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Introduction

“A Direct Apprehension of Reality”

Cormac McCarthy and the Perennial Philosophy

■ Despite differing interpretations of McCarthy’s fiction, most critics will agree that his writing demonstrates mystical strains. Though in his initial interpretation of McCarthy’s early novels Vereen M. Bell classifies the novelist as a nihilist, four years later he has modified his views, conceding that, despite some nihilistic tendencies, “there can be no doubt that McCarthy is a genuine—if somehow secular—mystic” (“Between the Wish” 926). Edwin Arnold, however, had no doubts from the start about McCarthy’s esoteric spirituality, arguing that he “is a mystic in the way his favorite writer Melville is a mystic, acknowledging and in fact honoring the majesty of the astounding and awful as well as of the simple and beautiful” (“Mosaic” 23). I believe that the presence of the “astounding and awful” in these novels forms much of the basis of the polarization in McCarthy criticism, precisely because it can be read as a nihilistic portrayal of the darker aspects of human existence or as a spiritual apprehension of the nature of evil.

In “Meeting McCarthy,” Gary Wallace cites McCarthy’s views on the subject of spirituality, recalling a conversation in which the reclusive novelist discussed his own spiritual experiences: “McCarthy commented that some cultures used drugs to enhance the spiritual experience, and that he had tried LSD before the drug was made illegal. He said that it had helped to open his eyes to these kinds of experiences.” Wallace adds that McCarthy “said that he felt sorry for me because I was unable to grasp this concept of spiritual experience. He said that people all over the world, in every religion, were familiar with this experience. He asked if I’d ever read William James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience. I had not. His attitude seemed to indicate that in this book were the answers to many of the questions posed during our evening discussion.”1 When Wallace admits to being “non-plussed” by these words, McCarthy tells him that he is simply talking about “Truth,” which is what “writers must accomplish in their writing.” When Wallace fails to understand what “Truth” is, McCarthy tells him that truth is simply “Truth” and “that the mystical experience is a direct apprehension of reality” (138). In the context of the conversation with Wallace, McCarthy seems to be referring to “reality” in the traditional, Platonic sense of the word, where the ultimate Reality is held to be the Good, or the Absolute. Huston Smith writes, “Atop being’s hierarchy is the Form of the Good, the most real of the various grades of reality, the ‘Good Itself.’ Radically different from our everyday world, it can be described only through poetic images” (Forgotten Truth 5). I believe that McCarthy’s novels are, to some extent, akin to these “poetic images,” which strive toward a Platonic Reality. Such a reading seems to be supported by McCarthy’s assertion that “Truth” is what writers must accomplish in their writing. Though McCarthy never directly attempts to describe the Good, he does adumbrate its presence in symbolic images of “the fire” and other such themes that will be discussed throughout this book, where I contend that his views of the mystical experience offering a glimpse of an ultimate “Truth” or spiritual Reality are in complete agreement with the major tenets of the Perennial Philosophy. Aldous Huxley neatly defines this term as follows: “Philosophia Perennis—the phrase was coined by Leibniz; but the thing—the metaphysic that recognizes a divine Reality substantial to the world of things and lives and minds; the psychology that finds in the soul something similar to, or even identical with, divine Reality; the ethic that places man’s final end in the knowledge of the immanent and transcendent Ground of all being—the thing is immemorial and universal.” According to Huxley, the Perennial Philosophy is the “Highest Common Factor” in all traditional religions and its subject matter is “the nature of eternal, spiritual Reality” (vii). McCarthy similarly believes that the spiritual experience, or a direct revelation of “Truth,” is something with which “people all over the world, in every religion” are “familiar” (Wallace 138). This does not imply that every religious person is familiar with such an experience but rather that this experience is potentially accessible through every religion.

McCarthy’s writing reveals a preoccupation not only with experiences of divine Reality but also with the question of evil. William Spencer argues that this is not only “a pervasive theme” in McCarthy’s novels but “perhaps the issue of human existence that he is most interested in confronting in his fiction” (69). This preoccupation with evil, most often explored through depictions of violence, has given rise to many of the nihilistic readings of McCarthy’s novels. Nevertheless, when such vivid descriptions of violence are combined with his interest in spiritual revelations and his portrayal of the created world as hostile to humanity, it becomes apparent that his world view also has much in common with Gnosticism, which is similarly characterized by a negative evaluation of the created world and a reliance on direct spiritual insight.

Before proceeding further, let me briefly outline the main tenets of the Gnostic belief system. Gnosticism emerged alongside Christianity between the first and third centuries CE, not so much as a heresy, but as a syncretic blending of many influences, including Christian, Hellenic, Babylonian, Egyptian, Iranian, Jewish, and even the Eastern traditions of Buddhism and Hinduism.2 In The Gnostic Religion, Hans Jonas explains that according to Gnostic cosmology, the entire manifest cosmos “is the creation not of God but of some inferior principle” known as the demiurge (327). The demiurge rules over all that he has created, sometimes with the assistance of evil angels known as archons, while the real or alien God remains wholly “transcendent” (42). In the Gnostic genesis myth, flesh (hyle) and soul (psyche) were created by and belong to the demiurge, but “enclosed in the soul is the spirit,” or pneuma, “a portion of the divine substance from beyond which has fallen into the world” (44). Thus, people are composed of both “mundane and extra-mundane” (44) principles and carry within them the potential for immanence as soul and flesh, or transcendence as pure spirit; “Duo sunt in homine” (Man has a twofold nature), as the medieval theologians put it.3 According to Jonas,


The radical nature of the dualism determines that of the doctrine of salvation. As alien as the transcendent God is to “this world” is the pneumatic self in the midst of it. The goal of gnostic striving is the release of the “inner man” from the bonds of the world and his return to his native realm of light. The necessary condition for this is that he knows about the transmundane God and about himself, that is, about his divine origin as well as his present situation, and accordingly also about the nature of the world which determines his situation. (44)



Knowledge of the true state of the cosmos and of the nature of the alien God is referred to as “gnosis” and, as Elaine Pagels explains in The Gnostic Gospels, just as “those who claim to know nothing about ultimate reality are called agnostic (literally, ‘not-knowing’)” so “the person who does claim to know such things is called Gnostic (‘knowing’)” (xix). The possession of gnosis enables the spirit to become aware of its divine origins, escape from the created world, and reunite with the transcendent God. Although a vision of the cosmos as a terrible aberration may at first glance appear nihilistic, Gnosticism’s primary concern is soteriological: salvation may be attained through gnosis.

