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ABSTRACT
“Between the Dream and Reality”:
Divination in the Novels of Cormac McCarthy
by
Robert A. Kottage
Divination is a trope Cormac McCarthy employs time and again in his work. Augury,
haruspicy, cartomancy, voodoo, sortition and oneiromancy all take their places in
the texts, overtly or otherwise, as well as divination by bloodshed (a practice so
ubiquitous as to have no formal name). But mantic practices which aim at an
understanding of the divine mind prove problematic in a universe that often

appears godless—or worse.

My thesis uses divination as the starting point for a close reading of each of
McCarthy’s novels. Research into Babylonian, Greek, Roman and African
soothsaying practices is included, as well as the insights of a number of McCarthy
scholars. But the work of extra-literary scholars—philologists, Jungian
psychologists, cultural anthropologists and religious historians whose works
explore the origins of human violence and the spiritual impulse—is also invoked to

shed light on McCarthy’s evolving perspective.
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CHAPTER 1
CRITICAL INTRODUCTION: DIVINATION AS TROPE

Cormac McCarthy’s work certainly raises more questions than it answers.
While the physical world of his first ten novels is described in such vivid detail as to
give it a hyperrealistic tinge, another world lurks in each text, continually at odds
with the visible. “An oscillation between field and ground is ever at work in
McCarthy’s fiction” Dianne Luce argues (Luce, Reading viii), referring to Gestalt
psychology and visual illusions in which the role of subject versus background
cannot be conclusively established. The point is well taken: McCarthy’s art strives,
finally, to achieve a perfect balance between figure and ground—physicality and
spirituality, realism and allegory—that might be disrupted by critical overemphasis
on either side of the equation.

True to what critics like Michael Guinn have termed McCarthy’s atavistic
sensibility (Guinn 108), the novels repeatedly imply a return to primitive divinatory
practices—toward the esoteric and away from the exoteric—in the apprehension of
metaphysical reality. The ancient practice of divination was meant to locate the
nexus between the natural world and the divine:

The Babylonians and Assyrians believed that the future could be both
controlled and predicted; they thought that everything which
happened in the universe formed part of an intricate pattern of cause
and effect, and that the meaning of the pattern could be ascertained by

observing the course of events, even the most trivial. (Hooke 330)



To the ancients, particularly after the advent of written communication, the world
became a divine text that could be read by trained experts. In this world birds did
not simply fly, wood did not simply burn, livers did not simply develop cell lines in
certain patterns, and lightning did not simply strike in the northeast versus the
southwest: all mundane occurrences were potential signs.

The Oxford English Dictionary definition of divination as “the foretelling of
future events or discovery of what is hidden or obscure by supernatural or magical
means; soothsaying, augury, prophecy” (“divination”) clearly leaves much to the
imagination. Before considering McCarthy’s perennial use of divination as a trope, it
will be useful to expand the term'’s definition by briefly examining the topic through
the lenses of modern psychology, anthropology and philosophy.

Psychologist Julian Jaynes divides the myriad forms of divination into four
distinct types, chronologically listed: “omens, sortilege, augury, and spontaneous
divination” (Jaynes 236), arguing that the more complex later types represented a
movement by the ancients toward consciousness (Jaynes 236). Jaynes’s fascinating
theory is that the primordial gods had their origins in hallucinated voices within the
human brain, but the two cerebral hemispheres became more integrated in the
course of human evolution and, consequently, the “external” voice of the god
disappeared. The result, for a race of creatures suddenly left alone in a silent
cosmos, was a need for divination to determine the will of the absent gods (Jaynes
passim). Jungian psychologist Marie-Louise von Franz discusses divination as the
use of “irrational means to get hold of something irrational” (von Franz 17). She

continues to clarify the position of divination as essentially anti-science:



“[Divination and the scientific method] are absolutely what in modern scientific
language one would call complementary to each other.... [E]xperiments eliminate
chance, the oracle makes chance the centre; the experiment is based on repetition,
the oracle is based on the one unique act” (von Franz, 50). The scientific method,
with its need to create perfect conditions within which to generate results in a
controlled experiment (often employing a reductionist, hypothetical model with
which to achieve such results), desperately tries to root out any vestige of chance—
the very crux of divination. Acausal, non-chronological thinking which takes place
in the subconscious mind—the opposite of the scientist’s logic of causality which
makes experimentation possible—is brought to bear by the diviner to discern
synchronistic events which, von Franz argues, are the true concern of divination:
““[A]s Jung points out . .. there must be a formal factor in nature which coordinates,
so to speak, certain forms in the physical world with the psychic world, two
incompatible worlds” (von Franz, 106-107). Again, this interstitial world is the
realm of figure and ground—the nexus between the physical and spiritual.
Religious anthropologist Walter Burkert agrees with Jaynes on the subject of
divination, in some respects, stating:
[T]he supposition that every incoming signal might be a sign
conveying sense is regressive—a superstition in the very sense of the
word. Characteristically, people tend to believe this especially in
states of alarm or panic. As the self-sufficiency of a normal, closed
cultural system is shattered, it gives way to uncommon openness to

signs hitherto disregarded. (Burkert 161)



Biology, in Burkert’s mind, is behind divination. He cites the example of the frog—
quite a leap down the evolutionary chain from man—which sees motion across its
field of vision and darts its tongue to catch the fly; ancient man’s search for signs in
an increasingly complicated world were vestiges of this simple sign-reading on the
part of lower animals (Burkert 161). Brain development led to a heightened
recognition of complexity by human beings, while the regressive brain activity of
divination was an attempt to reduce the world back to the bite- (or fly-) sized.
Whereas Burkert’s discussion of the subject is obviously somewhat
dismissive of divination’s merits, his notion that a shattered cultural system
naturally “gives way to uncommon openness to signs hitherto disregarded” leads us
to the most enlightening student of divination: Friedrich Nietzsche. Ilse N. Bulhof
discusses the philosopher’s perspective on the subject in her article “Nietzsche: The
Divination Paradigm of Knowledge in Western Culture”:
Under the impact of logical rational thinking the ancient way of
acquiring knowledge, by means of divining (Lat.: divinatio) or tracking
(investigatio, Latin: vestigium: trace or track), became increasingly
marginalised . ...The divination paradigm of knowing is still practiced
in certain professions, for example by hunters, detectives and
historians, by art connoisseurs, by physicians with their art of
diagnosis, by psychoanalysts, furthermore by sensitive readers
(Bulhof 938).
Rather than a formal, ritualistic practice that sought to understand the will of God,

divination in Nietzsche’s philosophy represented receptivity to signs and ways of



thinking that transcend the limitations of the rational. Bulhof’s list of divinatory
practitioners could easily have included, along with hunters, historians, and
psychoanalysts, writers like McCarthy. His novels do not impart morals, nor are
they simple entertainments, nor do they strive to plumb the depths of the author’s
own tortured soul; instead, they place us squarely in the world of “things in
themselves,” leaving us to interpret the tracks and traces we find there and seeking
to impose order. Bulhof continues: “The ‘reading’ of traces cannot be formalized,
investigare is a skill, an art—the ars investigandi. Tracking and investigating,
seeking something with the help of traces, consists of divining, understanding,
‘interpreting’ or ‘reading’ of weak, unprestigious signs” (Bulhof 939). Going back to
Jaynes, this type of divination would fall into the category of “spontaneous
divination”—that most advanced sort, which was not dogmatically formalized in the
way earlier types such as augury and omen divination were, but sprang from
personal intuition. For Nietzsche, such an alternative mode of thought was a way of
life linked, not to the apollonian desire for order, beauty and culture (traits also
associated with rationalism) but to the bloody, ecstatic dionysian: “an affirmative
loving (dionysian) mood on the part of the knower is in his eyes a precondition for
this mode of knowing” (Bulhof 937).

Although McCarthy’s famous eclecticism suggests the probability that he is
also familiar with Jungian psychology and theories about the evolution of
consciousness, Nietzsche represents the most likely connection back to the author.
A number of critics have noted the Nietzschean elements of novels like Suttree (see

Vanderheide’s “The Process of Elimination”), Blood Meridian (see Schimpf; Frye’s
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Understanding Cormac McCarthy), the Border Trilogy (see Canfield; Woodson), No
Country for Old Men (see Flory) and The Road (see Sheehan; Patton). McCarthy’s
primary concern is with life outside the “shattered cultural system” which Burkert
identifies as the context for reversion to divinatory thinking—that shattered system
represented by the comforting/deadening territories of science, civilization, and
religion in Nietzsche. In the same way that McCarthy’s novels call our attention to
the delusions of American high culture, Nietzsche’s writing tore the veil from the
eyes of his countrymen as he “divined” sociological truths: “[Nietzsche] interpreted
the attempts of his contemporaries to reform and rebuild the world, and to control
it by means of science and technology as signs of weakness—in spite of the fact that
these contemporaries themselves proclaimed their efforts as expressions of power
and idealism” (Bulhof 947). This rejection of science’s misguided attempts to
control an irrational and uncontrollable universe is in harmony with McCarthy’s
worldview and with divination’s attempts to harness the unpredictable rather than
eliminate it.

Divination is a trope McCarthy employs time and again. Ancient arts such as
augury (reading the flight of birds), haruspicy (reading entrails), cartomancy
(reading cards), voodoo, sortilege (casting lots) and oneiromancy (interpreting
dreams) all take their places in the texts, overtly or otherwise. Divination by
bloodshed (a practice so ubiquitous as to have no formal name) also permeates his
vision, his writing often transubstantiating senseless killing into “sacred violence,”

as the title of one critical volume posits. But mantic practices which aim at an
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understanding of the divine mind prove problematic in a universe that often
appears godless—or worse.

A trajectory can be traced in McCarthy’s thinking on the subject of mysticism.
His earliest works—Suttree first (M. S. Bell 2), The Orchard Keeper, and Outer Dark—
all deal, in decreasing degree, with witchcraft. Sarah Iles Johnston defines the
diviner as “a sort of failed magician” (Johnston 18), the distinction between the two
types being a matter of engagement: the witch claims control, whereas the diviner
merely claims vision. In Witches in Fact and Fantasy, Lauren Paine argues: “the
witch, although interested [in divination], was more concerned with affecting
change” (Paine 140). Characters like Mother She in Suttree, then, as well as the
offstage hag who enlightens Uncle Ather in The Orchard Keeper, and even the
“geechee nigger witch” mentioned early in Outer Dark (10)—all are incarnations of
this empowered, world-changing mantic force. Although the role of sorcerer is
either muted or lost in the parodic novels Outer Dark and Child of God, it resurfaces
with a vengeance in the character of Judge Holden, that supernatural charlatan who
bends cosmic forces—as well as coins and tarot cards—to his own ends in Blood
Meridian. However, the passive power of divination takes over in the elegiac Border
Trilogy, as both Mexican mystics and the main characters helplessly watch the
disintegration of their worlds, despite the prophetic vision afforded them in dreams.
But in the final two novels, No Country for Old Men and The Road, McCarthy reverts
to the most primitive forms of divination found in the Jaynesean model: sortilege
and omen reading, respectively. The movement to pre-conscious man is completed

in the final novel as we see Ely, the dubious, Chaplinesque post-prophet shake the
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dust from his feet and shamble into his brave new world of nihilism. In the spare
diction and radioactive irony of these last novels, only the slightest suggestion of
mystical power remains.

