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Chapter One: (pp. 1 - 87)
Landscape, Society and the Individual in Cormac McCarthy’s Novels

This chapter considers the incursion of a form of Emersonian transcendentalism in the
carlier Southern novels. The second part focuses on the Western novels and includes
discussion of the relationship between man and nature and the influence of the
ideologies which underpin both nationalism and Manifest Destiny. The gradual
conflation of landscape and text in the western novels, the increasing internalisation
of landscape and the tendency towards erasure that threatens to subsume/ absorb the
traveller/ narrator, are also addressed.

Chapter Two: (pp. 88 - 147)
A Consideration of Corpses: Literarv and Cinematic Autopsy in Cormac McCarthy’s
Prose

The second chapter examines the various narratorial strategies employed by
McCarthy, focussing on the image of the corpse in his first three novels. The
influence of Herman Melville, Nathaniel Hawthorne and James Joyce on McCarthy’s
narrative strategy and the role of the ‘author’ in his work are considered in the
introduction. In The Orchard Keeper, the position of the reader as ‘spectator’ is
examined and finds that the anamorphosis of the narrative style mimics
cinematographic changes in perspective and point of view. The voice of a sadistic and
misogynist narrator is addressed with reference to Child of God, which also draws on
feminist theortes of voyeurism and scopophilia. The relationship between the author
and the ‘spectator/ reader’ is related to classic films (Hitchcock’s Psycho and Martin
Scorsese’s Taxi Driver, for example) and issues of identification practices and
specular relations are discussed with reference to film theory. The depiction of ‘death
hilarious’ in Quter Dark compares McCarthy’s conflation of horror and humour with
both the earlier prose of Flannery O’Connor and contemporary cinema.

Chapter Three: (pp. 148 - 282)
The Representation of the Female in Cormac McCarthy’s Novels

The final chapter addresses the issues arising for the female reader from the
representation of the female in the misogynist narrative. The association of the female
with supernatural and death is considered, together with the stereotypical images of
the mater dolorosa and the prostitute. The play on absence and presence and the use
of the metaphor animal-as-female is considered as it allows McCarthy’s novels to veil
the representation of the female as ‘other’ through a series of disavowals. However,
an abject fear of the maternal can be seen in the numerous depictions of the
monstrous-feminine, the ‘vagina dentata’ and the conflation of birth and death which
displays a horror of both maternity and paternity.
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Introduction

Cormac McCarthy was born in Rhode Island in 1933, He is the third of six children
(the eldest son) and he was originally named Charles, after his father. It is not known
whether his family or Cormac himself changed his name to that of the Irish King, the
Gaelic equivalent of ‘son of Charles’. The family moved to Knoxville in 1937 and his
father became a lawyer for the Tennessee Valley Authority and in 1967, the family
moved to Washington D.C., where Charles senior was the principal attorney in a law
firm. McCarthy was raised as a Roman Catholic and he attended the Catholic High
School in Knoxville, going to the University of Tennessee in 1951-2. He then joined
the U.S. Air Force in 1953 (serving two years in Alaska where he hosted a radio
show), until 1957. He returned to the University, where he published two short stories
in the student literary magazine, The Phoenix, calling himself C.J.McCarthy, Jr.,
winning the Ingram-Merrill Award for creative writing in 1959 and 1960. McCarthy
married Lee Holleman and they had one son, Cullen. They lived in Chicago while

McCarthy wrote The Orchard Keeper (1965) and then moved to Sevier County,

where the marriage ended.

McCarthy received a travelling fellowship from the American Academy of Arts and
Letters and in 1965, although he intended to visit the home of his Irish ancestors
(Blarney Castle was built by a King Cormac McCarthy), while on board the liner
Sylvania, he met Anne DeLisle, a young English singer/ dancer working on the ship,
marrying her in England in 1966. After receiving a Rockefeller Foundation Grant
(1966-8), they toured Europe, settling for a while in Ibiza, where McCarthy completed
Quter Dark (1968). They returned to Tennessee (living in a barn near Louisville,
which McCarthy renovated himself) and in 1969, McCarthy received the Guggenheim
Fellowship for Creative Writing. In 1973, Child of God was published to mixed
reviews. Following this, McCarthy worked on his screenplay The Gardener’s Son,
which was premiered in 1977. By the time McCarthy moved to El Paso in 1976, he
had separated from Anne DeLisle. Sutfree was published in 1979, although McCarthy |
had reputedly been working on it intermittently for twenty years or more. In 1981, he

received a so-called ‘genius grant’ — a MacArthur Fellowship — and in 1985, Blood
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Meridian was published and hailed by many as a masterpiece. However, it was his
second western, A/l The Pretty Horses (1992), the first volume of the Border Trilogy,
which became a New York Times bestseller, and sold 190,000 hardback editions in the
first six months. His play, The Stonemason, written in the mid-1970s, was published
in 1994. The second instalment of the trilogy was 7The Crossing (1994) and
McCarthy’s most recent novel to date is the final part, Cities of The Plain (1998). He

has also written an unpublished screenplay, Whales and Men.

McCarthy’s reclusive lifestyle has ensured that little is known beyond these bare facts,
although he is rumoured to have married for the third time and is still living in El
Paso, working on his next novel.! While the success of All The Pretty Horses
prompted interest in McCarthy’s earlier novels, he remains a relatively unknown
writer, and Billy Bob Thornton’s recent (2000) film of the novel was a resounding
failure. Vereen Bell’s The Achievement of Cormac McCarthy (1988), was the first
monograph about his works, followed by Robert Jarrett’s Cormac McCarthy (1997).
However, in the past few years, there has been a significant increase in critical
appraisal of McCarthy’s work, resulting in numerous scholarly articles, a Southern
Quarterly Special Edition (Spring 2000), and three anthologies: Sacred Violence: A
Reader’s Companion to Cormac McCarthy (1995); Perspectives on Cormac

MecCarthy (1993, rev. 1999);, Myth, Legend, Dust: Critical Responses to Cormac
McCarthy (2000).

The following thesis is divided into three chapters: ‘Landscape, Society and the
Individual’; ‘A Consideration of Corpses: Literary and Cinematic Autopsy in Cormac
McCarthy’s Prose’; ‘The Representation of the Female in Cormac McCarthy’s
Novels’. Although this would suggest discrete categorisation, there is some necessary
overlap between the chapters. Therefore, in the first chapter, ‘Landscape, Society and
the Individual’, the second half, which focuses on the western novels and includes a
discussion of the relationship between man and nature and the influence of the
ideologies which underpin both ‘nationalism’ and Manifest Destiny, is necessarily
considered largely in terms of the narrative voice. This is partly because (with the

exception of the judge) in Blood Meridian the narrator is the only source of

!

All of the above biographical information is from the Cormac McCarthy website,
www.cormacmccarthy.com.
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information, so that the narrative strategy of ‘optical democracy’ is an important
aspect of the politics of landscape 1n the western novels. This chapter also includes a
consideration of the incursion of a form of Emersonian transcendentalism in the
earlier Southern novels, an increased sense of alienation to be found in Sutfree, and
the focus on the interior ‘landscapes of the mind’ of McCarthy’s cowboy protagonists.

The relationship between the landscape, society and the individual is seen to

incorporate different forms of ‘communities’ and notions of ‘home’.

The second chapter, ‘A Consideration of Corpses: Literary and Cinematic Autopsy in
Cormac McCarthy’s Prose’, examines the various narratorial strategies employed by
the author, focussing on the image of the corpse i1n McCarthy’s first three novels. The
influence of Herman Melville, Nathaniel Hawthorne and James Joyce on McCarthy’s
narrative strategy and the role of the ‘author’ in his work are considered in the
introduction. In The Orchard Keeper, the position of the reader as ‘spectator’ is
examined with reference to the description of Kenneth Rattner’s murder and the use
of a narrative strategy which mimics cinematographic changes in perspective and
point of view. The voice of a sadistic and misogynist narrator i1s discussed with
reference to Lester Ballard’s many female corpses and his ‘Lessons in Masculinity’ in
Child of God, which also draws on feminist theories of voyeurism and scopophilia.
The relationship between the author and the ‘spectator/ reader’ is related to classic
films (Hitchcock’s Psycho and Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver, for example) and
issues of identification practices and specular relations are discussed with reference to
film theory. Finally, the depiction of ‘death hilarious’ in Quter Dark compares

McCarthy’s conflation of horror and humour with both the earlier prose of Flannery

O’Connor and contemporary cinema.

Finally, “The Representation of the Female’ is examined. This chapter may seem
inordinately long, and the title perhaps a misnomer or even hopelessly optimistic,
given the narrative space allowed to most of McCarthy’s female characters, and the
fact that they appear as no more than vague impressions of misogynist stereotypes,
rather than fully-formed characters. However, while paternal relationships within
McCarthy’s novels are seen to be the source of a sense of alienation which often
instigates the sons’ compulsion to leave home, it is maternal relationships which are

the real problem for McCarthy’s male protagonists. While the fathers may, like Huck
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Finn’s ‘Pap’, provide a narrative function in initiating their sons’ deracination, it is the
mothers (or rather, the representation of the female as either a mater dolorosa, a
monstrous harridan, or an unsettling combination of both), who ensure that the sons

stay away. Their negative influence is significant, particularly as McCarthy’s sons

display an abject and pathological fear of the maternal.

The choice of the title quotation from Blood Meridian is typical of one of McCarthy’s
many narrative voices, which threatens apocalypse in arcane language. It also refers to
the many ‘phallic’ sunsets which pervade McCarthy’s novels, and implies the
linguistic pun on sun/son/Son, which is particularly appropriate, given the troubled
paternal relationships in his fiction. In addition, ‘Pandemonium’ was the neologism of
John Milton, who coined the term in Paradise Lost to describe the capital of hell, a

place where many of McCarthy’s protagonists appear to reside.

It becomes apparent through discussion of the above elements, that the paradox,
contradiction and ambivalence which adhere to McCarthy’s narratives, can be
usefully addressed by considering the following chapters as they interrelate and may
illuminate the intertextuality of McCarthy’s novels. For example, it is the plethora of
narrators who are responsible for the depiction of both the relationship between
landscape, society and the individual and also the representation of the female in
McCarthy’s novels. In the first chapter, the notion of ‘family’ and its larger
manifestations in ‘community’, ‘region’ and ‘nation’, is seen to be both fragile,
disempowering and even dangerous, and this clearly influences the representation of
the female in relation to both ‘home’ and ‘nation’. In the second chapter, McCarthy’s
‘cinematic’ narrative strategy, which incorporates many stylistic features of his
avowedly favourite writers and employs a variety of voices, means that the position of
the reader in relation to the texts and the corpses within, ensures a combination of
discomfort (even horror and repulsion) and pleasure. The final chapter draws on
previous discussion of a misogynous narrator in Child of God and also the political
ideology of McCarthy’s cowboy protagonists. Therefore, while the three chapters

offer discrete readings, they are most usefully considered as they inform and relate to

each other.



Chapter 1

Landscape, Society and the Individual
in Cormac McCarthy’s Novels
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Landscape, Society and the Individual

Cormac McCarthy’s work can most usefully be approached by examining the interrelation
of predominant themes and narrative strategies within all of his novels. Edwin Amold has

proposed that ‘these books speak to one another whatever their setting and, with each

response, deepen and expand and give shape to McCarthy’s overall artistic vision’.! He
suggests that the intertextuality does ‘tell a definite story’, and that the story 1s ‘as old as
the hills of Tennessee and as profound as the desert of the Southwest [...] McCarthy
writes about the passing down of heritage or the failure of that passage, the
intergenerational communion which, like the fence holes in Blood Meridian seems “less
the pursuit of some continuance than the verification of a principle, a validation of
sequence and causality”’(BM, 337).2 This chapter includes a discussion of how the
individual, the community and the environment interrelate, particularly given McCarthy’s
protagonists’ overwhelming sense of dislocation, alienation and deracination. The
pervasive influence of landscape and the relationship between man and nature are explored
in all of his fiction, although the focus will be on the transcendentalism of The Orchard
Keeper, McCarthy’s first novel, and the ‘optical democracy’ (a term used by McCarthy’s
narrator to describe the relationship between man and the deserts of the Southwest) of
Blood Meridian, McCarthy’s first western. The vigilantism of the early southern novels

and the gradual fading of ‘optical democracy’ in the Border Trilogy will be bnefly

considered.

The communities and individuals of McCarthy’s novels are essentially tied to the
surrounding landscapes, although they are largely oblivious to them. The landscapes of his

Southern novels can be contrasted with those of his later Western ones. Similarly, there 1s

! Edwin T. Arnold, ‘The Mosaic of McCarthy’s Fiction’, in Sacred Violence: A Reader’s Companion to
Cormac McCarthy (El Paso, Texas: Texas Western Press, 19935), pp. 17-23.

2 Blood Meridian or The Evening Redness in The West (London: Picador, 1990) {1* pub. New York:
Random House, 1985}. Further references will be in the abbreviated form, BM.




a movement from the ‘blighted inhabitants’ of Red Branch, Tennessee, in McCarthy’s first
novel, through Knoxville’s ‘community of the damned’ in Suttree, to a concentration on
the Mexican society and ‘border communities’ of Blood Meridian and the Border Trilogy.
Despite the vagaries of time and place, the examination of the landscapes, communities
and individuals therein, provides an insight into the complexities of American
exceptionalism, as it is articulated in McCarthy’s depiction of those elements which
constitute society: the individual; the family; the communify; the nation, and the
landscapes in which they reside. The basis of such an examination rests on the fact that
McCarthy is as interested in ‘landscapes of the mind’ as he is the Appalachian Mountain
ranges and Mexican deserts. It is importantly the narrator who describes the landscapes
and through the narrative voice, McCarthy makes the reader aware of the optical illusion
that adheres to landscape. His novels are also preoccupied with the liminal, borders and
boundanes, both literal and figurative. This is evident in the landscapes, the horizons and
setting suns implying the outermost limit and the edge of the world and also a limitless
expanse. The notions of ‘family’ and its larger manifestation, ‘community’, are imbued
with both fragility and horror: fragility in the ever-present sense of impending
disintegration, and horror in the substitute families and communities which the individuals

encounter, from the ‘grim triune’ of Quter Dark to the scalp-hunting gangs of Blood

Meridian.

Fenceposts, boundaries and borders which are a feature of all of McCarthy's novels are
balanced, or rather, unbalanced by equally dominant images of limitlessness, deracination
and wandering. McCarthy appears to interrogate the paradox that borders imply limit and
restriction at the same time as they represent a threshold and the possibility of expansion.
There are several descriptions of the endless endeavour of man to map, to colonise and to
mark out territories and frontiers. While this is perhaps seen more literally in Blood
Meridian and the expansive terrain of the Southwest of his Border Trilogy, McCarthy's
earlier novels interrogate borderlands, both literal - the setting of the Appalachian
mountains (one of the first 'evolutionary' stages in colonising the West) - and

psychological, as the limits of depravity and perversity are explored, particularly in Child



of God. Many of McCarthy's protagonists inhabit a dreamworld which exists on the border
between wakefulness and sleep, truth and fiction, the unsocialised self and the community.
It is this lack of socialisation which results in a desperate search for an authentic identity,
although the notion of these protagonists as representative of Everyman is alternately
proposed - the murderous necrophiliac Lester Ballard is 'a child of God much like yourself
perhaps' (Child of God,14) - and denied, as Comelius Suttree discovers while in his febrile
state: T learned that there is one Suttree and one Suttree only' (Suttree, 461). Therefore,
while physical borders between countries are a pervasive feature of McCarthy's western
novels, all of his work deals with borders, although these may be less to do with

geographical boundaries than psychological and ontological exploration.3

A discussion of geographical borders inevitably invites consideration of the depiction of
the people who populate any region, the communities contained therein, and the ideology
which underpins nationalism. In Imagined Communities: Reflection on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism, Benedict Anderson understands ‘nationality, ‘nation-ness’ and

‘nationalism’ to be ‘cultural artifacts of a particular kind’, which have changed meanings

and today ‘command [...] profound emotional legitimacy’* He writes in an
‘anthropological spirit’, suggesting that nationalism belongs with ‘kinship’ and ‘religion’,
rather than with ‘hberalism’ or ‘fascism’ (5). His definition of nation is ‘an imagined

political community — and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign’:

It 1s imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of
their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the
image of their communion. [...] In fact, all communities larger than primordial villages of
face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined. Communities are to be

distinguished not by their falsity/ genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined.
(6)

3 Robert Jarrett, for instance, points out one ‘distinctive trait’ of McCarthy’s fiction is ‘to be positioned on
and to investigate overlapping border and peripheries — whether regional, cultural, or historical’. Robert
Jarrett, Cormac McCarthy, (New York: Twayne, 1997), p. vii.

4 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism
(London: Verso, 1991), p.5.



The changing depiction of the individual within both the community and the surrounding
landscape 1n McCarthy’s novels, will be examined in this chapter. This reveals a movement
from an early agrarian and transcendental impulse in The Orchard Keeper (with a brief
consideration of the exploration of the ‘horror’ which is contained in the notion of
‘community’ in Quter Dark and Child of God, and the sense of ‘gothic loneliness’ and
urban alienation in the ‘community of the damned’ in Suttree), to the violent depiction of
nationalism and American imperialism in Blood Meridian and its legacy as it is

experienced by McCarthy’s ‘cowboy’ protagonists in the Border Trilogy.

While Blood Meridian refuses an anthropocentric vision through the narrative depiction of
man and nature, suggesting instead that the inexorable 'progress’ of man in history is also a
death-ridden process of regression, this is addressed in all of McCarthy's novels. The
notion of both individual and collective improvement and transformation which are central
to the mythology of American exceptionalism, and in particular the ideology which sees
American nature as a benign model of democracy, are replaced in McCarthy's work with a
sense of history (both personal and universal) which places society, the individual and
nature in a mutable and uneasy relationship to each other. The sunsets that pervade
McCarthy’s fiction are both hopeful (‘the evening redness in the west’) when imaged as

the benign promise of a new day, and apocalyptic (a ‘blood meridian’), a reminder of the

violent atrocities committed by man.

““The Whole of Nature is a Metaphor for the Human Mind”:
Transcendentalism and Simultaneity in The Orchard Keeper.

The Orchard Keeper is the story of the triangular relationship between a young boy, John
Wesley Rattner, an aged woodsman called Uncle Ather Ownby who tends both the ruined
apple orchard and the corpse of John's father, and Marion Sylder, entrepreneurial

bootlegger and the murderer who deposited the corpse in the spray pit. John Wesley forms
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relationships with both of these men, unaware of their involvement with his father.>
McCarthy juxtaposes descriptions of man’s isolation in nature and the notion of the
transcendental ‘self’ with the equally compelling sense that however much his protagonists

display a desire for isolation, a sense of the past, both genealogical and geographical,

persists. The father/son relationship 1s crucial to the narrative and usually initiates the
actions of the male protagonists, the absent fathers remaining throughout these novels as
constant reminders of both a genealogical inhentance and the emotional, spiritual and
ideological inheritance of a patriarchal tradition. It is often the actions or absence of the
father that prompt the male protagonist to leave home, so that the idea of ‘home’ for most
of McCarthy’s ‘sons’ is, from the onset, a fragile (if not frightening) concept. Similarly,
the notion of ‘family’ is often imbued with recrimination, so that the larger manifestations
of ‘community’ and °‘nation’ are not automatically embraced because both can be
threatening rather than comforting, an idea which is developed in Quter Dark and Child of
God and reaches its apotheosis in Blood Meridian. There 1s a troubling relationship
between the patriarchal figures of McCarthy’s Southern ‘homes’ and the patriarchs of the
Old South, and the ideology of Manifest Destiny which underpins the sense of

‘community’ and ‘nation’ as they are understood by their ‘sons’ who inhent the American

Dream.

Richard Gray addresses the distinction between nationalism and regionalism 1n his recent
book, Southern Aberrations: Writers of the American South and the Problems of
Regionalism.¢ He considers the ‘instabilities’ which can occur ‘when a culture perceives
itself as marginalised’, noting that the stories based in Southern mountain areas (the
‘highlands’ and ‘hinterlands’), for example, force the reader to ‘pluralize our idea of a
regional culture and to see Southern mythmaking as a process, a developing series of

discrete stories’ (xit). Gray’s emphasis is on ‘variance and pluralism’ and he makes the

point that ‘aberration’ ts ‘a fundamentally slippery term because it is contextually,

> Cormac McCarthy, The Orchard Keeper (London: Picador,1994) {1* pub. New York; Random House,

1965}

® Richard Gray, Southern Aberrations: Writers of the American South and the Problems of Regionalism
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2000).



reciprocally defined’, so that the dialectical opposition between ‘norm’ or ‘center’ and
‘aberration’ or ‘margin’, means that the South has historically been defined from a national
‘norm’ (xi1). Gray proposes that ‘the note of exile sounds like a melancholy bell through
Southern writing’ (26), and that its ‘determining features [...] include a compelling
inwardness, a stifling sense of claustrophobia, a scarcely concealed hysteria, and the habit
of looking backward, not only for comfort but the means of salvation’ (32). As shall be
discussed here, McCarthy’s Southern narratives do conform to Allen Tate’s description of
the ‘backward glance’ of the Southern renascence, ‘a literature conscious of the past in the
present’.” The crucial difference in McCarthy’s narratives, however, is the absence of any
sense of either nostalgia or salvation. While the gothic elements of McCarthy’s fiction
which blur the distinction between life and death are discussed in the second chapter, the
different borders which exist between the feelings of ‘proud isolation’ and ‘cultural
inferiority’ identified by Gray as endemic in Southern literature, are also explored in
McCarthy’s fiction. McCarthy appears to be the antagonist of the ‘regionalist piety’
identified by Gray in the essays which made up Tate’s Southern Renascence (1953), a
stance exacerbated by the ‘indelible sense’ of ‘homelessness’ which, as Gray suggests,
marks all of his novels (443). This is an important point, for in McCarthy’s novels, the
West 1s also a place where ‘the note of exile’ sounds loudly and the reader is forced to
‘pluralize [his/her] i1dea of a regional culture and to see [Western] mythmaking as a
process’. Furthermore, Gray proposes that McCarthy’s work is most usefully approached
by accepting his ‘hybridity’ and examining the ‘confluence’ of the often apparently
contradictory critical readings of his work (443-4). This chapter will consider the
similanities and differences between the relationship depicted between man, society and the
landscape in his novels, although the suggestion will be that there is an increasing focus on
the ‘landscapes of the mind’ of the later cowboy protagonists. Gray also emphasises this
aspect of McCarthy’s writing, which identifies a ‘mixed, plural medium that all of us
inhabit now’: ‘the border territory that is our place of being in the world, made only the

more starkly remarkable to us all (including Southerners) by the collapse of those cultural

7 Cited in Gray (96). From The Literary Correspondence of Donald Davidson and Allen Tate, ed. John
Tyree Fain and Thomas D. Young (Athens, Ga., 1974), 191.



barriers that used to give us shelter — the illusion of belonging to one stable community
and set of traditions’ (444). While the literal geography of McCarthy’s first four novels is
that within the one-hundred-mile radius of Maryville, Tennessee, as Gray notes, all the
landscapes in these novels are ‘liminal’ and constantly changing as the author ‘is intent on
melting down the structures of perception’ and acknowledging the ‘fluid social geography
of the contemporary’ (444). While Gray proposes that ‘wandering is both the narrative
rhythm and the narrative subject’ of McCarthy’s novels, he also highlights an aspect of
this constant crossing and recrossing the landscape which draws attention to a potential
problem in the ‘dissolving and reconfiguring’ of the once static oppositions: ‘civilized and
savage, past and present, South and West, town and wilderness and, more recently, the

United States and Mexico’ (444):

The landscape of all McCarthy’s novels 1s a liminal, constantly changing one, on which

different human cultures encounter one another’s otherness, and appropriate it through
language. (444)

The appropriation of the ‘other’ is considered in the third chapter in greater detail and in
this chapter, a discussion of the cartographic impulse in Blood Meridian will address
McCarthy’s depiction of the encounter with the other and the ideology of Manifest
Destiny which motivates it. The intertextuality of his work 1s suggested by the fact that
McCarthy’s first western does, after all, begin with the kid’s birth in 1833, in Tennessee.
Therefore, it 1s not only the characters who wander throughout the novels, it is also the
novels themselves which take a ‘backward glance’ and cross and recross between past and
present. Blood Meridian is set one hundred years before not only A/l The Pretty Horses (a
point made by several critics who link the kid with John Grady Cole), but also The
Orchard Keeper. Similarly, The Crossing is set around the same time (the 1940s and 50s)
as McCarthy’s final southern novel, Suttree. While the differences in the story of Billy’s
failed attempt to return a female wolf to the mountains of Mexico and that of Suttree’s

existential musings in Knoxville, Tennessee could hardly be more different, as Gray

suggests ‘McCarthy’s stories are as “homeless” as his characters are because they have no
fixed coordinates beyond those supplied by a potentially endless circling’ (449). McCarthy

makes this point repeatedly in all of his novels. In Outer Dark Culla is ‘from nowhere,



nowhere bound’ (240), in The Crossing Billy 1s told ‘All tales are one’ (133), and in Blood
Meridian, the men are described engaged in ‘inversions without end upon other men’s
journeys’ (BM,121). This makes the concept of ‘home’ a particularly unstable one in
McCarthy’s world, so that he appears to offer a bleak parody of the concept of ‘family’
and societal institutions (the church, the law) which would underpin a sense of community.
The ‘families’ of these novels are ‘broken’ at their most fundamental level, as the

protagonists of McCarthy’s novels are in most cases not only ‘homeless’, but also

fatherless.