Leo Daugherty recognizes this Gnostic vision in McCarthy’s Blood Meridian, which he examines in his perceptive article “Gravers False and True: Blood Meridian as Gnostic Tragedy.” Daugherty points out that while “most thoughtful people have looked at the world they lived in and asked, How did evil get into it?, the Gnostics have looked at the world and asked, How did good get into it?” He goes on to explain that for the Gnostics “evil was simply everything that is, with the exception of the bits of spirit emprisoned here,” asserting that what the Gnostics saw is precisely “what we see in the world of Blood Meridian” (162). Though Daugherty was the first to offer an in-depth Gnostic reading of Blood Meridian, other critics have alluded to the Gnostic elements in McCarthy’s fiction. Vereen Bell writes, “What with any other novelist would be a merely ornate style repeatedly seems to move us toward an epiphany, though only the kind that a seasoned gnostic might construe” (Achievement 132). Similarly, Sven Birkerts notes, “McCarthy has been, from the start, a writer with strong spiritual leanings. His orientation is Gnostic: he seems to view our endeavors here below as a violation of some original purity” (39). More recently, in Reading the World: Cormac McCarthy’s Tennessee Period, Dianne Luce offers a Gnostic reading of McCarthy’s earlier novel, Outer Dark.4 Luce argues that Outer Dark “reflects McCarthy’s awareness of Gnostic symbols, character types, and anticosmic attitudes and his extensive borrowing from or alluding to them in creating his own parable of spiritual alienation in the cosmic realm” (68). Harold Bloom also identifies a Gnostic trend running through the canonically valued works of American fiction in his influential How to Read and Why. Beginning with Melville’s Moby-Dick, Bloom asks, “Just who is Melville’s God, or the God of those who came after him: Faulkner, West, Pynchon, Cormac McCarthy?” Bloom’s answer is that “Melville was not a Christian, and tended to identify with the ancient Gnostic heresy,” and that “Faulkner is a kind of unknowing Gnostic,” while “West, Pynchon, and McCarthy in their different ways are very knowing indeed” (237). Thus there is a critical consensus that Gnosticism informs McCarthy’s writing. McCarthy’s work provides numerous clues that point toward his conscious awareness of Gnosticism, the most overt of these occurring in Suttree (1979), where the protagonist watches construction workers, while the narrative voice describes them as “Gnostic workmen who would have down this shabby shapeshow that masks the higher world of form” (464). It is clear, then, that McCarthy is a “very knowing” Gnostic indeed, and there is evidence that he consciously draws inspiration from the symbols, allegories, and belief systems of this ancient religion.

I maintain that McCarthy’s novels are enriched by a system of metaphysics that draws on the teachings of various esoteric traditions, namely, Gnosticism, Christian mysticism, and Buddhism. That is not to say that the novels do not draw their influences from other traditions—for example, Sufism, Hinduism, or Neoplatonism—but the necessarily limited scope of this book does not allow me to explore these other avenues of interpretation. All of the aforementioned traditions—including those not covered in this book—are located within the boundaries of the Perennial Philosophy, in that their subject matter is “the nature of eternal, spiritual Reality” (Huxley vii). Although Gnosticism stands at a slight angle to the other traditions, largely due to its “heretical” position, its emphasis on the primacy of personal experience and the soteriological importance of gnosis, or spiritual insight, is in line with the main tenets of the Perennial Philosophy.

I wish to clarify that I have focused on the later novels, partly due to the fact that a book offering close readings of McCarthy’s entire oeuvre would be far too long, but mainly because I believe that they represent an important shift in interest on McCarthy’s part, turning away from the wholly dark, Southern Gothic themes of his early period and becoming more metaphysically complex and spiritually affirmative. I refer to “the later novels” rather than “the Western novels” in order to include The Road, a work that I argue is the culmination of the world view that we see developing throughout the Western novels, despite the absence of a distinctly southwestern setting. Furthermore, I want to draw attention away from the Western motif, because, unlike the majority of writing on this subject, this book does not examine the sociopolitical and historical themes surrounding the southwestern region. Instead, I focus on McCarthy’s metaphysics and theodicy, which, I contend, deal with the universal human condition, not just with human existence in the American Southwest.

I believe that McCarthy’s writing yields to a method of exegetic reading that stretches back for centuries and is found in other cultures besides that of the West.5 In this esoteric tradition, the literal meaning of the text conceals beneath its surface spiritual meanings available to the initiated reader, known in the West as the allegorical, the tropological, and the anagogical.6 While McCarthy would certainly not lay claim to practicing the fourfold interpretation in all its complexity, he could justly characterize himself as one who subscribes to it at least in part. For, as I will argue throughout this book, there lies beneath the rich and complex surface of his writings a deeper meaning, overlooked by the great majority of his readers, which is as important to a full understanding of his work as the doctrines concealed beneath the surface are to the work of Blake or Dante. In the words of the great Tuscan poet,

O voi ch’avete li ‘ntelletti sani,

mirate la dottrina che s’asconde

sotto ‘l velame de li versi strani.

(O you who have sound intellects,

consider the teaching that is hidden

behind the veil of these strange verses.)

(Alighieri, Divine Comedy: Inferno, canto IX, lines 61–63)




CHAPTER 1

“Terra Damnata”

The Anticosmic Mysticism of Blood Meridian

■ Blood Meridian; or, The Evening Redness in the West, Cormac McCarthy’s first Western novel, follows the debaucheries of the historical Glanton gang as they murder, rape, and scalp their way across Mexico and the American Southwest of the 1850s. McCarthy’s graphic portrayals of violence, set within surreal, nightmarish landscapes, convey a consistently anticosmic or world-rejecting attitude toward existence and creation. The marked absence of divine intervention in the face of extraordinary depravity suggests, at best, total divine indifference to human suffering, or at worst, the presence of a malevolent demiurge. McCarthy presents the reader with a vision of evil allowed to run rampant and unchecked; few novelists have attempted such a devastating portrayal of human brutality and cruelty. Although Blood Meridian does have a carefully researched historical setting, a reading that focuses solely on the conquest of the West as an imperialist process drastically limits the wider scope of the novel. In a review of Blood Meridian Tom Nolan writes, “McCarthy’s screed is a theological purgative, an allegory on the nature of evil as timeless as Goya’s hallucinations on war, monomaniacal in its conception and execution, it seeks and achieves the vertigo of insanity, the mad internal logic of a noon-time nightmare that refuses to end” (2). Nolan’s identification of Blood Meridian’s “timeless” quality seems particularly pertinent, as the novel’s exploration of evil extends beyond its specific spatiotemporal setting.

In Blood Meridian, evil is examined within the microcosm of individual human beings, as well as within the macrocosm of the manifest world. In his preoccupation with the problem of evil, McCarthy frequently employs Gnostic symbols and concepts, the most immediately apparent being the anticosmic depiction of hostile, hellish landscapes. Sam Smith defines the anticosmic position as a “belief that the material creation is inherently flawed and thus cannot be made suitable for any ideal purpose.” Conversely, the procosmic position “views the natural world as created for and suited to the fulfillment of the eternal promises and purposes of God for man” (1). Gnosticism is clearly anticosmic in its insistence that “earthly material existence, like the world itself, is a product of the Demiurge and correspondingly is a sphere hostile to God, dominated by evil powers” (Rudolph 88). The narrative voice within Blood Meridian is markedly anticosmic, referring to the landscape as a “terra damnata of smoking slag” (61), a “godless quadrant cold and sterile” (293), “a purgatorial waste” where “nothing” moves “save carnivorous birds” (63), “a country where the rocks would cook the flesh from your hands and where other than rock nothing was” (138). This nightmare vision offers no relief and no hope of escape; journeys only take the traveler “into a land more hostile yet” (152). The landscape in Blood Meridian often evokes the imagery of T. S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land.” For example, “the rock trembled and sleared in the sun, rock and no water and the sandy trace and they kept watch for any green thing that might tell of water but there was not water” (62) recalls “What the Thunder Said”: “Here is no water but only rock / Rock and no water and the sandy road” (lines 331–32). As in “The Waste Land,” the desolate landscapes through which McCarthy’s characters wander serve as symbolic projections of spiritual desolation.1

One of the most obscure allusions to the hostility of the created world is evoked through a passage that describes Glanton’s gang sleeping “with their alien hearts beating in the sand like pilgrims exhausted upon the face of the planet Anareta, clutched to a nameless wheeling in the night” (46). Leo Daugherty interprets the reference to “Anareta” in the following way: “Anareta was believed in the Renaissance to be ‘the planet which destroys life,’ and ‘violent deaths are caused’ when the ‘malifics’ have agents in ‘the anaretic place’ (OED entry, ‘anareta’) … the implication is clearly that our own Earth is Anaretic” (163). McCarthy’s evocative descriptions of malevolent landscapes, in which “death seem[s] the most prevalent feature” (48) can thus be read as Gnostic portrayals of a nightmarish, Anaretic world.

