

Introduction

All artists are unique, but some are more unique than others. No one else writes like Cormac McCarthy, and Cormac McCarthy writes like no one else. There are the Greeks, of course—the odyssey that is The Road reads as old and as immediate as the Odyssey—also the authors of the King James Bible; Melville, too; Faulkner a little; and Beckett, surely. But the links are tenuous. McCarthy’s work stands proud of the literary landscape, like one of those majestic, sharp-shadowed buttes in Monument Valley, though his colours can be as delicate as the palest shades of the Painted Desert.

Trite analogies, perhaps, but the very triteness points to the difficulty of finding adequate terms by which to characterise the work of this extraordinary novelist, one of the very finest at work today, in America and in the wider world.

A shilling life will give you all the facts, as Auden’s poem has it. McCarthy is famously jealous of his privacy, and quite right too—we live in the Age of Babble—and the facts of his life that we have, such as they are, should be taken with caution as to their facticity. Of them, we shall mention here only those that seem relevant to the work.

He was born in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1933, and four years later was moved with his family to Knoxville, where he grew up. Does this make him a Southern writer, even a ‘Southern Writer’? Certainly his fiction is suffused with the harsh lights and harsher accents of the Deep South, yet the classic radiance it exudes sets it in a realm, ancient and elemental, far and away beyond the specifics of mere place.

McCarthy’s father, a lawyer, worked for the Tennessee Valley Authority, so young Cormac—or Charles, his baptismal name until he changed it, in a nod to his Irish roots—would have been a product of the middle class. The McCarthys were Catholic, and Cormac became an altar boy, which is surely not insignificant, given the liturgical cadences of his prose style. A thing that can be said for the Catholic faith, as distinct from the Catholic Church, is that it accepts, indeed insists upon, the tragic predicament of man in his fallen state. Being a melding of the heterodoxy of the Greeks—their gods became Christianity’s saints—and the monotheism of the Jews, Catholicism accepts the inescapability of suffering, along with its redemptive power. The way that McCarthy’s pair of survivors in The Road are bound upon is both the blood-bespattered Via Dolorosa, and the parched track leading down from the other side of Golgotha.

After studying at the University of Tennessee, McCarthy left without graduating, joined the Air Force, and was stationed for two years in Alaska: from the fiery South, then, to the frozen North.

For a time in the 1960s he lived on the island of Ibiza, a rackety and, for a writer, or an artist of any kind, a dangerous place, in those days, as anyone who was there can attest: local colour that is too bright can blind the most discriminating eye, and too much of a good time is always bad. McCarthy has been quoted as saying that the friends he has are people who have given up drinking. This is either an instance of McCarthy being droll—his humour is subtle to the point of opacity—or a sly admission of riotous days in the long ago. His novel Suttree, which the reader will inevitably take to be autobiographical at least in some of its aspects, is awash with booze, and not in a happy way.

McCarthy was married three times, and has two sons, the younger of whom, John Francis, was born in 1998, when McCarthy was sixty-five. It is to this son that The Road is dedicated, not least because he was the inspiration for it, as the author acknowledged in an interview on the Oprah Winfrey show, of all places, in 2007. This was his first appearance on television, and put paid to the notion that he is a recluse, a term journalists apply to people who decline to talk to journalists.

McCarthy’s literary career began early, if one may speak of such a writer having something as humdrum as a ‘career’. While he was still at college in Tennessee he wrote and published some short stories, and won a prize, the first of many that were to come to him over the ensuing years. He published a novel, The Orchard Keeper, in 1965, the first of a dozen or so works of fiction. He has also produced short-story collections, plays and screenplays. He is the semi-official writer in residence at the Santa Fe Institute for scientific research, and has published a theoretical essay, ‘The Kekulé Problem’, in a popular science magazine. A man of parts, then.

There are three distinct, major modes in which McCarthy’s fiction operates. There is the High Baroque of Blood Meridian (1985), the Violent Western Pastoral of the Border Trilogy (1992–1998) and the Brute Bleakness of Child of God (1973)—one of his finest works, a short, mesmerising novel about a serial killer, inexplicably neglected even by some of his most enthusiastic admirers—and The Road, first published in 2005, the masterpiece of his late phase, if not, indeed, the masterpiece of his writing life.

