatever else
one may think of this excursion into either evil
or psychic illness—McCarthy himself seems to
favor the latter interpretation—Child of God
undoubtedly exhibits a growing mastery of literary technique and a distinctly original portrayal
of his grand theme: the relationship between a
conventional community and its transgressors.

SUTTREE
Suttree (1979), McCarthy's longest and most
static novel, comprises the author's farewell to
Knoxville. That the divorce was mutual may be
inferred from some of the reviews—for example, J. Z. Howard's '"A Masterpiece of Filth':
Portrait of Knoxville Forgets to Be Fair"
(Memphis Press-Scimitar, January 20, 1979).
Rumored to be about twenty years in the making, Suttree appears to date back to the countercultural rebellions of the beatnik 1950s and
flower child 1960s—the time of the author's
ne'er-do-well youth. Emphatically renouncing
the material comforts of bourgeois society (like
McCarthy himself in real life), its two main
characters, Cornelius Suttree and Gene Harrogate, inhabit the city's derelict underworld in
close association with the petty criminals,
prostitutes, alcoholics, bums, and demented
outcasts who make up the surprisingly cohesive
and mutually supportive McAnally Flats com-
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munity. It is, McCarthy says, "a world within
the world. In these alien reaches . . . that the
righteous see from carriage and car another life
dreams. Ill-shapen or black or deranged, fugitive of all order, strangers in everyland."
The good-natured comradeship of these fellows can be inferred from McCarthy's nomenclature: Abednego Jones, Nigger (also known as
Nig), Gatemouth, Trippin through the Dew (a
gay man), Jabbo, Bungalow, Oceanfrog, Cabbage, Bucket, the Indian, Harry the Horse, the
Jellyroll Kid, Flop, Smokehouse, Worm, Big
Frig, and even a horse named Golgotha. A striking feature of this community is its total detachment from the larger social environment.
Though the time setting is 1951, there is no
mention of the Cold War (with Joseph Stalin
newly in possession of the bomb), the Korean
War, President Harry S Truman, McCarthyism,
or any other salient topic of the time. Nor does
Suttree have any meaningful connection with
his blood kin: he does gladly accept an envelope
from home with a $300 check enclosed, but he
destroys the attached letter from his mother
without reading it. (No explanation of his
mother's offense is ever given.) And though at
midpoint in the novel we learn that Suttree is a
father, his only visit to his abandoned wife and
child (to attend the latter's funeral) leaves no
subsequent mark or reference. So the Knoxville
demiworld serves as his only real family.
The two main characters begin their friendship in prison, where Suttree is serving time for
participating (while drunk) in robbing a drugstore and Harrogate has been incarcerated at
age eighteen for sneaking into a farmer's field,
night after night, so as to enjoy carnal intercourse with watermelons that he expertly cores
for the purpose. As with the foregoing list of
characters' names, episodes of this sort apparently express McCarthy's "subtle obsession with
uniqueness" that is part of any artist's calling.
Harrogate's uniqueness carries over to other
episodes, such as poisoning scores of bats so as

to collect a bounty from the city, attempting to
rob a bank by setting off dynamite in an
underground tunnel (which results in a huge
surge of sewage nearly drowning him), and
wearing a shirt "fashioned from an enormous
pair of striped drawers, his neck stuck through
the ripped seam of the crotch, his arms hanging
from the capacious legholes like sticks."
Suttree's uniqueness, as so often in McCarthy's
fiction, pertains largely to his resourcefulness,
not only in earning his livelihood via trotline
fishing or surviving a week in the mountains
without food or shelter in the winter, but also in
helping others. He rescues Harrogate from the
sewage spill, for example, by spending four
days searching through the pitch-black limestone
caverns that underlie Knoxville.
Like Ernest Hemingway, McCarthy is severely limited in his portrayals of women. Most
of the women in Suttree come under the generic
category of "whores," one of whom supports
Suttree for a time with her illicit earnings until
a violent quarrel ends their cohabitation. The
only other sustained erotic relationship of
Suttree's involves his "whore's" opposite counterpart, a virginal country girl whose desperate
state of poverty does not preclude her having
"perfect teeth, [and] skin completely flawless,
not so much as a mole." This highly idealized
love affair poses a threat to Suttree's independence in light of their many couplings without
contraception, but the chance of Suttree having
to confront an excruciating responsibility is nullified by a convenient happenstance: one midnight as Suttree sneaks down to the riverside
for a bit of stargazing, a landslide kills his
sweetheart back at their campsite. Again like
Hemingway, McCarthy is not a writer much
inclined to contemplate the tiresome responsibilities of domestic life, and, as in A Farewell
to Arms, only the death of the beloved can solve
the problem.
Although weak on plot and depth of characterization, Suttree exhibits its author's strengths
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in enhanced measure. With respect to his large
and varied cast of characters, McCarthy's ear
for dialect and dialogue achieves perfect pitch
in this novel. As usual, his style often shimmers
with precise and original imagery, even (or
especially) when the focus is least promising.
Here is Harrogate's submersion in subterranean
sewage, for example, occurring in total darkness: "Coming toward him was a soft near
soundless mass. Sucking over the stones. Seeking him out. . . . Its breath washed over him in
a putrid stench. . . . He was engulfed feet first
in a slowly moving wall of sewage, a lava neap
of liquid shit and toiletpaper from a breached
main." Elsewhere Suttree sustains an erection:
"Out of a pinwheel of brown taffy his medusa
beckoned." Or Suttree encounters a beggar
whose "lower face hung in sagging wattles like
a great scrotum." There are also the deceased in
their underground caskets, "the deathwear
stained with carrion." And sometimes there are
more attractive images: "a sole star to the north
. . . like a molten spike that tethered fast the
Small Bear to the turning firmament." And
though he eschews the biting social criticism of
a Charles Dickens or Faulkner, McCarthy can
attain a powerful tone of protest when moved to
do so, as when he recalls his Catholic boyhood:
"This kingdom of fear and ashes. Like the child
that sat in these selfsame bones so many black
Fridays in terror of his sins. Vice-ridden child,
heart rotten with fear."
In the end a new expressway runs through the
McAnally neighborhood and destroys its community of colorful paupers. Portending this end
is the illness that nearly kills Suttree in the closing pages, an episode that allows McCarthy to
work one of his strongest suits—a surrealistic
fantasy of Joycean proportions that accompanies
Suttree's delirium. Afterward, Suttree is born
again, as it were, free to leave Knoxville while
taking with him "for talisman the simple human
heart within him." He would not go alone.
McCarthy's own participation in this maneuver