Even the sun in Blood Meridian is portrayed in a decidedly Gnostic fashion, signifying death and violence, rather than traditional notions of renewal and illumination.2 McCarthy’s trademark “bloodred” sunsets abound in Blood Meridian, establishing a clear connection between the sun and the numerous scenes of bloodshed that occur throughout the novel. The most fascinating references to the sun, however, are those that defamiliarize the celestial sphere entirely. For example, the sun is described as being “the color of steel” (15), immediately evoking weaponry, and hence violence, but also introducing an unexpected sensation of coldness. The revolting “urine-colored sun” that rises “blearily through panes of dust on a dim world” (47) is similarly unsettling. The most startling solar imagery, however, consists of the following: “The top of the sun rose out of nothing like the head of a great red phallus until it cleared the unseen rim and sat squat and pulsing and malevolent behind them” (44–45).3 In Blood Meridian, McCarthy inverts the traditional, life-giving symbolism of the sun—hence the image of the phallus and all the subsequent connotations of procreation—and turns it into a symbol of cosmic malevolence. It is noteworthy that in this inversion of a concept upheld by the Platonist and Neo-Platonist philosophers of classical antiquity, for whom the sun was a visible manifestation of the “Good,” McCarthy is following in the subversive footsteps of the Gnostic heretics.4 As Hans Jonas explains, “Gnostic dualism comes as a new principle of meaning, appropriates the elements which it can use for its purposes, and subjects them to a radical reinterpretation” (260). Whereas for the classical mind, the seven “heavenly spheres”—namely the sun, the moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn—“had represented the divinity of the cosmos at its purest, they now most effectively separated it from the divine. Enclosing the created world, they made it a prison for those particles of divinity which had become entrapped in this system” (260–61). For the Gnostics, the heavenly spheres become a symbol of oppression, representing the barriers that surround the earth and keep the divine human spirit imprisoned within the manifest realm of matter. Jonas explains that even for pagan nature worshippers the sun occupied a many-faceted position, being at the same time “the god which dispenses light, warmth, life, growth … who victoriously rises out of night, puts to flight the winter, and renews nature” but who also brings “scorching, pestilence, and death” (257). The sun in Blood Meridian has been reduced to its wholly negative components, bringing pestilence in the form of a “heliotropic plague” of gold seekers, “itinerant degenerates bleeding westward” (78), who seem to be under the maleficent influence of the sun. Pestilence is also evoked through the image of the Dieguenos, who “watched each day for that thing to gather itself out of its terrible incubation in the house of the sun … and whether it be armies or plague or pestilence or something altogether unspeakable they waited with a strange equanimity” (300–301). The concept of the sun bringing disease is emphasized not only through direct references to “plague or pestilence” but also through the oblique reference to “incubation,” as though the sun were hatching a bacterial menace.

The idea that the sun may bring “something altogether unspeakable” is emphasized throughout the novel. When the Glanton gang abandons a murdered Apache in the desert, they leave him to “scrutinize with his dying eyes the calamitous advance of the sun” (110), as though the progression of the sun across the sky marked the progress of some terrible catastrophe. The imagery of disaster and chaos is further developed in a passage that describes the sunset as the “red demise of that day” and “the distant pandemonium of the sun” (185). The sun in Blood Meridian is portrayed as a merciless devourer. Wandering in the desert, men with “burnedout eyes” grow “gaunted and lank under the white hot suns of those days” until they appear “like beings for whom the sun hungered” (248). Its indifference to human beings is made apparent in its ability to wipe out all trace of their violent deaths: “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 few suns all trace of the destruction of these people would be erased … and there would be nothing, nor ghost nor scribe, to tell to any pilgrim in his passing how it was that people had lived in this place and in this place died” (174). The sun in Blood Meridian is a bringer of death, not life. Such a description of a celestial body usually associated with the life-giving properties of light and warmth suggests that in McCarthy’s narrative the Gnostic horror of existence extends well beyond our planet and includes the entire cosmos in its negative evaluation.

In keeping with the Gnostic penchant for theological subversion, McCarthy’s portrayals of the sun invert not only the aforementioned classical philosophies but also Christian teachings. The Glanton gang stumbles across the remains of a group of scalped travelers, again described as “right pilgrims nameless among the stones with their terrible wounds.” Blood Meridian is replete with “pilgrims” who never find their way to any kind of god and whose journeys lead straight to death. The dead, in “their wigs of dried blood,” lie “gazing up with ape’s eyes at brother sun now rising in the east” (153). Here, “brother sun” is a chillingly sarcastic reference to Saint Francis of Assisi’s (1182–1226) “Laudes Creaturarum,” or “Praise of the Creatures,” also referred to as the “Canticle of the Sun”:

Be praisèd, O My Lord, by all Thy creatures!

And chiefly by Monsignor Brother Sun,

Whom in the day Thou lightenest for us;

For fair is he and radiant with resplendence;

And of Thee, Most High, beareth he the semblance.

(lines 6–10)

The last two lines are most telling and McCarthy’s implications are clear: if the sun bears the likeness of the creator God, what terrible things can we deduce about this deity’s nature by examining the malevolent sun of Blood Meridian?

In Blood Meridian, as in Gnostic thought, the heavenly spheres are regarded as symbols of evil. Hans Jonas describes the Gnostic view of the cosmos in great detail:


We can imagine with what feelings gnostic men must have looked up to the starry sky. How evil its brilliance must have looked to them, how alarming its vastness and the rigid immutability of its courses, how cruel its muteness! The music of the spheres was no longer heard, and the admiration for the perfect spherical form gave place to the terror of so much perfection directed at the enslavement of man. The pious wonderment with which earlier man had looked up to the higher regions of the universe became a feeling of oppression by the iron vault which keeps man exiled from his home beyond. (261)



The novel features numerous references to the starry sky, all of which are marked with a sense of dismay, fear, or loneliness: “The night sky lies so sprent with stars that there is scarcely space of black at all and they fall all night in bitter arcs and it is so that their numbers are no less” (15). Such descriptions evoke a sense of oppressive eternity, for no matter how many stars fall in their “bitter arcs,” their numbers are never lessened. The oppressive quality of the cosmos is emphasized further when the stars are described as burning “with a lidless fixity” (213), as though they were unblinking eyes, fixed upon the world below in unceasing surveillance. The night sky is full of evil omens, such as the “pale green meteor” that “passed overhead and vanished silently in the void” (227). Even the “constellation of Cassiopeia” evokes a sense of cosmic malice, burning “like a witch’s signature on the black face of the firmament” (256), as though the malevolent forces responsible for creation had signed their handiwork for all to see.

