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Une des chevilles majeures de l’écriture de Cormac McCarthy est ‘and’,
dont l’utilisation stroboscopique dans Child of God se caractérise par une
tension permanente entre continuité et interruption, mouvement et
immobilité, narration et description, événement et non-avènement. Marque
et effacement de la limite transgressée, elle est aussi l’écho du lyrisme
asémantique et impersonnel de McCarthy.

The first description of Lester Ballard in the opening pages of Child of God
is usually quoted and analyzed in relation to the implicit, yet ambiguous,
intervention of the narrator, by which a tentative similitude is drawn
between character and reader: “A child of God much like yourself
perhaps.” Focusing on the latter sentence, Verren Bell indicates that it
corresponds to the Southern expression referring to “children mysteriously
not right in the head,” adapted in such ways as to “question not only the
nature of the child, but of course, the nature of God himself and his bizarre
universe as well.”1 Robert Jarrett explains it serves as a wry, ironic
counterpoint to the facts and deeds described.2 My aim is to focus on the
sentences immediately following it as I believe they offer an insight in the
poetics of the book itself:

A child of God much like yourself perhaps. Wasps pass through the
laddered light from the barnslats in a succession of strobic moments,
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gold and trembling between black and black, like fireflies in the serried
upper gloom. The man stands straddlelegged, has made in the dark
humus a darker pool wherein swirls a pale foam with bits of straw.
Buttoning his jeans he moves along the barn wall, himself fiddlebacked
with light, a petty annoyance flickering across the wallward eye.
Standing in the forebay door he blinks. (Child of God 4)

In itself, this paragraph bears no stylistic kinship with the spare strings
of sentences that flicker with ‘and’s throughout the novel. Yet, it provides us
with a key phrase ("a succession of strobic moments"), which actually is
an adequate description of the effects of this prose on the reader.

Originally a stroboscope is a rotating instrument which, through the
rapid succession of still images, animates them and creates the illusion of
movement, thanks to the optical phenomenon of persistent images. But in
physics, the stroboscope is used for observations, by making a moving
object appear stationary. This is achieved by the emission of flashes of light
at regular intervals, the frequency of which is as close as possible, without
being identical, to that of the observed movement. The stroboscope is
therefore a means not only of impulsing movement to a still image, but also
and more importantly of observing, decomposing and artificially slowing
down movement.

The idea of successive interruptions and repetitions, akin to the
strobic effect, is indeed harped upon in this description of Ballard with such
words as “laddered,” “wasps,” “barnslat,” “fiddlebacked,” all of them
evoking stripes, which have always been linked to mavericks and outlaws
in our Western culture. Succession, interruption and alternation are further
expressed through repetitions such as “black and black,” “dark and
darker,” “wall and wallward,” even to the point that the iconicity of
geminate or alternately repeated letters as in “wasps pass, laddered light,
succession, serried, upper, gloom, straddlelegged, pool, buttoning,
fiddlebacked, petty, annoyance, across,” helps to convey the impossibility
of seeing things otherwise than fitfully (or in “flickerings” and “blinks”), and
heralds the hypnotic, strobic syntax that drives most of the sentences of
this novel.

Strobic poetics in McCarthy partakes of this mixture of continuity and
interruption, movement and stillness, flashes and blind spots in the
descriptions of Ballard, starting with his most benign actions down to his
violent deadly impulses: McCarthy’s major tool, akin to the stroboscope’s
flashes of light is the repeated use of the conjunction ‘and’ (“between black
and black”), the frequency of which spurs the impression, as in any type of
behaviorist narration, that one keeps as close as possible to Ballard’s
movements and succession of gestures.
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In Child of God, when ‘and’ is used, the impulse it gives to the short
clauses it triggers off is usually limited to the clause itself and lasts the time
it takes to start another short snapping clause:

Ballard passed by and went behind the barn where he trod a clearing in
the clumps of jimson and nightshade and squatted and shat. A bird sang
among the hot and dusty bracken. Bird flew. He wiped himself with a
stick and rose and pulled his trousers up from the ground. Already green
flies clambered over his dark and lumpy stool. He buttoned his trousers
and went back to the house. (13)

When he has the fire going he pulls off his brogans and stands them on
the hearth and he pulls the wadded socks from his toes and lays them
out to dry. He sits and dries the rifle and ejects the shells into his lap and
dries them and wipes the action and oils it and oils the receiver and the
barrel and the magazine and the lever and reloads the rifle and levers a
shell into the chamber and lets the hammer down and lays the rifle on
the floor beside him. (67)

In breaking up even the simplest of action into numerous
intermediary steps, thus stretching out the possibilities of a behaviorist type
of narration, McCarthy slows the flow of the narration, and of the sentence
too. As a result action as a whole, from its start to its completed end, is lost
on the way, or at least loses its driving tension. Successive actions,
successive clauses come to be read independently from one another, as
though they were a series of discrete vignettes whose borders shade off into
indeterminacy. In Child of God, the cohesive powers of ‘and’ seem less
powerful than its disruptive power. When ‘and’ renews the impulsion of the
sentence, it only renews it locally, for each clause that flicks by as a
separate unit, as though it were complete in itself: there is no dreamlike
meandering progression in the reading process, but a constantly renewed
abutment against the conjunction ‘and,’ as though this abrupt syntax
dictated a blinded and blinding unfolding of action.3 And this is how it
happens in Child of God:

He backed out of the car and picked up the rifle and walked out to where
he could see down the road. He came back and shut the car door and
walked around the other side. It was very cold. After a while he got in the
car again. The girl lay with her eyes closed and her breasts peeking from
her open blouse and her pale thighs spread. Ballard climbed over the
seat.