Kenneth Rattner is the first in a long line of abandoning fathers in McCarthy's fiction. Even
the log cabin he moves into with his wife and son is ‘abandoned' and he 'left there four
days later with twenty-six dollars, alone and southbound' (23), having successfully stolen
the wallets from the injured and dying victims of the Green Fly Inn disaster, ‘Weather and
termites conspired against this haven and brought it to ruin’ (25). Although Rattner is
unable to forge any familial bonds while alive, it is ironically his corpse which links the
three protagonists. While Rattner benefits from the demise of the Inn, the legacy he leaves
for his son is a hazy memory fuelled by his wife's disillusioned bitterness and
sanctimonious piety, combined with a desire for revenge which 1s not shared by John
Wesley, as she tells him: ‘You make half the man he was and you’ll be goin some’ (66).
Like many of the dwelling places in McCarthy's fiction, the Rattners’ home is invaded by
nature, with wasps' nests in the rafters and borers and woodworms' slowly eating away at
it. In fact, the rootlessness and abandoned state of the inhabitants are reinforced by the
fact that, officially, they do not exist: 'They paid no rent on either house or land, as |

claimants to either or both properties were non existent in deed as the house itself’ (62).

In spite of his absence, the figure of the father in McCarthy's novel is an omnipresent one.
In The Orchard Keeper, John Wesley Rattner forms relationships with both Old Arthur
Ownby and Marion Sylder, the man who has killed his father and the man who tends his
corpse. Both of these surrogate father figures are incarcerated by the end of the novel as a

result of their association with Kenneth Rattner, Sylder in prison and Ownby in a mental



asylum, so that even in death, Rattner deprives his son of potential father figures. In the
only two novels in which the protagonists become fathers, the sons die. The infant son
whom the father abandons and later witnesses being murdered and eaten in QOuter Dark, is
the loathed product of an incestuous relationship, and the abandoned son of Cornelius

Suttree, is only mentioned when his father hears of his death.

In The Orchard Keeper, McCarthy blends a pastoral idealism with dystopian surrealism
(sex, death and metamorphosis being a preoccupation of the latter), informed by notions
of reincarnation from Eastern philosophy and Celtic mythology. The reader is regularly

provided with dates, although left with a sense of ambiguity and provisionality enforced by
the equivocal endings of McCarthy's fiction.3 While Arthur Ownby might represent an

older, pastoral vision and while the degenerate and criminal families depicted in the novel
are by the end 'myth, legend, dust', there is a real sense that no significant advance has
been made. It only becomes clear at the end of the novel that the prologues describes
narrative action which occurs in the final pages, as John Wesley watches the men chopping
down the tree when he visits his mother’s grave, and then leaves through the gap that they
have made in the fence.? This confirms the idea of cyclical degeneration and regeneration

and a sense of stasis in terms of man's understanding of nature.

Many critics have written about the relationship between the characters and the landscape
in McCarthy’s fiction. Natalie Grant has proposed that in The Orchard Keeper ‘nature

depicted as a surreal, often hostile environment bounds, emphasises and defines

SWe are told that Marion Sylder was born in 1913 and the novel begins when he is 21. John Wesley visits
his mother's grave three years after she has died, which Mildred Rattner's headstone tells us was 1945,
and throughout we are given precise dates. For example, ‘The Green Fly burned on December twenty-first
of 1936°, ‘On the morning of fifteenth of November’ John Wesley first sets his traps and ‘Some time after
midnight on the twenty-first of December it began to snow’. However, while Ownby interrogatcs the
social worker about his own date of birth, suggesting that this, the 13th June 1913 was ‘kindly a bad start’
- he undermines his own sense of superstition and points out the ridiculous nature of the man's questions
when he then asks him ‘Was your daddy over twenty-cight when you was born?’ Similarly, the demise of
the Inn occurs on the date of the pagan festival of the winter solstice. However, Ownby cannot, or docs
not, provide his own date of birth.

2 Similarly, in Outer Dark, the nightmare that Culla Holmes has at the beginning of th enovel is alluded
to again through his encounter with the blind man at the end. In Child of God, Lester Ballard’s
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McCarthy’s characters [as] personalities who are revealed in their relationship to a natural

world that objectifies their psychological boundaries, or lack of them’ (61).10 Terry Witek
has proposed that McCarthy reverses the Emersonian notion that ‘nature is a metaphor for

the human mind’:

[...] the world is not a metaphor for us: we have not constructed it, it has constructed us.
We are therefore its metaphor, its fragile dwellings whose patterns of impermanence
finally display, despite the efforts of McCarthy’s protagonists, an endurance of their own
[...] Cormac McCarthy does not deny that the spaces we inhabit are metaphors for our
collective identity. On the contrary: they match precisely and mercilessly to teach us that
no place in the world is home, that everywhere is a potential campsite, that every boy must
be the frontiersman of what will turn out to be a grave-sized chunk of earth. Therein lies

the ferocious power of McCarthy’s treatment of domestic space in his novels. (142)!1

McCarthy rejects the projection in both Emersonian transcendentalism and luminism of the
myth of America’s progress and exceptionalism as a continual process of encountering and
civilising nature. The conflict between past and present 1s for McCarthy never clearly
defined, as it is the process of transformation and change which matters, and the ongoing
negotiation between spiritual and moral values of the past and those of a newer world. Far
from endorsing the exceptionalist rhetoric of nineteenth century writers such as Whitman
and Emerson, who felt that man's relation to nature was what could define not only an
individual sense of identity but also a democratic society which could overcome an

increasingly dominating culture of commercialism and materialism, McCarthy’s critique of

American destiny never loses sight of the past.12 While his fiction is set in the ‘American’

South and the ‘American’ West, his writing is less regional than universal. In his later

announcement when he turns himself into hospital, ‘I’m meant to be here’, reiterates his sentiment at the
beginning of the novel, when he is being evicted from his home.

19 Natalie Grant, ‘The Landscape of The Soul: Man and the Natural World in The Orchard Keeper’,
Sacred Violence: A Readers Companion to Cormac McCarthy (Texas Western Press,1995), pp. 60-69

11 Terri Witek, ‘Reeds and Hides: Cormac McCarthy’s Domestic Spaces’, Southern Review 30 (January,
1994); 136-42 .

2In ‘Democratic Vistas’ (1871), Whitman saw America in terms of its future rather than its past and
claimed that the terms American and democratic are synonymous, and in ‘Nature’ (1836), Emerson
proposed that a knowledge of nature achieved in isolation in the wilderness, is the only way to discover a
‘true identity’ which reveals the individual self as a ‘particle of God’. This exceptional relationship with
nature was, as Emerson outlined in ‘The American Scholar® (1837), the way towards an American culture
that would be self-reliant and cut off from the materialism of the present, and an ideal American society
would be modeled on American nature.
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‘western’ novels, the aftermath of the Mexican-American war during the 1840s and the

experiences of his ‘cowboy’ protagonists of the Border Trilogy, consistently explore the

notions of both ‘man’ and ‘American’ in relation to nature, society and war.

McCarthy's vision is closer to that of Hawthorne and Melville, who criticised the optimism
of the democratic ideals contained in the rhetoric of Whitman and Emerson, in particular
the ability of either the individual or the collective to escape the past. McCarthy's
protagonists are cast into a wilderness, and their isolation and deracination focuses on the
relation between the individual and society, although, like Hawthorne's exiled outcasts,
they are not endowed with a privileged relation to nature which reveals an inherently
democratic consciousness, nor are they allowed to escape their past. As Deborah Madsen

points out in American Exceptionalism, Emerson always assumed that nature was

benevolent towards humanity:

[...] the very concept that nature might be hostile or indifferent to human destiny would
contradict the entire set of Romantic assumptions upon which Emerson's thinking was
based, as it would upset the inherited Puritan assumptions about the divine subtext
communicated by American nature to God's chosen people. In Emerson's view, a view
which Melville and Hawthorne found deeply disturbing and problematical, the destiny of
America depended unquestionably upon the readability of the American landscape and the
benevolent message to be found there: a message that would describe the glorious destiny

awaiting the new nation. (82)13

The opening chapter of Cormac McCarthy's first novel can be read as a summation of an
ongoing interrogation of man's relationship with nature that preoccupies his work. The

prologue describes three men attempting to disentangle a wire fence from a fallen elm tree:

The tree was down and cut to lengths, the sections spread and jumbled over the grass.
There was a stocky man with three fingers bound up in a dirty bandage with a splint.

With him were a Negro and a young man, the three of them gathered about the butt of
the tree. (3)

Unable to separate the fence from the tree, the man ‘took hold of the twisted wrought

iron, the mangled fragment of the fence, and shook it. It didn't shake. It's growed all

3Deborah L. Madsen, American Exceptionalism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998).
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through the tree, the man said [...] The Negro was nodding his head. Yessa, he said. It
most sholy has. Growed all up in that tree’ (3). The naiveté of these men in believing that
the fence 'growed all through the tree' is reiterated throughout McCarthy's work in images
of boundaries imposed by man on nature which expose man's belief in an inherent power

over nature and a futile desire to contain and structure nature, which is echoed in the need

for society and community.14

In his essay ‘The Place of the Past in the American Landscape’, David Lowenthal
proposes that the first decades of nationhood ‘gave rise to a comprehensive antihistorical
mystique that has had lasting consequences for both the American landscape and the

American personality’:

A new land unburdened by history, a new people unhampered by their forebears: these
were not only aspirations but recognized facts of life, contrasting especially with European
obeisance to the past. These feelings were rooted in perceptions of the landscape 1tself.

(90)!1>

As Lowenthal points out, an ‘explicit and emphatic’ opposition to the past ‘underlies
much of nineteenth century environmental and architectural practice’, so much so that the
intensely antihistorical bias made Americans feel that their ‘unique destiny’ actually
demanded this disengagement (91). The political motif of the breaking of impenal bonds

was clearly articulated by Thomas Jefferson who proposed that each generation was a

14This image is returned to time and again. In the epilogue to Blood Meridian (1985):
In the dawn there is a man progressing over the plain by means of holes which he is making in
the ground [...] On the plain behind him are the wanderers in search of bones they appear
restrained by a prudence or reflectiveness which has no inner reality and they cross in their
progress one by one that track of holes that runs to the rim of the visible ground and which seems
less the pursuit of some continuance than the verification of a principle, a validation of sequence
and causality [...] (337)

In man's attempts to map out terrain and lay claim to the land, the action is that of automatons in which
the act of marking borders is validation in itself. The 'progress' of these men is paradoxically one of

inexorable regression. For every fence post there is a corpse, and these structures are subject to the same
decay.
!5 David Lowenthal, “The Place of The Past in the American Landscape’ in Geographies of The Mind:

Essays in Historical Geosophy, eds. David Lowenthal & Martyn J. Bowden (New York: Oxford
Umiversity Press, 1976), pp 89-119.
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‘distinct nation’ and that therefore each new generation should not be burdened by

previous institutions, whether legal or famulial:

[...] the dead have no rights. They are nothing; and nothing cannot own something [...]
Our Creator made the earth for the use of the living and not of the dead [...] One

generation of men cannot foreclose or burden its use to another. 16

In addition, a ‘radically new ideal personality emerged’ which, as Lowenthal points out,
was described by R.W. B. Lewis:

[He was] an individual emancipated from history, happily bereft of ancestry, untouched
and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race; an individual standing alone,
self-reliant and self-propelling [...] The national and hence the individual conscience was
clear just because it was unsullied by the past — America [...] had no past, but only a

present and a future. 17

An important element of this rejection of the past was the rejection of any parental

influence, 18 so that Americans are able, in Tocqueville’s words to ‘imagine that their

whole destiny is in their own hands’; ‘[..] the tie that united one generation to another 1s

relaxed or broken; every man there loses all traces of the ideas of his forefathers or takes

no heed of them.’1? Lowenthal suggests that two theories justified an American ‘contempt
for the past’: ‘a cyclical view of history widely current during the Enlightenment, and an
exceptionalism that excluded America from the framework of world history’(93). It has
been noted, however, that for the Souti], the literary ‘backward glance’ provided the basis
for a ‘regionalist piety’ which further excluded it from the framework of American history

(Gray, Southern Aberrations, 22-26). This is a dilemma which is addressed in McCarthy’s

depiction of the past in the present which can be seen in the relationship between the

16 Jefferson to Samuel Kercheval, July 12%, 1816 in The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Albert Ellery
Burgh, 20 vols. (Washington: Thomas Jefferson Memorial Association, 1907) 15:42 ~-2,3

17 R.W.B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innnocence, Tragedy and Tradition in the Nineteenth Century
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, Phoenix Books, 1955) pp 5,7

13 Henry David Thoreau contended that ‘having lived some thirty years [...] I have yet to hear the first
syllable of valuable or even earnest advice from my seniors’. Walden and Other Writings, 1854 (New
York: Random House, Modern Library, 1937).

19 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (1835) trans. Henry Reeve, 2 vols. (New York: Alfred
Knopf, Vintage books, 1945) 2:104-6
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individual, the landscape and society. Therefore, McCarthy’s cyclical narratives owe more

to Janus than to a Jeffersonian dismissal of the past.

Thoreau emphasised the need to break with England, described as ‘an old gentleman who
is travelling with a great deal of baggage, trumpery which has accumulated from long
housekeeping, which he has not the courage to burn’ and in Walden, he proposed the need
for ‘purifying destruction.” (Walden, 60-1) This social philosophy meant that history was
eliminated not only from the minds of men but also from their surroundings. Jefierson’s
insistence on the ‘sovereignty of the present generation’ extended to include not only
landscape, but law. The periodic ‘purifying destruction’ expounded by Thoreau, was

articulated by Holgrave in Hawthorne’s House of The Seven Gables:

Our public edifices — our capitols, state-houses, court-houses, city-hall, and churches —
ought [not] to be built of such permanent materials as stone or brick. It were better that
they should crumble to ruin once in twenty years, or thereabouts, as a hint to the people to

examine into and reform the institutions which they symbolize. (207)20

In The Orchard Keeper, McCarthy appears to satirise this ‘punfying destliuction’. The
‘public edifices’, from the graveyard which both begins and ends the novel to the court-
house, prisons and government tank of Red Branch, are symbols of decay, needless
bureaucracy and corruption rather than renewal and reform. The community is perilously
close to disintegration and the impermanence of the societal structures of the living are
imaged in the Green Fly Inn, which is ‘built on a scaffolding of poles over a sheer drop’

and during rough weather becomes reminiscent of Melville’s Pequod and her crew:

On such nights the inn-goers trod floors that waltzed drunkenly beneath them, surged and
buckled with groans. At times the whole building would career madly to one side as though
headlong into collapse [...] To them the inn was animate as any old ship to her crew and it

20 Nathanicl Hawthorne, The House of The Seven Gables, 1852 (New York: Washington Square Press,
1940).
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bred an atmosphere such as few could boast, a solidarity due largely to its very
precariousness. (13)

The first disaster at the Inn is apocalyptic in its dimensions:

[...] single figures began to be sucked away in attitudes of mute supplication [...] the
figures clutching at the rails began to turn loose their holds, coming away by ones and
twos like beetles shaken from a limb, and the entire wreckage descended in a slow tableau
of ruin to pitch thunderously into the hollow [...] the atmosphere inside seecthed with
inchoate violence [...] and they fell upon each other murderously and fought far into the

night. (26)

However, the final demise of the Inn is described in quite different terms:

The Green Fly Inn burned on December twenty-first of 1936 and a good crowd gathered in
spite of the cold and the late hour. Cabe made off with the cashbox and at the last minute
authorized the fleeing patrons to carry what stock they could with them, so that the warmth
of the fire and the bottles and the jars passed around took on a holiday aspect. (47)

As the building is consumed by fire it ‘dropped vertically into the pit [...] it 1s there yet,
like the last remnant of that landmark, flowing down the sharp fold of the valley like some
imponderable architectural phenomenon’(47). There is here reiterated a precarious sense

of community and a strange combination of ritual propriety and carnivalesque exuberance

in this celebration.

McCarthy provides a detailed description of the Appalachian mountains:

East of Knoxville, Tennessee the mountains start, small ridges and spines of the folded
Appalachians that contort the outgoing roads to their liking. The first of these is Red

Mountain; from the crest on a clear day you can see the clear blue line of the watershed
like a distant promise. (10)

Nature ‘contorts’ man-made structures. In summer, ‘the red dust of the orchard road is
like powder from a brick kiln [...] Hot winds come up from the valley like a rancid
breath’(10). The parched landscape of the mountains is an oppressive, malignant and
hostile environment where plants ‘flourish with a cynical fecundity.” (11) The forests have

a ‘primordial quality’ and ‘under the west wall of the mountain is Red Branch’, a
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community built up of backwoodsmen and migrant families ‘who reproduced with such

frightening prolificness that their entire lives appeared devoted to the production of the

ragged line of scions which shoeless and tattered sat [...] and stared out across the

blighted land with expression of neither hope nor wonder nor despair’ (12).21 The
inhabitants and itinerant families are worn down by the environment. Even the more
successful inhabitants like Increase Tipton, the ‘patniarch of a clan whose affluence
extended to a dozen jerrybuilt shacks strewn about the valley in unlikely places [...]
endowed with an air transient and happenstantial as if set there by the recession of
floodwaters’, are unable to cling onto their temporary triumph over nature as ‘even the

speed with which they were constructed could not outdistance the decay for which they

held such affinity [...] Some terrible plague seemed to overtake them one by one’ (12). 22

Near the beginning of the novel, Ownby is described contemplating the ‘long purple welt
of the Great Smokies’ which prompts a pastoral dream reminiscent of Yeats’ ‘Lake Isle of

Innisfree’:

If I was a younger man he told himself, I would move to them mountains. I would find me

a clearwater branch and build me a log house with a fireplace. And my bees would make
black mountain honey. And I wouldn't care for no man.
He started down the steep incline.- then I wouldn't be unneighbourly neither, he added. (35)

It appears for a while, when he is taken in by some men on the Chilhowee Mountain, that
the old man has found his ‘bee-loud glade’ (193-5). McCarthy appears to simultaneously

promote Ownby’s vision of Yeatsian romanticism and to undermine it. He articulates the

21 Although this may recall the Red Branch Cycle of Celtic mythology, the notion of heroism and deity is
replaced with decay and tragedy.

22 The image of men blasting through nature (Ownby’s house is ‘musty, dank and cellar-like’ (58) and
covered in fungus, almost consumed by the wilderness which surrounds it) is echoed in the journey of the
old man who passes the old quarry, ‘the tiered and graceless monoliths of rock alienated up out of the
carth and blasted into ponderous symmetry, leaning, their fluted faces pale and recumbent among the
trees, like old temple ruins’, although here the remnants of the quarrying have rendered the landscape
seemingly ancient compared to the solid steel tank squatting on the mountain. (189) McCarthy does not
seem to promote an elegiac, bucolic existence, as progress can be viewed as ‘natural’ eventually, ‘like old

temple ruins’, just as the remains of the Green Fly Inn can be likened to ‘some imponderable architectural
phenomenon.” (47)
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contradictory impulses to be alone in nature and the importance of a sense of community.
Ownby’s cyclical view of history, his past role as orchard keeper and his ritual guarding of
the corpse mean that the sense of constant renewal is undercut by images of decay and

destruction, both the ‘purifying destruction’ advocated by Thoreau and the more brutal

destruction of the forces of the law.

The constant battle for dominion between man and nature i1s imaged in the government
tank: ‘Curled in a low peach limb the old man watched the midmorning sun blinding on the
squat metal tank that topped the mountain’ (51). The sun ‘blinds’ the tank although the
tank appears to have dominance, ‘topping’ the mountain. Further up the road is another
man-made structure, a concrete tank that had been used as an insecticide spray-pit,
although ‘these past six years it had served as a crypt which the old man kept and
guarded’ (52). Ownby had embarked on a ritual guarding and preservation of Kenneth
Rattner’s corpse, tending it as he would an orchard, and although ‘it was still there, what

of it had weathered the seasons and the years’, the mythical figure of the orchard keeper

is as precarious as that of Sylder as the ‘prodigal son’ or the heroic cowboy. (54)%3 Each

winter Ownby ‘cut a cedar to serve for wreath and covernng’:

It took years to fret them into the aromatic humus [...] these things he observed, for he was
a watcher of the seasons and their work. By the coming Christmas he would have cut the
seventh cedar and with this he felt might come to an end his long deadwatch. (90)

However, when he looks for the corpse ‘there was nothing. The dead had risen and gone;

no revenant mourned here the unburied remains’ (91).24 Ownby's sense of the cyclical
nature of life and his propriety over the tending of the corpse are shattered by this

discovery and it appears to prompt his visit once again to the government tank, situated in

23Similarly, the fisher king myth in Surtree is undermined by the protagonist’s own musings: ‘He said
that he could have been a fisher of men in another time but these fish now seemed task enough for him.”
(14)

240ur first sight of Rattner is his angry assault on a driver who has ignored him as he tries to hitch a lifi:
“You wouldn’t pick up Jesus Christ, would you, he asked.” (8) The fact that his corpse ‘had risen and

gone’ 1s an example of the narrator’s macabre sense of humour which punctures the pretensions of the
characters.
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‘A barren spot [...] mercurial and luminescent as a sea, the pits from the trees had been

wrenched on the naked bulb of the mountain as moon craters’:

And on the very promontory of this lunar scene the tank like a great silver ikon, fat and
bald and sinister [...] the great dome stood complacent, huge, seeming older than the very
dirt, the rocks, as if it had spawned them of himself and stood surveying the work, cleanly
and coldly gleaming and capable of infinite contempt. (93)

Here, the tank appears not only to dominate the landscape, but to have ‘spawned’ the
nature which surrounds it, appearing more ‘natural’; and older than nature itself. Ownby
seems strangely awed by the tank’s presence as he ‘clung there wrapped in the fence for
some time [...] he did not move except that he licked the cold metal of the diamonded
wire with his tongue’ (93). This seems to satirise the transcendental experience of man in

nature, combining an act of homage with tactile desire.