In the Oprah Winfrey interview—how desperately one clutches at the few available scraps of authenticated testimony!—McCarthy spoke of the seed of the novel putting out its first root in the middle of the night in an El Paso hotel room where he was staying with John Francis, who was then four years old. While the son was sleeping the father stood at the window, gazing into the deserted darkness and listening to the lonesome sound of trains going past, and toying with the thought of the town being consumed in some future catastrophe. He had, he said, ‘an image of these fires up on the hill and everything being laid waste’. Such images abound in the book the beginnings of which were implanted in his mind that Texas night:


A dead swamp. Dead trees standing out of the gray water trailing gray and relic hagmoss. The silky spills of ash against the curbing. He stood leaning on the gritty concrete rail. Perhaps in the world’s destruction it would be possible to see at last how it was made. Oceans, mountains. The ponderous counterspectacle of things ceasing to be. The sweeping waste, hydroptic and coldly secular. The silence.



Despite the dystopic opulence of such passages, The Road is marked by an overall spareness in style, content and design. The figures of the unnamed—the unnameable—man and boy, the father and his son, journeying together towards no real destination through the landscapes of destruction, recall to us the same theme, the same image, that recurs throughout Beckett’s work, especially in the Trilogy of novels of his middle years, and in many of the late pieces. The lean lineaments of McCarthy’s epic—and it is epical, both in conception and execution—are Beckettian mainly in that they trace the outlines of last things, last times.

The premise of the book is simple, and horrifying. The world as it was known to the human species came to an end some years before, taking with it most of that species, and, it seems, all other living creatures too. We are not told what kind of cataclysm it was that brought about civilisation’s extinguishing, though we assume it was man-made. Some lights were seen falling from the sky, and soon the world was ablaze; now all that remains anywhere is wreckage—even the ocean is moribund—and the endless toing and froing of the ubiquitous and emblematic ‘silky spills of ash’. The man and the boy have been on the road for a long time, ‘each the other’s world entire’. They are in rags, and all they possess is piled in a supermarket trolley, one of the wheels of which is defective—of course.

That wheel is one of many such homely details, minutely imagined but not especially remarked, with which the book abounds. Indeed, the persuasive juxtaposition of the mundane and the apocalyptic is a sign of the book’s quiet greatness. McCarthy understands that exactitude is essential if the reader is to be convinced of the haecceity, the living thereness, of a world utterly beyond everyday experience. In this he sets himself in a direct line from Swift and Kafka; Lilliput and Gregor Samsa’s bedroom are vividly real to us because their creators imagined them into being by the force of a concentrated imagining, the glare of which still generates the transformation, in our mind’s eye, of the fantastical into an all too plausible reality. This is the power of art, and the art of art is always in the detail.

McCarthy knows this ruined world, because he has been there and travelled it by way of artistic inspiration, a word that embarrasses these sullenly secular times, but the one that in this case best applies. Through the lens of his novelist’s eye he has seen the shrivelled corpses, has registered the blown ash coating his lips, has felt in his bones the grinding, relentless cold. In the following, relatively light-hearted, passage—in this end-time the heart is not often lightened—the pair of wayfarers are negotiating a stretch of highway strewn with the remains of scorched and shattered trees:


He fashioned sweeps from two old brooms he’d found and wired them to the cart to clear the limbs from the road in front of the wheels and he put the boy in the basket and stood on the rear rail like a dogmusher and they set off down the hills, guiding the cart on the curves with their bodies in the manner of bobsledders.



Here, as on every page, we see with hallucinatory immediacy not only the outlines of the landscape through which the father and his son are bound on their fraught katabasis, but also the desperation and the determination which drive them on. They will not allow themselves to be lost to the world, even if the world as it once was is lost to them for ever. In this they differ from the boy’s mother, who, seeing no possible future other than endless pain and sorrow, ignored her husband’s pleas, after ‘the hundred nights they’d sat up arguing the pros and cons of self destruction with the earnestness of philosophers chained to a madhouse wall’, and departed into the outer dark. ‘She would do it with a flake of obsidian. He’d taught her himself. Sharper than steel. The edge an atom thick.’

The woman’s fears were founded in a horrible reality. There are other survivors of the catastrophe, most of them ‘the bad guys’, as the boy says, feral creatures wandering through the wastes in search of the means, any means, of survival. Many have turned to cannibalism. No wonder the man saves up the last remaining bullet in the revolver he carries with him at all times: for the son, capture would bring him to a fate far worse than death, and rather than allow it, the father knows what he must do, should the dreadful moment arrive. But will he have the courage to inflict this final, saving cruelty?