is evident in the book's final paragraph, where a
metaphor of hunter and hound stands for the
artist hungrily pursuing the whole of reality,
both urban and rural: "Somewhere in the gray
wood by the river is the huntsman and in the
brooming corn and in the castellated press of
cities. His work lies all wheres and his hounds
tire not." As it turned out, "all wheres" was to
become El Paso, Texas, where Cormac McCarthy took up residence while writing his next
four novels, set in the vast badlands surrounding the borders of the American/Mexican
Southwest.

BLOOD MERIDIAN

Considered a great novel by many eminent critics (for example, Harold Bloom), Blood Meridian; or, The Evening Redness in the West stands
as Cormac McCarthy's masterpiece, a potential
American classic by reason of its unique
features of characterization, style, and theme.
Adapted from an actual episode dating from the
late 1840s, when the Mexican government paid
American mercenaries a bounty for the scalps
of Indians, the plot of Blood Meridian is wholly
"on the road" as it follows its band of vagabond
killers through countless episodes of slaughter
and mayhem. What prevents these episodes
from an effect of tiresome repetition is the
startling gruesomeness of each instance, told
with riveting attention to detail. Three examples
should suffice—with a warning that this is adult
fare not for the weak of stomach. The first
describes the only black in the party responding
to a racial taunt by slicing off his fellow
mercenary's head:
Two thick ropes of dark blood and two slender
rose like snakes from the stump of his neck and
arched hissing into the fire. The head rolled to the
left and came to rest at the ex-priest's feet where
it lay with eyes aghast. . . . [The] columnar arches
of blood slowly subsided until just the neck
bubbled gently like a stew and then that too was
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stilled. He was sat as before save headless,
drenched in blood, the cigarillo still between his
fingers, leaning toward the dark and smoking
grotto in the flames where his life had gone.
The second example shows the aftermath of an
Apache action:
[The mercenaries] found the lost scouts hanging
head downward from the limbs of a blackened
paloverde tree. They were skewered through the
cords of their heels with sharpened shuttles of
green wood and hung gray and naked above the
dead ashes of the coals where they'd been roasted
until their heads had charred and the brains
bubbled in the skulls and steam sang from their
noseholes.

For readers who are sated with murder,
McCarthy's original imagination can present
other objects of interest, such as this figure who
gets abducted into the mercenaries' band:
They passed behind a wagonsheet where within a
crude cage of paloverde poles crouched a naked
imbecile. The floor of the cage was littered with
filth and trodden food and flies clambered about
everywhere. The idiot was small and misshapen
and his face was smeared with feces and he sat
peering at them with dull hostility silently chewing a turd.

There is no question that episodes like these
will rivet a reader's attention, but do they serve
a purpose beyond mere entertainment or, at best,
morbid satire concerning human behavior?
There are two reasons to think so: first,
McCarthy's remarkably vivid, masterly style,
both in expository prose and in the give-andtake of his characters' dialogue; and second, the
intellectual power that permeates some of that
dialogue. In his three epigraphs to this novel,
McCarthy indicates his intellectual seriousness
by citing Paul Valery ("Finally, you fear blood
more and more") and Jacob Boehme ("death
and dying are the very life of the darkness")
along with a news item concerning "a 300,000-