Much like the French mathematician and mystic Blaise Pascal (1623–1662), who wrote of “the terrifying immensity of the universe which surrounds me” (6), the Gnostics were dismayed by the spatial and temporal enormity of the cosmos, believing that “the vastness and multiplicity of the cosmic system expresses the degree to which man is removed from [the alien] God” (Jonas 43). Jonas explains that the “starry sky—which from Plato to the Stoics was the purest embodiment of reason in the cosmic hierarchy … and therefore the divine aspect of the sensible realm” became for the Gnostics “the fixed glare of alien power and necessity” (254). Furthermore, the night sky’s “vastness, power, and perfection of order” no longer evoked “contemplation and imitation but aversion and revolt” (255). The narrative voice in Blood Meridian frequently evokes the enormity of the cosmos: “The sun when it rose caught the moon in the west so that they lay opposed to each other across the earth, the sun whitehot and the moon a pale replica, as if they were the ends of a common bore beyond whose terminals burned worlds past all reckoning” (86). These words suggest that not only does the universe extend forever outward to infinite numbers of other worlds, but this terrible infinitude also extends forever downward, albeit in more metaphysical sense, into “the awful darkness inside the world” (111). This apprehension of the terrible vastness of the created world is prevalent throughout McCarthy’s work.5

Blood Meridian abounds in passages that evoke the terror of the void, featuring descriptions of “the vast world of sand and scrub shearing upward into the shoreless void” and “to the uttermost rebate of space” (50) or “staccato mountains bespoken blue and barren out of the void” (175) or the “ribbed frames of dead cattle” that lie “like the ruins of primitive boats upturned upon that shoreless void” (247).6 Paul Oppenheimer explains that the “void” is a concept closely allied with cinematic portrayals of evil, especially in situations depicting the aftermath of evil actions: “Past the disaster lies not a horror but a blank, a nothing, a zero, a black hole…. The very physics of the universe, their natural laws, have devoured themselves, to leave a silent state of nil. The universe has performed itself into exhaustion, chaos, a word that to the Greeks who invented it meant not anarchy or disorder but a yawn, a gap, nothing” (7). In Blood Meridian, frenzied eruptions of violence leave only a “shoreless void” (247) in their wake.

Wandering lost through the wilderness, the kid contemplates a companion named Sproule and sees that “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).7 This passage evokes a Gnostic despair at the terrible vastness of creation, which “swallows up” and imprisons the human spirit. It also emphasizes the Gnostic motif of alienation, which teaches that the divine spirit within us feels estranged among the “alien stones” of the created world. In fact, the idea that human beings are prisoners on earth is alluded to directly in Blood Meridian when the Glanton gang is referred to as “a patrol condemned to ride out some ancient curse” (151). Given the purgatorial wasteland that dominates the novel, this ancient curse seems to be manifest existence itself. Elsewhere, the horses of the Glanton gang are described as trudging “sullenly the alien ground,” while “the round earth rolled beneath them silently milling the greater void wherein they were contained” (247). The passage not only emphasizes the alien nature of the created world but also locates this alienation within the greater context of the enormity of the cosmos.

The narrative voice then goes on to evoke the metaphysical complexity of this vision of alienation, in what is perhaps one of the most frequently cited passages within the novel: “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 nothing more enshadowed and in the optical democracy of such landscape all preference is made whimsical and a man and a rock become endowed with unguessed kinship” (247). The reader is presented with a reductionist vision in which inherent value and meaning have been leveled out so that it is no longer possible to say that human beings are in any way better or more significant than inanimate minerals. This “strange equality” is not to be mistaken for the transcendent state of unity described by the Perennial Philosophy, in which all phenomena appear equally unreal, or as manifestations of māyā (illusion). Frithjof Schuon explains that “the metaphysical doctrine of illusion is not just a solution of convenience which justifies bringing everything on the plane of phenomena to a single level” (67). He adds, “Metaphysical synthesis is not a physical levelling out” because “there is no true synthesis without discernment” (68). The description of the “optical democracy” in Blood Meridian is concerned with just such a physical leveling out.

René Guénon also addresses this concept of “levelling out” in The Reign of Quantity, a work that details the decline of the Perennial Philosophy in the modern world. Guénon writes that unity and uniformity are often mistaken for the same thing, but “the imposition of uniformity” actually leads “in a direction exactly opposite to that of true unity” (67). Guénon explains that the “uniformity, in order that it may be possible, presupposes beings deprived of all qualities and reduced to nothing more than simple numerical ‘units’” (65). The “result of all efforts made to realize” such uniformity “can only be to rob beings more or less completely of their proper qualities” (66). He concludes by stating that all efforts at “levelling”—such as we witness in Blood Meridian’s optical democracy—“always work downwards … not only below the degree occupied by the most rudimentary of living beings, but also below that occupied … [by] lifeless matter” (66–67). Hence, what we witness in Blood Meridian is a caricature of unity, in which a human being is not only reduced to the level of a spider, or a blade of grass, but in which all of these living things are placed on the same level as inanimate stones, thus completely obliterating the traditional hierarchical chain of being.

Looking at this passage in the context of McCarthy’s entire oeuvre, with its metaphysical overtones and theological preoccupations, it is unlikely that this vision of “optical democracy” constitutes McCarthy’s understanding of the world, at least as it is presented in his novels. Though it is difficult to prove that at the time of writing Blood Meridian McCarthy disapproved of such a reductionist view of living beings, his later work The Sunset Limited provides us with some interesting insights into his latest view on the matter. In this “novel in dramatic form,” the character Black puts forward a view of humanity that is completely in line with the teachings of the Perennial Philosophy: “I would say that the thing we are talkin about is Jesus,” says Black, “but it is Jesus understood as that gold at the bottom of the mine. He couldnt come down here and take the form of a man if that form was not done shaped to accommodate him” (95). The image of the “gold at the bottom of the mine” occurs in both Buddhist and Gnostic thought and “in both cases this is a simile for the divine spark in man” (Conze, Further Buddhist Studies 29). In The Sunset Limited, Black goes on to stress this divine essence within all human beings, even at the cost of sounding like a heretic: “And if I said that there aint no way for Jesus to be ever man without ever man bein Jesus then I believe that might be a pretty big heresy. But that’s all right. It aint as big a heresy as sayin that a man aint all that much different from a rock. Which is how your view looks to me” (95). Here, man and rock do not share an unguessed kinship. Even the character White—a suicidal rationalist whose argument runs counter to Black’s throughout the play—has to concede that a human being is higher than a rock: “It’s not my view,” he retorts. “I believe in the primacy of the intellect” (96). Thus the “optical democracy” passage in Blood Meridian puts forward a view that prevents human beings from seeking their full potential. As the traditions of the Perennial Philosophy, as well as the metaphysics underlying McCarthy’s fiction, proclaim, no matter how blackened the human heart may be, a divine essence remains. Whether one considers humanity in spiritual or intellectual terms, the existence of the spirit or the mere presence of consciousness necessarily separates a human being from an inanimate stone. Thus the vision of “optical democracy” seems to arise out of the apparent perversities—in both thought and action—that constitute the depraved world of Blood Meridian, rather than being a nihilistic pronouncement on the essential meaninglessness of human existence.

Blood Meridian explores these aforementioned perversities in detail, arguing that human beings are born with an inherent potential for evil. When we are first introduced to the nameless protagonist of Blood Meridian, known only as “the kid,” we are told: “He can neither read nor write and in him broods already a taste for mindless violence” (3). These words suggest that bloodlust lies at the very core of human nature; it is something that comes from within, not without. When the child grows into “the kid,” he indulges his taste for violence in pub brawls with soldiers: “They fight with fists, with feet, with bottles or knives. All races, all breeds” (4). The narrative voice thus implicates the entire human race in this mad, violent struggle.