Other, rare survivors are mostly glimpsed from afar, their presence attested to by the smoke of their fires, or the strewn bones of the devoured that they leave behind. However, there is a close-up sighting of a horde of these raveners that is as vivid, as compelling and as terrifying as the nightmarish appearance of the Comanche band in Blood Meridian. Here are their counterparts in The Road:


An army in tennis shoes, tramping. Carrying three-foot lengths of pipe with leather wrappings. Lanyards at the wrist. Some of the pipes were threaded through with lengths of chain fitted at their ends with every manner of bludgeon. They clanked past, marching with a swaying gait like wind-up toys. . . . Behind them came wagons drawn by slaves in harness and piled with goods of war and after that the women, perhaps a dozen in number, some of them pregnant, and lastly a supplementary consort of catamites illclothed against the cold and fitted in dogcollars and yoked each to each.



The mark of genius here, of course, is the tennis shoes.

McCarthy has spoken of his willingness to allow to the reader any interpretation, philosophical, religious, eschatological, that he or she might want to bring to the book; for himself, it is the story of a father and his son fighting for survival in the midst of universal destruction. This novelist has never written with more urgency and stark beauty than in these pages. There are images that will linger in the reader’s mind long after the book has been put aside—to be read another time, it is hoped: this masterpiece requires and rewards repeated visits—some of them exquisite, some moving, some gruesome almost beyond bearing. In the Book of Revelation according to Cormac McCarthy, this is the way the world ends, not with a bang or a whimper, but with a threnody of surpassing sorrowfulness, simplicity, brilliance and tenderness. The son seeks reassurance in the midst of worldwide torment and despair, and the father provides it as best he can:

We wouldnt ever eat anybody, would we? 

No. Of course not.

Even if we were starving? 

We’re starving now.

You said we werent.

I said we werent dying. I didnt say we werent starving. 

But we wouldnt.

No. We wouldnt. 

No matter what.

No. No matter what. 

Because we’re the good guys. 

Yes.

And we’re carrying the fire. 

And we’re carrying the fire. Yes.

Okay.

And so they go on, along the unending road.

John Banville




When he woke in the woods in the dark and the cold of the night he’d reach out to touch the child sleeping beside him. Nights dark beyond darkness and the days more gray each one than what had gone before. Like the onset of some cold glaucoma dimming away the world. His hand rose and fell softly with each precious breath. He pushed away the plastic tarpaulin and raised himself in the stinking robes and blankets and looked toward the east for any light but there was none. In the dream from which he’d wakened he had wandered in a cave where the child led him by the hand. Their light playing over the wet flowstone walls. Like pilgrims in a fable swallowed up and lost among the inward parts of some granitic beast. Deep stone flues where the water dripped and sang. Tolling in the silence the minutes of the earth and the hours and the days of it and the years without cease. Until they stood in a great stone room where lay a black and ancient lake. And on the far shore a creature that raised its dripping mouth from the rimstone pool and stared into the light with eyes dead white and sightless as the eggs of spiders. It swung its head low over the water as if to take the scent of what it could not see. Crouching there pale and naked and translucent, its alabaster bones cast up in shadow on the rocks behind it. Its bowels, its beating heart. The brain that pulsed in a dull glass bell. It swung its head from side to side and then gave out a low moan and turned and lurched away and loped soundlessly into the dark.

With the first gray light he rose and left the boy sleeping and walked out to the road and squatted and studied the country to the south. Barren, silent, godless. He thought the month was October but he wasnt sure. He hadnt kept a calendar for years. They were moving south. There’d be no surviving another winter here.

When it was light enough to use the binoculars he glassed the valley below. Everything paling away into the murk. The soft ash blowing in loose swirls over the blacktop. He studied what he could see. The segments of road down there among the dead trees. Looking for anything of color. Any movement. Any trace of standing smoke. He lowered the glasses and pulled down the cotton mask from his face and wiped his nose on the back of his wrist and then glassed the country again. Then he just sat there holding the binoculars and watching the ashen daylight congeal over the land. He knew only that the child was his warrant. He said: If he is not the word of God God never spoke.

When he got back the boy was still asleep. He pulled the blue plastic tarp off of him and folded it and carried it out to the grocery cart and packed it and came back with their plates and some cornmeal cakes in a plastic bag and a plastic bottle of syrup. He spread the small tarp they used for a table on the ground and laid everything out and he took the pistol from his belt and laid it on the cloth and then he just sat watching the boy sleep. He’d pulled away his mask in the night and it was buried somewhere in the blankets. He watched the boy and he looked out through the trees toward the road. This was not a safe place. They could be seen from the road now it was day. The boy turned in the blankets. Then he opened his eyes. Hi, Papa, he said.