year-old fossil skull [that] . . . shows evidence
of having been scalped."
Beyond its loosely episodic format, Blood
Meridian takes its design from the relationship
between its two main characters: "the kid"
(never otherwise named) and "the judge"
(sometimes called Judge Holden). That relationship begins when the fourteen-year-old kid—in
whom "broods already a taste for mindless
violence"—joins a band of scalp-hunters led by
the judge and a man named Glanton. It ends,
after Glanton's violent death two hundred pages
later, with the judge killing the kid (now fortythree years old) for no apparent reason.
The mystery of the judge's motive appears to
be a key to the novel's meaning. Although some
reviewers evoke the names of Melville and
Faulkner, the most likely candidate for McCarthy's mentor is probably Friedrich Nietzsche, whose rejection of conventional morality
in favor of a naturalistic superman seems to
anticipate the judge's character. (The judge says,
for example: "Moral law is an invention of
mankind for the disenfranchisement of the
powerful in favor of the weak.") The first sign
of the judge's superhuman status is his prodigious resourcefulness, both physical and mental.
A seven-foot giant capable of tossing an anvil
across a room, the judge also enjoys intellectual
eminence to dwarf all other McCarthy protagonists. Besides his verbal elegance in English, he
converses in Latin, German, Dutch, Spanish,
and several Indian dialects. True to his moniker,
he is learned in the law as well as avidly
interested in archeology, geology, chemistry,
astronomy, literature, philosophy, religion, and
the graphic arts. In his practical affairs, he is an
accomplished cook, musician, and bon vivant,
utterly without peer even among McCarthy's
most notable masters of Darwinian survival.
The judge's leading Nietzschean characteristic
is his independent thinking. Unlike his fellow
adventurers who join the killing game only for
the money, the judge thoroughly enjoys his busi-
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ness and takes care to justify his work philosophically. Like Hemingway, the judge seems
to feel that the power to inflict death imparts a
godlike sense of superiority over it. ("A great
killer must love to kill," Hemingway wrote in
Death in the Afternoon, adding: "when a man is
still in rebellion against death he has pleasure in
taking to himself one of the Godlike attributes:
that of giving it. This is one of the most profound feelings in those men who enjoy killing.") At times the judge's callousness seems
adventitious, as when he dandles an Apache
child on his lap before scalping him, but his
final and most significant murder—of the kid—
occurs within a penumbra of significant speech.
As in Nietzsche's The Birth of Tragedy, the
judge's talk evokes the Dionysian motif of the
dance. As he lines up the unsuspecting kid for a
blood sacrifice, he queries, "What man would
not be a dancer if he could. . . . It's a great
thing, the dance." The kid's disdain—"I aint
study in no dance"—fails to derail the judge's
five-page discourse that culminates in his claim,
"Only that man who has offered up himself
entire to the blood of war, who has been to the
floor of the pit and seen horror in the round and
learned at last that it speaks to his inmost heart,
only that man can dance."
After killing the kid in the outhouse, the judge
does indeed dance as the novel ends—"dancing
and fiddling at once. His feet are light and
nimble. He never sleeps. He says that he will
never die. He dances in light and in shadow and
he is a great favorite. He never sleeps, the judge.
He is dancing, dancing. He says that he will
never die." Whether evoking the dance of Shiva,
the Hindu god of time and death, or T. S. Eliot's
round dance in Four Quartets, or the Dionysian
frenzy in The Bacchae of Euripides—as various
critics have argued—the judge remains the most
original, prodigious, and enigmatic character in
McCarthy's extraordinary pantheon, a figure to
place beside Captain Ahab or Thomas Sutpen.