In McCarthy’s unpublished screenplay, Whales and Men, one of the characters asks, ‘But

why do we feel so alien in this world? [...] We were put into a garden and we turned 1t

into a detention centre’ (57).25 It is often difficult to differentiate between the natural and
the human world in McCarthy’s fiction, although industrialisation and modern capitalism
have changed the nature of that relationship. In The Machine in the Garden (1964), Leo

Marx identified a form of ‘complex pastoralism’ which arose as a result of the impact of

industrialisation on the American literary imagination.26 In his view, the most ‘profound
contradictions of value of meaning’ in American life arose from the fact that “within the
lifetime of a single generation, a rustic and in large part wild landscape was transformed
into the site of the world’s most productive industrial machine’ (343). Marx takes as
representative of this ‘complex pastoral’ mode, which synthesises the ‘real’ world with “an

idyllic vision’, writers such as Hawthorne, Thoreau, Twain and Melville. Focussing on

23Whales and Men is part of the Southwestern Writers Collection in the Albert B. Alkek Library at

Southwest Texas State University. Although the manuscript is not dated, it appears that McCarthy wrote it
between Blood Meridian and All The Pretty Horses. Cited in James D. Lilley ‘Of Whales and Men: The

Dynamics of Cormac McCarthy’s Environmental Imagination’ in The Southern Quarterly, Vol. 38, No.2.
(Winter 2000):111-122

26 1 eo Marx, The Machine In the Garden (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964).
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Hawthorne’s ‘Sleepy Hollow’ of 1844, Marx proposes that the sudden shriek of the
locomotive whistle which disturbs Hawthorne’s ‘simple pleasure fantasy’, is then
‘transtormed by the interruption of the machine into a far more complex state of mind’
(11-15). He argues that ‘it is difficult to think of a major American writer upon whom the
image of the machine’s sudden appearance in the landscape has not exercised its
fascination’, although he adds that the contradiction between the pastoral impulse and
industrial reality means that these writers only manage to attain a ‘virtual’ and not a real |
resolution to the existence of the machine in the garden (16). Russell Reising has pointed
out in his reading of Marx’s thesis that in his concept of a simple contradiction between
pastoral myths and technological reality, ‘Marx ignores the revolution in social relations

which the opposition reveals’ as this ‘is deflected into a discussion of industrialism rather

than of the human significance of the social relations inherent in capitalism’ (149).27
Reising cites an earlier cultural theorist, W.F. Taylor, who had foregrounded the

importance of the social element, the human problem of the ‘machine in the garden’:

What our novelists put on unfavorable record, what they subjected to telling exposure and
criticism, was not the Machine itself but the misuse of the Machine by Society; not
industrialism per se but the workings of an industrial order administered by laissez-faire

capitalism. (Taylor, 1942, 325)28

When Arthur Ownby goes to take a ‘second look’ at the government tank, he is equating
this with an early voyeuristic experience and adolescent fear of women. Later, he shoots “a
crude X’ 1n the same tank, and it appears that he is representative of the ‘keeper’ of the
pastoral idyll, responsible for keeping the machine from the garden. However, the
conflation of the threatening machine and his earlier sexual excitement, in a moment of
almost 1nexplicable violence complicates this image beyond the simple contradiction of the
‘complex pastoralism’ which Marx had identified in nineteenth century literature. In The
Orchard Keeper, 1t is not the law per se, but the corruption and abuse of the law, not the

tank per se but the mystery and officialdom that quite literally ‘surrounds’ it in the form of

2T Russell Reising, The Unusable Past: The Theory and Study of American Literature (New York:
Methuen, 1986).

38 W.F. Taylor, The Economic Novel in America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1942).
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the A.'T.U. guards (who later blast their way through Ownby’s house), that is found
wanting. The tank also ironically provides cover for Sylder’s illicit bootlegging. Similarly,
Sylder’s car is repeatedly heard shattering the rural idyll, as does the sound of gunshots,
and John Wesley’s fascination with the ancient steel traps which he uses for hunting is not
dissimilar to Sylder’s fascination with his car — both are exploiting resources - one is
merely a newer machine than the other. In fact, McCarthy’s fiction repeatedly makes the
point that the problem lies not with the machine in the garden, but rather the ‘machine’ in
man. From the blighted inhabitants of Red Branch to the men who move °‘like

mechanisms’ across the plains at the end of Blood Meridian, there is a direct link between

nascent capitalism and an assault on nature.2?

As many critics have pointed out, three generations are represented in The Orchard
Keeper. Old Arthur Ownby communes closely with nature: ‘he was a watcher of seasons
and their work’ (90). While nature often seems benign when associated with Ownby,
‘Light pale as milk guided the old man’s steps over the field to the creek and then to the

mountain’, he is also a ‘lover of storms’ and is exposed to the full force of the flood later

(88).30 Whereas Ownby is repeatedly described at one with nature, Marion Sylder appears
to represent the modern, entrepreneurial man who has become affluent by leaving Red
Branch, rejecting a carpenting trade in favour of less ‘wholesome’ pursuits: “This affluent

son returned upon them offering no olive branch but hard coin and greenbacks and

29 This is humorously depicted in Gene Harrogate’s many assaults on nature in Suttree, from ‘melon-
mounting’ to bat culling. Before he has honed his capitalist aspirations, he is described in a field of
melons, the unfallen man in nature, kneeling ‘in the rich and steaming earth® among the “plump forms
supine and dormant.’(32) This description is interrupted by the overtly sexual incursion of the machine in
the garden as the train, ‘her harpie-throated highball wailed down the lonely summer night. [Harrogate]
could hear the wheels shucking along the rails and he could feel the ground shudder’, and the additional
cliché of the simulated orgasm of the star which ‘arced long and dying down the sky’ (32).

30The third part of the novel begins ‘Sometime after midnight on the twenty-first of December it began to
snow [...] the snow was still wisping down thickly, veiling the trees beyond the creck and the mountain
itself, falling softly, and softly, faintly sounding in the immense white silence’ (131). The old man and his
hound seem enveloped and protected by the snow as he reads old copies of Field and Stream. He dozes,
wakes and looks across the yard ‘brilliant against the facade of pines beyond, a cardinal shot like a drop of
blood’. Similarly, as he approaches the pit, his movement is ‘bound’ with nature; ‘The moon was higher
now [...] the blackened limbs of the trees falling flatly as paper across the path and the red puddle of the

moon moving as he moved, sliding sodden and glob-like from limb to limb, fatly surreptitious, watching
as he watched’ (89).
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ushering in an era of prosperity, a Utopia of paid drinks’ (29). He returns to the Green Fly
Inn, entering like some latterday Western hero ‘resplendent in gray gabardines, the
trousers pressed to a knife edge, the shirt creased thrice across the back in military
fashion, his waist encircled by a strip of leather the width of a whip-end. Clamped in his
jaw was a slender cheroot’ (14). Ownby intermittently sees the lights of Sylder's car,
although his world is contrasted with Sylder's violence and the iconography with which he

1s associated is ancient and quite different:

He had cut a pole of hickory, hewed in octagonal and graced the upper half with hex-
carvings - nosed moons, stars, fish of strange and Pleistocene aspect. Struck in the rising
light it shone new white as the face of an apple-half. (46)

Ownby’s ‘accessories’, the goat horn and carved pole seem to onginate in a different
century from the shiny suits and sleek cars of Sylder. However, Sylder is increasingly
portrayed in a way that makes him closer to Ownby than either of them could imagine.
When Sylder watches Ownby firing blanks in the shape of ‘a huge crude X across the face
of the tank’ (97), he shifts the whiskey to his car ‘with a hobbling half-run’; and after his
car accident, he sets off ‘with a hopping gait’, which sounds more like the old man. When
John Wesley tells Sylder about Gifford trying to arrest him, Sylder tells him that they will
not arrest a fourteen year old boy: ‘Anyway, don’t let him bother you. I'll tend his apples
for him my ownself. He knowed you didn’t have no daddy, nobody to take up for you in
the first place’ (160), thereby combining his paternal role with the role of the orchard
keeper. Both men are hunted by Gifford, the local sheriff, although when the shenff and
his men arrive to arrest Ownby, the old man remains calm and even takes on the demeanor
of the ‘cowboy’ outlaw hero as he shoots one policeman in the leg and in response to the
sheriff’s commands for him to come out, he ‘lit his cigarette and took a deep pull’.

Suddenly, he has become a military, professional killing machine as he recognises the

inefficacy of the shenff’s command to his men to ‘stick together’:

That didn't make much sense to the old man. He pulled twice more on his cigarette and put

it out and crawled under the stove [...] One of (the deputies) was dressed in khakis and
looked like an ATU agent. The old man marked their position, wiggled back out from
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under the stove, riposted to the window and shot them both in quick succession, aiming
low. Then he ducked back to his stove, broke the shotgun, extracted the shells and
reloaded. (187)

Immediately afterwards, the old man is once more subsumed into nature as he sets off with
his hound and a sledge ‘south along the road, until they were pale shapes in the rain.’
(188) The violence and destruction caused by the forces of law as they attack the now
vacated house (‘they lobbed teargas bombs through the windows and stormed the ruined
house from three sides and the house jerked and quivered visibly under their gunfire’)

makes them look completely ridiculous (183).

John Wesley and Arthur Ownby do not meet until the third section of the novel. The
‘cardinal shot like a drop of blood’ which the old man hears 1s followed by a description of
John Wesley meeting Warn Pulliam and his friends, who have just shot a rabbit. The
notion of crossed paths, fate and inevitability is everywhere in this novel, although all of
the protagonists are unaware of the sense of a familial structure and even ‘community’
which exists, as events happen in a disjointed, seemingly haphazard fashion. This sense of
solidarity is evoked also through the way in which the young boys embark on a series of
‘tall tales’ which echo the ‘chorus of elders’ discussing the car found in the creek and
‘speaking slowly and with conviction upon matters of profound inconsequence’ (116).
The two protagonists who would be expected to be the most different given their ages are
John Wesley and Ownby. However, the boy shows an affinity for Ownby’s lifestyle on the
fringes of society and seems at one with nature. Sylder and Ownby also lead entirely
separate lives, although their narratives are interrupted by each other’s actions throughout
the novel and they are shown to have a great deal more in common than is given by our

initial impression of their separation by generation and lifestyle.

McCarthy’s work 1s inevitably compared to that of Faulkner. In the only interview that
McCarthy has given to date, he acknowledges simply that ‘the ugly fact is that books are

made out of books. The novel depends on its life on the novels that have been written’,

and certainly both writers can be accommodated within the Southern literary tradition,
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sharing a macabre sense of humour and a determined and lucid grasp of the grotesque.31
However, it appears that most critics who make this comparison see Faulkner as
ultimately a more humane writer who allows at least a glimmer of hope and a hint of |
redemption to be introduced into the lives of some of his characters. Several critics have
lamented McCarthy’s apparent lack of moral values which would perpetuate a Southern
social-economic-ethical tradition and would underwrite the mythic significance of the
landscape and the communities therein, something like Faulkner’s series of related myths
based on the conflict between traditionalism, represented by the Sartoris family, and the

antitraditional modern world, represented by the Snopes.

Robert Jarrett argues that ‘McCarthy’s early fiction [...] acknowledges its debt to
twentieth-century Southern literature’ but he sees it as ‘reconstructing’ both ‘that
literature’s assumptions about Southern culture’ and ‘the literary and cultural construct

termed “the South™, by pointing to differences between the Appalachian setting of his

novels and the larger South.32 This reconstruction also occurs through ‘a sensibility, style
and structure characteristic of modernism’ (7). Walter Sullivan’s early review of The
Orchard Keeper locates the novel ‘in the middle of agranan influence’, suggesting that
‘the Southern renaissance [...] is still alive’ and although he later revised this reading, as
Jarrett suggests, his association of McCarthy's novel with the ‘Southern renaissance’ is an
important point, ‘for by it he inserts the novel within a series of literary works that
constitute a cultural and literary tradition viewed by Sullivan and other Southemn critics to
be at a critical stage, in danger of dying but with possibilities of revival’ (8). Three
generations of twentieth-century Southern literature were defined by prominent reviewers
~and academic critics, including Walter Sullivan, Cleanth Brooks, Louis Rubin and Lewis
Simpson, beginning with the ‘Fugitives’ (named after a literary journal published between
1922 and 1925) and ‘Agranian’ writers, through a second generation of writers with
increasingly modernist tendencies, including Faulkner, to writers such as Eudora Welty

and Flannery O’Connor whose work assumes the disappearance of the antebellum

31 Woodward, New York Times Magazine.
32 Robert Jarrett, Cormac McCarthy.
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Southern culture. Jarrett proposes that because of ‘their acceptance of the disappearance
of the agrarian South’, these third generation writers were ‘compared invidiously to
Faulkner’: ‘Thus [...] Walter Sullivan uses the fiction of Walker Percy and Cormac
McCarthy to define and denounce the new generation of writers who write as
contemporary writers (or as ‘Gnostics’ or ‘existentialists’) and represent the death of the
Southern renaissance and its mode of writing’ (10). Although the suggestion of literature
as a site of historical tension, split between a modern and traditional Southern culture, is
applicable to McCarthy’s early work, Jarrett argues that ‘the specific historical crisis that

forms and informs McCarthy's fiction is different from that of his predecessors’:

McCarthy's early fiction reconstructs prior Southern writing in part by pointing to radical
discontinuities between the present and the Southern past - discontinuities that,
furthermore, could be traced within Southern culture and its history [...] both [his first two

novels] point more to an ironic disjunction rather than a tragic continuity between past and
present. (11)

Jarrett proposes ‘the twin motifs of connection and disconnection constitute the core’ of
The Orchard Keeper, imaged initially in the description of the paved highway which
connects the hamlet of Red Branch with Knoxville, so that the three protagonists
‘represent a local version of traditional Southern culture newly transformed into the
unconventional’ by these urban connections. The novel, according to Jarrett, ‘fully
critiques the Agranans’ and Faulkner’s assumption of an essential or meaningful continuity
between Southern past and present’ (11). In McCarthy's novel, Jarrett argues, all three
main characters ‘are linked by their common exile from the values and lifestyles of a newly
dominant urbanized South’ represented by the state highway, the government officers and
welfare officials, governmental institutions like the bounty office where John Wesley
trades in his hawk, the government tank which so infuriates Ownby, and the Brushy state
penitentiary in which he is incarcerated. John Wesley represents ‘the contemporary or
postmodern Southerner’ who by the novel’s end ‘has become a figure of the Southerner-

as-extle, uprooted and cut off from his genealogical past’; Arthur Ownby is representative
of the earliest generation of Southerners, although his experience of the Civil War has left

him with ‘no allegiance to or fondness for the antebellum South’; finally, Marion Sylder is
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‘the representative second-generation Southerner’ who leaves the Appalachian hills during
the depression to work in a factory, and returns as an entrepreneurial bootlegger,
‘alienated from both the agrarian and mercantile Southern economy and unable to adopt
Ownby's impoverished subsistence lifestyle' (12-13). However, it is possible to suggest
that these characters, even Sylder and Ownby, have more in common than any of them
realise. In addition, the cyclical nature of all of these early novels hints at a constant
pattern of regeneration and degeneration. At the end of the novel, John is referred to as
‘young Rattner’, implying a somewhat sinister and yet inevitable genealogical inheritance,
and he is described watching a wagon ‘shimmering in waves of heat rising from the road’
which ‘dissolved in a pale and broken image’ (244), just as in the opening episode his
father sees ‘far down the blazing strip of concrete a small shapeless mass’ which ‘gained
briefly the form of a pickup truck, whipped past and receded into the liquid shape by
which it came’ (7). It appears that the ‘genealogical past’ is something that McCarthy’s
earliest protagonists never truly escape from and that the father figures of the Old South
do not simply disappear. This becomes increasingly significant in McCarthy’s later novels,
as the ‘past’ becomes another country, that of Old Mexico, which 1s mythologised and

romanticised in the minds of the cowboy protagonists, just as the Old South had been in

the minds of the Agrarnans.

Jarrett argues that, in contrast to Faulkner’s exploration of Southern culture through
adaptations of the Oedipus complex or Freudian family romance, ‘the weak metaphoric
fathers’ of McCarthy's first two novels ‘suggest that [...] Faulkner’s Southern patriarchy
has largely disappeared [...] McCarthy’s protagonists may be sons, but they are largely
depicted as autonomous’(21). However, it is possible to argue that this does not make
them ‘autonomous’, as their fathers are a constant source of anxiety and suffering, so that
Jarrett’s assertion that Kenneth Rattner ‘has the most central role of all fathers in
McCarthy’s fiction, but even he is relegated to the opening chapter and one more brief
appearance before the scene of his death’, seems to ignore not only the presence of
Rattner (or his corpse) throughout the novel, but also the characters of both Culla Holme

in Quter Dark and Cornelius Suttree in Suttree, whose paternity is the source of abject
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misery and guilt. It is true that, as Jarrett proposes, the ‘weak, dead, absent or denying
fathers of McCarthy’s fiction point toward an imaginative repudiation of the central
importance of the patriarchal father and family in Southern culture and the South’s heroic
myth of its history figured in the revered patriarch - Robert. E. Lee or Colonel Sartoris -
of the Confederate Lost Cause’ (23). However, 1t is also true that, while these beleaguered
father figures ‘point towards’ such a repudiation, they also consistently highlight such a
paternal legacy. Jarrett concludes that ‘to the new generation of Southern writers and

critics the South is no longer defined largely by reference to the ‘fathers’ of the Civil War’:

The patriarchal antebellum slaveholders and Confederates have been replaced by a new set
of terms, figures, and historical events, including the civil nghts demonstrations and race
riots of the 1960s. Or perhaps more crucially, the meaning of Southern history - the Lost
Cause - has been revised as another historical lie, as deluded as Culla’s own lie or as Mrs

Ratter’s fictional lie to John Wesley, which creates Kenneth Rattner, the heroic and pious
husband and father. (23)

In Sutiree, “Weird Leonard’ tells the hero that his father’s body, which Suttree had helped
him to dispose of in the river, has been found: ‘He come up, Sut. Draggin all them chains
with him’ (417). Suttree’s laconic reply speaks volumes - ‘Fathers will do that’ - and
encapsulates McCarthy’s darkly comic comment in these novels about the inability of all

sons to rid themselves of the enduring presence of a paternal legacy.

The fact that the lives of the three main protagonists are seen to be so inextricably
intertwined, means that the resulting sense of community in 7he Orchard Keeper
conforms to Benedict Anderson’s understanding of the nation or region as an ‘imagined
community’, so that ‘regardiess of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail

in each, the nation 1s always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship’ (7):

It 1s imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of
their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the
image of their communion. [...] In fact, all communities larger that primordial villages of
face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined. Communities are to be
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distinguished not by their falsity/ genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined
(6). 33

In his examination of the ‘cultural roots of nationalism’, Anderson argues that ‘our
conception of simultaneity [...] is of such fundamental importance that, without taking it

fully into account, we will find it difficult to probe the obscure genesis of nationalism’:

What has come to take the place of the medieval conception of simultaneity-along-time is
(as Walter Benjamin describes 1t) an idea of ‘homogenous, empty time’, in which
simultaneity is, as it were, cross-time, marked not by prefiguring and fulfillment, but by
temporal coincidence, and measured by clock and calendar. (24)

The transformation of the meaning of simultaneity and its importance to the imagined
community can be examined by considering ‘two forms of imagining which first flowered
in Europe in the eighteenth century: the novel é.nd the newspaper’ (24-5). Anderson’s
contention 1s that ‘these forms provided the technical means for ‘re-presenting’ the kind of
imagined community that is the nation’ (25). Added to these could also be theatre and

forms of aural communication, such as song and storytelling:

The 1dea of a sociological organism moving calendrically through homogenous, empty time
1s a precise analogue of the idea of the nation, which also is conceived as a solid
community moving steadily down (or up) through history. An American will never meet,
or even know the names of more than a handful of his 240,000-odd fellow-Americans. He

has no 1dea of what they are up to at any one time. But he has complete confidence in their
steady, anonymous, simultaneous activity. (26)

Therefore, the imagined community can be ‘immediately conjured up’ by such novelistic
traditions as the description of a particular time and place and the simultaneous discussion
of events (or a particular event) by several or even hundreds of anonymous people who do
not know each other. Through his readings of José Joaquin Fernandez de Lizardi’s El
Periquillo Sarniento (The Itching Parrot, 1816), Anderson proposes that the ‘national
imagination’ can be seen at work in the descriptions of ‘the movement of a solitary hero

through a sociological landscape of a fixity that fuses the world inside the novel with the

33 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism
(London: Verso, 1991)
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world outside’ (30). Importantly, the ‘horizon is clearly bounded’; in this case ‘it is that of
colonial Mexico’, so that the ‘sociological solidity’ is conjured up by the use of plurals
during a picaresque ‘tour d’horison’ of ‘hospitals, prisons, remote villages [...] none in
itself of any unique importance, but all representative (in their simultaneous, separate
existence) of the oppressiveness of this colony’(30). A sense of regionalism (the
‘Appalachian’ south, ‘colonial’ Mexico) i1s therefore not always commensurate with a
larger understanding of nationalism and, as such, can be a source of both empowerment
and disempowerment, and contains the paradoxical notion of the strength of the

disempowered through ‘imagined communities’.

While the implications of McCarthy’s narrative technique, in particular his frequent direct
address to the reader, i1s examined later, it is worth noting the emphasis on ‘simultaneity’
in The Orchard Keeper. Throughout the novel, the notion of both ‘deep, horizontal
comradeship’ and the ‘temporal coincidence’ in the ‘steady, anonymous, simultaneous
activity’ of the three main protagonists is striking. Similarly, McCarthy’s ‘tour d’horison’
of institutions in which his protagonists are incarcerated, from the Brushy State
penitentiary, courthouses and prisons of The Orchard Keeper to the prisons and hospitals
of Knoxville in Sutfree, suggest a similar representative oppressiveness in the twentieth
century Appalachian South. McCarthy appears at times to agree with Hawthorne’s
protagonist Holgrave in his advocation that all ‘public edifices’ should periodically
‘crumble to ruin’, although he seems less optimistic about the possibilities of ‘the people’

examining and reforming the institutions which they symbolize.

It is after visiting Arthur Ownby in the asylum and Sylder in prison that John Wesley goes
to the courthouse 1n order to try to trade back the hawk he had brought in the previous
August. He has by this time experienced the absurdity of the law, its bullying tactics,
exemplified in the disposal of the hawk which he discovers they do not keep and are

without ‘some value or use commensurate with a dollar other than the fact of their
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demise’ (233).3* When he is told that they have been burned, it is as though he feels
tainted in his dealing for bounty at the courthouse, making an analogy between his
treatment and attitude to the bird and the treatment meted out to his surrogate father
figures at the hands of the law: ‘He looked about him vaguely [...] And thow people in jail
and beat up on em [...] And old man in the crazy house [...] I cain't take no dollar. I made
a mistake, he wadn’t for sale’ (233). McCarthy’s protagonists rarely experience explicit
moments of enlightenment or Joycean ‘epiphanies’, and here John Wesley articulates his
resentment that he had unwittingly subscribed to and benefited from the same official

bureaucracy which has incarcerated both Sylder and Ownby.