I’m right here.

I know.

An hour later they were on the road. He pushed the cart and both he and the boy carried knapsacks. In the knapsacks were essential things. In case they had to abandon the cart and make a run for it. Clamped to the handle of the cart was a chrome motorcycle mirror that he used to watch the road behind them. He shifted the pack higher on his shoulders and looked out over the wasted country. The road was empty. Below in the little valley the still gray serpentine of a river. Motionless and precise. Along the shore a burden of dead reeds. Are you okay? he said. The boy nodded. Then they set out along the blacktop in the gunmetal light, shuffling through the ash, each the other’s world entire.

They crossed the river by an old concrete bridge and a few miles on they came upon a roadside gas station. They stood in the road and studied it. I think we should check it out, the man said. Take a look. The weeds they forded fell to dust about them. They crossed the broken asphalt apron and found the tank for the pumps. The cap was gone and the man dropped to his elbows to smell the pipe but the odor of gas was only a rumor, faint and stale. He stood and looked over the building. The pumps standing with their hoses oddly still in place. The windows intact. The door to the service bay was open and he went in. A standing metal toolbox against one wall. He went through the drawers but there was nothing there that he could use. Good half-inch drive sockets. A ratchet. He stood looking around the garage. A metal barrel full of trash. He went into the office. Dust and ash everywhere. The boy stood in the door. A metal desk, a cash register. Some old automotive manuals, swollen and sodden. The linoleum was stained and curling from the leaking roof. He crossed to the desk and stood there. Then he picked up the phone and dialed the number of his father’s house in that long ago. The boy watched him. What are you doing? he said.

A quarter mile down the road he stopped and looked back. We’re not thinking, he said. We have to go back. He pushed the cart off the road and tilted it over where it could not be seen and they left their packs and went back to the station. In the service bay he dragged out the steel trashdrum and tipped it over and pawed out all the quart plastic oilbottles. Then they sat in the floor decanting them of their dregs one by one, leaving the bottles to stand upside down draining into a pan until at the end they had almost a half quart of motor oil. He screwed down the plastic cap and wiped the bottle off with a rag and hefted it in his hand. Oil for their little slutlamp to light the long gray dusks, the long gray dawns. You can read me a story, the boy said. Cant you, Papa? Yes, he said. I can.

On the far side of the river valley the road passed through a stark black burn. Charred and limbless trunks of trees stretching away on every side. Ash moving over the road and the sagging hands of blind wire strung from the blackened lightpoles whining thinly in the wind. A burned house in a clearing and beyond that a reach of meadowlands stark and gray and a raw red mudbank where a roadworks lay abandoned. Farther along were billboards





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































‘The first great masterpiece of the globally warmed generation. Here is an American classic which, at a stroke, makes McCarthy a contender for the Nobel Prize for Literature.’

Andrew O’Hagan

‘The Road is about tenderness despite everything. McCarthy has unmade the world, but against all the odds, this novel holds out a thin strand of hope: for the power of language and storytelling even at the end of all things’

Financial Times

‘McCarthy conjures from this pitiless flight the miracle of unswerving humanity. Gripping beyond belief.’

Chris Cleave, Sunday Telegraph

‘So good that it will devour you. It is incandescent.’

Daily Telegraph

‘Trenchant and terrifying, written with stripped-down urgency and fuelled by the force of a universal nightmare . . . This is art that both frightens and inspires’

New York Times

‘You will read on, absolutely convinced, thrilled, mesmerized. All the modern novel can do is done here.’

Alan Warner, Guardian

‘A masterpiece that will soon be considered a classic.’

Herald

‘We are watching a late flowering of a great American novelist. For all its grim imaginings, The Road’s divine language carries its two entwined souls above the darkness. McCarthy continues to carry the fire’

Independent on Sunday

‘A spectacular novel . . . Images continue to recur long after it has been put aside’

Scotland on Sunday

‘A gripping, heart-rending human story, which explores the depths of despair and savagery beside the heights of love, tenderness and self-sacrifice. McCarthy has delivered a master stroke: this tale is beautiful, hypnotic, and terrifyingly real’

New Statesman

‘No novelist working today is better suited to chronicle the end of the world than Cormac McCarthy . . . What really elevates the novel from its slough of despond is the sheer, terrible beauty of the writing’

Sunday Times

‘McCarthy shows that he is one of the greatest American writers alive’

Times Literary Supplement




THE ROAD
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Cormac McCarthy is the author of twelve acclaimed novels. Among his honours are the National Book Award, the National Book Critics Circle Award and the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction.
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IN 2022, A GLOBAL LITERARY EVENT:

Cormac McCarthy’s first novels in more than a decade

STELLA MARIS

and

THE PASSENGER

 

The Passenger is the story of a salvage diver, haunted by loss, afraid of the watery deep, pursued for a conspiracy beyond his understanding, and longing for a death he cannot reconcile with God.