ALL THE PRETTY HORSES

After Blood Meridian, McCarthy went on using
the American Southwest setting in the Border
Trilogy. The first of these books, which became
a best-seller and winner of the National Book
Award and the National Book Critics Circle
Award, was All the Pretty Horses. Among the
reasons for its popularity are a quasi-mythic
plot line based on Western Romance and "on
the road" traditions, and the pristine virtues of
its hero, John Grady Cole, on whom McCarthy
bestows a devotion to ethical principles that
totally contrasts with the demonic amorality of
Judge Holden in Blood Meridian.
All the Pretty Horses is organized in four sections. Part 1 begins with the dissolution of John
Grady Cole's family, shown in the funeral of
his grandfather, the divorce of his parents, and
the sale of the family ranch. With little more
than the clothes on his back and his grandfather's advice in his ears—"He never give up.
. . . He was the one told me not to"—Cole hits
the road with his somewhat older buddy, Lacey
Rawlins, in search of his destiny. Although the
setting is mid-twentieth century, the two youths
choose to ride horses from their Texas town
into Mexico, where they soon fall in with
another adolescent wayfarer, Jimmy Blevins,
who is also on horseback. When Blevins gets
into trouble (some Mexicans take his horse),
Cole displays the code of honor that appears to
be Cormac McCarthy's center of interest: "I
cant [sic] do it," he says to Lacey's query
whether they should "just leave him [Blevins]."
As part 1 ends, they do leave Blevins—but
only at Blevins's insistence after retrieving his
horse—and Cole and Rawlins ride on several
hundred miles until they get work at the eleventhousand-acre Purisima ranch. Part 2 is about
love and work, the latter involving the taming
of wild horses and the former involving a passionate romance with the hacienda owner's
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daughter. Part 3 renders the punishment for
Cole's indiscretion—a sojourn in a Mexican
prison where he and Rawlins are nearly murdered by other prisoners. Freed through the
influence of his sweetheart's great aunt, Rawlins goes back home to Texas while Cole follows his honor code back to the Purisima ranch
out of devotion to his true love and his horse.
In part 4, he loses the girl but regains not only
his horse but those of Rawlins and Blevins.
Here McCarthy's gift for fantastic yet engrossing narrative is most on display as Cole endures
a harrowing chase scene involving a corrupt
Mexican police chief that he kidnaps. After his
return to Texas, his honor code holds to the end
as he looks up Rawlins so as to return his horse
and tries in vain to do likewise with Blevins's
horse.
The theme of All the Pretty Horses resolves
rather easily into a handful of precepts related
to Cole's honor code. After the initial "never
give up" injunction laid down by his grandfather, Cole goes on to articulate the male preference for deeds over words (to the quip
"Everything's talk isnt it? [sic]" he answers
"Not everything"); to assert the undomesticated
core of his personality ("he contemplated the
wildness about him, the wildness within"); to
affirm his unyielding will power ("all I know to
do is stick"); and to define his final stance of
continued questing (to Rawlins's query "Where
is your country?" Cole answers, "I don't know.
. . . I don't know where it is").
As a teenager, Cole cannot carry the whole
burden of McCarthy's philosophical thought, so
the task typically falls to mature onlookers. One
of these figures is an old man named Luis, who
frames what might be Cormac McCarthy's
reason for seldom analyzing his people in any
depth: "He said that among men there was no
such communion as among horses and the notion that men can be understood at all was probably an illusion." The other voice of wisdom in
this novel belongs to the girlfriend's great aunt

in the Hacienda Purisima. In her fourteen-page
conversation with Cole she delivers a number
of insights and speculations that are relevant to
McCarthy's fiction at large, including perhaps
most importantly the conflict between fate and
free will. On one hand, she says, "The question
for me was always whether that shape we see in
our lives was there from the beginning or
whether these random events are only called a
pattern after the fact. . . . Do you believe in
fate?" On the other hand, she says, "At some
point we cannot escape naming responsibility.
It's in our nature."
As always, McCarthy's distinctive style
merits attention. Not surprisingly, in All the
Pretty Horses the Hemingway influence sometimes goes to excess, as in the following excerpt: "Antonio regarded the stallion with great
reverence and great love and he called him caballo padre and like John Grady he would talk
to the horse and often make promises to him
and he never lied to the horse." At his memorable best, however, McCarthy converts his
mentor's style into a tour de force of original
imagination. The following (abbreviated)
excerpt demonstrates why many readers find
McCarthy comparable in the best sense with
William Faulkner.
In the evening he saddled his horse and rode out
west from the house. . . . At the hour he'd always
choose when the shadows were long and the
ancient road was shaped before him in the rose
and canted light like a dream of the past where
the painted ponies and the riders of that lost nation came down out of the north with their faces
chalked and their long hair plaited and each armed
for war which was their life . . . and above all the
low chant of their traveling song which the riders
sang as they rode, nation and ghost of nation passing in a soft chorale across that mineral waste to
darkness bearing lost to all history and all
remembrance like a grail the sum of their secular
and transitory and violent lives.
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THE CROSSING

The Crossing, the second novel in the Border
Trilogy, resembles All the Pretty Horses in its
four-part structure and in its focus on the
superhuman exploits of a teenage boy. In part 1,
a 125-page segment, McCarthy writes in the
tradition of Faulkner's The Bear as sixteen-yearold Billy Parham tries to save the life of a
pregnant wolf by making an epic run with the
creature from his New Mexico hometown into
the mountains of central Mexico where he plans
to release it. In a typical editorial passage, McCarthy portrays Homo sapiens as the world's
most savage creature, "come pale and naked
and alien to slaughter all [the wolf's] clan and
kin and rout them from their house. A god
insatiable whom no ceding could appease nor
any measure of blood." In the end the boy is
forced to shoot the wolf to end its brutal torment at the hands of dogfight enthusiasts who
have expropriated it.
Part 2 begins with the wolf's burial in the
wild mountains, then follows Billy's ride home
to confront the shocking discovery that his
parents have been murdered by horse thieves.
(The suspicion that the killers are Indians
furnishes the main link between this plot and
part 1, which began with a ten-page encounter
between Billy and a sinister Indian drifter.) After
he snatches his younger brother Boyd from his
foster home, the two boys head back into
Mexico in search of the stolen horses and, if
possible, revenge. By this time Billy's difference from ordinary domestic folk is pronounced
enough to summon forth an eccentric editorial
outburst from the author: "When he walked out
into the sun and untied the horse from the parking meter people passing in the street turned to
look at him. Something in off the wild mesas,
something out of the past. . . . In that outlandish
figure they beheld what they envied most and
what they most reviled. If their hearts went out
to him it was yet true that for very small cause
they might also have killed him."