Human depravity is also discussed by a lone hermit who shelters the kid early in the novel. After showing the kid “some man’s heart, dried and blackened,” the hermit cradles “it in his palm as if he’d weigh it” (18). This strange action evokes an esoteric reference to the Egyptian Anubis, the jackal-headed god of the dead, who is thought to weigh the hearts of human beings after death to determine which is righteous and which corrupt.8 Clearly the human heart does not pass the test, for the hermit announces, “A man’s at odds to know his mind cause his mind is aught he has to know it with. He can know his heart, but he don’t want to. Rightly so. Best not to look in there. It ain’t the heart of a creature that is bound in the way that God has set for it” (19). Traditionally the heart was considered the seat of passions and desires, which must be overcome by rejecting earthly concerns and seeking refuge in spiritual pursuits. Buddhist sutras describe the heart as “the poisonous serpent … which is always breathing out the fire of the three poisons, bringing us agonies and sufferings” (qtd. in Conze, Buddhist Scriptures 142). Gnostic teachings also warn against the danger of letting oneself be ruled by one’s heart, for the “evil powers” that rule the cosmos are “evident and active in [humanity’s] passions and desires” (Rudolph 88). Similarly, Manichean doctrines teach, “Although man has Light within him, the Darkness made sure that he would perpetuate his enslavement by desire” (Smoley 57). These traditions, however, all stress the importance of self-knowledge. “Know Thyself” advised the Delphic Oracle, as did the Gnostic Gospels: “Let every man be watchful of himself. Whosoever is watchful of himself shall be saved from the devouring fire” (qtd. in Jonas 84). Thus the hermit’s “rightly so” can be read sarcastically, for human beings would greatly benefit from knowing their own hearts, if only they had the courage to examine what lies within. In fact, in The Achievement of Cormac McCarthy, Vereen Bell argues that the hermit, with his pronouncements on humanity’s willful ignorance of its own depravity, “comes closer to speaking the paraphrased theme of the novel than any other spokesman” (127). The narrative voice of Blood Meridian indirectly urges the reader to closely examine this blackened heart, already weighed and found wanting by the hermit. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to note that the hermit attempts to rape or molest the kid when the latter falls asleep: “He woke sometime in the night with the hut in almost total darkness and the hermit bent over him and all but in his bed” (20). Thus the hypocritical, pederastic hermit must be included in the novel’s negative evaluation of the human race.

As mentioned earlier, the terrifying “void” that constitutes the cosmos is a central metaphor in Blood Meridian, but the horror applies not only to the macrocosm of the solar system but also to the microcosm of the human being. Brady Harrison argues that in Blood Meridian the “void without speaks to the void said to lurk within the Western consciousness.” He goes on to cite “Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899) as the most famous example of the void within as the void without,” because “the heart of darkness lurks as much in Kurtz, as Conrad presents it, as in the African jungle” (35). Extrapolating this idea to Blood Meridian, we could argue that “the secret dark of the earth’s heart” (195) mirrors the awful darkness inside the heart of the human being. The various atrocities described in vivid detail throughout the novel confirm this view. On one occasion the Glanton gang attacks a village of peaceful elders, women, and children simply because their scalps are indistinguishable from those of the Apaches they were hired to kill. The men are depicted knee-deep in blood-red water, “hacking at the dying and decapitating those who knelt for mercy” (156), while others lie “coupled to the bludgeoned bodies of young women dead or dying on the beach” (157). Not content with the bounty collected for the scalps, the men also make belts and harnesses from the skins of the slain.

The Glanton gang is depicted in ways that evoke a primitive hunting clan. Its members appear as “a pack of viciouslooking humans … bearded, barbarous, clad in the skins of animals stitched up with thews and armed with weapons of every description … dangerous, filthy, brutal.” Descriptions of the gang suggest cannibalism: “the trappings of their horses” are “fashioned out of human skin and their bridles woven up from human hair and decorated with human teeth,” the riders themselves wear “scapulars or necklaces of dried and blackened human ears,” and the entire procession is “like a visitation from some heathen land where they and others like them fed on human flesh” (78).9 Being scalp hunters, the members of Glanton’s gang do in fact feed on human flesh, albeit in an indirect sense, for they exchange the scalps for food and weapons and are therefore using human flesh as a form of currency.

The Glanton gang is often portrayed as having somehow regressed to a prehistoric level: “There was nothing about these arrivals to suggest even the discovery of the wheel” (232). For that matter, there was nothing to suggest even the invention of fire, or speech: “In darkness absolute the company sat among the rocks without fire or bread or camaraderie any more than banded apes. They crouched in silence eating raw meat … and they slept among the bones” (148). As they wander through the plains, they appear to predate speech itself: “Like beings provoked out of the absolute rock and set nameless and at no remove from their 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 hyperbolic reference to Gondwanaland—a “supercontinent thought to have once existed in the southern hemisphere and to have broken up in Mesozoic or late Palæozoic times” (Oxford English Dictionary Online; hereafter cited as OED)—further emphasizes the notion that there is something primitive and regressive about the Glanton gang, as though they had not evolved beyond the level of the earliest life-forms.

Perhaps the most shocking aspect of Blood Meridian is that the narrative voice continually reminds the reader that there is nothing unique about the behavior of the Glanton gang. Bill Baines writes, “McCarthy’s book focuses on cruelty, perhaps man’s most apparent quality in the world the author creates. The book’s inhumanity is not—as is often the case in Westerns—the cruelty of white to Indian or Indian to white, but the cruelty of human to human perennial to literature and to other affairs of mankind” (59). The novel is not solely preoccupied with the depravity of the Glanton gang but also features a lengthy description of a horde of Comanches attacking Captain White’s gang of Filibusters. Piping on “flutes made from human bones” (52), the Comanches are depicted as “a horde from a hell more horrible yet than the brimstone land of christian reckoning, screeching and yammering and clothed in smoke like those vaporous beings in regions beyond right knowing where the eye wanders and the lip jerks and drools” (53). After the slaughter, “some of the savages” were “so slathered up with gore they might have rolled in it like dogs” and others “fell upon the dying and sodomized them with loud cries to their fellows” (54). Clearly, this is no ordinary Western and there are no “good guys” among these cowboys and Indians. The passage not only represents the hallucinogenic and nightmarish qualities of this vision but also suggests the quintessentially Gnostic idea that this world is already worse than any hell we could ever imagine. R. M. Grant explains, “Ultimately, the difference between Christian and Gnostic philosophical theology seems to lie in their attitudes toward the world. For any Gnostic the world is really hell” (150).

The world of Blood Meridian is drenched in violence and bloodshed and the enigmatic Judge Holden takes every opportunity to remind the Glanton gang that human life has always been this way.10 While the scalp hunters sit among the ruins of a settlement of the Anasazi, the judge proclaims, “All progressions from a higher to a lower order are marked by ruins and mystery and a residue of nameless rage” (146). The judge claims that it is this “nameless rage” that shapes human history. The “nameless rage” evokes W. B. Yeats’s poem “Meru,” which describes how “man,” “despite his terror, cannot cease,” “Ravening, raging, and uprooting that he may come / Into the desolation of reality” (lines 4–7). The judge argues that history is cyclical, doomed to repeat itself in the rise and fall of civilization: “This you see here, these ruins wondered at by tribes of savages, do you think that this will be again? Aye. And again. With other people, with other sons” (147). Barcley Owens argues that “when Judge Holden gestures toward the Anasazi ruins and describes them as the end result of empire building, he prophesises America’s future” (119). Indeed, this is the imagined future of the entire human race, which we will later see depicted in McCarthy’s apocalyptic novel The Road.