While Sylder is imaged as a latterday ‘cowboy’ hero at the beginning, returning after his

years of self-imposed exile from Red Branch, he warns John not to be heroic: ‘you want to

be some kind of goddamned hero. Well, I'll tell ye, they ain’t any more heroes’ (214).33
The inept and ndiculous questioning by the social worker from the Welfare Bureau
underlines Ownby’s distance from any form of bureaucracy, as his description of the old
man on his form - ‘Definitely an anomic type’ - is one that could equally be applied to
most of the inhabitants of Red Branch, highlighting the difference between the social
worker’s sense of ‘society’ and ‘community’ and that of the protagonists. The welfare
worker does not recognise the alternative sense of community which arises from the
precarious bonds of ‘deep, horizontal comradeship’ (222). Sylder, like Ownby, attaches
importance to ‘neighbourliness’ and a sense of community, when he thinks of what he

wants to say to John Wesley about the sheriff Gifford:

He's a rogue and a outlaw hisself and you're welcome to shoot him, burn him in his bed,
any damn thing, because he's a traitor to boot and maybe a man steals from greed or

340wnby also tells John that ‘they’s even a bounty on findin dead bodies, man over in Knoxville does
pretty good grapplehookin em when they jump off the bridge like they do there all the time (p.228)’,
which preempts McCarthy’s later novel, Sutfree, and also makes John’s hawk bounty seem like an
innocent but somewhat sinister precursor in the death trade.

3In The Crossing, John Cole and Rawlins both think of themselves, or rather, wonder if the people they
come across south of the border, will think that they are ‘vaqueros’. In the later Western novels, the
‘pushing time’ which John Wesley experiences in wanting to move forwards, is reversed, as their desire to
be ‘real’ cowboys is a desire for a past time and an old heroism.
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murders in anger but he sells his own neighbours out for money and it's few lie that deep
in the pit, that far beyond the pale. (214-5)

This expresses a moral code that exists within this precarious community, which means
that Huffeker doesn’t give Gifford the old man's address and the ‘congress of ancients’ in
the bar doesn’t respond to questions about Sylder's car in the river (116). It is exemplified
in the return of Ef Hobie: ‘A prodigal return (Petros - Brushy mountain - eighteen
months, illegal possession of liquor) that attracted a great number of well-wishers’ (23). In
all of these novels the law, here represented by Gifford and Legwater, the ‘county humane
officer’ who shoots dogs in front of screaming children, is seen as corrupt and therefore

the lifestyles of the society of outlaws appear less reprehensible.

McCarthy combines in The Orchard Keeper a comment on the idea of the transcendental
‘self” which simultaneously embraces and rejects its basic tenets. In his essay on ‘The
Place of the Past in the American Landscape’, David Lowenthal suggests that it is possible
to identify a ‘continuing dialogue between revolutionary and traditionalist ideals’ in the

American attitude to the past as it is contained in the landscape, which has important

implications for both the ‘American mind’ and the American environment.36 He proposes
that although there was ‘no overnight volfe-face from faith in progress to a passion for the
past’, the Civil War and a decade of Reconstruction, led to a dissatisfaction with the
present and also, through the celebration of the centennial itself, a nostalgic remembrance
of a “more hopeful, less sanguinary’ Revolutionary struggle (107). It was no surprise that
the America which appeared to have become ‘corrupt, acquisitive, impernialistic’, looked
back with some regret (107). As Lowenthal concludes, ‘the ebb and flow of historical self-
awareness, of anachronistic recognition, of concern with heritage are themselves
historically causal’ and that nations are continually rewriting their histories ‘forgetting
much, denying more, and replacing past perspectives with new national images and

explanations’ (109). He proposes that although the Jeffersonian rejection of the past and

the characteristic view, articulated in The Democratic Review of 1842 that ‘the whole

36 David Lowenthal in Geographies of The Mind.
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essay of our national life and legislation has been a prolonged protest against the dominion

of antiquity in any form whatsoever’, has been modified by a disenchantment with the

present and romantic nostalgia, the presence of such sentiments continue to linger.

As Benedict Anderson has suggested ‘it 1s difficult today to recreate in the imagination a
condition of life in which the nation was felt to be something utterly new’ (195). The
endings of McCarthy’s novels repeatedly describe the continued deracination and
alienation of his protagonists and for both the individual protagonists and the communities
which they encounter, it seems that despite attempts to ignore the past (genealogical,
historical and environmental) and to achieve an ‘ideal’ sense of ‘isolation’, these are futile.
One way in which McCarthy denies the reality of the isolation of his protagonists
necessary for the transcendental experience, i1s by frequent allusions to the ‘simultaneity’
of the different protagonists who make up this community, as outlined by Anderson in
Imagined Communities. While his protagonists reject the past and any genealogical or
societal inhentance - John Wesley attempts to ‘escape’, Marion Sylder goes into self-
imposed exile and Ownby wishes for his ‘bee-loud glade’ — there is a pattern of connection
and disconnection between individuals who affect each others’ lives. A sense of
community persists through the narrative structure which parallels the ‘community of
ancients’ with John Wesley and his friends and the simultaneous activities of all of the
characters, so that the overall premise of the transcendental experience in nature being a
way of finding a true ‘self’ conforms to a dialectical model which both satirises the notion
of self-transcendence, at the same time as it illustrates the need for escape as the result of
genealogical or familial pressure. As family can be understood as a microcosm of
community and the larger society, the breakdown at this level indicates alienation as a
‘natural’ condition. However, the ‘myth, legend, dust’ which prevail at the end of
McCarthy’s first novel suggest that the past continues to exert pressure on both the

present and the future. This becomes a crucial thematic element of his later novels.

The characters in Quter Dark (1968), McCarthy’s second novel, about an incestuous

relationship between a brother and sister which results in their son being murdered, are
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preoccupied with not only a literal sense of ‘naming’ (Rinthy wants to name her child and
both Culla and Rinthy are asked repeatedly about their provenance), but also with the idea
of home (their surname, Holme, is imbued with black irony) and community that this
implies. When Culla meets a blind man at the end, he comments ‘they’s lots of people on
the road these days’, and the blind man agrees: ‘I pass em ever day, people goin up and
down in the world like dogs. As if they wasn’t a home nowheres’ (240). The perpetual
motion of the laconic trio of murderers, the ‘grim triune’, echoes the incessant quest of
Culla and Rinthy. Culla wanders through the ‘landscape of the damned’ which 1s Quter
Dark, and the ‘seething and mutinous crowd’, the ‘delegation of human ruin’ depicted in
his nightmare which begins the novel, become his reality as he is relentlessly pursued by
the ‘grim triune’ (5-6). In Quter Dark, notions of time and place are at best vague and
there is a suggestion that some of these communities may indeed be ‘imagined’ (in

particular, the ‘grim triune’) as part of Culla’s continuing nightmare from ‘dark to dark’.

The ‘parallelism’ or ‘simultaneity” which Benedict Anderson has proposed as necessary
for a community’s sense of nationalism to be developed, is skewed by both form and
content: the constant movement between ‘dream’ and ‘real’ time; the rupture brought
about by the typographical features which separate Rinthy, Culla and the ‘grim triune’; and
perhaps most of all, in the supernatural qualities of the ‘father’ figure of the ‘grim triune’
who appears to defy all notions of time and place, qualities replicated in the figure of
Blood Meridian’s judge. Outer Dark provides a parody not only of the notion of ‘family’
and ‘community’ but also the sort of ‘deep horizontal comradeship’ described by

Anderson as necessary for the nation to imagine itself as community.

Child of God (1973) drew inspiration from newspaper reports about a man who had
committed murder and necrophilia. It is a fictionalised account of Lester Ballard’s descent
into madness. He is evicted from his home at the beginning of the novel, having suffered
abandonment by both his mother, who ran away, and later his father, who committed
suicide. He becomes increasingly 1solated from the community, and his story in the first

half of the novel is intercut with ‘witness’ statements from various citizens. His physical
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moves from home, to hovel and eventually to a cave where he stores his corpses, is
paralleled in his increasingly psychotic criminal activity, which changes from voyeurism to
murder and necrophilia. While the community rejects Ballard as one of their own,
preferring to think of him as a psychotic aberration, McCarthy’s narrator suggests that he
1s ‘a child of God much like yourself perhaps’ and throughout, the reader is reminded of

man’s predilection for violence (4).

Ballard 1s associated not only with nature, but with an increasingly ahistorical or even
prehistorical environment, living in caves and haunting primeval forests, ‘At one time in
the world there were woods that no one owned and these were like them’ (127). As
Robert Jarrett has suggested, Child of God ‘reverses’ Lewis's thesis of the innocent
American Adam: ‘Unlike Thoreau at Walden Pond, Ballard’s isolation in nature neither

regenerates nor restores a lost innocence; it corrupts this contemporary version of the

American Adam’ (41).37 An ironic comment on Walden Pond and Thoreau’s meticulous
cataloguing and ‘housekeeping’ is also seen in Ballard’s psychotic version of this, and in
his increasing belief in his own power: ‘Disorder in the woods, trees down, new paths
needed. Given charge, Ballard would have made things more orderly in the woods and in
men’s souls’ (136). While the possibility of Ballard being ‘in charge’ is bleakly humorous,
suggesting that these delusions are the real product of complete isolation in nature, his
repeated belief in his ability to order things, whether it is snow falling — ‘and it did’- or a
girl dying - “‘She did’ - as Jarrett points out, ‘his unerring aim with the nfle, hus unthinking
violence [...] are fascistic, stemming from a drive to impose a willed order on those

persons who thwart his desire’ (41). 33

Both Gary Ciuba, in his reading of ‘mimetic desire and sacred violence’ enacted in Child
of God, and Edwin T. Arnold see Ballard as a ‘scapegoat’ for the community, ‘that

embodies their weird alienation and stoked violence but also their terrible sadness, their

37 Robert L. Jarrett, Cormac McCarthy (New York: Twayne, 1997).

38 For example: ‘Now freeze, you son of a bitch, he told the night beyond the window pane./ And it did’
(103); ‘Die, goddamn you, he said. She did’ (119); ‘He told the snow to fall faster and it did.” (139)
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potential nothingness’ (Amold, 57).39 Vereen Bell sees Ballard as 'a bizarre aberration
certainly' but also representative of the community's 'collective nightmare’(40), while
Winchell argues that ‘if McCarthy’s mode of narration is meant to suggest that Lester has

become a mythic figure for his community [...] we have to wonder what it is about that

community which causes it to make such myths’(303).40

McCarthy’s third novel makes sinister connections between vigilantism and voyeurism, the
former being a form of self-appointed ‘legal’ watchman and the latter as it connects sexual
pleasure with watching, although both are to do with power, control and surveillance. In
his writing on the history of America, Hugh Brogan proposes that 'the South had been a
violent region before the Civil War and had a long tradition, going back to the colonial

era, of what was known as ‘regulation’; of vigilantism; of taking the law into your own

hands’ (378).41 He suggests that ‘this tradition was now savagely reactivated’ by the
‘brutal techniques’ of the Ku Klux Klan. Although by 1873 the Klan ‘had ceased to nde’,
their techniques survived, with a new Klan being set up in 1924, ‘beyond its talent for
terrorizing Jews, Catholics and Negroes in rural parts it had little to offer but scandals of
greed, corruption and sexual hypocrisy’ (519), and similar ‘societies’ continue to be
revived. Brogan states that by the 1870s, ‘Southern opinion fastened on what 1t took to be
the glamour, the courage, the patriotism of the ‘night hawks’, and thereafter violent
extremism was legitimated in Southern politics’ (378). The presence of hawks in
McCarthy’s writing always signals danger and usually death. Ballard has earlier watched
two hawks and ‘he did not know how hawks mated but he knew that all things fought’

(169). This sentence occurs immediately after the description of the activities of the

39 Gary M. Ciuba, ‘McCarthy’s Enfant Terrible; Mimetic Desire and Sacred Violence in Child of God’, in

Sacred Violence: A Readers Companion to Cormac McCarthy (Texas:Texas Western Press, 1995), pp.
77-87

Edwin T. Arnold, ‘Naming, Knowing and Nothingness: McCarthy’s Moral Parables’, in Perspectives on
Cormac McCarthy (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, Southern Quarterly Series, 1999), pp. 45-71

40 Vereen Bell, The Achievement of Cormac McCarthy (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1988).

Mark Royden Winchell, ‘Inner Darkness: or the Place of Cormac McCarthy’, Southern Review 26, April
1990:293-309

41Hugh Brogan, The Penguin History of the United States of America (London: Penguin, 1985).
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vigilante groups, the White Caps and the Bluebills, and the carnival atmosphere of the last
public hanging. Ironically, this can be cor;lpared once more to the method of choice for
corpse manipulation of both Ballard and the shenff’s officers. In Child of God, McCarthy
parallels the hounding of Lester Ballard with the activities of earlier vigilante groups and
extends the motif of the ‘hunt’ from the trapping of animals in 7he Orchard Keeper, the
beleaguered quest and more insidious suggestion of the hunting (or haunting) of Culla

Holme in Quter Dark by the ‘grim triune’, to the proliferation of images of the hunt in

Child of God 42 In a novel also suffused with images of voyeurism, the movement from a
passive ‘vigilance’, literally, a watchful state, to an active engagement with the methods
and attitudes of vigilantism as a method of taking the law into your own hands - militancy,

bigotry and violence - draws more parallels between the angry mob and the angry

individual.

The sheriff who torments Ballard throughout, is frequently described as ‘the high shenft of
Sevier County’, an allusion to his sense of self importance. During the flood, he and his
deputy pick up Mr Wade, who tells them that he had been told by an old woman °‘Its a
judgement. Wages of sin and all that. I told her everybody in Sevier County would have to
be rotten to the core to warrant this’ (164). When the shenff tells his deputy, Cotton, that
Mr Wade can tell him about the White Caps, Cotton responds that it had seemed a good
idea to ‘keep people in line’. Mr Wadeitells him, however that ‘they was a bunch of
lowlife thieves and cowards and murderers’ (165). A rival vigilante gang hunted them
down unsuccessfully ‘and never met but one time and that was by accident’, although both
groups ‘were sorry people all the way round, ever man jack a three hundred and sixty
degree son of a bitch, which my daddy said meant they was a son of a bitch any way you

looked at em’ (165). He then describes the heroic deputy, Tom Davis, who successfully
captured and executed the Bluebills and White Caps, and the carnival atmosphere of the

last public hanging in 1899, once Davis had been elected as sheriff:

42 Early on in Child of God, Ballard witnesses men hunting and later his hovel is literally invaded by a
pack of hounds.
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[...] they hung on the courthouse lawn right yonder [...] I remember there was still holly
boughs and christmas candles [...] People had started into town the evenin before [...]
Rolled out blankets on the courthouse lawn [...] you couldn't get a meal in town [...]
Women sellin sandwiches in the street [Tom Davis] brung em from the jail, had two
preachers with em and their wives on their arms and all. Just like they was goin to church.
All of em got up there on the scaffold and they sung and everybody fell in singin with em
[...] Whole town and half of Sevier County singin I Need Thee Every Hour [...] And then
that trap kicked open from under em and down they dropped and hung there a jerkin and a
kickin for I don't know, ten, fifteen minutes. Don't ever think hangin is quick and merciful.
It ain't.(167)

His description recalls the ‘holiday atmosphere’ on the occasion of the Green Fly Inn
burning down in The Orchard Keeper, of a community held together by its very
‘precarious’ nature and the many ‘mob scenes’ in Quter Dark where the community 1s
seen baying for blood. It also seems reminiscent of the ‘platform of the pillory’ in the
market-place of Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, in which there was for each public

flogging or execution ‘the same solemnity of demeanour on the part of the spectators; as

befitted a people amongst whom religion and law were almost identical’ (50,55).43 The
mob mentality, in its violence and bloodlust, seems a precursor to the scalp-hunting gangs
of Blood Meridian, and the sanctimonious pretence that their motivation is to give Lester

Ballard’s victims ‘a decent burial’ is no different from the crowd at the last public

execution described by Mr. Wade 44

In Child of God, William Schafer suggests that McCarthy’s fascination i1s with ‘the
resonance of human deeds’, as he concentrates on ‘the socialised self necessary for

imagination - but displaced and really at risk in society’, and how acts of evil affect the

community.*> However, it is possible to apportion some guilt to that same community, in
the witness accounts of the exclusion and increasing alienation of Lester Ballard, the

rejection of him at church and his initial experience of an ineffectual, bullying and corrupt

43 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998) {1 pub. 1850)

44In Blood Meridian, Captain White tells the kid that his vigilante gang of scalphunters ‘are to be the
instruments of liberation in a dark and troubled land’, having proposed that there is neither ‘government’
or ‘God’ in Mexico (34).

43 William J. Schafer, ‘Cormac McCarthy: The Hard Wages of Original Sin’, Appalachian Journal 4
(Winter 1977): 105-19, p.113.
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system of justice. In addition, the ‘meanness of folks’ is not something new, as McCarthy
frequently points out, and in this novel , the old man's tale of the carnival atmosphere at
the last public hanging, the depiction of the ‘high sheriff of Sevier County’ and his

deputies, and the vigilantes who torment Ballard, underline this.

The influence of Emersonian transcendentalism has been considered with reference to 7he
Orchard Keeper. Suttree (1979) also contains an interrogation of transcendentalism,
particularly in its depiction of the alienation of the eponymous hero, both in the wilderness
of the Gatlinberg Mountains and in the city of Knoxwville. Suttree’s sense of alienation is
seen to arise not only from familial estrangement but also a preoccupation with death that
finally denies the very premise of newness and self-creation espoused by the democratic
1dealism of transcendentalism. Although McCarthy’s hero, like Thoreau, withdraws from
society, instead of being made anew, he is haunted by his ‘doublegoer’. In addition, his
experience mimics the hallucinogenic state of delirium tremens, rather than a form of
transcendentalism, and his periodic withdrawal from society is paralleled by his desire to

return to the ‘community of the damned’, and the bars, brothels and marketplace of the
McAnally Flats.

In the novel’s long prologue, which takes the form of a prose poem, McCarthy seems to
warn the reader that this is not going to be an easy read as the narrator, like those of
ancient epic poems, makes a direct appeal to the reader to enter into the apocalyptic scene

described and to be metaphorically dragged through the sewer:

Dear friend now in the dusty clockless hours of the town when the streets lie black and
steaming in the wake of watertrucks and now when the drunk and the homeless have
washed up in the lee of walls in alleys or abandoned lots and cats go forth
highshouldered and lean in the grim perimeters about, now in these sootblacked brick or
cobbled corridors where lightwire shadows make a gothic harp of cellar doors no soul

shall walk save you. (3)46

46 The italicised prologue is one of the many narrative features which has prompted a comparison
between James Agee’s A Death in the Family (1956) and McCarthy’s later novel.
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This 1s certainly McCarthy's Waste Land and, as with Eiiot's poem, Dante's inscription at
the entrance to hell in the Divina Comedia (1n.I) appears to be a source of inspiration

(which Eliot acknowledged): ‘This way for the sorrowful city. This way for eternal
suffering. This way to join the lost people [...] Abandon all hope ye who enter!’47

Eliot's wasteland is an indictment of civilisation absorbed in destruction which cannot be
stopped except by an individual understanding of the social and moral crisis. There is a
movement towards an understanding in The Waste Land, although the overwhelming
impression is that while one 'voice' may have seen the light, this cannot save those who are
still struggling unaware and personifying the philosophy of Eliot's Sweeney Agonistes:
'‘Birth, and copulation, and death/ That’s all the facts'. In the figure of Suttree, it is also
possible to identify a movement towards an individual understanding, suggesting that the
‘fragments [...] shored against [our] ruin’ can indeed be united by the act of imagination
(however surreal this may be) by which the less salubrious inhabitants of McCarthy’s
‘unreal city’ cohere. There is a greater sense of community between the people living in
Knoxville's urban slum, and a more direct exploration of what this means than has been
seen in previous novels, although this sense of stability is paradoxically shaped out of the
fragile nature of their existence, so that they depend on each other for survival. From the
‘dog eat dog’ existence of the penitentiary to the ‘interstitial wastes’ of McAnally Flats,

these are friendships forged in adversity and the precarious community which results is

predicated on violence.

Suttree makes his first of two trips into the Gatlinberg Mountains, dogged by the haunting
presence that he refers to as his ‘antisuttree’, although he never encounters this
‘doublegoer’. He 1s reminded of ‘other times more than he would have liked’ and after
several nights and the ‘first few dawns [which] half made him nauseous, he’d not seen one

sober for so long’, he appears to hallucinate in his state of heightened and sober

awarcness.

47 T S.Eliot, Selected Poems (London:Faber & Faber, 1961) {1™ pub. 1954}. The Waste Land was first
published in 1922,
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Yellow leaves were falling all through the forest and the river was filled up with them,
shuttling and winking, golden leaves that rushed like poured coins in the tailwater. A
perishable currency, forever renewed. (283)

From the minutiae of the ‘small figurines’ (ironically at the bottom of a bottle, which is not
a new phenomenon for Suttree) and the dnp of the ‘bell loud’ rain, to the sweeping
gestures of the hallucination of the ‘mauve monks’; Suttree’s experience of being alone in
the wilderness 1s hallucinogenic rather than transcendental. His movement from city to
wilderness means a movement also from the urban ‘community’ to a solitary state in
nature. There is a suggestion, as there is in most of McCarthy’s other novels, that there is
a degree of anthropological regression involved in this transition. There is a crucial
difference between Suttree as a man alone with himself in the wilderness and as a lonely
man in a crowded city. The repeated allusions to Suttree’s extreme loneliness mean that
this becomes a refrain throughout the novel. He can feel his ‘Sunday loneliness seep away’
when he 1s with the ‘fellowship of the doomed’, and while in the penitentiary, he feels a
‘barrenness of heart and gothic loneliness’ (23, 50).

In contrast to the transcendental experience of man in nature and the notion that he would
be made ‘whole’ again, Suttree’s feeling that he is being shadowed by another figure,

‘some doublegoer, some other Suttree’ which eludes him, gives rise to a fear that:

[...] should that figure fail to rise and steal away and were he therefore to come to himself
in this obscure wood he’d be neither mended nor made whole but rather set mindless to

dodder drooling with this ghostly clone from sun to sun across a hostile hemisphere
forever. (287)

Therefore, the loneliness that Suttree experiences in the city, is paralleled with his sense of
alienation in the wilderness. When he travels to the Reese family’s camp on the mussel
bank of the river, ‘when he woke in the smoky dawn he felt alien and tainted, camped
there in the wilderness [...] As if the city had marked him. So that no eldritch daemon
would speak him secrets in this wood’ (316). When he returns to the city, he feels ‘alien

and not unhappy’, as he feels ‘very much a resident of the city.” (380) Suttree shows an
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affinity for domesticity, as he cleans his houseboat, although his ‘home’ itself symbolises
the contradiction in the sense of a home that can be moved, so that this ‘refugee reprieved

from the river and its fishes’ is simultaneously embracing and rejecting the notion of
‘home’ (381).