Many unlikely coincidences characterize the
plot. Later in part 2, for example, the boys spot
one of their stolen horses, by chance, in the
street of a Mexican village, as they would do
several times again in other times and places.
And as part 2 ends, the boys execute a harrowingly dangerous rescue of a girl in distress from
two men who apparently intend to rape and kill
her. ("[One of them] said if [girls] were old
enough to bleed [that is, menstruate] they were
old enough to butcher.")
Part 3 of The Crossing is probably McCarthy's
closest approximation of a Clint Eastwood
movie. Here the two Parham brothers encounter
all three of their stolen horses on a country road,
take them at gunpoint from the two young
Mexicans who are tending them, only to lose
them again to a gang of riflemen summoned by
those two Mexicans, and then regain them yet
again by besting these enemies with an astounding display of courage and resourcefulness. In
the aftermath, Boyd is nearly shot dead, but is
saved in the book's great chase scene when the
horse carrying the two boys, with the pursuing
riflemen barely a hundred yards behind, unloads
its wounded rider on a chance truck that passes
this way, driven by sympathetic field workers.
Both truck and horse then speed quickly out of
harm's reach, and after a medic attends Boyd's
wound, the two boys are reunited with the girl
they had rescued. Part 3 ends with Boyd riding
off with the girl, leaving Billy mystified about
their whereabouts. Perhaps it is a foreshadowing of this isolation that leads Billy, earlier in
part 3, to talk to his horse: "When he'd said all
he knew to say he told it stories. He told it
stories in Spanish [sic] that his grandmother had
told him as a child and when he'd told all of
those he could remember he sang to it."
The deus ex machina of the passing truck has
many parallels in the feminae ex machina who
come to Billy's rescue as repeatedly, on timely
occasions, Mexican women (or sometimes men)
take him in, furnish food to him and his horse,
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and somehow fend off the dangers stirred up by
his hostile encounters elsewhere. A sojourn of
this sort precedes the beginning of part 4, where
Billy's return to America evokes from a border
guard the astounding information that the
country has entered World War II. A good
patriot, Billy tries three times to join the army
but is thrice rejected because of a heart murmur,
which leaves him ethically free to undertake his
third and last foray into Mexico, this time in
search of his missing younger brother.
With his own country's West declining now
into bourgeois homogeneity, Billy must ply the
code of the (Old) West, if he is to do so at all,
in this south of the border setting, and so part 4
begins with an eight-page battle of the bottle in
a Mexican saloon. After a drunken Mexican
repeatedly refuses to drink the booze that Billy
buys for the house, Billy takes in a draught of
the Mexican's liquor, spits it on the floor, and
calls it "stinkin catpiss." Somehow he finesses
the danger of this little display of machismo:
"Then it all passed. He ... turned and walked
out the door." The book ends with Billy, after
discovering that Boyd is dead (having himself
killed two men), retrieving his brother's bones
from a Mexican cemetery, bringing them back
to America, and burying them in their native
soil. The singular loneliness of the vagabond
adventurer suffuses the closing vignette: a
twenty-year-old bereft not only of brother,
parents, and home, but of any viable culture
too. Unsuited for his contemporary society, and
with his proper milieu (the Old West) having
died away, he sits in the empty road and weeps
as a cold wind blows.
Clearly, the plot line of The Crossing, filling
an essentially realistic novel with extraordinary
coincidences and superhuman exploits, is not
the reason for the book's appeal to a sophisticated reading audience. Nor are the main
characters drawn deeply to engage our psychological intelligence: McCarthy, in this work, is
no Faulkner, Henry James, or even Mark Twain.

Nonetheless, the novel's blurbs attest to some
rare magic at work: "a miracle in prose" (New
York Times), "a soul-shaking novel" (Washington Post), "mythic and unforgettably grand"
(Boston Globe), "[perhaps] the first great western" (Village Voice).
Perhaps one reason for these appraisals of
The Crossing is the extraordinary inventiveness
of its digressions. Throughout the Border Trilogy, McCarthy's use of teenage protagonists
calls forth a series of older, deeply experienced
mentors to whom the boys give respectful attention. Some of McCarthy's best writing
permeates these digressive interludes, which
comprise his best claim to the status of philosophical novelist.
In The Crossing there are three major episodes
of this sort, all of them relevant to McCarthy's
own fiction. The first might be called the former
priest's tale, a twenty-one-page tour de force
about God, fate, and art. Among its memorable
aphorisms are comments about storytelling:
"For this world also which seems to us a thing
of stone and flower and blood is not a thing at
all but is a tale . . . and the tale has no abode or
place of being except in the telling only and
there it lives and makes its home. . . . Of the
telling there is no end." Hence the importance
of the artist: "If the world was a tale who but
the witness could give it life? Where else could
it have its being?" The second major digressive
episode is the blind man's tale, a twenty-page
segment that features the most gruesome
violence in the novel (in telling how the man
became blind) and some further aphorisms
related to his blindness: "He said that the world
was sentient to its core and secret and black
beyond men's imagining and that its nature did
not reside in what could be seen or not seen."
And finally, there is the gypsy's tale, a thirteenpage digression that bears out the limitations of
the artist's genre: "We seek sorne witness but
the world will not provide one. . . . It is the history that each man makes alone." This absence
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of narrative, in turn, is what makes photographs
so poignant: ". . . as the kinfolk in their fading
stills could have no value save in another's heart
so it was with that heart also in another's in a
terrible and endless attrition and of any other
value there was none. . . . In their images they
had thought to find some small immortality but
oblivion cannot be appeased."