The notion that a remarkable penchant for brutality dates back to the very beginnings of human history is demonstrated by McCarthy’s epigraphic reference to the three-hundred-thousand-year-old skull, which “shows evidence of having been scalped.” The reference, taken from a 13 June 1982 article in the Yuma Daily Sun, also serves as a reminder that much of the violence depicted in Blood Meridian is not the work of outlandish fiction but is grounded in historical reality. Harold Bloom makes this point in How to Read and Why when he writes, “None of [Blood Meridian’s] carnage is gratuitous or redundant; it belonged to the Mexico-Texas borderlands in 1849–50, which is where and when most of the novel is set” (255). Sadly, one does not need to look far to find other instances of carnage in the annals of human history.

The novel continually highlights humanity’s potential for savagery by developing a metaphoric connection between human beings and wolves. “Wolves cull themselves, man” announces the judge. “What other creature could? And is the race of man not more predacious yet?” (147). Blood Meridian’s catalog of massacres, depravities, and atrocities provides evidence in the affirmative.11 The judge’s words recall those of Plautus (254–184 BCE) in Asinaria, “Lupus est homo homini,” or “Man is a wolf to man” (2.4.88). The connection between wolf and man is maintained throughout the novel: “the hunters smiled among themselves” after hearing “the howling of a wolf” (117); the ex-priest-cum-scalp-hunter, Tobin, announces that he “would never shoot a wolf” and knows “other men of the same sentiments” (129); and at “night the wolves in the dark forests called to [the scalp hunters] as if they were friends to man” (188). The Glanton gang even functions like a wolf pack: “Although each man among them was discrete unto himself, conjoined they made a thing that had not been before and in that communal soul were wastes hardly reckonable more than those whited regions on old maps where monsters do live” (152). The collective sum of their brutality is greater than its individual components. Their “communal soul” becomes a magnified version of the darkness inside each man’s heart, where one feels it is “best not to look” (19) for fear of what “monsters” one may find.12

Precisely because the suffering and cruelty inflicted by human beings against one another is so ubiquitous in Blood Meridian, it is easy to overlook the fact that nature itself is presented as being inherently cruel. Animals also injure and devour each other, as the following description of a “snakebit” horse demonstrates: “It had been bitten on the nose and its eyes bulged out of the shapeless head in a horror of agony and it tottered moaning toward the clustered horses of the company with its long misshapen muzzle swinging and drooling and its breath wheezing in the throttled pipes of its throat. The skin had split open along the bridge of its nose and the bone shone through pinkish white.” The other horses show no compassion for the crazed animal; instead it frightens and infuriates them and it is clear that they would like to kill it: “A small mottled stallion … struck at the thing twice and then turned and buried its teeth in its neck. Out of the mad horse’s throat came a sound that brought the men to the door” (19). The suffering of the horse is as senseless as the suffering of the victims of Glanton’s gang, and yet it is entirely natural. The novel establishes no dichotomous opposition between natural and moral evil, suggesting that the condition of all life on earth is one of violence, suffering, and brutality.

Blood Meridian presents the reader with a world in which everything devours everything else.13 The novel is filled with such sights as a “howling wilderness” where “coyotes had dug up the dead and scattered their bones” (42), “three buzzards hobbl[ing] about on the picked bone carcass of some animal” (26), the stone floor of a church “heaped with the scalped and naked and partly eaten bodies of some forty souls” (60), and a village where “the dead were still in the streets and buzzards and pigs were feeding on them” (181). Men, too, partake in this devouring: “One of the mares had foaled in the desert and this frail form soon hung skewered on a paloverde pole over the raked coals while the Delawares passed among themselves a gourd containing the curdled milk taken from its stomach” (161). Toward the end of the novel the kid encounters a field of slain buffalo with “the meat rotting on the ground and the air whining with flies and the buzzards and ravens and the night a horror of snarling and feeding with the wolves half crazed and wallowing in the carrion” (317). The latter feeding frenzy recalls a scene from McCarthy’s favorite novel, Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, where “thousands on thousands of sharks, swarming round the dead Leviathan, smackingly feasted on its fatness” (286).14 Melville’s words—“Consider, once more, the universal cannibalism of the sea; all whose creatures prey upon each other, carrying on eternal war since the world began” (270)—may well be extended to cover the wastelands of Blood Meridian.

Such a view of nature is distinctly Gnostic; as a Manichean text illustrates, it is the fate of all living creatures to be “cast into all things, to the teeth of panthers and elephants, devoured by them that devour, consumed by them that consume, eaten by the dogs, mingled and bound in all that is, imprisoned in the stench of darkness” (qtd. in Jonas 86–87). The German mystic and theologian Jacob Boehme (1575–1624) was also dismayed by this brutal aspect of existence and lamented, “Within all nature there is a continual wrestling, battling, and devouring, so that this world may truly be called a valley of sorrow, full of trouble, persecution, suffering, and labour” (qtd. in Hartmann 166–67). Boehme dealt with this theme in his Six Theosophic Points, writing that the essence of the “life of darkness”—mentioned in the epigraph to Blood Meridian—is “a perpetual stinging and breaking, each form being enemy to the other” (99) and that this behavior is also “seen among men and beasts” where “there is a biting, hating and striking, and an arrogant self-will, each wishing to rule over the other, to kill and devour the other, and elevate itself alone; also to trample upon everything with guile, wrath, malice and falsehood, and make itself lord” (104). Boehme’s description of the “life of darkness” reads like a summary of the narrative action within Blood Meridian.

This anticosmic stance emerges organically from a vision of “nature, red in tooth and claw” (Tennyson, LVI, line 15). Blood Meridian demonstrates that not only are the living organisms on this planet subject to an endless cycle of devouring but they are also threatened by the hostile forces of nature. This is made apparent when the men ride past “parched beasts” that “had died with their necks stretched in agony in the sand and now upright and blind and lurching askew with scraps of blackened leather hanging from the fretwork of their ribs they leaned with their long mouths howling after the endless tandem suns that passed above them” (247). It is as though the very earth demands the blood of creatures. “This is a thirsty country,” an old Mennonite announces early in the novel; a country that has soaked up the “blood of a thousand Christs” and still “nothing” has changed, or will ever change. The world is a “great stained altarstone” demanding constant blood sacrifice (102). As Vasily Grossman asks in Life and Fate, “Is it that life itself is evil?” (407).15 According to the Gnostics, who “saw evil as something inherent in the material creation itself” (Pearson 106), the answer to the above question is a resounding “Yes!” And it is difficult to draw any other conclusion after reading through McCarthy’s historically accurate world of Blood Meridian.

The Gnostics were not content with simply identifying the manifest world as evil but sought to explain why it was so, arriving at the conclusion that “the created order cannot be the product of the transcendent God but must have been created by a lower divine being” (Pearson 106). In most Gnostic myths, the demiurge created the cosmos after seeing a reflection of the divine light of the alien God. Hans Jonas writes, “It is with the help of the projected image of the divine form that the lower forces make the world or man, i.e., as an imitation of the divine original” (163). Jonas explains that this concept arises out of the “mythic idea of the substantiality of an image, reflection, or shadow as representing a real part of the original entity from which it has become detached” (162). These ideas can be traced back to Plato, who, in his famous allegory of the cave, saw “the entire manifest world as a pale image of a Reality and Light beyond the Cave of Shadows, the Cave in which the troglodytes are chained” (Wilber 323). The troglodytes are the unenlightened human beings who mistake the shadows of the manifest world for the ultimate Reality of the Ideal Forms. It is noteworthy that in Blood Meridian members of the Glanton gang are described as descending a mountain—in itself a movement evoking devolution rather than progress—“with their hands outheld before them and their shadows contorted on the broken terrain like creatures seeking their own forms” (65). Depicted as reaching out to “shadows” in the mistaken search for “forms,” the men resemble “the troglodytes who worship the Shadows without seeing the Light” (Wilber 366). Descriptions of the Glanton gang in atavistic terms, as previously discussed, further emphasize its members’ resemblance to Plato’s troglodytes.