Divination provides an apt starting point for a close reading of each of
McCarthy’s novels. Research into Babylonian, Greek, Roman and African
soothsaying practices is illuminating in this connection; it will not be used, however,
to slavishly construct a detailed and spurious congruence between the novels and
such practices. The insights of such McCarthy scholars as Rich Wallach, Edwin T.
Arnold, Dianne C. Luce, Stephen Frye, Matthew Guinn, Vereen Bell, Christopher
Metress and others also bring his work into focus as they relate to exegesis of the
“otherworldly” element of the texts. But the work of extra-literary scholars such as
Julian Jaynes, Marie Louise von Franz, Walter Burkert and René Girard—
philologists, Jungian psychologists, cultural anthropologists and religious historians
whose works explore the origins of human violence and the spiritual impulse—will
also shed light on McCarthy’s evolving perspective.

When, in her infamous interview, Oprah Winfrey asked McCarthy if he had
“worked out the whole God thing,” McCarthy replied: “It would depend on what day
you ask me. I don't think you have to have a great idea of who or what God is in
order to pray ... you can be quite doubtful about the whole business” (Conlon). The
response is startling similar to Anton Chigurh’s remark that “even a nonbeliever
might find it useful to model himself after God” (NCFOM 256): even a nonbeliever, in
essence, might find it useful to model himself after a believer. But it is in this

Nietzschean attitude of agnostic flexibility—of humble responsiveness to irrational
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signs—that the texts find their enduring strength. And it is through the recurring
trope of divination that McCarthy invites us to leave behind the ruins of modern

religion in favor of a more perilous and vital spiritual quest.
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CHAPTER 2
ARTHUR OWNBY AS COMMUNITY SEER IN THE ORCHARD KEEPER

Cormac McCarthy’s first published novel, The Orchard Keeper (1965),
introduces several themes that recur in most of the works that would follow it—
antinomianism, civic versus moral law, community and individuality, humankind’s
complicated relationship with the natural world, religion versus spirituality, the
innate power of the quotidian and the mythic backdrop of everyday life. Its lush,
sometimes biblical language seeds three distinct storylines which weave together,
beyond the understanding of their characters, at the novel’s metaphoric core; its
meaning springs organically from the dense undergrowth of plot and symbol. And
at this obscure center stand the first of McCarthy’s visionary characters: an
unnamed Tuckaleechee witch and an old iconoclast named Arthur Ownby. They are
the hub through which the stories of the entire community pass and the link that
binds society to the natural world, if only for a time.

From the first, the detailed setting competes with character and blossoming
plot as though trying to assert its prominence. Although the wrought-iron fence of
the italicized prologue is said to have “growed all through the [elm] tree” of the
graveyard (3), we understand this as anthropomorphic reversal: the tree has
actually subsumed the fence. Personified natural elements continue the struggle
against society as characters are introduced: we are told that east of Knoxville “the
folded Appalachians. .. contort roads to their liking” (10), that “possum grapes and
muscadine flourish with a cynical fecundity” (11), that the forest floor is “peopled

with toadstools strange and solemn” (11), that limestone “climbs in ragged
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escarpments among the clutching roots of hickories” (11), and that “oaks and tulip
poplars. .. brace themselves against the precarious declination” (11). This is no still
life, clearly, as all elements of creation vie for prominence like envious children
under the blazing watch of an “infernal sky” (11). Even human detritus joins the
complicated pile below the Green Fly Inn, as “[t]he refuse collected there cascade(s]
down the mountain to a depth undetermined, creeping, growing, of indescribable
variety and richness” (13). The relationship between human beings and their
environment becomes a metaphoric environment in itself—a backdrop against
which the dramas of Ownby, Marion Sylder, Kenneth Rattner and his son John
Wesley are played out.

Rattner senior is introduced first, as though he were a problem being posed
for eradication by the text. He is a liar and a murderer, taking whatever he can and
contributing nothing to society. Marion Sylder’s character is more problematic—
although he is also a liar, a bootlegger, even a rapist of sorts (20), he is
sympathetically portrayed. Whereas Rattner had lied to a suspicious storekeeper
that he had “a new Ford. Brand-new thirty-four, V-eight motor. Scare you jest to set
in it” (9), when Sylder first appears he is actually driving his own “glistening black
Ford coupe.... It was brand new” (13); later, even the flat tire Rattner fabricated
for his imaginary car becomes a real blowout on the actual car (37), and his seating
himself behind the wheel and attempting to murder Sylder in order to take the Ford
indicate a theme of identity theft or, more appropriately, of usurpation. The patrons
of the Green Fly Inn greet Sylder as though he were a conquering hero returning

home, a fact which validates him in our eyes: “Where you been?” Cabe exclaims,
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“Hey, Bud! Looky here. You remember this young feller” (14). While Rattner does
not truly belong to any community, Sylder is embraced by a community of alcoholic
delinquents—an honor greater in McCarthy’s hierarchy than that enjoyed by
politicians and police.

The titular orchard keeper, Arthur Ownby, stands outside community by
choice: “If  was a younger man, he told himself, I would move to them mountains...
. And I wouldn’t care for no man.... Then I wouldn’t be unneighborly either” (55).
When we first encounter him in the text, it is as though we have trekked through a
verbal forest to the clearing where he sits, watching Sylder and June drive past,
himself unobserved. A boy later looks at his “house on the sidehill, dark and
abandoned-looking. He could not see the old man and the old man was asleep” (21).
Seemingly outside the action at this point, Ownby is actually at the center of a rather
disparate Red Branch community. His mystical vision and connection to wilderness
are the forces that maintain the society’s equilibrium.

But it is a society that is under siege from without, a fact which further
clarifies Ownby’s mysterious role. Barbara Brickman, in her article “Imposition and
Resistance in The Orchard Keeper,” makes a compelling case linking the plot of the
novel to the historical oppression of Ireland by England. From the setting—Red
Branch, an actual Tennessee town that takes its name from a tribe in the Celtic
mythological Ulster cycle—to the oppression of a government bent on imposing an
artificial order on a primitive culture of woodsmen, Brickman makes numerous
connections: “McCarthy, by situating his novel in the neighborhood of Red Branch

and by assigning to the community’s traditional order certain central elements of
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Gaelic culture, uses the earlier conflict to inform the contemporary one and infuses
his own tale with the pathos of the Gaelic oppression” (Brickman 56). Degradation
of tradition and community, then, also the fate of the Irish under British rule, is
McCarthy’s concern in this, his most romantic novel.

The romance is not unadulterated, however. The description of Red Branch
within the first few pages as “a very much different place” now from what it was “in
1913 when Marion Sylder was born there, or in 1929 when he left school” (11) at
first appears to imply an idyllic past; the reference later in the same sentence to
Increase Tipton as “patriarch of a clan” and to his shacks “endowed with an air
transient and happenstantial as if set there by the recession of floodwaters” (11;
Brickman 58) also places us squarely in a world both Celtic and pre-Christian. But
while this may be the domain of the Pentateuch, it is not the prelapsarian world of
Genesis, but the pestilential one of Exodus: we’re told of those shacks that
“[g]langrenous molds” attacked their foundations, and that “[s]Jome terrible plague
seemed to overtake them one by one” (11). The word “plague” used here as a
descriptor of nature is ironic—the scourge might just as easily be mankind as the
vegetable world. In the same way that a wrought-iron fence cannot properly be
spoken of as having “growed all through” a tree (3), an idea that humorously
substitutes man for God in the biblical “What hath God wrought?” of Numbers 23:23,
the narrator cannot speak of the natural world as enemy in light of man’s hostile
position toward it—a position demonstrated in the remainder of the novel, even by
some of the sympathetic characters. The entire orchard, in fact, may be viewed as a

picture of the garden gone to seed at the hands of fallen humankind:
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Macrocosmically, the idea of a garden or orchard suggests Edenic
beauty, innocence, and plenitude, along with the presence of an
omnipotent creator responsible for the maintenance of meaning and
order....[The novel] depicts the Red Branch orchard as in an
advanced state of declension ... forsaken by its creator and cultivator.
(Prather 45)

God and man, once at home together with the natural world, have abandoned it and

one another. Humanity is held only by tenuous connection to a romanticized past,

like the defeated Irish under British rule.

Brickman refers to Ownby as a “druid,” citing such evidence as the fact that
he “carries a staff of hickory, having ‘hewed it octagonal and graced the upper half
with hex-carvings—nosed moons, stars, fish of strange and Pleistocene aspect’
(46),” like “[t]he druid staff, used during divinations, [which] was carved from a yew
tree and had ogham marks cut into it” (Brickman 62). She also notes his reverence
for trees:

The old man, who keeps watch over the orchard, gives the
appropriate sacred import to trees, which the druids venerated and
used in certain pagan ceremonies. He, in fact, lives surrounded by
“the silhouette of pines” that stretch upward like “a mammoth
cathedral gothically spired” (59), and incorporates the branches of
cedars, described as “rotund and druidical” (120), in an important

religious ritual, the burial of Kenneth Rattner. (Brickman 62)
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The mysteries embodied by Ownby’s staff and his private ritualistic acts establish
him as that character in The Orchard Keeper who fills the essential role of mystic.

Other critics, such as Natalie Grant, shift their focus away from the
specifically Celtic by employing the more general term “shaman” in describing
Ownby (Grant 63), but in doing so bring to light his particular functions as healer,
visionary, and mediator. These were the offices of the ancient druids as well, as the
Romans recognized: “Pomponius Mela states that the Druids ‘profess to know the
will of the gods’ which, if we accept the statement, clearly means that the Druids
were the ‘middle-men’ and ‘middle-women’ between the mortal and immortal
world” (P. B. Ellis 115). However, the druidic priesthood did not practice the “holy
madness” often associated with the tribal shaman, but were realistic, level-headed
patriarchs and repositories of culture: “It perhaps goes without saying that the
Druids, as the intellectual caste, were also the source of all the wit and wisdom, the
poetry and literary endeavor and the history, genealogy and custom of the Celtic
people” (P. B. Ellis 199). While Ownby’s role incorporates all these qualities, of
particular interest is his connection to the spirit world.