CITIES OF THE PLAIN

In concluding the Border Trilogy, McCarthy
undertakes to unify the three books by having
the two heroes of the earlier novels join forces
in the last one. In Cities of the Plain (1998), the
story begins with John Grady Cole and Billy
Parham enjoying the pleasures of a whorehouse
as fellow ranch hands. This concession to
modern realism, however, soon gives way to
old-fashioned romance as Cole falls passionately
in love with a beautiful Mexican teenager who
had been sold into sex slavery by her impoverished family. His effort to rescue this girl,
strongly abetted by Parham, is the main plot
line of this last book, which delays its harrowing climax by devoting many pages to workaday
activities on the ranch.
No longer teenagers, Cole and Parham are
fully formed men in their late twenties now, and
their culture has changed too. As Parham says,
"This country ain't the same. Nor anything in
it. The war changed everthing [sic]." One
change is that they rely more on motor vehicles
than on horses to go about. More ominously,
the threat to their way of life is epitomized in
the Pentagon's plan to expropriate the ranch
where they work, evidently for use in atomic
tests like the one in the book's last two pages.
But in part 1, Parham and Cole, who is called
"the all-american cowboy" by his comrades, ply
their trade in the old style among the cattle and
horses of the back country while waiting for the
romance to ensue. In part 2, Cole sends Parham
to the Mexican brothel to buy the girl's freedom,

but Eduardo, the brothel's master, proves
unwilling to make a deal. Nonetheless, Cole
refurbishes a decrepit cottage as a home for his
hoped-for bride. Part 3 delays the love story
with a long episode in which the cowboys kill a
band of wild dogs that have been eating calves
from their herd. When the romance resumes, it
takes a tragic turn wherein Cole's effort to bring
the girl to him causes her murder by Eduardo.
In part 4 the narrative concludes with Eduardo
and Cole engaged in a knife fight that is fatal to
both participants, and Parham is later seen
"coming up the street all dark with blood bearing in his arms the dead body of his friend."
In Cities of the Plain McCarthy continues to
ply his central themes of change, loss, and the
struggle of art against oblivion. A mute instance
of these issues is relayed via the millenniumold Indian petroglyphs that thrice appear as
"ancient pictographs among the rocks, engravings of animals and moons and men and lost
hieroglyphics whose meaning no man would
ever know." Another unspoken version of the
theme is "a knowing deep in the bone that
beauty and loss are one," a variation of which
occurs to an aged Mexican: "How frail is the
memory of loved ones. . . . how those voices
and those memories grow faint and faint until
what was flesh and blood is no more than echo
and shadow. In the end perhaps not even that."
And when asked by Cole what is "the hardest
lesson" of life, old Mr. Johnson replies, "It's
just that when things are gone they're gone.
They aint comin back."
The question of what the lost past meant, if
anything, evokes McCarthy's other central
theme of this book and others. Earlier, Cole had
evoked a sense of determinism in describing his
love for the girl: "There's some things you dont
decide. Decidin had nothin to do with it." Even
while loving her in a hotel room, he "thought
about his life and . . . wondered for all his will
and all his intent how much of it was his own
doing." Given the untutored state of his two
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cowboys, even as older men, McCarthy must
once again resort to older wisdom purveyors to
develop this theme. One of those wise men,
surprisingly, is the villainous pimp-cummurderer Eduardo, who carries on an elegant
discourse with both cowboys in turn. To Parham he speaks of men's capacity for delusion:
"Men have in their minds a picture of how
the world will be. How they will be in that
world. . . . but there is one world that will never
be and that is the world they dream of." To
Cole, all through their fatal knife fight, Eduardo
philosophizes shrewdly: "In his dying perhaps
the suitor will see that it was his hunger for
mysteries that has undone him. . . . Your kind
cannot bear that the world be ordinary."
The most unlikely yet significant of these
wisdom purveyors is reserved for the thirtypage epilogue that concludes both Cities of the
Plain and the Border Trilogy. Here Billy Parham, now seventy-eight years old and utterly
pauperized, offers to share his remaining crackers with another vagrant wanderer taking shelter
under an interstate highway bridge. In the
stranger's richly textured discourse about the
need for a meaningful design in one's life and
one's inability to find it, the role of storytelling
emerges as the one viable mode of imagining a
design. What the stranger's story (here parsed
as a traveler's dream) reveals is the inevitability
of whatever pattern unfolds through a lifetime:
"Its shape was forced in the void at the onset
and all talk of what might otherwise have been
is senseless for there is no otherwise. . . . The
probability of the actual is absolute. That we
may imagine alternate histories means nothing
at all." To judge by the epilogue, McCarthy's
long dialectic between fate and free will is moving toward a deterministic closure.
DRAMA