Though both the Gnostics and the Platonists spoke of the created world as a mere shadow of an Ideal Absolute, Hans Jonas explains that the crucial difference between these traditions “is that the former deplore the ‘descent’ by image-reflection as the cause of divine tragedy,” while the latter “affirm it as the necessary and positive self-expression of the efficacy of the first source” (164). The Gnostics go as far as to describe the process of creation as an “imitation, illicit and blundering, of the divine by the lower powers” (202). Both traditions, however, stress the “vertical structure of this scale of unfolding, that is, the downward direction of all metaphysical generation which therefore cannot be but deterioration” (164). In other words, according to both the Gnostics and Platonists, created things are only an inferior imitation of a perfected original source. This idea is hinted at during a strange scene in Blood Meridian where the “lifeforms”—prisoners, guards, dogs, mules, and a fat priest—“all lightly shimmering in the heat,” appear “like wonders much reduced. Rough likeness thrown up at hearsay after the things themselves had faded” (75). Here McCarthy offers a perspective on reality in which all “lifeforms” appear as mere shadows of the “things themselves,” or as inferior imitations of the original divine source.

Shadows, along with their metaphysical and theological connotations of the darkness of evil, feature prominently in Blood Meridian. The narrative voice describes how the shadows “of the men and their mounts advanced elongate before them like strands of the night from which they’d ridden, like tentacles to bind them to the darkness yet to come” (45). Here the shadows seem to be residues of the night itself, binding the men to both literal and metaphorical darkness. Later, “horse and rider” appear “spanceled to their shadows on the snowblue ground” (152). To “spancel” is to “fetter or hobble” with “a short noosed rope” (OED), thus repeating the motif of humanity’s imprisonment in fetters of darkness. In Blood Meridian, such imprisonment seems to be the fate of all created things; even the “stones of the desert” lie “in dark tethers of shadow” (227). In this anticosmic vision of the world, all things seem to be tainted by the very corporeality of their manifest existence.

The evil forces seem to possess an autonomous existence of their own; the shadows appear “austere and implacable like shapes capable of violating their covenant with the flesh that authored them and continuing autonomous across the naked rock without reference to sun or man or god” (139). So strong are these ties to the darkness that when “white” John Jackson rides in “black” John Jackson’s shadow, the “black would check or start his horse to shake him off. As if the white man were in violation of his person.” The shadow here is not just “the shape he stood from the sun,” but it seems as though it “bore something of the man himself and in so doing lay imperilled” (81). The depraved men of Glanton’s gang, utterly devoid of spiritual or even moral values, seem to embrace such evil as their natural element. They ride, “treading their thin and flaring shadows,” until they cross “altogether into the darkness which so well became them” (163).16 The men clearly feel at home surrounded by darkness with all its evil connotations.

The Gnostic idea that creation is flawed is discussed in Blood Meridian through the words of the hermit: “God made this world,” he announces, “but he didnt make it to suit everybody, did he?” The kid agrees that he “can think of better places and better ways,” instinctively feeling that there must be better worlds than this one. The hermit then goes on to ask, “Can ye make it be?,” to which the kid replies, “No” (19). The hermit, here, seems to be arguing along the lines of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz’s (1646–1716) “Best Possible World Theodicy,” which “seeks to demonstrate that God cannot be blamed for the existence of evil in the world, since this world is the best of all possible worlds” (Peterson 92). Leibniz envisioned “God actualizing that possible world that contains the amount of evil necessary to make the world the best one on the whole” even if that entailed “bringing about a world that has a great many evils in it but evils of such kinds and arranged in such ways that they contribute to the world being the very best one possible” (Peterson 93). The hermit also speculates on the creation of humanity, arguing, “You can find meanness in the least of creatures, but when God made man the devil was at his elbow” (19). Though the hermit does not blame the creator directly, his words imply that the creation of human beings was influenced by the forces of evil.

The judge, on the other hand, implicates God directly, asking, “If God meant to interfere in the degeneracy of mankind would he not have done so by now?” (146). His words echo those of the Marquis de Sade (1740–1814), who argued that “true crimes against nature are impossible,” because “the impulse to crime is natural” (Neiman 170). Hence, if “even evil has its own purpose” then “every crime you commit is a brick in the wall of providential design” (181). Sade’s God asks, “Did not the perpetual miseries with which I inundate the universe convince you that I love only disorder, and that to please me one must emulate me?” (190). If the character of the creator can be gauged by the nature of his creation, then the depraved human beings and savagely hostile landscapes that abound in Blood Meridian point to a supremely indifferent or downright malevolent entity.17 This idea has also been put forward by Christopher Douglas, who writes, “As with earlier Christian theologians, McCarthy believes that the details of creation can tell us something interesting about the character of the creator; but unlike them, McCarthy is not comforted by the evidence of design that he discerns in the universe. For McCarthy, that design is evidence of a no-longer benign creator whose dark purposes can be discerned in the awful silence of an empty landscape” (11). In Blood Meridian, divine silence points to Gnosticism rather than atheism, in that it does not signify the absence of a creator God, but rather the presence of a malicious demiurge.

A particularly telling scene within the novel explores the question of divine intervention via a description of the senseless deaths of travelers in the desert: “Far out on the desert to the north dustspouts rose wobbling and augured the earth and some said they’d heard of pilgrims borne aloft like dervishes in those mindless coils to be dropped broken and bleeding upon the desert again and there perhaps to watch the thing that had destroyed them lurch onward like some drunken djinn and resolve itself once more into the elements from which it sprang” (111). The reference to “pilgrims” immediately places this passage in a religious context, which is further emphasized by the addition of “dervishes”; a “dervish” being “a Muslim friar, who has taken vows of poverty and austere life … some of whom are known from their fantastic practices as dancing or whirling” (OED). Both “pilgrim” and “dervish” signify those who have set out in search of God, through either spatial or spiritual journeys, yet in Blood Meridian these seekers encounter only a senselessly maleficent force in the wilderness. Despite this apparent “mindlessness,” the dustspout evokes a sense of hostile agency in its “lurching” away like a “djinn,” which, according to Muslim demonology, is “an order of spirits lower than the angels, said to have the power of appearing in human and animal forms, and to exercise supernatural influence over men” (OED). It is noteworthy that in Blood Meridian the supernaturally evil Judge Holden is also described as “a great ponderous djinn” (96). The dustspouts may be “mindless,” but the mindlessness of evil does not detract from its destructive efficacy; the dustspout moves with a certain sinister deliberation, lurching onward and then resolving itself into the elements.18

Apart from the dual reference to the Muslim faith in the usage of “dervish” and “djinn,” the passage also evokes the biblical book of Job, reinforcing the connection to the three main Semitic religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—all of which worship a lone creator deity. Unlike the voice of God that speaks “out of the whirlwind” (Job 38:1), McCarthy’s narrator reminds us that “out of that whirlwind no voice spoke and the pilgrim lying in his broken bones may cry out and in his anguish he may rage, but rage at what?” (111). As previously argued, this terrible silence does not necessarily point to the nonexistence of a creator deity but might rather be read as an indication of his malevolent nature. Christopher Douglas also puts forward this argument, stating that Blood Meridian’s “reverse-agnosticism, that perhaps God does exist, is not a cause for hope for McCarthy, but a cause for terror. There are patterns of evil in our world. God’s silence is no longer seen as indifference, but as the possibility of his malice” (12). The Marquis de Sade argued along the same lines, as paraphrased by Susan Neiman: “The alternative to God’s absence is His presence. If He should be known by His works, what must we infer about His nature?” (188). What can we infer about the nature of a deity that leaves his pilgrims lying in their broken bones?