Ownby’s eyes are opened to mystical visions by a black witch in
Tuckaleechee, a woman who had moved to that region “because she felt the
movements and signification there” (59). The area, about forty-five minutes south
of Knoxville at the feet of the Smoky Mountains, is rich in history—the Tuckaleechee
Caverns in Townsend, Tennessee, are estimated to be 20 to 30 million years old, and
Tuckaleechee Cove (ctbto.org), excavated in the late 1990s, contains “evidence of

[Indian] occupations dating to the Late Archaic through early Mississippian periods
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(ca. 2500 B.C—A.D. 1300)” (Marcoux 60). According to a legend McCarthy may have
been familiar with, the Cherokee living in this area in the nineteenth century used
the caverns to hide from whites who were rounding them up for removal to
Oklahoma (ctbto.org)—a story of local resistance to external invasion that resonates
with the plot of The Orchard Keeper. The witch, a woman evidently in tune with that
haunted region, “put three drops of milfoil on the back of [Ownby’s] tongue and
chanted over him so that he would have vision” (59), liquid milfoil being the
essential oil of the yarrow plant, a substance containing a tannin which can produce
psychotropic effects (Duke). Milfoil has a history of practical and mystical use,
including “milfoil divination” employed by seers of the Chinese Shang Dynasty of the
second millennium B.C., who used it in conjunction with the I Ching (Shaughnessy
528). Interestingly, the witch does not apply this herbal psychotropic drug so that
young Arthur may have a vision, but so that he will have “vision”: his eyes will be
permanently opened. And once he has become a seer, the wampus cat will haunt
him for the rest of his life.

“Ain’t no sign with wampus cats” the witch tells him, “but if you has the
vision you can read where common folks ain’t able” (60). The wampus cat, a.k.a.
“painter” (panther), is a subject of mountain legend, with a number of different
versions of its characteristics and origin. In one, the creature is half-woman and
half-cat, cursed by a medicine man to prowl the earth in the mountain lion skin in
which she was caught spying on a male hunting party (Schlosser 94); in a West
Virginia variant, it is a witch who kills livestock by night, caught by the townspeople

metamorphosing into a cat and subsequently frozen forever in transition from
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human to feline (Pickens). In some accounts, looking into its eyes causes insanity
(Tabler). The story of the supernatural cat “had its origin among the Cherokee of
East Tennessee and western North Carolina at the time of the American Revolution”
(Russell viii). It is noteworthy that in each incarnation, the wampus catis a
disordering force, and that in some its power includes the ability to disrupt not only
human society but the individual mind. The beleaguered mythic painter, which
devolves into a common housecat by the novel’s end, is a symbol of Dionysian
nature in opposition to society: “The panther, as is well known, appears in
descriptions of a later period as the favorite animal of Dionysus. .. because of his
intractable savagery” (Otto 111).

McCarthy subtly weaves feline imagery throughout the text. Marion Sylder
attacks Rattner with “his fingers cocked like a cat’s claws unsheathing” (38); John
Wesley lies in wait for Wanita Tipton, “his nerves coiled and tuned like a waiting

’n

cat’s” (68); Sylder’s car, once unburdened of the cases of moonshine in its trunk,
stands “with its rear end high in the air like a cat in heat” (165). Almost invariably,
these feline images are associated with sympathetic characters—those fighting to
defend wilderness. But a shift occurs. Cats have degenerated in the novel until
“[t]he only predatory feline left in Red Branch is the half-feral domestic cat who
scavenges pork ribs from the Rattners’ smokehouse in a diminished parody of the
she-panther’s preying on Ownby’s hogs” (Luce, Reading 41). The natural world,
symbolic “plague” to Increase Tipton’s shacks at the start of the novel, has been

overcome: when Sylder stops at Mr. Eller’s store, he sees a “loosed box of kittens”

whose “eyes were closed and festered with mucus as though they might have been
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struck simultaneously by some biblical blight” (180). This echo of the biblical
notion of blight referenced earlier implies a change of station, even a divine
judgment. Wallis R. Sanborn notes in his Animals in the Fiction of Cormac McCarthy
that “[t]he disgusting creatures are runtish and squalling in physical and emotional
agony of biblical, Old Testament of course, proportions” (Sanborn 34), and that “as
the scene occurs during a flood of biblical proportions, drowning would be a way to
stifle and help the little plagued beasts” (Sanborn 34).

But this is not the only indignity cats suffer in the text. Ultimately, whatever
power they have is completely transferred. Ownby’s tall tale (that age-old
Appalachian institution) involves a hoot-owl whose call is mistaken for that of a
painter by his gullible neighbors (148); in the retelling, Ownby is described by the
narrator as “an old hierophant” or revealer of sacred knowledge, “savoring a
favorite truth” (148), the sun “illuminating his white hair with a prophetic
translucence” (150). Since his eyes have been opened, he has no reason to fear a
false wampus cat. Later, in awkwardly symbolic moments, that same starving
housecat that has been skulking around with “a hunted look about her” (174) for
several pages is attacked by four crows (175) before finally being grabbed up by an
owl and carried off (217). Although Ownby has had a lifelong fear of the wampus
cat, which he always expects to see “coming in the night to suck his meager breath”
(59), he manages to tell a humorous story about it, unwittingly contributing to the
panther’s diminution from legendary figure to subject of a quaint regional yarn. The
owl of his story becomes the literal owl taking away what Luce called “the only

predatory feline left” (Luce, Reading 41). And it is Mr. Eller, whose boxful of kittens
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earlier seemed symbolically plagued, who walks through and shuts “the lionheaded
door behind him” before hearing “the thin wail of a cat coming apparently from
straight overhead” (217). Humanity has taken control and ousted nature, even
appropriating the cat’s image in the form of the lion’s head at the scene of the
animal’s dispossession. The narrator’s descriptions both of Ownby’s arrest and of
subsequent events reinforce the notion that the old man is witnessing the changing
of the guard and the realization of his lifelong fears. When the officer slams the car
door shut behind Uncle Ather, we read that “it bounded in snugly upon the old man
and all but took his breath” (203), a detail which recalls his terror of being
smothered in bed by a painter; the social worker from the Welfare Bureau who
interviews him is described walking away afterwards: “his steps were soundless
and he moved with a slender grace of carriage, delicate and feline” (222). The
government has taken over the land and imprisoned its advocates. There’s a new
cat in town. And, like those unfortunate souls who look into the eyes of the mythic
painter, Ownby has seen into the soul of the federal government and has come away
“crazy”: “I suspicion they think me light in the head is what it is,” he tells John
Wesley; “I reckon you knowed this was a place for crazy people” (227).

By introducing the symbolic wampus cat to Arthur through a “colored
woman” who “had been a slave” (59) and who appears to be a practitioner of West
African hoodoo, McCarthy links several mystically-attuned cultures—African,
Cherokee, and Celtic—all of which have endured invasion at the hands of imperialist
forces; by making East Tennessee druid “Uncle Ather” both resident mystic and

object of governmental invasion, the novel suggests a commonality between the

24



Tennessee Valley and those defeated peoples. In her book Reading the World:
Cormac McCarthy’s Tennessee Period, Dianne C. Luce details the impact of the TVA on
Southern Appalachia, and the antinomianism of characters like Sylder, Ownby, and
finally young Rattner over the course of the novel: “the TVA was free of state and
local oversight and largely free of federal red tape as well. It could do pretty much
whatever it thought wise without having to answer to the people it affected” (Luce,
Reading 20). Such a description obviously could fit the Anglo and American powers
responsible for the enslavement of Africans and the disenfranchisement of the
Native Americans and the Irish. The culture shock caused by such invasions, with
whole communities being disabused of their illusions of universality in all that they
held sacred, caused more despair than any casualties of war could. But at the same
time it aided in the development of a hard religious core, personified by characters
such as Ownby, who appears to practice an inherited form of Celtic devotion in
isolation.

Ownby’s antinomianism corresponds with the druids’ attitude of opposition
to their Roman conquerors. As representatives, not of “anti-culture,” drunkenness,
and illiteracy, but of a fully-developed society which did not desire the so-called
education and civilization offered by outsiders, the druids were a dangerous force
that needed to be assimilated or eliminated:

The Druids represented an absolute threat to the Roman State,
because their science and philosophy dangerously contradicted
Roman orthodoxy. The Romans were materialistic, the Druids

spiritual. For the Romans the State was a monolithic structure spread
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over territories deliberately organized into a hierarchy. With the
Druids it was a freely consented moral order with an entirely mythical
central idea. (Ellis 16, quoting Jean Markle).
The Jeffersonian notion of government by yeoman farmers appeals to men like
Ownby. Itis also compatible with the philosophy of a very different character,
Marion Sylder, who turns “to the mountain to join what crowds marshaled there
beyond the dominion of laws either civil or spiritual” (16). The mountain is big
enough to accommodate both worldviews, unlike the procrustean philosophy of the
Oppressors.
Endurance of tyranny appears to be intimately linked with spiritual
consciousness. However, the nature of their causal relationship remains unclear.
Walter Burkert, discussing natural selection as a component of the religious impulse
in his Creation of the Sacred, sheds light on the connection between oppression and
religious gnosis:
Although religious obsession could be called a form of paranoia, it
does offer a chance of survival in extreme and hopeless situations,
when others, possibly the nonreligious individuals, would break down
and give up. Mankind, in its long past, will have gone through many a
desperate situation, with an ensuing breakthrough of homines
religiosi. (Burkert 16)

Burkert sees natural selection populating the world with those who are religiously

aware, or, more accurately, those who share the religious delusion. McCarthy, on

the other hand, approaches the subject with the sensibility of an artist rather than
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that of an anthropologist. He privileges Ownby’s ability as a seer, which is
irreconcilable with the more pragmatic views of characters such as Jefferson Gifford
and that ridiculous pissant, Legwater.

Burkert continues:

Heightened anxiety makes us watch out with fearful attention and
shiver at every rustling leaf. Periods of crisis are the high time for
oracles and seers. There are even recognized forms of frenzy and
ecstasy, producing messages bearing a new divine content. The
sensitivity born of anxiety leads to an enlargement of the recognizable
world, directed by the premise that everything has meaning. (Burkert
162)
Such a theory of anxiety explains the causal relationship between oppression and
divinatory leanings. And the impulse for an “enlargement of the recognizable
world” in which “everything has meaning” puts apocalyptically-inclined novelists
like McCarthy in the category of the mystics, existing in a sort of ecstasy, standing on
the mountaintop beyond their shattered cultural systems and reporting on what
they see outside.