In the tradition of American novelists—like
Henry James, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Faulkner and

Hemingway, Carson McCullers, Robert Penn
Warren, John Updike, Joyce Carol Gates, and
Reynolds Price—Cormac McCarthy succumbed
to the urge to become a playwright, with (like
all of the above) uncertain success. Broadcast
on PBS television in January 1977, The
Gardener's Son (1976) was based, like so much
else in McCarthy's work, on an actual historical
episode in South Carolina during the Reconstruction years. The main plot features a murder
committed by a poor, crippled white youth
against the superintendent of a cotton mill for
uncertain reasons. The youth's death sentence
rendered by a majority-black jury may be their
response to the unjustified hanging of black
suspects by white juries—an indication of the
moral ambiguity often found in McCarthy's
writing.
McCarthy's play, The Stonemason, set in 1971
in Louisville, Kentucky, seems designed to
remedy the near-total lack of conventional family life in the eight novels. Gathering under one
roof the four generations of a black family, the
five-act play follows the efforts of Ben Telfair
to emulate his centenarian grandfather's high
example regarding work and family responsibility. Here for once McCarthy does portray a set
of strong conventional females—Ben's mother,
wife, and sister—but the dramatic thrust of the
play remains focused on the males. In the end,
the noble Telfair heritage appears ruined by the
suicide of Ben's father, Big Ben, on account of
shady business dealings, along with the death
by drug overdose of Ben's nephew and the
departure of his sister. But there is in Ben's
familial loss an affirmation of the human bond—
the sense, not often found in McCarthy's fiction, that "we cannot save ourselves unless we
save all ourselves." There is even a positive
theology in the play, in that the foregoing
insight comes via a "God of all being . . . whom
the firmament itself has not power to puzzle."
But though an interesting departure, The Stonemason lacks the heft and force to counteract the
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burden of human dysfunction in the larger opus.
A fair judgment of McCarthy's oeuvre must
finally rest on his major work, the eight novels.
JUDGMENT

Although McCarthy's novels are often compared
to those of Melville and Faulkner, he evinces
neither Melville's rare breadth of intellectual
inquiry nor Faulkner's vast range of in-depth
character portraits. While Melville explored the
possibilities of belief in Moby-Dick, aligning
Christianity with Starbuck, fatalism with Stubb,
hedonism with Flask, a perverse Transcendentalism with Ahab, and noble savage attributes with
Queequeg, McCarthy's main characters—Blood
Meridian's Judge Holden excepted—have no
intellectual life. Some of his minor characters in
their wisdom-giver roles do promulgate the
author's original thinking, but his books at large
comprise an epic of survival featuring physical
strength, stoic endurance, and practical ingenuity. Likewise, McCarthy never approaches
Faulkner's vast range of in-depth character
portraits construed across every divide of class,
race, gender, and intelligence. Unlike Faulkner,
McCarthy never creates an upper- or middleclass character of interest, rarely portrays
women outside the category of "whores," and
reduces domestic life to the circuit of absentee
husbands and fathers like Suttree and Glanton.
His virtually all-male cast is not only socially
independent but crucially free of having dependents. What McCarthy shares with Melville and
Faulkner is, literally, more style than substance—a precision and vivacity of language
that is indeed worthy of those forebears.
Instead of philosophical or social criticism,
McCarthy's eight novels appear to construct a
composite portrait of the American male,
equally capable of noble or savagely brutal
behavior. Whether noble (John Grady Cole) or
villainous (Judge Holden), whether sane
(Suttree) or mad (Lester Ballard), McCarthy's
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American male exhibits vast reserves of courage, endurance, and technical know-how. Regarding this last point, Eric Hoffer, the immigrant longshoreman turned social philosopher,
told a television audience circa 1970 that the
most distinctive feature of American society,
making it different from any other in the world,
is the "diffusion of competence" among its
population. The average American might thus
be expected to ply a broad variety of skills,
from playing a guitar to using a computer to
fixing his own plumbing or automobile.
Hoffer's insight provides a key to the novels
of Cormac McCarthy. As with Hemingway,
practical mastery of a craft or tactic equates
with moral rectitude in McCarthy's portrayals,
supplanting conventional notions of good and
evil. In All the Pretty Horses, for example, John
Grady Cole not only proves himself able to
break any wild horse in four days flat, he also
wins the passionate love of his sweetheart across
boundaries of language (English, Spanish),
culture (American, Mexican), family (her hostile
father and aunt), and social stature (rich girl,
poor boy). In the climactic chase scene Cole
successfully eludes a Mexican posse while
simultaneously riding herd on a kidnapped
hostage (a thuggish police captain) and coping
with a hemorrhaging bullet wound, for which
he cauterizes himself with a pistol butt heated
red-hot, howling with pain. Not a bad show for
a lad of sixteen.
In Blood Meridian, McCarthy raises this ideal
of American competence to mythic dimensions.
Here, the judge, like his historical counterpart,
displays fluency in several languages (English,
Spanish, Latin, Dutch, German, several Indian
dialects), proficiency in philosophy and the arts
(he can play a violin), a grounding in the law
(hence his moniker "the judge"), an avid interest in the natural sciences, and miraculous powers of crisis management. In his case the great
chase episode features an ultimate climax: as
the Indian pursuers close in on his exhausted
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little band, the judge scrapes some chemicals
together—saltpeter from this cave, sulfur from
that ledge, urine from himself and his men—
and presto! he produces enough gunpowder to
effect their survival. This is American competence writ large.
Ultimately, McCarthy's gift is singular—no
one else writes as he does—but narrow. With
his focus on a limited range of human interests
and behavior, often expressed in gruesome
violence and set against an exotic cultural and/or
geographical terrain, McCarthy evinces a
sensibility that is both Gothic-Romantic and essentially adolescent. Like American writers from
James Fenimore Cooper to Twain to Hemingway, McCarthy places his characters on the road
(after clearing away the entanglements of family ties) to test their individual capacities as
modern versions of knights errant from the
Middle Ages. Though capable of bonding with
other men, whether Suttree's community of the
down and out or Glanton's band of killers,
McCarthy's typical male is uninterested in the
larger conventional society in which he lives,
espousing instead an old-fashioned self-reliance
and the more "natural" way of life obtained
before the complexities of modern times ruined
it.
Among the critics of McCarthy one area of
universal agreement stands out, along with one
fundamental area of controversy. Virtually all
readers agree that McCarthy is a brilliant master
of style in every category, whether dialogue or
exposition, plain speech or prose poetry, in lyric
mode or baroque. They disagree, however, about
how to judge the morbidity, freakishness, and
"taste for mindless violence" (to quote the opening paragraph of Blood Meridian) that so largely
define McCarthy's fictional world, raising the
corollary question of why the writer fails to
give any account (apart from implicit condemnation) of the familiar world most of us
live in. Even his most benign novel, Suttree,
depicts savage beatings, rotting corpses, and