Stella Maris is the story of a mathematician, twenty years old, admitted to the hospital with forty thousand dollars in a plastic bag and one request: She does not want to talk about her brother.

Set eight years apart, this remarkable interconnected story of two siblings is a new two-book masterpiece from a giant of American literature, one that challenges our notions of morality, faith, truth, and human existence.

Available in hardback, eBook, trade paperback and digital audio formats Autumn 2022

Also available as a limited edition slipcase boxed set




ALL THE PRETTY HORSES

Cormac McCarthy

Scars have the strange power to remind us that our past is real.

John Grady Cole is the last bewildered survivor of long generations of Texas ranchers. Finding himself cut off from the only life he has ever wanted, he sets out for Mexico with his friend Lacey Rawlins. Befriending a third boy on the way, they find a country beyond their imagining: barren and beautiful, rugged yet cruelly civilized; a place where dreams are paid for in blood.

The first volume in McCarthy’s legendary Border Trilogy, All the Pretty Horses is an acknowledged masterpiece and a grand love story: steeped in the wisdom that comes only from loss, it is a magnificent parable of responsibility, revenge and survival.




THE CROSSING

Cormac McCarthy

Life is a memory, and then it is nothing.

Set on the south-western ranches in the years before the Second World War, Cormac McCarthy’s The Crossing follows the fortunes of sixteen-year-old Billy Parham and his younger brother Boyd. Fascinated by an elusive wolf that has been marauding his family’s property, Billy captures the animal – but rather than kill it, he sets out impulsively for the mountains of Mexico to return it to where it came from.

When Billy comes back to his own home he finds himself and his world irrevocably changed. His loss of innocence has come at a price, and once again the border beckons with its desolate beauty and cruel promise.




CITIES OF THE PLAIN

Cormac McCarthy

The hardest lesson in the world: maybe it’s just that when things are gone they’re gone. They aint comin back.

In Cities of the Plain, two men marked by the boyhood adventures of All the Pretty Horses and The Crossing now stand together, between their vivid pasts and uncertain futures, to confront a country changing beyond recognition.

In the fall of 1952, John Grady Cole and Billy Parham are cowboys on a New Mexico ranch encroached upon from the north by the military. On the southern horizon are the mountains of Mexico, where one of the men is drawn again and again, in this story of friendships and passion, to a love as dangerous as it is inevitable.




NO COUNTRY FOR OLD MEN

Cormac McCarthy

It takes very little to govern good people. Very little. And bad people cant be governed at all. Or if they could I never heard of it.

Llewelyn Moss, hunting antelope near the Rio Grande, stumbles upon a transaction gone horribly wrong. Finding bullet-ridden bodies, several kilos of heroin, and a caseload of cash, he faces a choice – leave the scene as he found it, or cut the money and run. And so begins a terrifying chain of events, in which each participant attempts to answer the question posed by the remorseless killer-for-hire Anton Chigurh: how does a man decide in what order to abandon his life?
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On 6 October 1972, Picador published its first list of eight paperbacks. It was a list that demonstrated ambition, cultural breadth, and no small mischievous spirit, including great writers such as Jorge Luis Borges, Hermann Hesse, Richard Brautigan, and Angela Carter. Within a few years, Picador had established itself as one of the pre-eminent publishers of contemporary fiction, non-fiction and poetry, and became the UK home of writers such as Cormac McCarthy, Don DeLillo, V.S. Naipaul, Bret Easton Ellis, Oliver Sacks, Hanya Yanagihara, Clive James, Carol Ann Duffy, and Jon Ronson.

Now, in Picador’s fiftieth anniversary year of 2022, we bring you the Picador Collection, a series highlighting what we believe are some of the most important and exciting titles to be found in modern literature. This curated list features a wealth of genuine modern classics, while also retaining the commitment to cult, boundary-pushing publishing that made the white spines of Picador beloved for an entire generation.

These are books to stay up with late into the night, to daydream about in idle moments, and to press fanatically into the hands of others. They are books intended to start a conversation – with you, the reader, within communities, and within popular culture.

Why not begin your collection today? There’s no better place to start your reading journey.
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