Ownby’s vision allows him to see the import of the disruptive force whose
presence is represented by a water tank on his land. He addresses the tank in the
same way he addresses the cat from his nightmare: by shooting at it. Sylder bears
witness to the event: “The man ... was making a huge crude X across the face of the
tank.... There was something ghastly and horrific about it and [Sylder] had the

impression that this gnomic old man had brought with him an inexhaustible supply
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of shells” (97-98). Perhaps witnessing this event inspires Sylder to commit a
symbolic act of his own later, when he sneaks into constable Gifford’s house at night
and punches him in the face (167). And these seemingly senseless, figurative acts,
operating on a metaphoric level, make both Sylder and Ownby fitting role models
for John Wesley.

But Ownby’s eyes are opened not only to injustice in his region, but across
the country and into the future. Although “his vision is not perfect, and his story
encompasses his failure to see soon enough to prevent his own losses” (Luce,
Reading 39), Uncle Ather is clearly a nascent version of the type of visionary
character McCarthy uses time and again in his novels:

[H]e is another character in McCarthy with a mystical ability to map
or see beyond the ordinary (60). This ability appears to be with him
throughout the novel, as evidenced in his final meeting with John
Wesley in the asylum when he states, “I look for this to be a bad one. |
look for real calamity afore this year is out” (225). The “calamity” that
Ownby foresees here is realized with the attack on Pearl Harbor in
December 1941, just before the year in question is out. (Walsh, In the
Wake 52)
McCarthy’s mystics often dwell in a darker place—not a state of gnosis, but of
“agnosis,” as will be seen. Arthur here engages in traditional prognostication, a
novelistic device that always runs the risk of appearing contrived. In later novels,
McCarthy will continue to employ an enigmatic omniscient narrator, seeming

guardian of absolute truth (with its perspective that might be described as “autistic
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fascination”) toward which his mystic characters aspire. Divination consists of
attaining to the perspective of this omniscient narrator, which the mystics
accomplish with varying degrees of success.

One final aspect of Arthur Ownby’s behavior linking him to druids is his
cryptic, ritualistic act of hiding Rattner’s corpse. Scant reliable information has
survived about the body of druidic custom, as over the centuries it endured first
demonization at the hands of Christian Rome, and then—perhaps worse—
romanticism by the reactionary Celts. But some particulars, such as these details on
the disposal of dead bodies, have survived:

In pre-Christian times the body was usually brought to the grave in a
covering of strophais or green bushy branches of birch. According to
Cormac’s Glossary the Druids used a fé or rod of aspen, with an Ogham
inscription cut on it, with which they measured the graves. It was
regarded with horror and no one touched it except the person whose
job it was to measure the grave. (P. B. Ellis 137)
Some comparisons to Ownby’s “burial” of Rattner may be made. Shortly after his
discovery of the body, we're told that the old man “cut a small cedar tree with which
to put it from sight” (54). Dianne C. Luce, who sees the entire narrative as a story
invented by John Wesley, sees practical and symbolic reasons for such an act: “That
he ‘remembers’ Ather’s performing the requisite death-watch rather than reporting
the corpse to the authorities accords with Ather’s other characteristics as challenger
of impersonal civil law and institutions, champion of human values, and patient

repository of the past in John Wesley’s actual knowledge of him” (Luce, Reading 28).

29



Such an act certainly fits with what Luce sees as the antinomianism at the heart of
the novel. And yet Ellis’ account tells us this tradition was kept in pre-Christian
times, when its symbolic value would not have derived from its perception as an act
of rebellion. Matthew Guinn’s notion of McCarthy’s vision as “atavistic” is more apt:
the ritual harkens back to ancient pagan practices of sacrifice and atonement, still
current even in modern society.

Another striking feature of the historical account is the use of the ogham stick
to measure the grave. Brickman’s observation on the similarity of Ownby’s hickory
staff to the yew one used by druids for divination has already been noted. However,
the fact that such a staff was “regarded with horror” by those outside the priesthood
resonates with aspects of The Orchard Keeper. Kenneth Rattner is a cursed thing in
this forest; he is disgusting to Sylder, who finds “[s]Jomething loathsome about the
seated figure” in his car that keeps “him from reaching for it violently, as a man
might not reach for bird-droppings on his shoulder” (33), and later finds that the
experience of choking him to death is “[I]ike squeezing a boil” (TOK 39). Ownby, on
the other hand, has no reason for such revulsion, but intuitively treats Rattner’s
dead body as anathema. He acts within his rights as orchard keeper and spiritual
guide to shelter the world from the taint of death—he absorbs it and allows it to
pass back to nature where it belongs. His staff is the emblem of his office in all its
aspects, including that of expiation. But when Huffaker finally arrests the old man,
one of the outrages he commits is the destruction of the staff: “He slammed the door
but the old man’s cane was hanging over the runningboard and in mutual defeat the

door rocked open again as the cane cracked. The old man pulled it in the car with
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him and studied the lower part of it, stooping to examine the whiskers of wood
standing up from the break” (203). Whereas Sylder and Ownby unwittingly
collaborated in the elimination of “waste” in the form of the malevolent Rattner—a
cleansing act which bears a resemblance to the unconscious efficiency of systems in
nature—the officious governmental forces have imprisoned them, broken the
metaphoric staff, disrupted the system. Evil will be loose in the world again, and it
will go unchecked.

Arthur Ownby’s eyes are opened at a young age to the threat of the wampus
cat. And yet the sinister cat, bane of existence for East Tennessean settlers in the
18th and 19t centuries, suffers a decline into the starving literal mongrel of the last
section of the novel, while at once transmogrifying into that insidious new threat:
the federal government. The change is enough to make one long for the days when
“painters” roamed the earth, wrecking societies and unseating minds. And yet,
despite having mystical vision, Arthur is unable to defend against this menace. His
understanding of the wampus cat’s meaning is not fully developed until the end of
the novel; however, there is also some question how much he could have done to
protect himself. His vision of the future is overpoweringly bleak; the illumination
shed by his mysticism highlights only the depth of the darkness of human

understanding.
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CHAPTER 3
AUGURY AND AGNOSIS IN OUTER DARK

With McCarthy’s second novel, Outer Dark (1968), we are permanently
expelled from the orchard. Themes such as human depravity, malevolent gods, and
existential dread—all of which will be revisited in Child of God (1973), Suttree
(1979), Blood Meridian (1985), and others—are initially examined in this
complicated, nightmarish work. But unlike The Orchard Keeper before it, Outer Dark
conjures no halcyon days to remember and mourn the loss of, no pastoral paradise
that is assailed from without—here, the darkness is internal, external and eternal.

Wallis R. Sanborn’s Animals in the Fiction of Cormac McCarthy examines the
significance of swine as harbingers of human death in the novel Outer Dark, but
ignores the proliferation of portentous birds in that text. Crows, cocks, vultures,
plovers, hawks, mockingbirds, whippoorwills and others often call or fly during
pivotal moments in the novel, but the reader’s natural tendency may be to dismiss
such signs as details of setting. However, McCarthy suggests a deeper reading of
bird behavior when he refers to the morning flights of martins as the “first wan
auguries of dawn” (97, emphasis mine). In fact, augury may be read as a metaphor
for the two main characters’ desperate, unconscious attempts to understand their
places in the world, with birds serving as signs provided by a mysterious—possibly
a divine—signator. The reader, too, effectively becomes augur, sorting through the
conflicting religious, philosophical, and legendary meanings in the text—meanings

that suggest a familiar, unreal textual world beyond the naturalistic setting. But the
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exiled characters, unlettered and ignorant of all signs, must ultimately remain in the
outer dark of the world outside human community and understanding.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the ancient art of augury as “the
practice of divining by the flight of birds.” Cicero’s ancient dialogue De Divinatione,
however, recognizes bird signs of two sorts: those found in the flights of a category
of birds the Romans called alites, which included eagles, hawks, ospreys, and others;
and those found in the songs of oscines, which included ravens, crows, owls, etc.
(Cicero 354). Augury was a complex science developed among the Hittites and
passed through them to the Etruscans and Romans. Although Outer Dark does not
employ the science of augury in detail, it does give evidence of McCarthy’s general
knowledge of its practice and aims, of Cicero’s commentary on it, and of modern
notions of avian symbolism.

As the novel begins, protagonist Culla Holme is introduced as the cause of the
“nameless weight” in the belly of his nineteen-year-old sister, Rinthy (5). He lives in
a state of guilty anxiety, waiting for the community to learn of his incest and to cast
him into the biblical “outer dark”—a fate he expects despite his ignorance of the
Bible. In his essay “Cormac McCarthy’s Unholy Trinity: Biblical Parody in Outer
Dark,” William C. Spenser enumerates several scriptural references in the text,
including the fact that “the ritual sacrifice of [Culla’s] son,” followed by an episode of
cannibalism, is an allusion to Christ’s martyrdom (Spenser 87). Christopher Metress
also notes “McCarthy's conjunction of the Holy Trinity and the three outlaws, or the
nameless son whose blood they drink with the blameless one whose blood

Christians drink” (Metress 151). Although it is not clear from the outset—the
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reader cannot possibly divine the gruesome fate awaiting the infant—all the
scriptural pieces fall into place at the climax of the novel, when the child is
unceremoniously slaughtered.

Given the role this son is to play, then, even if merely as a parodic
placeholder where an actual Christ belongs, the first bird mentioned in the text
comes as no surprise: “Doves were crossing toward the river. He could hear them
calling. When he went in again she had crawled or fallen from the bed and lay in the
floor” (13). Just before the birth, a dove both flies and calls, inaugurating the novel’s
conceit of the bird as indicator of future events. Doves, of course, are steeped in
Christian tradition: “Some iconographers show Mary being blessed by a dove at the
Annunciation, and Jesus was blessed by the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove at his
baptism” (Murphy-Hiscock 61). Modern symbology carries on the tradition of
associating the dove with purity even without Christ: “Let your sighting of a dove
remind you to reconnect with the spiritual aspect of your life,” Murphy-Hiscock’s
new-age “spiritual field guide” advises (Murphy-Hiscock 62). But such a message is
lost on Culla, whose state of ignorance regarding his spirituality, let alone external
holy texts and traditions, is profound. Yet that profound state of ignorance is just
what the novel seems to impel us toward, even with the stock of “knowledge” we are
privileged to have acquired as educated members of a community. As Dianne Luce
contends in her gnostic reading of the novel: “Culla, the dreamer, knowing nothing,
is paradoxically most ‘aware’ of the gnostic cosmos: most entangled in the tangible

experience of its darkness” (Luce, Reading 72). This awareness, even though
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awareness of ignorance, is a step away from smug dogmatism and toward
knowledge.