With the exception of McCarthy’s drama, The Stonemason, Ab Jones, a surrogate father-
figure to the eponymous hero of Suttree, is the only African American character in
McCarthy’s work who is given any form of narrative function. When he goes with Suttree
to visit the ‘black witch’, Mother She, she recounts to him ‘aspects of his past’, which
succinctly conjure up Ab’s life: ‘legends of violence, affrays with police, bleeding in
concrete rooms and anonymous coughing and groans and delirium in the dark’ (280).
Although he has learned to tape his own wounds in order to avoid detection by his wife,
telling Suttree ‘bein a nigger is a interestin life’, his story of the ‘wrath of the path’, his
wounds and scars suffered at the hands of the police, attest to a very different sense of

‘community’ from that outlined by Benedict Anderson (203-4):

The black wiped his eyes with one huge hand. Stories of the days and nights wnit there, the

scars, the teeth, the ear betruncheoned in some old fray that clung in a toadlike node to the
side of his shaven head. (108)

Ab Jones dies and Suttree becomes a fugitive in the city, leaving shortly afterwards. Ab
Jones’ story finally emphasises the racism inherent in the idea of ‘nation’. As noted,
Anderson’s theory of ‘imagined communities’ and ‘deep horizontal relationships’ between
men is finally found to be unsustainable and breaks down completely when the expernience
of ‘community’ and ‘nationalism’ is analogous with the fascist, vigilante activity of the Ku
Klux Klan, the ‘wrath of the path’ which has blighted Ab Jones’ life, highlighting the

disempowerment of certain communities within the larger nation.

Although the ‘simultaneity’ of the ‘imagined communities’ in The Orchard Keeper have
been noted, it is worth considering the argument of those cultural theorists who take issue

with Anderson’s idea of nationalism. E. J. Hobsbawm, for example, argues that definitions
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of ‘nation’ are inevitably lacking because the criteria used (language, psychology, ethnicity
etc.) are themselves ‘fuzzy, shifting, ambiguous’.4®¢ He agrees with John Breuilly’s
criticism of Anderson’s assumption that ‘the self-evident success of nationalism means that
nationalism is very strongly rooted in the thought and behaviour of people’.4® Hobsbawm
examines the changes in the concept of ‘nation’ and points out that ‘nationalism comes
before nations’, so that the element of ‘artefact, invention and social engineering which

enters into the making of nations’ should not be ignored, citing Erest Gellner:

Nations as a natural, God-given way of classifying men, as an inherent [...] political
destiny, are a myth; nationalism, which sometimes takes pre-existing cultures and tumns
them into nations, sometimes invents them, and often obliterates pre-existing cultures: that
is a reality.”?

Hobsbawn situates the ‘nationalist question’ at the ‘point of intersection of politics,
technology and social transformation’, so that although the phenomena arising are
‘constructed essentially from above’, he stresses the need to take into consideration an

analysis from ‘below’, ‘in terms of the assumptions, hopes, needs, longings and interests of

ordinary people, which are not necessarily national and still less nationalist’ (10):

First, official ideologies of states and movements are not guides to what 1s i the minds of
even the most loyal citizens or supporters. Second, and more specifically, we cannot
assume that for most people national identification — when 1t exists — excludes or 1s always

or ever superior to, the remainder of the set of identifications which constitutes the social
bemng. (11)

While further problems which arise from Anderson’s theory of nationalism are addressed
in the second part of this chapter, Hobsbawn makes an important point applicable to the
depiction of nationalism as it is contained in all of McCarthy’s novels. As he suggests,
‘national consciousness’ does not develop evenly ‘among social groupings and regions of

a country’ and that ‘political nationalism’ means a certain blindness to the facts of history

(11).

48 E.J. Hobsbawm, Nation and Nationalism Since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality (Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1992).

47 John Breuilly, ‘Reflections on Nationalism’ in Philiosophy and Social Science, 15/1 (March, 1985): 73.
30 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: OUP, 1983).
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Therefore, McCarthy’s southern novels have been seen to interrogate the basic premise of
Emersonian transcendentalism and the notion of a democratic idealism which adheres to
the relationship not only between the individual and nature, but also as it relates to the
larger manifestations of home — the community and the nation. The American Dream is
something which is not only fragile, but also dangerous. The reconciliation of man with
nature, while glimpsed in the figure of ‘the orchard keeper’, Old Arthur Ownby, is not
sustained in the other novels, so that the concept of democratic equality inherent to the
social philosophy of Emerson, Thoreau and Whitman is finally seen to be incommensurate
with man’s experience. One important impediment to the realisation of American
transcendentalism in McCarthy’s novels, is the depiction of man as bound by both time (a
genealogical and political past) and place. The almost complete lack of self-knowledge in
McCarthy’s early characters, means that the transcendental impulse i1s denied to them,

eptphanies are rare, and the result is an equivocal expression of alienation.

The following section will examine the relationship between the landscape, the nation and
the individual contained in McCarthy’s western novels. The harmony embraced in an
organic relationship between man and nature is seen to be non-existent in the ‘optical
democracy’ of the landscape of Blood Meridian. In all of the western novels, the politics
of landscape and in particular the importance of perspective (the conflation of ‘seeing’ and
‘knowing’) 1s seen as a dilemma underpinned by nationalist and impenalist 1deology,

exposing the ambivalence of the desires and fears of McCarthy’s cowboy protagonists.
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“We are to be the instruments of liberation in a dark and troubled
land”: The Politics of Landscape in Blood Meridian
& The Border Trilogy

In his introduction to the British Film Institute’s Modern Classics edition of The Right
Stuff, a film released in 1983 about America’s attempts to conquer space based on
Thomas Wolfe’s novel of the same name, Tom Chanty quotes the director Philip

Kautman: ‘7The Right Stuff is a return to the roots of the Western. It was made in answer

to the question: ‘What happened to the Western?’* (8)°1 Charity lucidly describes the

Western as Cormac McCarthy and many others have approached the genre:

The Western is the quintessential American genre, where white America grapples with 1ts
character, its conscience and its sense of self. The Western affords America an heroic
vision of its history and heritage, a mythology to call its own. It romanticises the pioneer
and mythologises the wilderness. It negotiates the ambivalent terrain between law and
anarchy, social responsibility and individual freedom, stasis and flux. Its trajectory is
inevitably towards obsolescence: by the time the Western became established, the West
was all over bar the shouting, and as the genre matured, “progress’ had begun to sound like
a dirty word. It is the purest form of movie, the starkest and most physical of philosophical
dramas. It 1s prone to announce itself with an iconic rider against the landscape, and often
ends the same way. It is a very masculine genre, trading on fantasies of absolute male

autonomy, dexterity and moral imperative. It is fundamentally concerned with the
construction of the hero. (8)

It is possible to read Blood Meridian and the Border Trilogy as a tetralogy. Not only is
All the Pretty Horses, the first of the trilogy, set exactly one hundred years later than
Blood Meridian (1949 and 1849 respectively), the intertextuality of McCarthy’s work is
evident in the close association between ‘the kid’ of Blood Meridian and John Grady Cole
of All The Pretty Horses. McCarthy’s earlier novel follows ‘the kid’ as he engages in the
gruesome business of filibustering and scalp-hunting in the Mexican desert of the

nineteenth-century, and his Border Trilogy follows other ‘kids’ who seek to escape from

31 Tom Charity, Introduction to The Right Stuff (British Film Institute Publishing,1997).
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their Texas homes and explore the ‘whited areas’ of their maps, which is ‘old Mexico’.
The continuity between these novels therefore is geographical, historical and political, as
the voice of Manifest Destiny is articulated. While there is a movement from the detailed
depiction of warfare in Blood Meridian, to a focus on confrontation between individuals in
the Trilogy, one common denominator of these novels 1s violence. It is simply packaged in
a more °‘palatable’ and apparently less political form in the later novels. McCarthy
suggested to Richard Woodward of the New York Times in 1992 (in the only interview

that he has given) that 4/l The Pretty Horses may be ‘just a snare and a delusion to draw

you in’, and he was correct.’2 The Crossing, the second part of the Trilogy, is set in the
1940s. 1t tells the story of Billy Parham’s attempt to return a pregnant wolf to the
mountains of Mexico, his return with his brother (following the murder of his parents),
and his final crossing as he brings back the body of his brother from Mexico. Cities of the
Plain, the last novel of the trilogy, brings together John Grady Cole and Billy Parham,
now 18 and 28 respectively. The year is 1952 and they both live and work on Mac
McGovern’s ranch, a large cattle spread located on the far Southeast corner of New
Mexico a few miles from El Paso and Juarez over the Texas and Mexico borders. It is

clear from the outset that their way of life is under threat, as the U.S. military 1s about to

take over the land.

While the aftermath of the Mexican-American war (1846-48) and the border erected as a
result of the treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo provides the setting for Blood Meridian, as John

Wegner has pointed out, ‘wars and rumours of wars’ are a pervasive feature of the trilogy

(COTP, 61).53 There are overt references to the Mexican Revolution and repeated
allusions to the after-effects of both World Wars (John Grady’s father in A/l The Pretty
Horses and Troy in Cities are both war veterans) and the more recent threat of nuclear

weapons. There 1s°a suggestion that Billy is watching the effects of the atomic bomb tested

at the Trinity testing site at the end of The Crossing and Mac McGovern’s land is

52 Richard B. Woodward, ‘Venomous Fiction’, New York Times Magazine (April 19", 1992), pp. 28-40

33 John Wegner, ““Wars and rumours of wars” in Cormac McCarthy’s Border Trilogy’, Southern
Quarterly, Vol. 38, No.3 (Spring, 2000): 59-71.
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requisitioned by the army in Cities, in order to extend the White Sands Missile Range
(Wegner, 69). As Wegner argues, 1t seems that ‘McCarthy’s southwestern works grow
less historically and geographically specific’, so that Blood Meridian could be said to offer

‘a counter-argument to the trilogy’s almost wistful and romantic look at the pre-industrial

Southwest’ (60-1):

John Grady, in particular, would have done well to read Blood Meridian before setting out
across the border searching for his Big Rock Candy Mountain. McCarthy’s novels are
bound by their region, just as the Southwest remains bound to itself and its history. Itis a
regions re-defined from the Mexican North to the American Southwest by war, and it 1s a
region where some areas still have more in common with Mexico City than New York

City. (60)

The difference between the ‘optical democracy’ of the landscape in Blood Meridian and
the ‘wistful and romantic look’ at the mythologised landscape of the Southwest in the
trilogy will be considered here. The importance of place, particularly that of a
disempowered region whose ‘history is shrouded in war’, as part of a nation and also
subjugated to the ‘nationalism’ of other nations, is seen to change in the course of
McCarthy’s western novels (Wegner, 68). Therefore, although the past has meant that
both John Grady and Billy are ‘disinherited by war and war’s machinery’ (COTP, 204),
there is an increasing focus on interior ‘mapping’, as they ‘become men unified by war and
violence, and this war creates a map of existence of each person, a map both distinct and
overlapped by the maps of others’ (68). Therefore, the gradual change in the ‘cartographic

impulse’ of these ‘cowboy’ protagonists will also be examined.

Robert Jarrett has noted the importance of landscape to the ideology of Manifest Destiny:

The ideology of Manifest Destiny held that one race, the Anglo-Saxon, combined with the

political form of republican government, comprised an elect nation that held the true title to
American landscape; justification for the individual and communal enterprise of expansion

and settlement lay in the subjugation of nature both within man and without. (70)24

54 Robert Jarrett, Cormac McCarthy (New York: Twaine, 1997)
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While McCarthy’s Southern novels have been examined as they relate to Benedict
Anderson’s writing on ‘imagined communities’, his Western ones appear to interrogate the
fuller implication of Anderson’s statement about the more violent impulses of ‘a deep,
horizontal comradeship’: ‘Ultimately it is this fraternity that makes it possible, over the last

two centuries, for so many people, not so much to kill, as [to be] willing to die for such

limited imaginings’(7).°>> He proposes that there existed three ‘institutions of power’

which were seen to change ‘in form and function as the colonized zones entered the age of

mechanical reproduction’:

[These were] the census, the map, and the museum: together, they profoundly shaped the
way in which the colonial state imagined its dominion - the nature of human beings it
ruled, the geography of its domain, and the legitimacy of its ancestry. (164)

Anderson points out that ‘it is difficult today to recreate in the imagination a condition of

life in which the nation was felt to be something utterly new’ (195). In the final section,
“The Biography of Nations’, Anderson proposes that nations ‘have no clearly identifiable

births, and their deaths, if they ever happen, are never natural’:

All profound changes in consciousness, by their very nature, bring with them characteristic

amnesias. Out of such oblivion, in specific historical circumstances, spring narratives.
(204-5)

Virginia Wright Wexman has examined the intersection of gender and landscape and the

social anthropological basis for several film genres.”® Wexman’s study details the ways in
which star (John Wayne), genre (western) and the American mythology of nationalism
interconnect. She argues that Benedict Anderson’s reference to the concept of nationhood
as ‘an imagined political community — and imagined both as inherently limited and
sovereign’, encourages a loyalty which ignores inequality and exploitation. As she points

33 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism
(London: Verso, 1991)

6 Virginia Wright Wexman, Creating The Couple: Love, Marriage and Hollywood Performance
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993). Wright Wexman cites the American Marine Corps League
in 1971 who called Wayne the man who best exemplifies the word ‘American’ and points out that Wayne
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out, there 1s a further contradiction at the centre of this ‘myth of imagined community’, for
‘nationhood is conceived not only as an imagined community’ characterised by ‘deep
horizontal comradeship’ but also as a ‘hierarchy of group identities’, so that within any
geographical space there will be one dominant cultural profile. This particular
contradiction has been barely disguised within the ideology of American nationalism
through a series of ‘metaphors and catchphrases’, including ‘the melting pot’, ‘the salad

bowl’, and ‘separate but equal’ (72).

Wright Wexman notes, ‘the state most prominently identified with the [western] genre,
Texas, has a notable history as contested territory’, and that even in those westerns in
which ‘land 1s not overtly an issue [they] almost invariably refer to its central place in the
genre by setting an inordinate number of scenes against the grandeur of the natural
landscape’ (77). Many critics have noted the influence of landscape painters such as
Frederic Remington on this tradition, in which the images identify the nation with nature
to the extent that nationalism is associated with landscape. Wright Wexman suggests that
the typical representation of landscape in the western, in high-angle long shots, can be
equated with ‘the European colonialist discourse on Africa’, in which the landscape is
‘rendered as a discovery by the seer, who is placed in a position of dominance over what is
displayed’. It 1s possible to bring this analogy closer to home by considering Gillian Rose’s

description of ‘the hegemonic masculine gaze’ at landscape typified in geographical

images and texts.

In Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge, Gillian Rose writes
of the ‘hegemonic geographical imagination’ and the ‘masculinist gaze’ of the geographer
in a discipline that has traditionally excluded women.?7 She proposes that ‘geographical

knowledge aims to be exhaustive. It assumes that, in principle, the world can be fully

known and understood’ (7). This is certainly how the judge appears to see things as the

has been repeatedly ‘praised as an exemplary American by a number of prominent public figures,
including six United States presidents’(74).

>7 Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge (Polity Press:
Cambridge, 1993).
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archetypal Enlightenment figure who takes the notion of masculine rationality and
importantly the idea that knowledge is power, to its extreme. Rose explains the
importance of the gaze to the nineteenth-century male explorers who founded the
academic discipline: ‘They made no connection between the world as it was seen and
position of the viewer, and the truth of what they saw was established by that claim to
objectivity’, adding that it is important to note that ‘in the context of the imperialist origins

of geography, that not only did a masculinity enable this claim to be exhaustive; so too did

the whiteness of these geographers’ (9).

As John Beck has suggested, McCarthy ‘deliberately yokes landscape, perception and
politics 1n a way that enables him to develop a disturbing discourse of power and

knowledge that runs through the Southwestern novels’, although ‘conventional

relationships between observation and cognition do not apply’ (211).58 This means that
the reader is placed in a privileged position in relation to the descriptions of landscape and
the discourse of power and geopolitical elements contained therein. Beck contends that
McCarthy’s “suspicion of representation’ means that ‘the novels as texts themselves are
precartously placed, testaments to their own inadequacy’, a suggestion that I would like to
expand on. In addition, Beck stresses the importance to McCarthy of the posting of
witnesses: ‘For he is clear that vision itself is a trickster and must be accompanied by

another, more sanguine knowledge that passes through the blood of generations’ (216).

Another important consideration in examining what precisely McCarthy 1s doing with the
individual 1n the landscape, has to take into account the language used by the narrative
voice to describe not only the landscape through which the characters travel but also the
specular relationship between individuals and that landscape. It has been noted,
particularly of Blood Meridian, that both the language and the landscape appear at times

to be the most dominant feature of McCarthy’s novels, so that the individuals therein can

58 John Beck, ‘A Certain but Fugitive Testimony’: Witnessing the Light of Time in Cormac McCarthy’s
Southwestern Fiction’, in AMyth, Legend, Dust: Critical responses to Cormac McCarthy, ed. Rick Wallach
(Manchester University Press, 2000), pp209-217
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appear to be pawns in an authorial game. While the narrative style of McCarthy’s work is
discussed in further detail in Chapter 2, the narrative voice in the western novels is
especially important in the larger picture of the relationship between man and nature and

the politics of landscape.

The following section will examine the figure of the judge in Blood Meridian as a figure
representative of not only Manifest Destiny, but also McCarthy’s ongoing interrogation of
a visual ideology inherent in the imperialist project. Following on from this, McCarthy’s
narrative strategy in his depiction of nature, and particularly of the ‘optical democracy’ of
the desert landscape, is considered in the light of both Gillian Rose’s account of
geography’s ‘hegemonic gaze’ and the complex oscillations between the panoramic and
the particular which reveal a preoccupation with a dilemma between sight and insight,
where ‘seeing’ and ‘knowing’ are either conflated (by the judge, Glanton and Captain
White for example) or become terms of binary opposition. Finally, the Border Trilogy will
be examined in the light of Beck’s proposal that ‘the texts themselves are precariously
placed, testaments to their own inadequacy’, as the voice of optical democracy recedes,
and the narrative incorporates a politics of landscape which emphasises the interior

‘mapping’ of the American mind and the exterior ‘alien’ country of Mexico.5?

% Elements of the ‘cartographic impulse’ of McCarthy’s cowboys are addressed in further detail in
Chapter 3, as they inform the representation of the female in the Border Trilogy.
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Blood Meridian or The Evening Redness in the West

“Your ideas are terrifying and your hearts are faint. Your acts of pity are
absurd, committed with no calm, as if they were irresistible. Finally, you fear

blood more and more. Blood and time.,” Paul Valéry (epigraph to Blood
Meridian)

“There’s no such thing as a life without bloodshed. I think the notion that the
species can be improved in some way, that everyone could live in harmonyj, 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 will be that way
will enslave you and make your life vacuous.” Cormac McCarthy

Blood Meridian is the story of a boy, referred to as ‘the kid’, who escapes a miserable

childhood in Tennessee following his mother’s death during childbirth:

See the child. He is pale and thin [...] His folk are known for hewers of wood and drawers
of water but in truth his father has been a schoolmaster. He lies 1n drnink, he quotes from
pocts whose names are now lost. The boy crouches by the fire and watches him [...] He
can neither read nor write and in him broods already a taste for mindless violence. All

history present in that visage, the child the father of the man [...] At fourteen he runs
away. (3)

The kid travels through Texas, joining first a gang of filibusters under the command of
Captain White (in 1849) and then a group of scalp-hunters, led by Captain John Joel

Glanton. The historical sources of the novel have been minutely detailed by John Emul

Sepich.0 One member of this gang, who wishes to be ‘suzerain’ and who represents

McCarthy’s most horrifying figure of anthropocentrism, Manifest Destiny and paternity, is
‘judge’ Holden.

60 John Emil Sepich, Notes on Blood Meridian (Louisville: Bellarmine CP, 1993). Sepich examines,

among many other documents, the autobiography of Samuel Chamberlain, My Confession (Lincoln:
Universtiy of Nebraska Press, 1987), written late 1840s and first published in 1956, in which he recounts

his experience as a member of Glanton’s scalp hunting gang.
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Vereen Bell proposes that McCarthy’s ‘metaphysics of violence’ means that he ‘presses
the psychology of the frontier theory to its logical, appalling extreme. It is not a story for
the squeamish, least of all for the philosophically squeamish. But it compels us to call forth

from ourselves a capacity for understanding evil that the various meanings of our lives

otherwise cause to be suppressed’ (199).61 In The Modern American Novel of Violence,
Patrick Shaw states that Blood Meridian ‘is the alpha and omega of the novel of

violence’:

It is not a novel about violence. It is not a novel in which violence is incidental. It 1s not a
novel in which violence is central. It i1s violence, period. Remove violence from the

narrative mix, and Blood Meridian de-coheres. (132)62

Shaw proposes that the reader is forced to identify in some way with the novel’s
protagonists and its violence as we ‘must live intimately with rape, genocide, infanticide,
disemboweling, torture, and general savageness. This vicarious life requires that we
become as bestial as the scalp-hunter and as callous as Judge Holden [...] Some readers

may be unwilling to commit to such a devilish compact, choosing instead to see a theodicy

secreted in the novel’s hellish weave’ (134).

Blood Meridian stands as a radical exposition of Walter Benjamin’s statement that ‘there

is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism.’63
The complex characterisation of the historical figure of Judge Holden and Captain
Glanton, combined with the opulent, esoteric and often biblical language used to descnbe
the visceral, make this novel seem transhistorical, prehistorical or even ahistorical. It has
been described as a Western, an anti-Western, Christian and anti-Christian, humanist and
anti-humanist, with critics variously ascribing the greatest ‘power’ in the novel, equivalent

to that traditionally attributed to the hero, to the narrator, the landscape, the language,

61 Vereen Bell, The Achievement of Cormac McCarthy (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1988).

62 Patrick W. Shaw, The Modern American Novel of Violence (New York: Whitston Publishing Co.,
2000)

63 Walter Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’ in I//luminations, trans. H. Zohn, (Fontana,
1968), pp. 257-260 {1%. pub. As Schriften, 1955)
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Judge Holden, the ‘kid’, or even Glanton. Dana Phillips, for example, has suggested that
McCarthy’s work ‘seems designed to elude interpretation’, largely due to his dense prose
style, ‘remarkable for its syntactic complexity, its recondite vocabulary, its recording of

minute detail and its violent intensity, as well as for an uncanny almost scriptural

stateliness’(434).64 He doubts that knowledge of the historical basis of the novel ‘offers
any real hermeneutic advantage’, as he rejects the notion of any allegorical or symbolic
qualities. As Phillips points out, Blood Meridian seems to be distinctive for what it is not
in terms of other works of fiction which pertain to retell the true history of the West. It is
not ‘postmodern’, it does not ‘resemble other contemporary novels constructed from
similar sources’ and it does not ‘attempt to engage history, to explore the psyches of
characters and explain the meaning of the events it describes’, so that the ‘blackness of
darkness’ in McCarthy’s novel is a literal darkness: ‘In Blood Meridian darkness is not a
‘theme’, a dire metaphysical possibility mad characters can urge upon saner men, but a

reiterated fact’ (438).