"lives running out like something foul, nightsoil from a cesspipe." What's more, the author's
notorious reclusiveness—giving no interviews,
public readings, or written manifestos about his
work (letters, forewords)—obliges the works to
speak for themselves. Predictably, the result has
been a rich but conflicting range of interpretations. Do these books indicate the author's nihilism? His moral revulsion against nihilism? His
exuberant primitivism? His existential rebellion
against conformity? His critique—or, via satire,
endorsement—of modern/Christian/capitalist/
postmodern society? His Oedipal obsessions?
His theory of entertainment? All of the above?
Upon the answer depends, in large part, the
resolution of the final question about Cormac
McCarthy: the question of his status among his
contemporaries, which ranges, depending on the
critic, from "the greatest living American
author" (so says Steven Shaviro in Edwin T.
Arnold's and Dianne C. Luce's Perspectives on
Cormac McCarthy) to "a major literary talent
[who renders] an extremely narrow vision of
the human condition and almost no vision at all
of the subtler complexities of human feeling
and thought," according to John W. Aldridge's
fine overview of the McCarthy oeuvre in The
Atlantic Monthly. Regarding the first five novels,
Mark Winchell renders ambivalent praise, calling McCarthy "a master craftsman with the
courage of his perversions" in The Southern
Review. Winchell contrasts rather than compares
McCarthy with Faulkner, finding in the latter "a
moral center . . . that judges the evil and depravity of the world," whereas "In McCarthy's
universe that moral center either doesn't exist
or cannot hold." Denis Donoghue also notes
"McCarthy's refusal to bring in a moral verdict
on the characters and actions of the book [Blood
Meridian]" in his essay collection, The Practice
of Reading (1998), but he ascribes this stance to
the author's philosophical sophistication. Like
Nietzsche, Donoghue says, McCarthy proposes
a worldview beyond good and evil, preferring
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instead to portray what Lionel Trilling—speaking of modern literature at large—called "the
canonization of the primal, non-ethical energies."
In the end, the choices are so wide-ranging—
with McCarthy variously described as a Gnostic
nihilist, a satirist, a voice of social protest, an
apostle of perversity, a Gaelic atavar, a neoNietzschean philosopher, or just an Alfred
Hitchcock in prose—that he becomes finally
unjudgeable, beyond any consensus of interpretation. Even so, Cormac McCarthy has vindicated his talent with a remarkably original,
substantial, and vividly written shelf of novels,
arguably including one classic work, Blood Meridian. What W. H. Auden said of William
Butler Yeats—"Time worships language and
forgives / Everyone by whom it lives"—may
prove even more relevant to Cormac McCarthy
than to Yeats, and even more crucial.
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