When Culla brings the newborn into the woods with the intension of leaving
it for dead, he encounters another bird: “[From] a small pothole... a heron exploded
slowly and rose before him with immense and labored wingbeat” (16). Herons are
symbols of “patience, self-reliance, observation, focus, and concentration” (Murphy-
Hiscock 97), all qualities Culla sorely lacks in this scene. Instead, the infanticide
staggers and plunges through the brush hysterically, accidentally turning himself
around after a long, disoriented flight and falling down right beside the squalling
child. During this whole scene a “spectral quietude” has set in, “[as] if something
were about that ... nightbirds held in dread” (16). This is a moment even more
dreadful than the moment of the child’s conception, or of its birth: now Culla is no
longer an innocent victim of illicit desire, but a murderer. Nightbirds are silenced in
the presence of the pariah, with nothing to communicate. He lies in terror on the
forest floor through the beginning of a thunderstorm, and “a far crack of lightning
went bluely down the sky and bequeathed him in an embryonic bird’s first fissured
vision of the world . .. a final view of the grotto” (17). The act has placed him in
outer darkness, permanently beyond the pale; his horror is that of the newborn—
whether human or bird—who is left alone to make sense of the hostile wilderness
that is the world.

In a lighter moment, we get more evidence that birds (and, incidentally, the
hogs Sanborn examines) have a message to offer within the text. The privileged

squire with whom Culla finds day work begins expounding on the value of hard
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labor. His character, in fact, appears to be a parody of the cruel taskmaster of
Matthew chapter 25, who gives “talents” (quantities of gold) to three of his servants
and punishes the one who does not return his money with a profit; the episode
concludes with a condemnation which lends the novel its title: “And cast ye out the
unprofitable servant into the outer darkness: there shall be the weeping and the
gnashing of teeth” (Mt. 25: 30, American Standard Version). When the squire in the
novel admonishes Culla, saying that “shiftlessness is a sin.. . the Bible reckons.
Everything I got I earned.... They ain’t a man in this country to dispute it” (47), a
dispute does come immediately after his remark—not from a man, but from the
squire’s livestock: “There was a commotion of hens from beyond the barn, a hog’s
squeal” (47). Later, the anti-trinity of murderers will come to cut this squire down,
acting in their role as manifestation of Culla’s dark desire (51); but for now, Culla
just stands with “one hand crossed over the back of the other the way men stand in
church” (47). There is certainly no indication that he reads anything into the voices
of the animals, and there is only the barest evidence that we as readers should do so.
But his stance indicates the grudging respect a parishioner might pay a priest during
a pointless sermon.

Rinthy’s experiences with birds are quite different from Culla’s. In fact, it
appears that the “omniscient” narrator—who seldom gives direct indication of the
characters’ interior worlds—has an entirely different focus during the passages
involving Rinthy. After she is healed from her difficult childbirth, she and her
brother are separated; she spends the remainder of the novel looking for her baby,

whereas Culla apparently spends the rest looking for her. While staying with a
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family that has taken her in for the night, she hears a meaningful birdcall: “a
whippoorwill calling from nearby for just as long as [she] passed through the open
and hushing instantly with the door’s closing” (61-62). It is as though the bird has a
message to convey, speaking to her only as she walks outside from house to
outbuilding. She later hears “the bird once again more faintly, or perhaps some
other bird” (62), an ironic remark that places the narrator’s voice somewhere
between the certainty of omniscience and the indeterminacy of a character to whose
thoughts we are not privy. Later, as Rinthy lies in bed, we read: “She listened for a
bird or for a cricket. Something she would know in all that dark” (65). Rinthy is
more in harmony with the natural world than her brother is, although she may still
not know what she should read in it. Her attendant bird here, the whippoorwill, is
one that “is always in tune with lunar cycles. The moon is associated with feminine
energy, cycles, intuition, psychic energy, emotions, receptivity,” and similar traits
(Murphy-Hiscock 207). This lunar association is perhaps due to the fact that young
whippoorwills are most often hatched during a full moon (Martin 216). But it is the
call of the whippoorwill that is charged with significance for the superstitious single
woman: “The unmarried woman used to listen carefully for the call of the
whippoorwill. One call meant she wouldn’t marry for at least a year. If it called
three times or more, it meant she was destined to be a spinster” (Martin 214).
Although marriage at this point is, for Rinthy, a secondary concern at best, the
whippoorwill’s message is a cruel reminder of the permanent damage her brother

has caused her. A young would-be beau who asks if she’ll go with him to a show is
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told, “I just caint” (74)—the answer the whippoorwill would have provided anyone
listening for it superstitiously.

The threat of future violence constantly hangs over the text. Culla’s
conscience has unleashed itself on the world in the form of the evil triune, those

’y.n

horrific murderers who destroy nearly everyone who crosses the “penitent’s” path.
And yet, once the brother and sister’s paths diverge, neither Culla nor the triune
meets with Rinthy throughout the remainder of the novel. Given the brutality Culla
is capable of, there is some question what his purpose is in seeking his sister, who is
the only other living witness to his crime. That question is perhaps answered by the
appearance of another bird: the hawk. The hawk is “a highly intelligent bird of prey
frequently used for hunting” (Murphy-Hiscock 94). When Holme meets a beehiver
on the road who asks him where he’s going, he replies, “I'm looking for my sister,”
(81) after which we see “the slow wheel of a hawk” (81) reflected in the glass of a
tipped whiskey flask. Later, as he is communing with the sinister triune, he tells
Harmon: “I been huntin her since early spring . ... They aint no tellin what all kind of
mess she’s got into. She was sick anyways. She never was a real stout person” (177,
emphasis mine). Not only is his use of the word “hunting” unintentionally
ambiguous, but his assessment of the state of Rinthy’s health sounds eerily similar
to his earlier pronouncement about the newborn son he would abandon for dead:
“It's puny . ...l don’tlook for it to live” (15). The appearance of the predatory hawk
in connection with Culla’s search for Rinthy may be another projection and

incarnation of his interior world, much as the unholy triune appears to be.

However, while the three brutes kill several of the characters Culla comes in contact
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with, they never meet Rinthy to do her harm—and neither does Culla. She appears
to be shielded from their dark designs.

The birds of another scene are appropriated, if ironically, from the pages of
Cicero’s De Divinatione. After Culla has fled from a lynch mob seeking him for
desecration of graves, he gets a day job painting a roof. While he begins working, an
artificial bird on the roof seemingly stimulates the activity of a flock of real ones: “a
rusted weathercock cried soft above him in the morning wind” (91), after which “a
chorale of screaming cocks waned and ceased and began again” on the ground
below (91-92). The eerie landscape, so charged with meaning, now indicates a
change in the way the wind blows, and thus a change in Culla’s brief good fortune.
And the irony of following the artificial cock’s crowing with the squawking of real
ones may also be a sly commentary on the tendency of superstitions to gain real-
world credence once voiced. After this almost imperceptible portent, the lynch mob
finds Culla again, and a brief “battle” ensues, which Culla wins by escaping.

Crowing cocks had divinatory meaning for the ancient Romans, as indicated
by a passage in Cicero:

[A]t Lebadia, in Boeotia, while divine honours were being paid to
Trophonius, the cocks in the neighborhood began to crow vigorously
and did not leave off. Thereupon the Boeotian augurs declared that
the victory belonged to the Thebans, because it was the habit of cocks
to keep silence when conquered and to crow when victorious. (Cicero

305).
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This example is one of many provided by Cicero’s brother Quintus as evidence for
the effectiveness of augury. Priests assembled at the cave in Lebadia, where the
oracle of Zeus Trophonius was located, read the crowing of cocks as indicating the
impending victory of Thebes over Sparta in battle (Cicero 304). However, the logic
of Cicero’s rejoinder is irresistible: “Oh! that was a ‘portent,’ you say. A fine portent
indeed! You talk as if a fish and not a cock had done the crowing. But come; is there
any time, day or night, when they are not liable to crow?” (Cicero 435). Although
Cicero did believe in some forms of divination on some occasions, De Divinatione is
his attempt, as he writes, “to weed out every root of superstition” (Cicero 537)—the
invalid forms of divination, in other words. But Outer Dark depicts a closed world
entirely constructed of dead, cultural superstitions—a world in which reversion to
augury may actually be a key to understanding.

The crucial aspect of augury in the text, including the crowing of cocks, is the
suggestion of predestination. If the course of future events can be read in nature,
then the gods—or the God of the Bible—have predetermined those events. Human
free will must then be a fiction. We recognize foreshadowing as a literary
convention, and take it in stride; but if cocks in the real world are used as
proclaimers of events, their message is the death knell of human choice. Cicero’s
healthy disdain for the doctrine, and all forms of superstition, inform Outer Dark’s
satire of religious and philosophical dogma.

While Culla flees his attackers, Rinthy gets closer to finding her living child.
She awakes to the “first wan auguries of dawn” (97) and finds that “birds dusting in

the road did not fly up when she passed” (98), again indicating a sympathy with
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nature not shared by her brother. Shortly, however, birds provide an ominous sign:
“If crows had not risen from a field she might never have looked that way to see two
hanged men in a tree like gross chimes . .. while all about sang summer birds” (100).
These are men who have been lynched by an angry mob led, ironically, by Harmon,
the leader of the trio of murderers that this posse actually seeks (95). Crows are
considered harbingers of death and “serve as psychopomps, or guides between the
living world and the afterlife” (Murphy-Hiscock 54). Their locations and the
directions of their flight have been considered ominous for centuries: in a play by
third century B. C. Roman playwright Plautus, one character says, “The woodpecker
and the crow on my right, the raven as well on my left. They are persuading me to
do it” (Martin 37). In modern times, New England superstition maintains it is
“unlucky to see two crows flying together toward your left” (Martin 37). Although
the symbolic meaning of crows may be lost on Rinthy, the reader may take their
presence as an instance of foreshadowing—the lost child, whose reunion with his
parents the reader anticipates, is doomed to die. Those psychopomp crows are not
finished with her. Even clearer is Rinthy’s vision, at the tinker’s shack, of “[d]ark
little birds .. . crossing the fields to the west like heralds of some coming dread”
(188), and the fact that she finds a dead bird on his floor (189). When the tinker
refuses to help her, telling her before he returns to her infant child, “You foller me
and I'll kill ye,” he leaves the house to the sound of her keening, which sounds “lost
as the cry of seabirds in the vast and black solitudes they keep” (194). The narrator
here likens Rinthy to birds in darkness, as Culla had been compared to an

“embryonic bird” during his fateful night in the woods. And we are reminded that
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Rinthy, also, has been compared to birds before: during her labor, she is described
as “coming tautly bowed and slowly up with her breath loud in the room and then
subsiding back among the covers like a wounded bird” (11). The “solitudes” that
seabirds keep are also a reminder of her lonely place in outer darkness, existing as
an outcast. Both the birds and the protagonists share this state of exile from human
community. However, the question remains whether their exile engenders
freedom—as birds are normally symbolic of freedom—or imprisonment.