In the epilogue, men ‘move haltingly like mechanisms’:

[...] they appear restrained by a prudence or reflectiveness which has no 1nner reality [...]
track holes that run to the rim of the visible ground and which seems less the pursuit of
some contrivance than the verification of a principle, a validation of sequence and
causality, as if each round and perfect hole owed its existence to the one before 1t [...] He
strikes fire in the hole and draws out his steel. Then they all move on again. (337)

The epilogue appears to contain an echo of the novel as a whole, and reiterates the idea
that there is no ‘inner reality’ which will explain or exonerate the actions of these men.
Throughout the novel, McCarthy simultaneously charts the progress of the men in the

reiteration of the phrase ‘They rode on’, with their regression, not only in history but also

in evolution:
Above all else they appeared wholly at venture, primal, provisional, devoid of order. Like
beings provoked out of the absolute rock and set nameless and at no remove from their

64 Dana Phillips, ‘History and the Ugly facts of Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian' in American
Literature, Vol.68. Number 2. (June 1996): 434-460
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own loomings to wander ravenous and doomed and mute as gorgons shambling the brutal
wastes of Gondwanaland in a time before nomenclature was and each was all. (172)

The scalp-hunters are not only devoid of personal histories, they are depicted as
prehistorical in a way which comes dangerously close to erasing any sense of human
agency. This description also prefigures the epilogue in which, following the trail of
violence and death, the initial image of a new beginning, ‘In the dawn there is a man
progressing over the plain by means of holes which he is making in the ground’, is
followed by the ‘wanderers in search of bones’ (337). The ‘validation of sequence and
causality’ is again linked with nature, ‘striking fire out of the rock which God has put
there’, and the ‘searchers’ and ‘gatherers’ become indistinguishable from the man mapping
out the border as ‘they all move on again.” McCarthy merges, in the final image, the bones
and the border posts, the sense of history of the ‘bloodlands of the West’ in which the idea

of ‘progress’ connotes horror and barbarism.

McCarthy repeatedly depicts horrific scenes of slaughter and Blood Meridian exposes the
American Dream of progress, civilization and settled community as it is contained within
the formula western, as a myth that has run out of validity. The filibusters and scalp-
hunters ‘ride on’ or ‘move on’ inexorably, but they do not progress. There is no hero,
innocent or otherwise who, as outlined by Jane Tompkins, is in pursuit of an
‘unquestioned goal’, and with whom the reader identifies, so that ‘what the reader and
hero feel at the end [...] is a hard-won sense of achievement’ and a ‘form of satisfaction

the narrative affords’ through the successful overcoming of a ‘severe and demanding

experience’ (12).5 It would perhaps be more accurate in this case to suggest that the act

of reading McCarthy’s novel is a physically demanding experience and in itself a ‘hard-

won’ achievement.

As Timothy Pamrish and Elizabeth Spiller have proposed, although it is revisionist
‘McCarthy’s version of American history offers little comfort to those who would rewrite

63 Jane Tompkins, West of Everything: The Inner Life of Westerns, (Oxford: OQUP, 1992).
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American history from the point of view of the peoples who were obliterated so that

American history might fulfil its Destiny’ (461).9¢ They contend that Jane Tompkins’
book ‘exemplifies the kind of revisionist history that McCarthy ruthlessly critiques’,
particularly ‘picturing the West as fantasy realm where we Americans invent and reinvent
ourselves’(461-2). Certainly, McCarthy would have anticipated what Tompkins was
horrified to discover when she visited the Plains Indian Museum: ‘There was no such thing
as life lived in harmony with nature. It was bloodshed and killing, an unending cycle, over

and over again, and no one could escape’ (190).

“Nothing exists without my knowledge”:
The Judge as Imperial Artist.

In American Exceptionalism, Deborah Madsen proposes that the Western hero is the
vehicle for those values ‘celebrated by the Western’, including (among others) ‘territonal
expansion’, ‘national identity’, ‘racial (white) superiority’ and ‘violence (when used with
restraint)’ (124).67 Therefore, the Western hero encapsulates the idealised American,
‘living out the extreme significance of America’s exceptional destiny’ and enjoys ‘a special
relationship with nature; there is a sympathetic relationship between hero and wilderness.
The landscape is something to read and for those who are literate, nature is legible’(124).
The only character in all four western novels for whom the landscape of the Southwest 1s
‘legible’, is the judge in Blood Meridian, making him an extremely frightening exemplar of
the ‘idealised American.’

The judge is described as having ‘saved’ the filibusters, although in this scene, as he makes
gunpowder out of rocks, he is both the figure of God establishing himself as ‘the Word’,

Christ delivering His Sermon on the Mount (‘the Saviour’), Satan the ‘sooty-souled

66 Timoth L. Parrish & Elizabeth A. Spiller, ‘A Flute Made of Human Bone: Blood Meridian and the
Survivors of American History’, American Cultural Studies, 1999 No.23: 461-81,

67 Deborah L. Madsen, American Exceptionalism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998).
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rascal’, and an alchemist, the ‘bloody dark pastryman’ who mixes the gunpowder into a

‘foul, black dough, the devil’s batter’ (124-130). Susan Rosowski has highlighted the

significance of language to the colonial project, ‘for it is by language that we may commit,

then justify, the cruellest violence’(177).68 The judge, as representation of ‘law’ and also
‘language’, repeatedly contradicts himself in his false metaphysics and empty rhetoric,
although the temptation is to apply his aphorisms and ‘parables’ to McCarthy’s text as
though they offer a crucial insight into the meaning of the novel, explain the psychological
motivation of the men and the entire history of not only man but nature. While the Judge’s
post-Enlightenment, proto-Nietzschean pronouncements have been seen by some critics as
a ‘genuine metaphysic’ (Bell, 120), others, such as Dana Phillips, have warned against the
‘literary performances’ of the judge: ‘Holden is not a ventriloquist’s dummy perched on
the novelist’s knee’ (442). Bell contends that it 1s the kid who is the judge’s ‘true
adversary’, as ‘a man of scruples’ (119).99 The judge accuses the kid of refusing the
perverse sense of morality embraced by the other men: ‘There’s a flawed place in the
fabric of your heart. Do you think I could not know? You alone were mutinous. You
alone reserved in your heart some clemency for the heathen’ (BM, 299). He later tells the
kid : ‘you sat in judgement on your own deed. You put your own allowances before the
judgements of history and you broke with the body of which you pledged a part [...] Each
was called upon to empty his heart into the common and one did not’ (307). The kid 1s
accused, 1n effect, of individualism, of some capacity for scruples and morality, the proof
of which lies perversely in the fact of his survival. It is the judge’s proclamation that ‘War
is God’, which Bell proposes is ‘supported in the novel by a genuine metaphysic that piece
by piece the judge articulates’: ‘The judge’s false religion originates in the same existential

vacuum as any other; and given the distortions that logic can thrive upon, it is as rational

as any other’ (123).

68 Susan J. Rosowski, ‘Molly’s Truthtelling, or, Jean Stafford Rewrites the Western’ in Reading the West:
New Essays on The Literature of the American West, ed. Michael Kowalewski, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), pp157-177.

69 1t is conventional for critics, following McCarthy’s example, not to emphasise the anonymity of the kid

by the use of inverted commas.
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The judge’s Nietzschean claims that ‘moral law’ is subverted by ‘historical law [...] at
every turn’, that ‘men of God and men of war have strange affinities’ and that what all
men are fighting against is ‘emptiness and despair’, are later contradicted as the historical
absolute becomes less certain: ‘Men’s memories are uncertain and the past that was differs
little from the past that was not’(250, 329, 330). However, while the Judge’s speeches
should not be accepted as merely an echo of McCarthy’s own sentiments, his is an
important narrative ‘voice’ of anthropocentric and imperialist rhetoric, in juxtaposition to
the relative silence of the other men who, as Vereen Bell has argued, may wish to

‘distance themselves’ from his ‘pretentious rhetoric, but prove his case in their
deeds’(123).

In the final pages, the judge tells the kid that ‘only that man who has offered up himself
entire to the blood of war [...] only that man can dance, and in the final paragraph, the
judge himself 1s seen dancing: ‘He says he’ll never die [...] he is dancing, dancing. He says
that he will never die’ (335). In one way, the novel invites the reader to believe not only in
the authonty, the ‘genuine metaphysic’ and power of the judge, but also the inevitability of
death. And it 1s often an anonymous death without a history. McCarthy does not provide

an account of the intervening years between their meetings and the judge asks the kid ‘did
you post witnesses?’, although it is possible that ‘the man’ (as the kid is renamed at the
end of the novel) placing post holes in the epilogue is the same one who has confronted
the judge. The judge has no definable origins and therefore has no provenance (310),
which undermines his status as a representation of a true historical figure, and the final
image of him as the incarnation of evil and symbol of death which will live ‘forever’ in
history, is less of an achievement in the light of the epilogue. Finally, the narrator reiterates

the notion that death always contains a sense of history and vice versa, and that the
inexorable ‘progress’ of man in history is also a death-ridden process of regression, so that

the immortality claimed by the judge becomes more of a punishment than a triumph.

Blood Meridian forces the reader to confront a sense of history which is full of

contradictions and paradoxes. The rich, evocative, cultured language, full of neologisms
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and arcane references, is at odds with the slaughter and death it describes. The judge is
based on an historical figure in Samual Chamberlain’s My Confession, and he holds an
intellectual power which aligns him with the concept of European Enlightenment and
mankind’s ‘progress’. However, his false cry ‘All dead save me’ to the Indians, is in one
sense true. When the filibusters ride into Chihuahua, ‘they bore on poles the dessicated
heads of the enemy through that fantasy of music and flowers’, although they are later
driven out of the desecrated town by the townspeople who paint ‘Mejor los Indios’ on the
walls (165). The scalp-hunters are like ‘beings provoked out of absolute rock’ and ‘moved
in a constant elision, ordained agents of the actual dividing out the world which they
encountered and leaving what had been and what would never be alike extinguished on the
ground behind them’ (172). They are described as prehistoric savages ‘ornamented with
human parts like cannibals’ and covering themselves with ‘slickers hacked from greasy
halfcured hides’, so that they look like ‘wardens of some dim sect sent forth to proselytize
among the very beasts of the land’(189, 187). Death 1s a fact of life for men who literally
ornament themselves with death, either in the form of weaponry, the scapular of
dehydrated ears which Toadvine, Brown and eventually the kid wears, or ‘some man’s
heart, dried and blackened’ kept by the old hermit the kid meets at the beginning of his
travels (18). Captain White’s speech to the kid about the Mexicans, ‘a race of
degenerates’, and his claim that the soldiers are ‘to be the instruments of liberation in a
dark and troubled land’, means nothing to the kid (who has never heard of the Treaty of
Guadalupe-Hidalgo), and eventually his only hope of survival is to claim that he is a
‘seasoned indiankiller’ (34,79).

Jonathan Pitts has suggested that the thematic focus of the novel is that man bears a

‘symbiotic relationship’ to the world: ‘there is no drive to see what else is out there, since

man knows he is dissimilar and alien’ (12).70 The exception to this is the judge, who is
representative of ‘the novel’s narrative dilemma [...] that no amount of visual perspicacity

will reveal the truth’ (12). Pitts writes that ‘the problem, like the wanderings of Glanton’s

70 Jonathan Pitts, *’Writing On: Blood Meridian as Devisionary Western’, Western American Literature,
Vol. 33. (Spring 1998):7-235.
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band, is recursive and inexorable, since it is the very frontier-bound constitution of sight
which fragments the world’ (12): ‘And so these parties [are] divided upon that midnight
plain, each passing back the way the other had come, pursuing as all travellers must
inversions without end upon other men’s journeys’ (BM, 121). Pitts argues that the judge
is ‘the narrator’s pilgrim’ (12), although while it is tempting to identify the judge with the
narrator and the readers with the ‘squatters in their rags’ who are taken in by the judge’s
speculations, ‘and this the judge encouraged until they were right proselytes of the new
order whereupon he laughed at them for fools’ (BM, 116), he suggests that this
identification does not work because the narrator 1s making ‘an implicit moral judgement
of the judge’ (13). He remains, however, a ‘crucial character for the narrator’ because ‘in
his ersatz (and often comical) intellectualism and quasi-philosophical nihilism, he

represents the historical consciousness of the Emersonian man in the violent bloodlands of
the West’:

In this landscape the universe is particulanty to the point of chaos. The judge sifts and
studies as much intellectual ruin as animal, geological, and archaeological ruin. He looks

for the universal by examining the particular, but unlike Emerson he finds not a unity but a
sameness. (13)

Pitts goes as far as to suggest that, at some points, the narrator describes the judge ‘with
relative tenderness’ as he seems ‘earnest and sincere in his efforts to study the textual
evidence and thematic traces, to understand experience’ (13), as, for example, when he
‘roamed through the ruinous kivas picking up small artifacts and he sat upon a high wall
and sketched in his book until the light failed’ (BM,139). Pitts points out that here the
judge is ‘looking’ and not just ‘seeing’: ‘To draw is to look, examining the structure of
appearances. The drawing of a tree shows not a tree, but a tree being looked at’ (15).
Drawing is clearly the prephotographic form of representation. However, McCarthy’s
writing incorporates an apparent scepticism about the visual artefact as a form of
representation — in particular photographs and maps — although this distrust of the visual
medium can be extended to include the text or book as a visual artefact. His prose has
frequently been described as ‘cinematic’, usually with reference to his western novels and

the descriptions of the landscape. A tension between word and image, man and nature, and
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representation and thing - as these potential dualisms relate to perspective and vision - is
staged in the landscapes of McCarthy’s westerns. The judge recalls that ‘he’d once drawn
an old Hueco’s portrait and unwittingly chained the man to his own likeness. For he could
not sleep for fear an enemy might take it and deface it’ (141). This is not only a lesson in

‘self-consciousness’ as Pitts suggests, but also prefigures all of McCarthy’s other novels,

which are set after the introduction of photography.”!

Pitts’ idea that the narrator of Blood Meridian is a sort of Emersonian ‘subject-lens’ which
works on one level as it ‘sees all things in the landscape as it tracks the scalphunters and
the central figure of the judge’ and on another level, it ‘takes its own structure as its
theme, engaging the reader in a similarly trackless search for something luminous in the
narrative’ (16), is undermined by the narrator’s statement that ‘the will to deceive that is in
things luminous may [...] post men to fraudulent destinies’ (BM, 120). As the following
chapter discusses, McCarthy’s narrator rarely recedes and Blood Meridian is no
exception. The narrator’s interjections repeatedly remind the reader of another presence
which invites the reader’s collusion. When Sproule is described being attacked by a bat,
‘folding its wings over him’ as he sleeps, the narrator simply adds ‘Not soft enough’, and
when the kid and Sproule are described arriving at a crossroads, the narrator again
intercedes with one of many rhetorical questions: ‘what else to call it’ (66,67). When
Glanton chooses a card from a juggler, the juggler reaches for the card but 1t has vanished,
and the narrator interjects with another direct address to the reader: ‘perhaps Glanton had
seen the card’s face. What could it have meant to him?’ (95) At times, the narrator even
hints at some vague level of understanding, or appreciation of nature, as when Glanton
examines a leaf, turning it ‘like a tiny fan by its stem’ before dropping it and watching it
fall. While the reader is told ‘its perfection was not lost on him’, we are given no
indication as to the relation between observation and cognition (BM, 137). The narrator

describes the judge as he ‘pressed the leaves of trees and plants into his book and he

71 For example, in The Crossing, a blind Mexican revolutionary tells Billy “that it was not a matter of
illusion or no illusion [...] He said that the light of the world was in men’s eyes only for the world itself
moved in eternal darkness [...] secret and black beyond men’s imagining and that its nature did not reside



60

stalked tiptoe the mountain butterflies’, telling the men that the ‘freedom of birds is an
insult to me’; ‘whatever in creation exists without my knowledge exists without my
consent [...] only nature can enslave man and only when the existence of each last entity is
routed out will he be properly suzerain of the earth’ (198-9). It is the judge who says that
‘the man who believes the secrets of the world are forever hidden lives in mystery and
fear. Superstition will drag him down. The rain will erode the deeds of his life’ (199). He
copies into his notebook some ancient Indian wall paintings and proceeds to scrape away
one of the designs which represents the whole, ‘leaving no trace of it only a raw place on
the stone where it had been’ (173). Similarly, when the judge has been sketching his
‘finds’ into his ledgerbook, these include a 300 year old suit of armour which ‘he sketched
in profile and in perspective, citing the dimensions in his neat script, making marginal
notes’ (140). The judge then casts these artefacts into the fire and one of the gang, a man
named Webster suggests that ‘no man can put all the world in a book. No more than
everthing drawed in a book is so’ (141). When Webster insists that he does not want his
‘crusted mug’ to join the other sketches, the judge replies that ‘every man is tabernacled
to every other and he in exchange and so on in an endless complexity of being and witness

to the uttermost edge of the world’(141).

Jane Tompkins has written of the power of the landscape, particularly that of the desert,
which is ‘the fullest realization of the genre’s drive toward matenality, the place where

language fails and rocks assert themselves’:

But by the same token it is the place where something else becomes visible, an ineffable
thing that cannot be named [...] The landscape, which on the one hand drives Chnistianity
away, ends by forcing men to see something godlike there. (85)

While Pitts argues that this ‘something else’ is ‘the disembodied power of transcendent
sight’, which must remain ‘like Emerson’s transparent eyeball, invisible in order to work’,

it is important to note that the benefit of any ‘transcendent sight’ is the narrator’s and his

in what could be seen or not seen.”’(TC, 283) He comments on the very idea of ‘witness’, telling Billy of
the ‘ultimate sightlessness of the world’ (294).
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alone (19). In many ways, Blood Meridian, becomes a radical exposition of the judge’s
statement that ‘War is god [...] Moral law i1s an invention of mankind for the
disenfranchisement of the powerful in favour of the week. Historical law subverts them at
every turn’ (BM, 249-50). For, although the judge is as much a pawn in the narrator’s
game as any other character (he has to live forever after all), in a typical McCarthy

narratorial ‘tease’, some of the judge’s pronouncements he does appear to agree with,

such as ‘Words are things’ and ‘Books lie’’2 (85, 116). The narrator repeatedly
undermines the judge’s authority, his claim to be ‘suzerain’ and his statement that ‘nothing
exists without my knowledge’. This is later contradicted when he tells the men ‘even in
this world more things exist without our knowledge than with it’ (245). The narrator also

reminds the reader late on in the novel, that it was he who invented the judge:

Whatever his antecedents he was something wholly other than thetr sum, nor was there any
system by which to divide him back into his origins for he would not go. Whoever would
seek out his history through what unravelling of loins and ledgerbooks must stand at last
darkened and dumb at the shore of a void without terminus or origin and whatever science
he might bring to bear upon the dusty primal matter blowing down out of the millennia wall
discover no trace of any ultimate atavistic egg. (310)

It is also the narrator who describes the landscape and the human and animal life therein,
although it is apparent that the reader is made more aware of the significance of landscape

than the protagonists could ever hope to be.

72 David Holloway has noted the ‘deconstructive properties’ of some of the judge’s statements and ‘the
steady accumulation of detail which drips a logic of differance relentlessly into the very fabric of the text’,
so that while the judge ‘aims to totalize all existence within himself by controlling the act of
representation, that control is cumulatively undone by the deconstructive rhetoric of the text itself.” (193).
‘““A False book is no book at all”: The Ideology of Representation in Blood Meridian and The Border
Trilogy’in Myth, Legend, Dust: Critical Responses to Cormac McCarthy, ed. Rick Wallach (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2000) pp. 183-200.
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“In the optical democracy of such landscapes all preference is made
whimsical and man and rock become endowed with unguessed kinships”:
The Cartographic Impulse in Blood Meridian & The Border Trilogy.

Steven Shaviro has described the ‘nauseous exhilaration’, the ‘baroque opulence’, the

‘frighteningly complicitous joy’ and the ‘savage irony’ of Blood Meridian.’3 He suggests
that the language of McCarthy’s novel ‘caresses the harsh desert landscape, slides
amorously over its surfaces’ and ‘is in intimate contact with the world in a powerfully non-
representative way’, so that the ‘prose enacts an erotics of landscape’(145,153-4).
Thomas Pughe has suggested that the narrator’s ‘apocalyptic vision of Western history 1s

[...] juxtaposed to a primal, geological one; at either extreme [...] human civilization

disappears into nature’ (378).74 Similarly, Dana Phillips states that ‘It is Blood Meridian’s

adherence to its description of events to the protocols and paradigms of natural history

that gives it epic resonance’:

[...] the American West in McCarthy’s fiction is not the New World but a very old world,
the reality of which is bedrock. We might periodicize him [...] as a wnter not of the
‘modern’ or ‘postmodern’ eras but of the Holocene, with a strong historical interest in the

late Pleistocene and even earlier epochs. (452)7°

By placing his characters at such a distance, both psychologically and metaphorically, as
de-individualized and prehistoric, ‘in a time before nomenclature was all’, Blood

Meridian, as Phillips suggests ‘does not wholly reject the notion of value, but the values it

describes are not ones for which we have ready terms’:

73 Steven Shaviro, ““The very life of the darkness™: A Reading of Blood Meridian’ in Perspectives on
Cormac McCarthy, eds. Edwin T, Arnold & Dianne C. Luce, Southern Quarterly Series (Jackson:
University Press of Mississippt, 1999) pp. 145-158.

74 Thomas Pughe, ‘Revision and Vision: Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian’ , Revue Frangaise
d’Etudes Americains, 1994, Vol.17 No.69: 371-82.

75 Dana Phillips, ‘History and the Ugly Facts of Blood Meridian’, American Literature, Vol. 68. No.2,
(June 1996):434-460.
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For McCarthy, the history of the west is natural history. This is a history of forces, and the
processes by which these forces evolve into the forms to which we give names are not our
own. Thus the present is also a time ‘before nomenclature’. (172)

As noted, it is also a history of traces. Both history and death are subsumed into the
landscape of Blood Meridian so that anthropocentrism is refuted and any notion of human

will rationalized by the judge is diminished to the point of erosion.

Phillips cites the judge’s statement that ‘the only mystery is that there is no mystery’ in
support of his argument that there is no ‘competition’ between man and landscape, but
instead they exist as ‘parts of the same continuum [...] There is no supernatural elevation
of consciousness’, and ‘it is precisely this lack of human implication that some find Blood
Meridian’s most disturbing feature’ (446-7). When Glanton and his gang “fall upon a band
of peaceful Tiguas’, devastation ensues and there are the by now familiar descriptions of
scalped corpses ‘with their peeled skulls like polyps bluely wet’. However, even as this is

described, the reader is told of the scene’s disintegration:

In the days to come the frail black rebuses of blood in those sands would crack and break
and drift away so that in the circuit of a few suns all trace of the destruction of these
people would be erased. The desert wind would salt their ruins and there would be nothing,

nor ghost nor scribe, to tell any pilgrim in his passing how it was that people lived 1n this
place and in this place died. (174)

Therefore, this short passage serves as at once an elegy for the massacred and ‘peaceful

Tiguas’ at the same time as the narrator undermines his own description as literary and

fictitious. 70 It seems that at times nature colludes with ‘man’ to eradicate his monstrous
deeds, destroying all evidence, and thereby distorting the facts in the same way that ‘man’
distorts landscape by imbuing it with meaning according to the ideology which underpins

his cultural vision. The language McCarthy employs suggests symbolic meanings at the

76 In a similar way, at the end of The Orchard Keeper, we are reminded of the frailty of both word and
image, as the story of John Wesley Rattner is that of a protagonist who ‘no longer cared to tell which were
things done and which dreamt’ and the gravestones are a reminder of the fleeting nature of existence, as
‘Over the land sun and wind still move to burn and sway the trees, the grasses. No atavar, no scion, no
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same time as it denies the possibility of knowing what that meaning is. Similarly, the
‘history’ of the Tigua Indians is announced as fiction even as it is described. McCarthy’s
novel depicts scenes, images and landscapes of apocalyptic violence and death, although
almost rhythmically juxtaposed with these are parallel images, scenes and landscapes,
which erode, but do not ‘cleanse’, the scene. There are the remains of prehistoric Indian
civilizations, ‘wooden crosses propped in cairns of stones where travellers had met with
death’, the slaughtered encampment of Apaches, ‘the bones and skulls scattered for half a
mile’ and evidence everywhere of the ravages of war (62, 90). An Indian village will not
exist in history, ‘in the circuit of a few suns all traces of the destruction of these people
would be erased’ and anonymity will be conferred on the dead: ‘Callaghan’s headless body
floated anonymously downriver, a vulture standing between the shoulderblades in clerical
black, silent rider to the sea’ (174, 262). Therefore, nature 1s repeatedly seen as being not

only the antagonist of man, but also often collaborating with man in erasing the violent

facts of history.