Blood Meridian very subtly questions the nature of the relationship between the God of the Semitic religions and his people. Although the novel is set in the nineteenth century, McCarthy is a contemporary writer writing for a contemporary audience. Thus the description of the “sun to the west” that “lay in a holocaust” cannot fail to evoke the atrocities committed against the Jewish people in Nazi concentration camps, even though the original meaning of the word “holocaust” is “a burnt offering.” The following line—“where there rose a steady column” (105)—suggests the rising of a column of smoke, simultaneously evoking the smoke rising from the Nazi crematoriums and the pillar of smoke that Yahweh used to guide the children of Israel through the desert (Exodus 13:21). Even though this “steady column” is subsequently revealed to be composed of “small desert bats,” smoke is again evoked through the “dust” that “was blowing down the void like the smoke of distant armies” (105). The narrative voice then announces that “here beyond men’s judgements all covenants were brittle” (106). It is impossible to ignore the close proximity of the words “holocaust” and “covenant,” the covenant being the agreement between Yahweh and the children of Israel, whereby they would be protected in exchange for their obedience and worship.

The Holocaust of the twentieth century was viewed by some Jewish scholars as a breaking of this covenant. In Holocaust: Religious and Philosophical Implications, David Weiss and Michael Berenbaum discuss this concept, writing, “The classic Judaic delineation of the relationship between God and the House of Israel is no longer tenable” because the “covenant that was, or the illusion of this covenant, has been abrogated in the German death camps.” They argue that the survivors of the Holocaust must form “a new covenant, a unilateral, voluntary assertion by the House of Israel of the will to continue Jewish existence in the face of an indifferent, changeable, or non-existent deity” (71). Weiss and Berenbaum add that this is a problem not just for the Jewish people but for all individuals, because “the question to God, Why? is the same for the first child struck down in human history and for the last to perish in Auschwitz. That is the eternal confrontation of all men with God” (75). McCarthy alludes to these problems in Blood Meridian precisely because the novel is preoccupied with the question of human suffering and evil in the face of an indifferent, nonexistent, or, worst of all, malevolent deity.

Both the Gnostics and the Buddhists taught that suffering lies at the very core of the undesirable state that is existence, but, being soteriologically focused, both systems offered a way out. Furthermore, neither religion faced the Judeo-Christian problem of having to reconcile the evils of existence with the goodness of a creator God, presenting the path to salvation as a personal journey independent of divine intervention. Edward Conze explains that for the Gnostics and Buddhists, “salvation takes place through gnosis … or jñāna,” respectively, both words approximating “spiritual insight.” Conze adds that in “both cases … insight into the origination and nature of the world liberates us from it” (Further Buddhist Studies 16–17). The Buddhists and the Gnostics arrived at similar conclusions as to what the nature of this world may be. The “Buddhist idea of samsara … teaches that the world in which we live our daily lives is illusory” (Wagner and Flannery-Dailey 272). Similarly, the Gnostic Gospel of Truth states that “those who live in [the world] experience ‘terror and confusion and instability and doubt and division,’ being caught in ‘many illusions’” (qtd. in Pagels, Gnostic Gospels 125). Moreover, the Buddha taught his followers that “all conditioned things are impermanent” and that everything in the manifest cosmos is “everchanging, doomed to destruction, quite unreliable, crumbling away however much we try to hold it” (Conze, Buddhism 16, 113). Likewise, Gnostic texts such as the Mandean Ginza stress the impermanent aspects of creation, claiming that the world “is a thing wholly without substance … in which thou must place no trust…. All works pass away, take their end and are as if they had never been” (qtd. in Jonas 84). In both Buddhist and Gnostic traditions, insight into the nature of the world involves the realization that earthly existence is characterized by illusion and impermanence.

Impermanence and illusion also constitute the nature of the manifest world as revealed in Blood Meridian. For example, the violent lightning storms that persist throughout the novel illuminate “a land of some other order out there whose true geology was not stone but fear.” The description of a landscape in which fear is more real than stone suggests a nightmare world, nightmarish in the sense that it is grounded in subjective perception rather than objective reality and is therefore ultimately illusory. Lightning lights up the “blue and barren” desert, revealing a “demon kingdom summoned up or changeling land that come the day would leave neither trace nor smoke nor ruin more than any troubling dream” (47). This “demon kingdom” or “changeling land” is reminiscent of the way that Gnostics or Buddhists perceived consensus reality, a collective nightmare born of ignorance and spiritual blindness. The Buddhist Hridaya Prajñāpāramitā (Heart Sutra of the Perfection of Wisdom) teaches that once enlightenment has been attained “everything that we can see around us” is revealed in its essential “emptiness” and disappears “like an insignificant dream” (qtd. in Conze, Buddhism 84–85). Similarly, the Gnostic Gospel of Truth teaches that the pneumatics (enlightened Gnostics) have “cast ignorance aside from them like sleep, not esteeming it as anything, nor do they esteem its works as solid things either, but they leave them behind like a dream in the night” (qtd. in Wagner and Flannery-Dailey 268). As Hans Jonas explains, the “metaphor of sleep” serves “to discount the sensations of ‘life here’ as mere illusions and dreams, though nightmarish ones, which we are powerless to control” (70). In Blood Meridian, metaphors of nightmarish sleep, or hallucination, continue in descriptions such as that of the rising sun, in whose “eastern light the fires on the plain faded like an evil dream and the country lay bare and sparkling in the pure air” (205), or that of “the secular aloes blooming like phantasmagoria in a fever land” (163). These fevered visions and evil dreams emphasize the Gnostic insistence on the fundamental unreality and sinister nature of the manifest world.

Judge Holden seems to articulate this Buddhist-Gnostic vision of the illusory and sinister nature of the world when he tells the men, “Had you not seen it all from birth and thereby bled it of its strangeness it would appear to you for what it is, a hat trick in a medicine show, a fevered dream, a trance bepopulate with chimeras having neither analogue nor precedent, an itinerant carnival, a migratory tentshow whose ultimate destination after many a pitch in many a mudded field is unspeakable and calamitous beyond reckoning” (245). These words could have been taken right out of the Buddhist Vajracchedikā Prajñāpāramitā (Diamond Sutra of the Perfection of Wisdom):

As stars, a fault of vision, as a lamp,

A mock show, dew drops, or a bubble,

A dream, a lightning flash, or cloud,

So should one view what is conditioned.

(qtd. in Conze, Buddhist Wisdom Books 67)

Like the judge’s description of the world as a “medicine show” or “carnival,” the Diamond Sutra describes the world as a “mock show,” because “like a magical show it deceives, deludes and defrauds us” and “is false when compared with ultimate reality,” (69) or Nirvāṇa. The trope of the world as a “medicine show” or an “itinerant carnival” is repeated throughout Blood Meridian. For example, a traveling troupe of “itinerant magicians” is described as “a set of right wanderfolk cast on this evil terrain” (89). The tribe of Yumas who massacre the Glanton gang watch the fire “as might some painted troupe of mimefolk” (276). Even Judge Holden, leading a naked “idiot” on a leash through the wilderness, seems like “some degenerate entrepreneur fleeing from a medicine show” (298). The repeated motif of the “migratory tentshow” emphasizes the Buddhist and Gnostic beliefs that the manifest world is both fraudulent and impermanent.

The judge’s sermon about the nature of the world seems to draw upon
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