Those critics who cite the many gnostic images of the novel would argue the
latter. In her consideration of those passages connecting Culla with shadows, Luce
contends: “As the fleshly stain, the shadow expresses the earthly body in which man
is imprisoned” (Luce, Reading 76). The gnostic universe, perpetuating itself by the
cruel joke of human lust and procreation, generates more and more fleshly shadow
to swallow up the true light of the spiritual world. Luce continues:

Shadows most emphatically have agency or reflect some cosmic

aspect of the self in the novel. That is, they are not mere illusion, as

we might find in Platonic myth. Rather, they seem a literal

manifestation of Jung’s concept of the shadow, that archetypal dark

side of the self deriving from the collective unconscious that

complements yet is not acknowledged by the ego. (Luce, Reading 76)
And so those passages that depict Culla in shadow—as he is speaking to the doomed
squire and “their shadows canted upon the whitewashed brick of the kitchen shed in
a pantomime of static violence” (47), or when he walks “shambling, gracelorn” and

“his shadow be-wandered in a dark parody of his progress” (241-42)—associate
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him with the true state of humankind: imprisonment in fleshliness and guilt. Luce’s
observation that these shadows are “not mere illusion, as we might find in Plato’s
myth” sheds light on that earlier passage in which Culla beheld “in an embryonic
bird’s first fissured vision of the world . . . a final view of the grotto” (17). That
grotto, or cave, existing in a text composed of other philosophical and religious texts,
is not unaware of Plato’s famous metaphor; Culla stands outside that cave, however,
experiencing reality without mediation, as the birds do. He is ignorant of Plato’s
“grotto,” and of all other doctrines that might ameliorate his painful situation.

Culla and Rinthy, within the universe of the novel, never see one another
again. Their worlds, as Vereen Bell contends, are self-created and separate: “Rinthy
and Culla each inhabit a world that the other cannot be aware of and that each to
some extent makes. This division remains purposefully absolute. A union is
anticipated but never realized” (V. Bell 35-36). Culla slinks about in darkness and is
recognized as a criminal wherever he goes. Rinthy, on the other hand, exists in an
“amnion of light” which “links her with the gnostic Uthras, comparable to the angels
of the Judeo-Christian tradition” (Luce, Reading 80). While Culla subscribes to the
determinism of the blind prophet at the novel’s end, who declares, “What needs a
man to see his way when he’s sent there anyhow?” (241), Rinthy apparently asserts
her free will, responding to a prospective employer’s question, “Who was it told you
I needed a girl? Nobody sent you?” by saying, “No mam. I just come by myself”’ (99).
These two opposing philosophies exist side-by-side, and the physical world the
characters inhabit is the exact same. The siblings’ paths even intersect at a number

of points, as evidenced by their encounters with some of the same characters, such
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as the store clerk, the man whose daughters have died of plague, and the tinker. Yet
the birds they happen upon are completely different, with one significant exception:
Tennessee’s state bird, the mockingbird.

After Culla’s trial by the evil triune of his conscience, he is left alone in the
darkness of the forest: “After a very long time he could hear the river again and even
though the fire had died he did not move. Later still he heard a mockingbird. Or
perhaps some other bird” (183). It is unclear whether this bird is identical to the
one Rinthy hears within a few pages, possibly at the exact same time: “The flowers
in the dooryard have curled and drawn as if poisoned by dark and there is a
mockingbird to tell what he knows of night” (209). Rinthy is comforted by the call
of the bird, as she has been earlier when “she listened for a bird or for a cricket.
Something she might know in all that dark” (65); although its message is bleak—it
tells her what it knows of night—she is open to it. Culla, sitting in blackness, is
unsure whether or not he is hearing a mockingbird. Or perhaps, again, it is the
narrator who is unsure. The divinatory significance of the mockingbird is telling,
and supports Vereen Bell’s contention that the characters’ worlds are self-created:
“The mockingbird can ... offer a message of reflection. You reflect your
environment (mental, emotional, physical, and otherwise), and your environment
also reflects you, although this can be harder to see” (Murphy-Hiscock 121, emphasis
added). In the end, the narrator’s remarks, the light and shadow of the descriptions,
and the benevolence or malevolence of minor characters—all are projections of the

interior worlds of the two protagonists. Free will and predestination are laid side-
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by-side in an unreadable world, with neither worldview privileged as the more
realistic.

The final bird image of the novel is a culmination of all the others. The
tinker’s bones hang from a tree after his murder, and “his bleached and weathered
brisket hung in that lonesome wood like a bone birdcage” (238). Jarring as that
picture is, it also serves an important, summarizing function: it employs a human
concept—that of a cage—imposing it upon the freedom of the natural world. Birds,
of course, do no choose to live in cages. And as they are traditionally symbols of
freedom, their act of freely entering a cage is significant. Rinthy’s agitated freedom
is overlaid with Culla’s guilty determinism, and both are revealed to be matters of
faith, or superstitions. As such, they take their place in a textual world constructed
of superstitions—for example, the idea that people might be healed during an
eclipse (5), that an ax kept under a pregnant woman'’s bed eases her labor pangs
(12), that snakes are bad luck (124), that the call of whippoorwills can tell a woman
about her marriage prospects (64), that there is a purpose to everything (124), that
lactation is a supernatural sign indicating that one’s child is still alive (155), and that
the mandrake grows where the seed of a hanged man falls (238). In an uncertain
universe, assertions of freedom or predestination have the ring of pseudoscience.
And yet this is not the criticism it might seem: “The psychologist Gustav Jahoda now
suggests that people can never be completely educated out of superstition, because
‘superstition is an integral part of the adaptive mechanisms without which

”m

humanity would be unable to survive’ (Smith 33, quoting Jahoda). The dangerous
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outside world is visible in Outer Dark, but it is not unmitigated—it is seen from the
safety and equivocation inherent in McCarthy’s brand of parody.

But parody is only one aspect of the text: divination is also a metaphor for
sincerely seeking truth in a world of deadening culture and pre-packaged doctrine.
Walter Burkert discusses the biology of divination, bringing evidence to bear that is
useful in the interpretation of any McCarthy novel:

[T]he supposition that every incoming signal might be a sign
conveying sense is regressive—a superstition in the very sense of the
word. Characteristically, people tend to believe this especially in
states of alarm or panic. As the self-sufficiency of a normal, closed
cultural system is shattered, it gives way to uncommon openness to
signs hitherto disregarded, which may offer a chance for
reorientation. Heightened anxiety makes us watch out with fearful
attention and shiver at every rustling leaf. Periods of crisis are the
high time for oracles and seers. (Burkert 162)
All of McCarthy’s characters find themselves in such “periods of crisis,” existing
outside the comforts of society, whether by choice or otherwise. While Rinthy and
Culla are both in situations that engender “alarm or panic,” and drift about outside
the “normal, closed cultural system” which is “shattered” for them, we are not privy
to their thoughts and cannot know if they strive to interpret the signs in the text, as
readers necessarily do. But the contrast between their worlds seems to indicate

that the objects in those worlds spring from within their minds.
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McCarthy leads the reader into a quagmire of doctrine—what is called in
deconstructionist criticism an “aporia.” If free will exists, Culla bears responsibility
for all he has done, but is not at the mercy of a cruel demiurge toying with his
creation in a cold, gnostic universe; the contrapositive means he is innocent, but
trapped. Neither Culla nor the reader has any absolute knowledge to bring to
bear—everything is a matter of faith. Perhaps if the protagonist had some scriptural
knowledge, he would recognize the reference to Mark 5:13 in the death of hundreds
of hogs which plunge off a cliff in his presence. But his ignorance leaves him in a
state of agnosis which is recognized by the reader—a state to which the text aspires
to lead us as well.

Christopher Metress ties together the nihilism Vereen Bell recognizes in
Outer Dark and the spirituality Edwin T. Arnold see there, arguing that the two
incompatible notions may be thought of in terms of the via negativa outlined by
medieval mystics:

Though it has had less influence in Western Christianity than
cataphatic theology—which emphasizes God's "knowability" and
characterizes Him as “light”—the via negativa, also known as
apophatic theology, has been championed by some very prominent
theologians. In a work that rivaled The Canterbury Tales in popularity
and import, the anonymous author of the fourteenth-century classic
The Cloud of Unknowing advised his readers to think of God as

“shrouded in darkness.” (Metress 148)
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Such an approach puts unlettered Culla closer to God, if indeed God exists—no
knowledge and no civilized niceties can stand between him and an agnostic embrace
of the unknowable deity. Metress avers that this point, lost on the characters, is
meant for the reader: “McCarthy has fashioned the novel in such a way as to make it
a kind of via negativa, a road down which we travel as readers as we learn to
unlearn our assumptions about God and embrace unknowing as ‘the most goodly
knowing’ of the metaphysical” (Metress 149). This “way of unknowing” is the
mystical version of textual aporia. Its doctrine is in harmony with paradoxical
remarks the old snake hunter makes to Culla: “Study long and ye study wrong....1
know things I ain’t never studied. I know things I ain’t never even thought of” (115).
Rinthy, on a path of free will lit as though by a “lamp [she holds] votively before her”
(62) crosses her brother Culla’s predestined wandering in shadow; the former is
asked by a benefactor, “Was they anything you needed?” before going to bed (62),
while the latter is asked, “Is they anything you need?” by a destitute, Calvinist
pauper who is not in a position to provide anything (240). The answer in both cases
should be “yes,” although neither can answer what that “something” is. However,
despite their poverty of knowledge, one philosophy feeds on hope while the other
starves in despair.

Near the end of De Divinatione, Cicero finally asks his Stoic brother Quintus:
“Of what advantage to me is divination if everything is ruled by Fate?” (Cicero 391).
It is a question strangely similar to that of the blind man to Culla: “What needs a
man to see his way when he’s sent there anyhow?” (241). However, the blind man

appears to be in earnest, whereas Cicero is employing the Stoic belief in fate to
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expose the inconsistency of that philosophy’s belief in divination. It is the benighted
perimeter of the world, beyond society’s comforting light, that interests McCarthy; it
is there that his characters find themselves joining the community of superstitious,
mystified homo sapiens in a line that leads back, not just to the Romans, Greeks, and
Etruscans, but all the way back to the caves. The contrived world of Outer Dark
finally renders the novel an anti-text, with the contradictory symbolism of its
birds—both free and determined—collapsing to make it as resistant to

interpretation as our own world.
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CHAPTER 4
ASTROLOGY AND HARUSPICY IN CHILD OF GOD

Astrology and haruspicy are divinatory arts focused in opposite directions in
the physical world—the former looks as far from humankind as can be imagined,
while the later looks at the internal organs of animals and human beings. Neither
discipline would be considered a science by modern standards, of course, but both
would technically have been considered sciences in that they were attempts to
increase human knowledge. And both are metaphors which inform McCarthy’s
third novel, Child of God (1973).