Larry McMurtry has suggested that ‘no matter how hard histonans try to focus on the
historic West or the geographic West, the West-in-the-mind’s eye subtly but almost

invariably intrudes’.”’ The ‘west-in-the mind’s eye’ — all those iconic images associated
unconsciously with the West and encapsulated, indeed perpetuated, exaggerated and even
in some cases invented in the genre of the western film — are addressed directly in
McCarthy’s Border Trilogy, as it moves from the naive and romanticised ‘west-in-the-
mind’s eye’ encapsulated in the dreams and hopes of the ‘cowboy’ heroes as youths, to an
image of depleted heroism. However, there is a sense that Blood Meridian 1n its violence
and bloodlust, its iconic, dangerous landscapes, its universality and ahistorical sense of
war, also hints at just such a reversal, prefiguring the precarious nature of the mythic
status of the cowboy. McMurtry adds that, ‘for this we have the camera to thank’, so that
the ‘mental archive of images of the West’ built up by photographers and

vestige of that people remains. On the lips of the people that now dwells there their names are myth,
legend, dust.” (OK, 246)

77 Larry McMurtry, review of The New Encyclopedia of the American West, ed. Howard Lamarr in The
New York Review of Books, 35™ Anniversary Issue, October 227, 1998 , pp38-41
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cinematographers (for example, John Ford’s use of Monument Valley as representative of
the West), resulted in ‘a personal West-in-the-mind’s-eye in which we see an eternal
pastoral, very beautiful but usually unpeopled, except for the Malboro Man’ (40). He
suggests that if ‘we go to photography for information, rather than fantasy’, it becomes
apparent that ‘for people who actually lived in the West’, often ‘those great spaces were
usually just isolating and that fine light often just brutal’ (40). John Beck has also
suggested ‘a matrix of concerns which bonds the nature of the photograph and the trope
of the desert’ (210).78 In his examination of the desert as ‘a site for political and spiritual
testing’, Beck proposes that it ‘signal[s] and invite[s] annihilation’ as a place where ‘three-
dimensional vision is collapsed into a flat, depthless surface’, so that ‘the relationship

between perception and knowledge is vividly revealed’:

McCarthy’s desert is an actual and metaphysical space which provides a testing ground for
the moral positions assumed by his protagonists in the face of a universe apparently bent
on destruction, and for his own narrative and formal concerns. (210)

Towards the end of Blood Meridian, Glanton’s gang of scalp-hunters are described in
their most desperate and bedraggled state, as the corpses of animals ‘with their necks
stretched in agony’ and the mummified corpse of a crucified Apache are sights that they
have become immune to, as the narrator insists ‘they rode on’ (247). Not only do they
appear unaware of the corpses they encounter, they also appear unaware of the landscape,
as they cross a ‘vast dry lake with rows of dead volcanoes ranged beyond it’, although the
narrator appears to be describing a state of numbness and stupor brought about by the
searing heat, as the gang are likened to ‘noctambulants’, and it is here that the now

legendary ‘optical democracy’ crops up:

In the neuter austerity of that terrain all phenomena were bequeathed a strange equality
and no one thing nor spider nor stone nor blade of grass could put forth claim to
precedence. The very clarity of these articles belied their familiarity, for the eye predicates
the whole on some feature or part and here was nothing more luminous than another and

78 John Beck, ¢ “A Certain but fugitive testimony”: Witnessing the Light of Time in Cormac McCarthy’s
Southwestern Fiction®, Myth, Legend Dust: Critical Responses to Cormac McCarthy, Ed. Rick Wallach
(Manchester; Manchester University Press, 2000) pp. 209-216.
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nothing more enshadowed and in the optical democracy of such landscapes all preference
1s made whimsical and a man and a rock become endowed with unguessed kinship. (247)

Importantly, the distance between the narrative voice and the (albeit sometimes limited)
dialogue of the male protagonists means that there is a contradiction between what the
narrator describes as ‘optical democracy’ and what these men experience. However, none
of the characters, including the ‘kid’ are attributed with any thoughts at all on the ‘optical’
— whether democratic or not. The exception to this is the Judge, as he articulates the
encapsulation of the imperialist gaze of Manifest Destiny. Although by far the most erudite
and loquacious character in all of McCarthy’s fiction, the judge is a figure of evil whose
pronouncements we learn as a reader, are not to be trusted. The ‘neuter austerity’ in
which men and rocks are endowed with ‘kinship’ is contradicted by the experience of
these men. The judge’s furious attempts to first appfOpriate and then eradicate his various
‘finds’, and the experience of McCarthy’s later protagonists who find themselves (or
rather do not ‘find themselves’) in a place which is ‘alien’ and ‘strange’ to them, could
also hint that ‘optical democracy’ is only an apparent phenomenon, akin to optical illusion.
After all, the narrator states elsewhere that ‘death seemed the most prevalent feature of
the landscape’, thereby drawing attention once more to the illusionary element in ‘seemed’

and the predominance of death which obfuscates and impairs the perspective and visual

ideology of the viewer (48).79 There are several other instances which indicate the
predominance of optical illusion that adheres to the landscape. For example, McCarthy
seems to highlight the discrepancy between the apparent rigour and clanity of his
nineteenth-century protagonists’ ‘hegemonic gaze’ of pleasure and appropnation, their
cultural vision - and reality. When Glanton looks through his telescope to identify the
clouds of dust in the distance, he believes that the group of ‘ragged Indians’ are nothing

more than ‘a parcel of heathen stockthieves’ with which they can have a little ‘sport’.

These turn out to be the Comanche raiders (51).

79 The Collins concise dictionary definition of ‘optical’ includes the following, as it relates to the lens:
‘aiding vision or correcting a visual disorder.’
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Virginia Wright Wexman has noted how western films identify the nation with nature and
nationalism with landscape.? Land and the acquisition of property was seen by American
colonists as a cultural imperative, as Captain White tells the kid: ‘hell fire son, you don’t
need no wages.[...] We goin to Mexico. Spoils of war. Aint a man in the company wont
come out a big landowner’ (BM, 30). As Wnght Wexman notes, the westerns which
depict the landscape as ‘the virgin land’ to be occupied and transformed from a
‘wilderness’, echo the imperalist discourse which demands the necessity of imposing
borders, ‘defining borders and scanning perimeters’, with the titles often signalling the
imperialist appropriation of land and imposition of boundaries, in particular rivers (for

example, Hawk’s Red River [1948], Rio Bravo [1959], and Rio Lobo [1970)):

The idyllic Western landscape setting is typically animated by the placid movements of
horses, wagon trains, or cattle being driven to market. Invariably the presence of domestic
animals ties the figures of the European intruders into the landscape in a bucolic portrait of
people whose activities are harmoniously integrated with nature. (78)

The above description would not be familiar to any reader of McCarthy’s first western.
Instead, in Blood Meridian, following the attack by the Comanches, the kid and Sproule
find themselves alone ‘and they were very small and they moved very slowly in the
immensity of that landscape’ (56). In the following few pages, the ‘castaways’ are
described struggling ‘across a terra damnata of smoking slag’, as they come across a dead
mule, a ‘bush that was hung with dead babies’, dead horses, goats and sheep, and then the
church in which were ‘heaped [...] the scalped and naked and partly eaten bodies of some
forty souls who’d barricaded themselves in this house of God against the heathen’ (58-62).
In addition, there are goats, cats, chickens, vultures, prairie vipers, wolves, flies, lizards,
hawks, more dead mules, a ‘dead child with two buzzards sitting on 1t’ and finally, the bat
which attacks Sproule while he is sleeping (58-64). They encounter some Mexicans who
offer them water and advice which seems closer to McCarthy’s depiction of the man in

landscape, as they then ride off , “When the lambs is lost in the mountain [...] They is cry.

Sometime come the mother. Sometime the wolf” (65):

80 Virginia Wright Wexman, Creating the Couple: Love, Marriage and Hollywood Performance
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993).
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Sproule sat without moving. The kid looked at him but he would look away. He was

wounded in an enemy country far from home and although his eyes took in the alien stones
about yet the greater void beyond seemed to swallow up his soul. (65)

The experience of these men does not conform to Mary Louise Pratt’s description of the
empty landscape as personified as the metaphorical ‘face of the country’, one which is

‘more tractable’ and ‘returns the [colonist’s] gaze, echoes his words, and accepts his

caress.’®! Instead, the men are described descending the mountain ‘their shadows
contorted on the broken terrain like creatures seeking their own forms’ and as they reach
the valley floor ‘and set off across the blue and cooling land, the mountains to the west of
jagged slate [were] set endwise in the earth and the dry weeds heeling and twisting in a
wind sprung from nowhere’ (65). They sleep ‘like dogs’, dig with bones in the sand to try
to find water and when they arrive at a ‘crossroads’ of sorts, they ‘stood sc¢anning the
landscape for some guidance in that emptiness’ (66-7). They think that they can see a lake
‘shimmering in the distance’, which turns out to be a mirage and the only wagon that they
see 15 ‘a carreta, lumbering clumsily over the plain, a small mule to draw it’ (67-8). The
landscape 1s both feminised in the ‘scalloped canyon walls’ which ‘rippled in the heat like
drapery folds’ and also masculine, in the ‘pulsating’, ‘malevolent’, phallic sunsets (56, 44-
5). When Glanton and his band come across the slain argonauts, the narrator describes the
remains of their charred wagons and the grotesque corpses, adding that the ‘expriest’
(Tobin), ‘asked if some might not see the hand of a cynical god conducting with what
austerity and mock surprise so lethal a congruence’ (153). The narrator continues ‘the
posting of witnesses by a third and other path altogether might also be called in evidence
as appearing to beggar chance, yet the judge, who had put his horse forward until he was
abreast of the speculants, said that in this was expressed the very nature of the witness and
that his proximity was no third thing but rather the prime, for what could be said to occur
unobserved?’ (153). Later, the kid is described situated on a high ridge and separated from

the gang, as he observes ‘the collision of armies remote and silent upon the plain below’

81 Mary Louise Pratt, ‘Scratches on the Face of the Country: Or, What Mr. Barrow Saw in the Land of the
Bushmen’, in Critical Enquiry, 12.1 (1985): 119-43.



- - - e TT TmeT T TN T m Ty AT T T

69

and the reader shares his perspective: ‘the dark little horses circled and the landscape

shifted in the paling light and the mountains beyond brooded in darkening silhouette’

(213). From a distance, the battle seems not only insignificant but unreal against the

dominating backdrop of the mountains. Once again, as the kid watches, darkness comes in

a ‘sudden rush’ leaving the scene ‘cold and blue and without definition’ (213). Therefore,
McCarthy’s narrator repeatedly plays with notions of perspective and observation which
reminds the reader that, indeed, some things do ‘occur unobserved’ and that the ‘very

nature of witness’, the difference between seeing and knowing, is brought into question.

Jonathan Pitts points to the language of Blood Meridian, ‘vehicular and transitive’, that
makes the narrator ‘the most interesting aspect of the novel even though he/ she is
nameless, disembodied, and seemingly very cold-blooded’ (8). He proposes that the
narrator ‘enacts an alternative to Emersonian transcendentalism and Turnerian progress’
and that the voice of the narrator ‘is both detached and engaged, tyrannous and forgiving,
literary and historical, factual and imaginative’ (23-4). Pitts suggests that McCarthy’s
narrator ‘sees everything in exquisite detail but has nothing much to say about it’, which
sounds much like the film camera which sweeps across the landscape or focuses on the
minutiae contained within it (8). Therefore, Blood Meridian ‘is a parable of American
seeing, a critical account of the ‘American religion of vision’ and ‘the tyrannical ambition
of the American eye to see all’ (8), and ‘optical democracy’ is an ‘intellectual and spiritual

equilibrium’, in which ‘everything is necessarily luminous’:

The concept of an optical democracy is [...] central to Blood Meridian. McCarthy sets
individual, historically specific acts of violence against this intellectual and spiritual
equilibrium as a kind of historical corrective. This violence, in the optical democracy of
Tumer’s frontier vision, is necessary and inevitable, a given not needing cultural
interpretation and congenial only to a detached contemplation. So McCarthy’s narrator is
nameless, a disembodied eye or ocular presence somewhere above a landscape in which

“all preference 1s made whimsical and a man and a rock become endowed with unguessed
kinships’ (BM, 247). (18)
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David Holloway has argued that ‘optical democracy’ is ‘a phenomenological prose style

which picks apart the distinction between nature and culture, dispersing into textuality and

Jjouissance the metaphysical notion upon which such distinctions are grounded’ (193).82
Elsewhere, Parrish and Spiller have suggested that the ‘historical vision’ of Blood

Meridian comes through the ‘Indian eye’ discussed in Richard Rodriguez’s essay,

‘Indian’:

Rodriguez’s figure of the ‘eye’ suggests an American history that informs our actions but
escapes our consciousness. Because we see our history as something we have created by
acting upon others, we cannot imagine the way in which others have acted upon us.
|[Rodriguez] is after a redescription of history that only metaphor can provide: a different

way of seeing American history [...] following the line of Rodriguez’s metaphorical eye,
McCarthy imagines a cyclical American history predicated on violence. (465)

As the authors point out, ‘what the European could not know, what he could not see
through his telescope peering westward, was the eye already watching him, expecting him,
waiting for him’ (465). However, they also suggest that Blood Meridian ‘does not portray
how the Indians absorbed the Europeans’, instead making the point that ‘American
history and Indian history both derive from the landscape itself’(46S5). They suggest that
McCarthy explores this perspective through the kid, ‘who 1s the eye of the novel’, adding

that although his vision is comprehensive, it is not ‘comprehending’ (465).

In arguing that McCarthy’s novel is ‘devisionary’, Pitts is proposing that it goes further
than a ‘revisionary’ Western, which more often than not simply critiques the myths,
symbols and 1conography only to then re-inscribe them. Instead, the voice of the narrator

‘challenges the assumptions underlying the American religion of vision that there is a truth

82 David Holloway, “A false book is no book at all’: The ideology of Representation in Blood Meridian
and The Border Trilogy, in Myth, Legend, Dust: Critical Responses to Cormac McCarthy (Manchester
University Press, 2000). Elsewhere, Holloway examines McCarthy’s ‘ecocritical re-envisioning of the
relation between man and natural objects which has become known as optical democracy’ as analogous to
the medium of photography (in this case, of Edward Weston and Ansell Adams) which ‘throws us back on
modernism’s search for ‘the Quintessence’, the unmediated moment or epiphany when what is conceived
to be the artifice of life is stripped away.’ (44) in ““A longing which has clouded their minds”: Seeking
Transcendent Space in Blood Meridian and the Border Trilogy’ in Proceedings of the First European

Conference on Cormac McCarthy, ed. David Holloway, (Miami: Cormac McCarthy Society Publications,
1999) pp. 40-48.
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out there, over the next hill, if only we can take in the panorama of possibility to get closer

to1t’:

[...] the genius eye/ I that emerges in McCarthy’s novel [is] a self-consciousness
irresolvably transcendent and immanent - a sort of bifocal. What the bloody facts of Blood

Meridian show us is the capacity of language to articulate and question the ideology of
American vision. (9)

However, while Pitts proposes that the first sentence of the novel “See the Child” contains
‘the tyrannous ambition of the American eye/ I, it is important to note that this also self-
consciously draws attention to the descriptive power of the narrator, a point made more
complex when the final line of McCarthy’s last western novel is considered: ‘The story’s
told/Turn the page’ (Pitts, 9). This finally draws the reader’s attention once again to the
book as material artifact and therefore the visual ideology inherent in the book and the
metaphor ‘landscape-as-text’ which appeérs to conform to John Beck’s assertion that ‘the
novels as texts themselves are precariously placed, testaments to their own inadequacy.’#3
Therefore, the ‘eye/T’ of the novel appears to be a problematic distinction to make and
highlights the difficulty of differentiating between the intellect and perspective as the
judge, the narrator, the kid and even the landscape can be considered as the ‘eye/I’ of the
novel. The gradual decrease in the depiction of ‘optical democracy’ in the Border Trilogy,
occurs in conjunction with an increased focus on the individual and a merging of
landscape/ text and story. This implies a further difficulty in McCarthy’s prose, which

highlights the movement of language between the opaque and the transparent, and is

exemplified in the use of metaphor.

83 The typography of McCarthy’s novels appears to acknowledge the pictorial elements. For example, the
nineteenth-century layout of titles in Blood Meridian, the interpolation of ‘witness’ accounts in Child of
God, the italicized sections of Outer Dark which set the ‘grim triune’ apart, and the long italicized
prologue to Sutfree which directly addresses the reader, suggesting McCarthy’s interest in authorial
flourish and ‘performance’. However, ‘Books lie’ says the judge in Blood Meridian, which it has been
suggested McCarthy agrees with, and Cities’s astonishingly romantic final invocation to ‘turn the page’,
appears to draw the reader back to the physicality of books as artifacts. For McCarthy, maps, pictures,
photographs and even gravestones — any form of visual artifact - must never be taken as a form of
‘witnessing’. The proliferation of images and consequently the multiple stories or interpretations of
images, means that the very notion of a ‘truthful’ image becomes untenable.
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If, as E.L. Doctorow has suggested, ‘the development of civilizations is essentially a
progression of metaphors’, then McCarthy’s Western novels conform to this - the layering
of metaphors at once illuminates and obfuscates meaning and interpretation - and deny any
idea of ‘progression’, thereby negating the effect and resulting in what many have
described as a ‘transhistorical’ or ‘ahistorical’ west.84 McCarthy explores the notion of
cultural vision by articulating the pull on the cultural imagination at the same time as he
destroys it, a combination of iconophilia and iconophobia. The term ‘revision’ which is
one that many critics have used to describe McCarthy’s western novels, implies a different
way of looking. One way in which McCarthy explores the validity or otherwise of the
ideologies which underpin notions of cultural memory, collective identity and national
symbolism is through his experimentation with perspective and the use of a ‘visual
ideology’ which creates familiar images — for example, man in nature and particularly, the

cowboy in the West - only to distort or destroy them.

Concentrating on feminist interpretations of nineteenth-century landscape paintings in

Europe and North America, Gillian Rose traces how Nature as Woman and Woman as

Nature was an inherent part of a masculinist discourse about both space and place.®> Rose
draws on the arguments of Annette Kolodny’s work on the metaphor of ‘land-as-woman’
and feminist writers such as Laura Mulvey, Juliet Mitchell and Jacqueline Rose and their
re-readings of Freud and Lacan, to suggest that ultimately ‘the disembodied gaze of
knowledge 1s masculine’ and furthermore, that the connection between 1dentity and vision
means that this is most often a ‘voyeuristic’ gaze which relies on distance: ‘The

voyeuristic gaze is investigative and controlling, instituting a distance from and mastery

over the image’ (106).86 Rose takes issue with those ‘cultural geographers’ (citing Barnes

84F L. Doctorow, Poets and Presidents: Selected Essays, 1977-1992, (London: Macmillan, 1994) {1*
pub. New York: Random House, 1993)

83 Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge (Cambridge: Polity
Press, 1993)

S6Interestingly, many of the ‘pleasures’ and ‘fears’ which Rose proposes are available to man in nature,
are simply not an option for McCarthy’s characters. Annette’s Kolodny’s explanation of the ‘pleasures’ of
this metaphor would hardly be recognisable to a reader of McCarthy’s novels any more than to one of his
male protagonists:
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and Duncan’s anthology as an example), who use a deconstructive methodology which, to
Rose, implies that the ‘author of the landscape/ text is dead’ and that, furthermore, this
‘removes the geographer from the interpretive rules that he applies to the texts of others,
and renders him invincible as an author — all-seeing and all-knowing. Thus, there is a

‘distant authority’ which remains so that ‘knowledge, texts, evidence are asserted over and

against emotion’ (101).

In their introduction to Writing Worlds: Discourse, Text and Metaphor in the

Representation of Landscape, Trevor J. Barnes and James S. Duncan point out the irony
that little attention has been paid to ‘writing’ in human geography, considering that ‘the
very root meaning of the word ‘geography’ is literally ‘earth writing’ (1).87 They suggest
that the predominance in literary theory of ‘intertextuality’ means that writing 1s
‘constitutive, not merely reflective; new worlds are made out of old texts and old worlds

are the basis of new texts’(3). They cite the anthropologist James Clifford:

A conceptual shift, ‘tectonic’ in its implications, has taken place. We ground things now,
on a moving earth. There is no longer any place of overview (mountaintop) from which to

map human ways of life, no Archimedian point from which to represent the world.
(1986:22)

While the essays included in this anthology draw on a broad range of tropes employed in
the representation of landscape, the editors point out that the terms ‘landscape’ and ‘text’
are themselves ‘ambiguous’ and that the ‘social-life-as-text metaphor 1s easily applicable

to landscape because it too is a social and cultural production’:

Thus a landscape possesses a similar objective fixity to that of a written text. It also
becomes detached from the intentions of its original authors, and in terms of sociological

...what 1s probably America’s oldest and most cherished fantasy: a daily reality of harmony
between man and nature based on an experience of the land as essentially feminine — that is, not
simply the land as mother, but the land as woman, the total female principle of gratification —
enclosing the individual in an environment of receptivity, repose, and painless and integral
satisfaction. (73)
Annette Kolodny, The Lay of The Land: Metaphor as Experience and History in American Life and
Letters (University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, NC, 1975).

87 Writing Worlds: Discourse, Text and Metaphor in the Representation of Landscape, eds. Trevor. S
Barnes & James S. Duncan (London & New York: Routledge, 1992).
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and psychological impact and material consequences the various readings of landscapes
matter more than any authoral intentions.(6)

Among the common beliefs of the twelve papers contained therein, ‘the most basic is that
landscapes, social action, paintings, maps, language, and of course, written documents are
all held to be susceptible to textual interpretation’ (13). In addition, there is a shared
belief that ‘mimetic representation is a pipe dream’, that the objects of enquiry (whether
maps, texts, paintings etc.) should be ‘approached intertextually’ and that ‘the concept of
power is central, not only to the constitution of the objects of study, but to their
representation’ (13). On the whole, the majonity of contributors appear ill at ease, or at
least suspicious about the use of metaphor, either because of its inherent elitism, implying
‘committed readers’ (Smith), the implicit power relationships of the ‘metaphor of the sign’
(Olssen), or the inefficient narrowness of physical and biological metaphors used in
economic geography (Barnes). In addition, John Pickles argues that all maps are a form of
discourse and proposes an intertextual approach, an idea expanded by Brian Harley who
suggests that maps should not be considered the result of objective science but as part of a
cultural system. He posits cartography firmly within a ‘power/ knowledge matnx’,
contending that ‘cartography’s position within the matrix is made more powerful because
of its sly rhetoric of neutrality’ (17). The ‘sly rhetoric of neutrality’ of the cartographic
impulse is encapsulated in the language used by McCarthy’s narrator to describe the
‘optical democracy’ of the landscape, which has enabled readers and critics to attribute the
‘vower’ of Blood Meridian, in terms of both observation and cognition, to so many
different agencies (even briefly, to the Indians). The progression of metaphors in
McCarthy’s Border Trilogy can be seen in the changing emphasis from ‘landscape’ to

‘portrait’ and the interior ‘mapping’ of his border cowboys.