A definition of haruspicy is in order. Known to the ancient Romans as the
Etrusca disciplina or “Etruscan art” (P. B. Ellis 221), haruspicy originally included all
three types of divination practiced by the Etruscan hierophant: interpretation of
fulgura (lightnings), of monstra (birth defects and unusual meteorological
occurrences), and of exta (internal organs) (Hammond). Of these, the practice still
commonly associated with the term is the examination of organs, as evidenced by its
OED definition: “The practice or function of a haruspex; divination by inspection of
the entrails of victims” (“haruspicy”). A detailed science of liver divination
developed in the ancient world, and instructional bronze liver models formed by the
Etruscans—as well as those made by their predecessors the Hittites and
Babylonians—have survived (Hammond). Any unusual features were noted and
interpreted by those trained in the esoteric art: “Significant for the exta were the
size, shape, colour, and markings of the vital organs, especially the livers and gall-

bladders of sheep, changes in which were believed by many races to arise
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supernaturally . .. and to be susceptible of interpretation by established rules”
(Hammond). Julian Jaynes, in his book The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown
of the Bicameral Mind, comments on the unique quality of haruspicy as a form of
divination, arriving as it did at the dawn of written language: “Extispicy [divining
through exta] differs from other methods in that the metaphrand is explicitly not the
speech or actions of the gods, but their writing. The baru [Babylonian priest] first
addressed the gods ... with requests that they ‘write’ their message upon the
entrails of the animal” (Jaynes 243). Jaynes also remarks that organs found to
contain messages of import would sometimes be sent to kings, like letters from the
gods (Jaynes 244). Primitive man sought (and found) meaning everywhere.

The logic behind the belief was simple: the whole universe is a single,
harmonious organism, with the thoughts and intensions of the intangible gods
reflected in the tangible world. For those illiterate to such portents, a lightning bolt
or the birth of a hermaphrodite would have been untranslatable; but for those with
proper training, the cosmos were as alive with signs as any language:

The Babylonians believed that the decisions of their gods, like those of
their kings, were arbitrary, but that mankind could at least guess their
will. Any event on earth, even a trivial one, could reflect or
foreshadow the intentions of the gods because the universe is a living
organism, a whole, and what happens in one part of it might be caused
by a happening in some distant part. Here we see a germ of the

theory of “cosmic sympathy” formulated by Posidonius. (Luck 230)
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This view of the capricious gods behaving like human kings is reminiscent of the evil
archons of gnosticism; however, unlike gnosticism, the notion of cosmic sympathy
implies an illuminated and vastly “readable” world, even in the darkness of matter.
The Greeks viewed pneuma as “the substance that penetrates and unifies all things.
In fact, this tension holds bodies together, and every coherent thing would collapse
without it” (Lawrence)—a notion that diverges from the gnostic idea of pneuma as
spiritual light temporarily trapped in the pall of physicality.

Proper vision, then, is central to all the offices of the haruspex. The world
cooperates with the seer by being illuminated, readable. And fittingly, despite its
dark subject matter, Child of God is not set in blackness in the way that Outer Dark is.
On the contrary—as Andrew Bartlett notes, vision and point of view are employed
as metaphors throughout the novel. “The text,” Bartlett writes, “is concerned not
with a theological question, as the title might suggest, but with a problem of vision:
how does a man such as Lester Ballard see the world? How might we, how ought we
to see Lester Ballard?” (Bartlett 3). In order to achieve such an effect, McCarthy
lights up Ballard for the reader—Ilights his perversion, his voyeurism, his cross-
dressing, his masturbation, his necrophilia and finally his homicidal mania—leaving
nothing in the dark, save his thought processes. Indeed, Dianne C. Luce remarks on
the cinematic quality of the novel and its subtle revision of Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho
(Luce, Reading 146-53). But nothing in the dialogue, no “pop” psychological
explanations will help us to relieve ourselves of Lester Ballard: we must look, like
the protagonist who “leaned his face to the green water and drank and studied his

dishing visage in the pool” (127), the text becoming a “Narcissan mirror for the
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reader” (Luce, Reading 169). We must stare into the face of our own potential
malevolence, Ballard having been established at the outset as “a child of God much
like” ourselves (4).

A sort of desperation pervades the various perspectives in the novel—a
desperation to gain understanding not provided by the surface of things, although
all we can do is look. The reader initially sees the vividly described “caravan of
carnival folk” come to the auction of Ballard’s family home (3), and immediately
after, sees him seeing it: “To watch these things issuing from the otherwise mute
pastoral morning is a man at the barn door. He is small, unclean, unshaven” (4).
The camera then moves over his shoulder to show “a rope hanging from the loft”
(4)—the same one with which “his daddy killed hisself” (21). And the reader, who
has already been addressed by the narrator once, is then told: “through the thin and
blueveined lids you can see the eyeballs moving, watching” the dumbshow of his
undoing (4).

The desperation is not Ballard’s alone. McCarthy’s technique of presenting
us with the disembodied perspectives of various local simpletons in Part I of the
novel indicates a frantic need on their part to explain—and so dismiss—Ballard’s
warped psyche. In much the same way that interviews with neighbors of serial
killers seldom shed light on the depths of psychological horror to which human
beings can descend, the passages in which McCarthy’s gallery of nameless
commentators speak serve as ironic devices for engendering empathy in the reader.
The first speaker is somewhat sympathetic toward Ballard, saying that he “never

could hold his head right after” being hit with an ax by someone named Buster (9),
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but then indicting the man who purchased Lester’s house, John Greer, for being an
outsider: “John Greer was from up in Grainger County. Not sayin nothing against
him but he was” (9). And so evil is explained away—it is the thing that intrudes
from outside the community. The second narrator relates a story of bullying in
grade school—a story told in great detail, in which a boy named Finney gets a
bloody nose, after which the storyteller tells some unknown interviewer: “I felt, I felt
... I don’t know what it was. We just felt real bad. I never liked Lester Ballard from
that day” (18); it is another pointless hindsighted tale that only appears to discuss
the nature of the murderer. A third man wishes Ballard’s father had spared the
community the discomfort of dealing with his mode of suicide, although he is
capable of recounting the sight in great, gory detail: “The old man’s eyes was run out
on stems like a crawfish and his tongue blacker'n a chow dog’s. I wisht if a man
wanted to hang himself he’d do it with poison or somethin so folks wouldn’t have to
see such a thing as that” (21). The next recounts a scene of mere stupidity on
Ballard’s part—an attempt to move a cow with a tractor that results in her death—
and is reminded of a similar stupid story about another man (presumably someone
who does not turn out to be a serial killer) lighting a fire under some stubborn oxen
until they drag his wagon over him (35-36). The final section of Part One involves
more hearsay, this time about Ballard’s father and grandfather before him: “They
wasn’t none of em any account that I ever heard of,” the speaker asserts, later
adding, “I'll say one thing about Lester though. You can trace em back to Adam if

you want and goddamn if he didn’t outstrip em all” (81)—in other words, no one
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else in his family was a murderous necrophile, a bland enough observation which
could apply equally well to nearly anyone.

If Lester’s modern evil outstrips any since Adam, one might infer universal
degeneration over time. Yet there is disagreement on this subject in the text. When
a woman tells Sheriff Fate that she “never knew such a place for meanness,” he
replies that it “used to be worse” (164); later in the same chapter, the sheriff’s
deputy asks old Mr. Wade regarding the days of the White Caps: “You think people
was meaner then than they are now?” and he responds, “No....Idon’t. I think
people are the same from the day God first made one” (168). All three possibilities
are posited, then: things are either worse than ever, better than ever, or exactly the
same. [t depends upon whom you ask. All three assertions imply a sort of
divination—they are attempts by people to read the signs of the times in order to
determine what the future may hold. Ironically, Sheriff Fate, who appears to believe
in human advancement, is the one who divines Lester’s future—after releasing him
from jail, he asks:

What sort of meanness have you got laid out for us next.... I figure
you ought to give us a clue. Make it more fair. Let’s see: failure to
comply with a court order, public disturbance, assault and battery,
public drunk, rape. I guess murder is next on the list, ain’t it? Or what
things is it you’'ve done that we ain’t found out yet. (56)
The aptly-named Fate perhaps utters a self-fulfilling prophecy here, indicating a
cynical view of individuals despite a rosy conception of humanity generally. The

same kind of ambiguity governs the auctioneer’s speech to the crowd at the
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beginning of the novel, when he declares: “They is real future in this property. As
much future as you’ll find anywheres in this valley” (5)—as though “future” were an
actual commodity to be bought and sold—before making the contradictory remarks
that “[a] dollar might not be worth fifty cents a year from now” and that real estate
is an investment that is “the soundest you can make. Sound as a dollar” (6). In an
uncertain world, this auctioneer might stand in as a kind of secular seer, if only he
could be trusted. All that this one can do, however, is help to wrest Ballard’s future
from him and hand it over to Greer.

Astrology of a sort is suggested throughout the novel as a means of divining
the future, although there is never a specific application of the signs of the zodiac.
The narrator informs us of Ballard that “[a] malign star kept him” (41), mysteriously
asserting what might be considered a superstitious opinion about the influence of
the heavens on terrestrial life. Chris Walsh also remarks, not only on Ballard’s
practical use of the stars to orient himself once he is dispossessed, but also on the
emotional aspect of their “witnessing” the injustices he endures:

Significantly, such ancient cartographic markers prompt Lester into
one of his few considered, albeit rather limited, introspective
moments, and it is the closest he gets to metaphysical contemplation
of what he and the natural world are made of: “When they [bats
fleeing from the cave] were gone he watched the hordes of cold stars
sprawled across the smokehole and wondered what stuff they were
made of, or himself” (141) . ... [Ballard’s] increasing existential sense

of his own insignificance (and kinship with inanimate matter) is
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reinforced by these uncaring astrological phenomena that have taken
millions of years to form and have looked down on other Lesters, and
will do so again. (Walsh, In the Wake 151)
The sort of “looking” these stars engage in—stars McCarthy previously termed
“lidless” (133) just as he described the eyes of the asphyxiated girl as staring at
Ballard “with lidless fixity” (86)—is distant, dead. The heavens stare as
unsympathetically as do his neighbors.

After his escape from the underground caves, Ballard again turns to the night
sky for help: “He cast about among the stars for some kind of guidance but the
heavens wore a different look that Ballard did not trust” (190). The look is not one
that he does not recognize—not one that would not be useful in establishing his
direction, that is—but one that is not trustworthy generally: he has a presentiment
that the whole of the cosmos is hunting him. He has had similar feelings before and
saved himself, as when his roof catches fire while he sleeps: “He woke in the night
with some premonition of ill fate” (104). The illegibility of the stars is conspicuous,
evidently a change from the ordinary; toward morning of the day of his rebirth from
underground, “roosters were calling. Perhaps they sensed a relief in the obscurity of
night that the traveler could not read, though he kept watch eastward” (191,
emphasis added). This notion of “reading” the heavens for signs is one with strictly
practical implications, of course—just as the purposes of divination are strictly
practical.

Walter Burkert addresses the origin of the zodiac in modern, pragmatic

terms:
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[B]irds as well as humans cannot help seeing the stars as forming
shapes and patterns—constellations, memorable icons rather than
single interrelated dots—and they derive their orientation from them
in the dark. If the ancients spoke of “animals” in the sky, the zodia of
the zodiac, they were using the primitive hunter’s eye, trained to
distinguish, first of all, the different animals in the surroundings; they
were also relating these “animals” to the main repertoire of meaning,
to mythology. This is projection, in the sense of producing a world
picture that is not “real” but that easily assumes the character of
familiarity; it keeps the subject tied to the external world observed in
its details. (Burkert 156-57)
For simple organisms like birds, the stars can be used strictly for navigation. But for
slightly higher ones, such as Ballard, the stars are vested with significance, orienting
them not just in space, but in time. Of course there is always the danger of
misinterpretation, and there is Burkert’s suggestion that the whole enterprise is a
sort of Rorschach test. But the linguistically-oriented human brain is ever prepared
to read itself through the mysterious typography of the zodiac.

Ptolemy’s view, in his Tetrabiblus, is quite different. He “believes that
astrology is a divine art, and that it is revealed to mankind as a special favor of the
gods” (Luck 344), if one that does go wrong occasionally: “Ptolemy argues. .. that
the fault lies with the imperfect human beings who practice it. To illustrate the
problem, he compares astrology with the art of navigation and with medical

science,” arguing that imperfect practitioners of such sciences do not belie [those
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sciences’] validity (Luck 344). Ancient scientists like Ptolemy, continuing to accept
the notion of an all-powerful signator in the universe (Burkert 160), argued for a
purely objective, absolute truth contained in the signs of the heavens. Science was
called upon to look and interpret, but was incapable of looking at itself and
determining its own validity as science.

In Child of God, McCarthy satirizes the scientific community—specifically
medical science—employing his typical method of atavistic implication. The broad
comedy of the incestuous dumpkeeper who “had spawned nine daughters and
named them out of an old medical dictionary .... Urethra, Cerebella, Hernia Sue”
(26) begins the parody—the nadir zone of the dump, fenced off and beyond the pale,
is also, by way of these unfathomed names, ironic home to the zenith of scientific
thought. The primordial dump spawns pretty, prolific girls who perpetuate all its
highest and lowest qualities “like cats in heat” (26), ad infinitum. This is the fecund
landfill of human endeavor and community, forever sinking to its most comfortable
level despite the aspirations of science over the millennia.

In a more sublimely satiric moment, the narrator sets science up beside the
ancient art of the haruspex. The effect can be read in opposite ways, with the text
privileging neither of them: either modern science is debased, or ancient science is
elevated. As was the case in Outer Dark, McCarthy indicates the significance of a
method of divination by way of a metaphor found in a single passage in the novel.
After the death of Lester Ballard, the subsequent autopsy is described in terms that

ironically associate modern medicine with pagan natural science:
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He was laid out on a slab and flayed, eviscerated, dissected. His head
was sawed open and the brains removed. His muscles were stripped
from his bones. His heart was taken out. His entrails were hauled
forth and delineated and the four young students who bent over him
like those haruspices of old perhaps saw monsters worse to come in
their configurations. (194)
A number of important themes reach their culmination in these few sentences.
First, we see science staring objectively at Ballard’s physical makeup in order to
understand it. Such activity recalls Ballard’s own musing about the stars and “what
stuff they were made of, or himself” (141), as well as Ballard’s treatment of that first
“windfall” corpse, whose body he “inspected ... carefully, as if he would see how she
were made” (92). He has also already had a vision of himself as “stuff,” the
unconscious residue of a soul: “He heard the mice scurry in the dark. Perhaps they’d
nest in his skull, spawn their tiny bald and mewling whelps in the lobed caverns
where his brains had been. His bones polished clean as eggshells, centipedes
sleeping in their marrowed flutes, his ribs curling slender and whitely like a bone
flower in the dark stone bowl” (189). The suggestion of a physical world reduced to
nothing by the absence of mind—the dispassionate, clinical treatment of the
enormity of death—is horrifying in itself. But the fact that these students are
likened to haruspices means this is more than the ordinary autopsy: this is an
attempt to “read” Ballard, to understand the text of his physical body and thereby
decode his deviant behavior. It is an approach doomed to fail, limited as it is to

viewing Ballard objectively rather than empathetically reading the text of the
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human heart. Such an attitude is dangerous, of course, in that it discards the duality
of the enlightened mind studying the benighted subject, replacing it with a
philosophy of universality. And one final item is addressed: the issue of how to
understand the progression of evil. The narrator tells us these men “perhaps saw
monsters worse to come” in Ballard’s entrails, suggesting degeneration as the final
answer to the question posed repeatedly in the novel. But the fact that this is only
“perhaps” the case, just as Ballard was “a child of God much like yourself perhaps”
(4), puts us back where we started, in a world shrouded in mystery.

The derivation of the word haruspex also proves significant. McCarthy is
famously cautious about his word choices—hierophant, priest, even auspex might
have served here. But the word used is haruspex, based on the Latin words “spec”
(to look at, to see) and “haruga” (a victim) (Anthon 488, quoting Donatus). And,
although he is not killed by his enemies, Ballard is clearly a victim. Twice over the
course of the novel, Lester responds to orders from the authority figures who
browbeat him—first Fate and then the leader of the lynch mob—with the cryptic
remark, “You got it all” (50, 182). And of course they do, by comparison with him.
Lester has no house, no job, no wife, no friends, no sense—all he has is the gun he
totes everywhere, and the stuffed bears and tiger he won at the fair. Late in the
novel, we see him “going across the face of the mountain to review the country he’'d
once inhabited” (169), the passage ending: “he let his head drop between his knees
and began to cry” (170). His monstrosity is a product of his treatment by nearly
everyone he meets—he is permanently locked out of the world of those who have

“gotitall”
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But Ballard is not the only victim. If the reader is also a child of God, he or
she is also in danger of being judged a monster in the future. The Spanish title of the
book, Hijo de Dios, might also be viewed as complicating matters with its gender
simplification: Lester may be thought of as the son of God. Once the reader has
gotten past the shocking suggestion of Christ’s being likened to a murderer and
necrophile, another meaning surfaces: society relies on destroying its scapegoats in
order to thrive. Lester takes away the sins of the world—the sins of loneliness,
selfishness, lustfulness, wrath, murder—so that the good people can believe
themselves stainless. In the second passage in which the narrator directly
addresses the reader, after linking him or her to Ballard, he advises:

See him. You could say that he’s sustained by his fellow men, like you.
Has peopled the shore with them calling to him. A race that gives suck
to the maimed and the crazed, that wants their wrong blood in its
history and will have it. But they want this man’s life. He has heard
them in the night seeking him with lanterns and cries of execration.
How then is he borne up? Or rather, why will not these waters take
him? (156)
Now it is not Ballard who is “like you,” but his fellow men, those who are sustaining
him. If society “gives suck to the maimed and the crazed” but also “want[s] this
man’s life,” it is because it needs its beloved anathema, its Christ. The lynch mob
and the sacrificial victim are at once elements of the community and elements of the
individual. During his three days underground (mirroring Christ’s three-day

harrowing of hell in Christian tradition), Ballard is viewed by the narrator as “this
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drowsing captive [who] looked so inculpate in the fastness of his hollow stone you
might have said he was half right who thought himself so grievous a case against the
gods” (189). This rare glimpse into the consciousness of a McCarthy character is
seemingly tempered by the oddity of the thought—is Ballard a case against the gods
because he is so utterly impoverished, or because he is allowed to continue living
despite the damage he has inflicted? What does he think?

While Lester may be a victim, a fact associating him with the Christ of the
gospels in a general way, he is more similar to the Christ of the bloody book of
Revelation, with the sword of his word protruding from his mouth to strike down
his enemies (see Revelation 19:15). Lester carries his gun everywhere, of course.
Other details link him with the sword-wielding assassin savior—when he discovers
the suffocated couple in the car, he hears two lines from a song on the radio before
shutting it off: “Gathering flowers for the master’s bouquet. / Beautiful flowers that
will never decay” (86). Although the corpses that are eventually found by the
authorities in Sevier County can hardly be termed “beautiful flowers that will never
decay” in a literal sense—we read that “the bodies were covered with adipocere, a
pale gray cheesy mold common to corpses in damp places” (196) and that “[g]ray
soapy clots of matter” and a “gray rheum dripped” from them (196)—Ballard’s
ironic role as messenger of heavenly injustice is confirmed.

Child of God, while containing some elements of biblical parody previously
seen in OQuter Dark, is most concerned with skewering modern sensibilities.
Scientism is lampooned in deft strokes, first with the allusion to the old medical

dictionary in the dump from which spring those nubile daughters like fornicating
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furies, and finally with the allusion to the medical students who are akin to
haruspices. Rather than advancing human knowledge, medical science, with its
tendency to fetishize the visible, is portrayed as though it were a hindrance to
wisdom. Between the Christs and the Ballards of the world lies a whole spectrum of
possibilities, none of them comprehensible by the oversimplifications of modern
science:
The French psychologist Lucien Lévy-Bruhl. .. suggested that
primitive man indulged in “pre-logical thought,” which he described
as mystical, emotional, and not embarrassed by contradictions. The
weight of anthropological evidence today, however, favors the view
that pre-logical thought develops concurrently with logical thought
and is never completely displaced by it. The Belgian anthropologist
Claude Lévi-Strauss has suggested that magic and science are “two
parallel modes of acquiring knowledge.” (Smith 13)
Ballard and the medical students are related in their atavistic, divinatory “looking.”
But Ballard is the one who seems “not embarrassed”—locked in a mode of “pre-
logical thought,” he is in opposition to the “logic” of society and science. The
delusion of rationality a