In Border Theory: The Limits of Cultural Politics, Scott Michaelson and David Johnson
propose that the ‘soft  borders are those that they will focus on: ‘produced within broadly

liberal discourse: benevolent nationalisms, cultural essentialisms, multiculturalisms, and the
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like ~ in short, the state of ‘border studies’(1).33 Interestingly, by comparison, they write

that in Michaelson’s workplace, El Paso, ‘one sees the most clearly virulent form of

border production literally in the back yard of the university’:

Along the Rio Grande are miles upon miles of cement trenches, chain-link fences, light-
green paddy wagons, uniforms, binoculars, and soon , perhaps, steel walls, as well as

multiple paranoid discourses of national and racial contagion. (1)8?

In his paper ‘Compromised Narratives along the Border’, Russ Castronovo proposes that,
rather than considering border writing as a means of undermining ‘the inviolate
sovereignty of the nation’, it should be considered that ‘negotiations along the border also
have the unintended counterpurpose of solidifying and extending racial and national
boundaries’ (196). He suggests that narratives of border crossing often contain
‘unpredictable moments of national consolidation’, can be seen as ‘an exemplar of
American exceptionalism’, and a place where nationalism is ‘the response to the
permeability and fluidity of border culture’ (196). Castronovo calls for an examination of
‘the pitfalls for racial ideology and the cul-de-sacs of inescapable nationalism predatorily
inherent to borders’, adding that borders ‘need not be sites of division: rather as the
sutures of a national cohesion, they can offer an imaginative topos for the articulation of
‘transcendent’ ideals of racial supremacy and political unity’ (198, 202). He suggests
furthermore that ‘although crossing borders is a powerfully subversive act, its impact may
be limited, capable of dismantling a construct like the nation only temporarily before the
deconstructive potential of border discourse is reconstructed back within the very system
being challenged’ (200). He stresses the need to not ignore the inevitable relations of
cultural power, a pattern of domination and subordination which is an inherent part of
cultural relations, and cites Keating’s observation that border crossers create ‘new myths
[...] that provide radical alternatives to the existing social structures’ and proposes that
‘the imperial frontier and the border [do] correspond in their indebtedness to a

romanticized novelty about regions beyond traditionally mapped boundaries. This overlap

88 Border Theory: The Limits of Cultural Politics, eds. Scott Michaelsen & David E. Johnson, (London &
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997).

89 McCarthy has lived in El Paso since 1976.

gl i i Tt b e L 1 g = B 1 L

bt o VL LR e T, T LR P i



76

suggests that resistant narratives borrow — perhaps are compelled to borrow — from

narratives made available by hegemonic culture’ (200). In McCarthy’s case, this is clearly

the western genre.

In American Exceptionalism, Deborah Madsen cites Jane Tompkins’ assertion that the
Anglo-Saxon men who were responsible for the spread of the empire across North
America ‘[were] peculiarly able to adapt to immediate conditions and subdue the
environment to their will’ and adds that ‘it 1s this will to domination that characterises the
hero’s relation to everything: land, animals, women, men, his own body’ (126). The
apparent contradiction in Madsen’s assertion that the relationship between the Western
hero and nature is both ‘sympathetic’ and a struggle characterised by the hero’s ‘will to
domination’, reveals perhaps a paradox inherent to the Western and one which McCarthy
appears to engage with. His cowboy protagonists do not appear to have the qualities
which Madsen associates with the traditional Western hero who ‘is perfectly in harmony
with his surroundings and has of them a more profound appreciation’, ‘his acute

perception of the significance of the landscape’ or a special ‘sympathetic relationship with

the wilderness’:

It is almost impossible to overestimate the importance of the landscape within the Western
genre [...] In fact, the relationship of the characters to the landscape in which they live is
as important as the way in which they relate to each other [...] Nature shows what is

necessary in a man and the landscape then tests and proves who possesses those qualities.
(128)

Gillian Rose has noted a change in the meaning associated with the term ‘landscape’,
which can be applied to a reading of McCarthy’s westerns. She proposes that ‘landscape’
changed (during the mid Twentieth-century) from its early literal understanding as ‘the
scene within the range of the observer’s vision’ to being increasingly interpreted as a
formulation of the ‘dynamic relations’ between a society or culture and its environment:
‘the process of human activity in time and area’, highlighting the (body) politics which
adhere to the idea of ‘landscape’ and the ‘cul-de-sacs of inescapable nationalism

predatorily inherent to borders’, outlined by Castranovo (Rose, 86). The Border Trilogy
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reflects this change, as the emphasis is on the individual ‘portrait’ and the interior
landscapes of the mind, as well as the exterior and ‘alien’ landscape of Mexico, a country
which denies McCarthy’s cowboy protagonists’ attempts to ‘map’ (read, ‘colonise’,

‘discover’, ‘penetrate’) it from the onset.

In his essay, ‘Region, Power, Place’, William Bevis proposes that the ‘leaving home’ plots

of classic American literature ‘embody quite clearly the basic premise of success in our

mobile society’:

The individual advances, sometimes at all costs, with little or no regard for family, society,
past or place. The individual is the ultimate reality; hence individual consciousness is the
medium of knowledge, and ‘freedom’ 1s a matter of distance between myself and the smoke
from another’s chimney. Isolation is the poison in this world of movement, and romantic
love seems to be its primary antidote. Movement, 1solation, change, personal and forbidden

knowledge, fresh beginnings: these are the ingredients of the American Adam, the man who
would start from scratch. His is the story we tell and always in our ears is Huck Finn’s

strange derision: ‘I been there before.” (28-29)%0

Like Hawthorne and Melville, McCarthy explores in his early novels the consequences of
the meaning of ‘community’ and ‘society’ on the individual and vice versa. This is done
through casting his heroes into the wilderness and paradoxically scrutinising community/
society by examining the experiences of the individual isolated in nature and with only a
peripheral relation to the larger community. The impulse to explore the ‘whited areas’ of
the maps south of the border of Texas, is initially seen to be driven by the romanticised
notions which the young heroes of McCarthy’s Border Trilogy have not only about
Mexico, but also about themselves. Their sense of identity is constructed as much around
ideological borders as geographical ones. Both Billy and John Grady are repeatedly
warned about the inaccuracy of maps and their tales confirm the importance of lived

experience over dangerously romanticised dreaming. While, after several border crossings,

they have both ‘been there before’, the Mexico they return to each time reverses the basic

premise of ‘freedom’ and ‘fresh beginnings’ inherent in the trope of the American Adam.

90 william Bevis, ‘Region, Power and Place’ in Reading The West: New Essays on The Literature of the
American West, ed. Michael Kowalewski (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) pp21-43.
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In All The Pretty Horses, John Grady Cole and Lacey Rawlins leave San Angelo to go to
Mexico, following John Grady’s mother’s decision to sell the family ranch. However, they
quickly discover that not only is their journey impeded by the fences, but they also have to
spend their first night on the side of the highway (31-2). They ask a Mexican the following
moming if he knows ‘that country down there’, to which he replies, ‘I never been to
Mexico in my life’ (34). The oil company roadmap only shows the travellers the
cartographic details ‘as far south as the Rio Grande and beyond all that was white’ (34).
Rawlins asks one of many naive questions which reminds the reader of their innocence and
youth as he articulates a confused and ignorant cartographic impulse, suggesting perhaps
‘it aint ever been mapped?’, and adding, ‘there ain’t shit down there’ (34). They allow
another younger boy, Jimmy Blevins, to ride with them (his justification for joining them is
‘cause I’'m an American’) and they all ‘make for the alien shore like a party of marauders’
(45). They see themselves as ‘desperadoes’ and ‘cowboys’, as they sit ‘drinkin cactus juice
in Old Mexico’ (51). The first fifty or so pages, then, describes a comical and almost

ludicrous sense of the ‘cultural vision’ and cartographic impulse of these young

‘marauders.’

Daniel Cooper Alarcon has proposed that it is John’s final conversation with Rawlins,

once they have returned to Texas, that ‘contains the novel’s most interesting irony’ (64).71
Rawlins suggests that John Grady could get a job on the ngs, adding ‘this 1s still good
country’ (299). John Grady agrees but tells him ‘it aint my country’:

Where 1s your country?

I don’t know, said John Grady. I don’t know where it is. I don’t know what happens to
country. (ATPH, 299)

Cooper Alarcon contends that John Grady’s comment ‘is suggestive of the familiar story
of the American male who leaves “civilization’ behind to seek a different way of life in the

‘wilderness’ but unwittingly becomes an agent of colonization, transforming his wilderness

°l Daniel Cooper Alarcén, ““Doomed Enterprises”: McCarthy’s Mexican Representations’ in
Southwestern American Literature, Vol.25 No.1, (Fall 1999):58-66.
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refuge into that very thing he had sought to escape’ (64). Therefore, that fact that John
Grady cannot make sense of what happens to country ‘is perhaps indicative of his inability,
despite all that has happened to him, to see that he and his romantic ideals are very much a
part of what happens to country’ (64). Cooper Alarcon argues that, even considering the
possibility that the novel may be ‘a demonstration of the dangers of steeping oneself too
deeply in storybook values and of trying to live one’s life in accordance with romantic
ideals’, he concludes that ‘McCarthy’s Mexican novels fit neatly within the Infernal
Paradise tradition, doing little to challenge its assumptions and conventions’, with the

novel’s paradiso taking place at the hacienda where John Grady ‘proves himself to be a

super-cowboy’ and then descending into the Inferno of the Saltillo prison (61,64-5).92 He
argues that the reason the boys go south instead of west is ‘nostalgia’ as the ‘mythological

Mexican landscape’ can be viewed as a ‘pre-industrial utopia’, which by the twentieth-

century, the west could not be (64).93

George Guillemin has suggested that ‘allegory and melancholia join forces in redefining
pastoralism within the Border Trilogy’, so that literary pastoralism is reconceptualized
‘along posthumanist, ecopastoral lines’ through the ‘profound melancholia’ of a
‘homogenous narrative voice’ and an ‘underlying allegorical meta-discourse’ which is ‘the
loss of the pastoral vision of harmony between man and nature’ (72-3).°4 While the
incursion of literary pastoralism has been considered with reference to 7he Orchard
Keeper, 1t was found that the ‘machine in the garden’ was less problematic than the
machine in the man. John Grady is also associated with the orchard (and the American

Adam i1n the ‘garden’) at the beginning of All The Pretty Horses, as he and Rawlins are

92 Cooper Alarcon also notes the less than ‘subtle’ name of the hacienda — Nuestra Sefiora de 1a Purisima
Concepcion [Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception], - which also represents ‘a chance to reclaim the

inheritance that was denied him by his mother.’ (62) This aspect of McCarthy’s novels is addressed in full
in the final chapter.

?3Two recent films have prompted similar polarised responses in their depiction of Mexico. Traffic (dir.
Steven Soderbergh, 2000), 1n which all of the Mexican scenes were shot in sepia tint and Amores Perros
(dir. Alejandro Gonzalez Ifiarntu, 2001), in which the director used silver tint. See Sight and Sound,
February 2001, Vol. II, Issue 2, pp53-4 and Sight and Sound, May 2001, Vol. II, Issue S, pp. 39-40 &
p68.

94 George Guillemin, ¢ “As of some site where life had not succeeded™: Sorrow, Allegory, and Pastoralism
in Cormac McCarthy’s Border Trilogy’, Southern Quarterly, Vol. 38, No.3 (Spring, 2000): 72-98.
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‘like young thieves in a glowing orchard’ as they ride into Mexico, and later he could

almost be riding through Arthur Ownby’s orchard :

He rode through a grove of apple trees [...] and he picked an apple as he rode and bit into
it and it was hard and green and bitter [...] He rode past the ruins of an old cabin [...]
There was a strange air to the place. As of some site where life had not succeeded. (225-6)

Guillemin suggests that in McCarthy’s pastoralism ‘landscape and characters share their
fate (the negative matenality of death) and status (the positive materiality of life) as
existential equals due to the erasure of all previous utopian pastoral hopes’, so that nature
is imbued with allegorical meaning ‘but without any promise of transcendence’ (83). While
the intrusion of the ‘machine in the garden’ has been seen to be addressed in both a serious
and humorous way in The Orchard Keeper and in Suttree, the description of the train at
the beginning of A/l The Pretty Horses, does indeed, as Guillemin suggests, describe the

‘industrial invasion of pastoral space’ (87):

It came boring out of the East like some nbald satellite of the coming sun howling and
bellowing in the distance and the long light of the headlamp [...] creating out of the night
the endless fenceline down the dead straight right of way and sucking it back again wire
and post mile on mile into the darkness [... ] (ATPH, 3-4)

With Leo Marx’s writing on literary pastoralism in mind, Guillemin proposes that ‘the
trilogy cultivates images of the machine in the garden from the start in order to allegonze
the pastoral protagonist’s alienation and melancholia as terminal and as tied to the
alienation and melancholia of nature itself’ (87). Therefore, while McCarthy acknowledges
the ‘obsolescence of utopian pastoralism’, his novels retain a ‘nostalgia for a pastoral ideal
that is wilderness rather than garden’ (88).%° Finally, Guillemin appears to agree with
Alarcon’s comment regarding the irony of John Grady’s announcement that he does not
‘know what happens to country’ (ATPH, 299). Guillemin concludes that McCarthy’s
‘ecological statement’ in the trilogy ‘consists of little more than a metaphyscial flirt with

nature’, so that there i1s a danger that the author’s ‘ecopastoral allegoresis may well

95 However, Guillemin identifics this ‘wilderness’ which prompts the boys ‘nascent ecopastoral
awareness’ , lies not in the landscape, but in the wild wolves and horses with which, as he suggests they
enjoy a ‘rather unconventional ¢ communication with (89). A point expanded on in the final chapter.
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exhaust itself in reinstating nature as a literal fact and liberating it from its anthropocentric

reduction to an object of human appropriation’ (95).

At the end of Cities of the Plain, John Grady still dreams the same dreams that ‘something
was afraid and he had come to comfort it’ and he has a conversation with Billy, which
echoes his earlier discussion with Rawlins (204). John Grady tells Billy that he would
return to Mexico, although Billy tells him ‘I never once come back with what I started
after’ and that ‘vaqueros’ make little in the way of wages, suggesting that ‘sooner or later
they’re goin to run all the white people out of that country’ (217). John tells him that ‘if
there’s anything left of this life it’s down there’, although Billy disagrees, articulating
(almost, for Billy never really makes the connection between his instincts and the reasons
which underlie them, earlier having told John ‘I think you just end up tryin to minimize the

pain’, 78) an awareness of John Grady’s romanticised ‘storybook 1deals’:

I don’t even know what life is. I damn sure dont know what Mexico is. I think it’s in your
head. Mexico. I rode a lot of ground down there [...] Everbody I ever knew that ever went
back was goin after somethin. Or thought they was [...] There’s a difference between

quittin and knowin when you’re beat. (COTP, 218)7°

There is, however, as early as All The Pretty Horses, a suggestion of McCarthy’s
increasing focus on the landscapes of the mind of his protagonists. John Grady tells the
others about an old man’s description of Mexico which made it ‘sound like the Big Rock
Candy Mountain. Said there was lakes and runnin water and grass to the stirrups’, adding
‘I can’t picture country like that down here from I've seen so far’ (55). Later, he lies
awake at night ‘while he contemplated the wildness about him, the wildness within’, and
before dawn, he ‘walked out to study the new country as it shaped itself out of the
darkness below them’ (60). So, very quickly the ‘Big Rock Candy Mountain’ image is
shattered as they come across some Mexicans ‘a rough lot, half dressed in rags [..] they
smelled of smoke and tallow and sweat and they looked as wild and strange as the country

they were in’ (61-2). John Grady could ‘tell nothing’ from watching ‘their black eyes’ and

26 Billy’s comments often undercut John Grady’s idealism. His deadpan statement to John Grady about
‘shoppin for whores’, suggests a far less romantic view of his friend’s intentions. (COTP, 120)
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later they are described in an even worse state than the Mexicans, retching wildly after
drinking too much cactus juice. At the end of the first of three parts, they drink coffee
with some vaqueros, for most of whom ‘the country to the north was little more than a

rumor. A thing for which there seemed no accounting’ (95).

The Crossing, as Richard Gray has suggested, “acknowledges the symbiotic link between
land and story, travelling and telling’ (459).°7 The reader is told that Billy’s ‘own
journeying began to take upon itself the shape of a tale’, and later he tells another traveller
that ‘whether a man’s life was writ in a book someplace or whether it took its form day by
day was one and the same for it had one reality and that was the living of it’ (TC, 331 &
379). In his article, ‘Topographies of transition in Western American Literature’, Stephen
Tatum concentrates on The Crossing in his examination of McCarthy’s ‘cartographic
metaphors’, proposing that his novels both ‘rehearse’ and ‘revise’ important issues about

the relationship between the individual and place, although his comments are pertinent to

the trilogy as a whole.?8 Tatum writes of the ‘spoken and unspoken hunger of memory
and desire which motivates the actual and imaginative explorations both of one’s own
country and also of that country hovering over there just beyond the visible distance’ and

how knowing the country ‘ineluctably entails ethical matters concerning how one lives and

for what one lives’:

As McCarthy’s various novels about the southwestern borderlands insist, knowledge of
self is inseparable from a knowledge of the body’s location in place.

[...] especially in more recent western American literature, writers deploy geographical
tropes associated with mapping and place naming or the circulation of bodies across
borders in order strategically to represent and then critique, and sometimes parody, the
colonizing imagination’s perpetual desire for mastery, stability, and containment. (312-3)

Therefore, Tatum proposes that identity and self-knowledge ‘must be regarded as an
iterative matter, as a repetitive sequence of migrations and border crossings during which

selves are created, disavowed, and re-created’ (313). However, his suggestion that John

97 Richard Gray, Southern Aberrations, 2000,

98Stephen Tatum, ‘Topographies of Transition in Western American Literature’, Western American
Literature, (Winter 1998), Vol.32, No.4, (Winter, 1998): 310-52
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Grady Cole and the Parham brothers are ‘always seen to be translating what looms up
before their eyes’ and are thereby ‘themselves often translated’, is perhaps where
McCarthy goes even further in his exploration of the relationship between the individual,
the landscape and the societies therein, as it is possible to argue that their experiences,
including what they have ‘seen’ and ‘witnessed’, has not ‘translated’ them at all. There is
certainly evidence of a lessening of the cartographic impulse, as far as Billy is concerned,
although the conversation they have towards the end of Cities, suggests that, as Cooper

Alarcon has argued, John has not been ‘translated’ by his experiences.

Tatum considers the work of the postmodern geographer Edward Soja who in writing of
Foucault’s concept of ‘heterotopia’, contends that time and space exist on a dialectical
continuum, so that ‘space’ should not be regarded purely as ‘either a mental construct or a
physical form’ (Soja, 143). Especially for western American writers, space is, according to
Tatum, not a ‘static [...] fixed homogenous void’ but a ‘highly volatile category that is
crossed by temporality’ (315). Therefore, combining the prevalence of cartographic
imagery and Soja’s theory of space, ‘in a kind of dialogic encounter’, Tatum considers
‘the topography produced as interior and exterior landscapes’ and ‘how the translation of |
landscape features into words and images graphs a topography in which received history
and traditions (McCarthy’s sense of ‘landmarks’) are transformed and reclaimed
(McCarthy’s sense of ‘knowing the country’)’(317). He argues that the ‘map and icon’
worldview has been replaced in the twentieth-century history of post-colonial migrations,
with cultural forms which no longer ‘respect [...] boundaries and regularities, displaying
instead considerable overlap and hybridity’ (324). In The Crossing, Billy is told by an old

man that, although he is a ‘huérfano’ (orphan), ‘he must cease his wanderings and make

for himself some place in the world’:

[...] because to wander in this way would become for him a passion and by this passion he
would become estranged from men and so ultimately from himself. He said that the world
could only be known as it existed in men’s hearts. For while it seemed a place which

contained men it was in reality a place contained within them and therefore to know it one
must look there and come to know those hearts. (134)
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Billy is refused entry into the army on three occasions because of an irregular heartbeat
and Tatum proposes that this advice given to Billy in 7he Crossing by the Indian ‘centers
on the image of the heart, figured here as a synecdoche, the central part of the human boy
that represents the whole of the human essence’, indicative of how ‘the external landscape

[...] becomes spatialized also as a topography of transitions on the body’s margins and its

interior space of the heart’ (329-110):

If the space of the heart graphs an internal topography of transitions, then the mouth of the
cave, considered as ‘borderlands’ of emergence and descent, locates a topography of
transitions at the intersection of interior and exterior landscapes. As such personification

suggests, topographies of transition appear both as the intersection of rings and lines in the
external landscape (For instance, the mouths of caves) and as the intersection of interior
and exterior landscapes at bodily orifices (the caves of mouths). (338)

Tatum’s consideration of the politics of space draws on Gillian Rose’s writing on
‘paradoxical space’ as a critique of hegemonic notions of space and the ‘map and icon’
worldview. Rose defines ‘paradoxical space’ as ‘multi-dimensional, shifting and
contingent’ and paradoxical in that ‘spaces that would be mutually exclusive if charted on
a two-dimensional map - centre and margin, inside and outside — are occupied
simultaneously’ (140). However, it should be noted that the ‘central theme’ of Rose’s
book is the argument that ‘various forms of white, bourgeois, heterosexual masculinity
[has] structured the way in which geography as a discipline claims to know space, place
and landscape’ (137). Therefore, what she terms ‘paradoxical space’ 1s also a space
‘elsewhere’, beyond ‘the limits of masculinist discourse’ and therefore ‘this paradoxical
sense of space can challenge the exclusion of masculinist geography’ (139-140). Given
that Rose goes on to examine ‘descriptions of oppressive spaces as territories in which
women, and others, are caught’, McCarthy’s descriptions of spaces, from the womb/
grave/ cave imagery of both Quter Dark and Child of God, to the haciendas and brothels

of the Border Trilogy, are similarly imbued with the sense of the oppressive space for

women (141). This 1s addressed in the third chapter.
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In Writing Worlds: Discourse Text & Metaphor in the Representation of Landscape,

Jonathon Smith has suggested, the very meaning of the metaphor of landscape as text not

only implies a ‘committed reader’ but also suggests “a certain elitism by those who use it’.

Similarly, John Pickles points to the difficulty of these metaphors??:

Like the map the landscape is a particularly good example of a ‘text’ which has been
presumed to require a straightforward literal reading, but which actually poses great
problems of interpretations and requires a rigorous hermeneutic analysis. Indeed, as texts
the map and the landscape present innumerable problems of determining authorship,
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