The dead man was watching him from the floor of the car. Ballard
kicked his feet out of the way and picked the girl’s panties up from the
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floor and sniffed at them and put them in his pocket. He looked out the
rear window and he listened. Kneeling there between the girl’s legs he
undid his buckle and lowered his trousers.

A crazed gymnast laboring over a cold corpse. (88)

As a counterpoint to this passage, let us contrast it with a more fluid
syntax used by McCarthy in All the Pretty Horses in which the linking
powers of ‘and’ are brought out:

By now he’d taken to riding the stallion bareback, kicking off his boots
and swinging up while Antonio still stood holding the trembling mare by
the twitch, the mare standing with her legs spread and her head down
and the breath rifling in and out of her. Coming out of the barn with his
bare heels under the horse’s barrel and the horse lathered and dripping
and half crazed and pounding up the ciénaga road riding with just a rope
hackamore and the sweat of the horse and the smell of the mare on him
and the veins pulsing under the wet hide and him leaning low along the
horse’s neck talking to him softly and obscenely. It was in this condition
that all unexpectedly one evening he came upon her returning on the
black Arabian down the ciénaga road.

He reined in the horse and it stopped and stood trembling and stepped
about in the road slinging its head in a froth from side to side. She sat
her horse. He took off his hat and passed his shirtsleeve across his
forehead and waved her forward and put his hat back on and reined the
horse off the road and through the sedge and turned so that he could
watch her pass. She put the horse forward and came on and as she
came abreast of him he touched the brim of his hat with his forefinger
and nodded and he thought she would go past but she did not. She
stopped and turned her wide face to him. (All the Pretty Horses 129-30)

The first paragraph draws on the cumulative power of the conjunction
‘and’ in order to build up the feeling of constantly renewed movement and
rhythm: if John Grady is described riding his horse, the sentences are no
doubt made to ride waves of ‘and’s, while the linking energy of present
participles help reverberating movement too, all the more so as McCarthy
also plays on the ambiguity of some of their antecedents. For instance,
"pounding" may refer either to the horse or to John Grady.

Such a syntax requires from the reader that he keep throughout his
reading all the various impulses and links that were spurred until he
reaches the very end of the sentence. Such a sentence requires an ebb-
and-flow reading progress, which is never one-way and linear but which
constantly works back and forth, uphill and downhill again exploring the
new forks and crossroads of meaning. It is built on echoes between present
participles (“coming out and dripping and pounding and riding”) as well as
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on contrasts between alternating present and past participial forms
(“lathered / dripping / half crazed / pounding”). Moreover linear reading is
broken off by recurring phrase patterns, whether in “with his bare heels”/
“with a rope hackamore,” or more significantly in parallel expressions such
as “the sweat of,” “the smell of,” “the veins of.” The effect of ‘and’ is further
deepened by rhythmical and sound chiasma (“bare heels under the horse’s
barrel”), or alliterations and assonances (“barn / bare / barrel,” “leaning
low along,” “the mare on him… the horse and him,” “sweat / wet”).

In the second paragraph, clauses spell out differently: each describes
a gesture which is complete in itself, even though it is only one step further
into the unfolding of a general action. The sentence is composed of
discrete, tight elements and the reading path is strictly restricted to one
linear progression: one moves from one clause to another, and not, as it
previously was the case, by stitching in and out from one clause into the
next and previous ones. This phenomenon is much more akin to the strobic
quality of ‘and’ in Child of God.

Indeed, by breaking up the main action into numerous clauses
detailing the successive steps of Ballard’s actions, all of which seemingly
innocuous when taken separately (“he backed out, he picked up, he
walked out, he came back, he walked around”)—and this is exactly what
the use of the conjunction allows—McCarthy slows down the rhythm and
creates what Andrew Bartlett aptly terms “a kind of voyeuristic tunnel
vision”.4 One shortsightedly reads through successive benign actions,
finally to find a serious limit has been overstepped while not being quite
sure when it actually was, in this slow, step-by-step progression. One has
the feeling all happened very slowly, and yet it has happened all too
quickly: nothing marks the limit. Or perhaps it is because it was already
overstepped in some irretrievable past or invisible dimension.

This extreme division of the syntax, which Paul Valery closely links to
description, is what makes things, and further yet one could say action, at
one and the same time “unquestionable and inconceivable”:

Pour une certaine division trop fine ou attention trop poussée, les choses
perdent leur sens. On dépasse un certain ‘optimum’ de la compré-
hension... On voit, mais on a perdu les notions à la porte. Ce qu’on voit
est indubitable et inconcevable, la partie et le tout ne communiquent
plus.5

Of course, the impact of the necrophyliac moment in Child of God is
all the more strong as there is no difference in kind with the type of syntax
used to describe Ballard in his everyday life, cleaning his rifle, drinking
whiskey, or cooking his meal (previous examples). Suddenly, and
somehow slowly, a major event takes place, yet the language, the style is
not marked by any change or any sort of impact.
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Uneventfulness is further achieved by means of repetition. Indeed, a
previous chapter had started in a similar fashion, foreshadowing the
coming necrophyliac moment:

A pair of white legs sprawled embracing a shade (Child of God 20)

. . . in the back were two people half naked sprawled together. A bare
thigh. An arm upflung. A hairy pair of buttocks. . . . A pair of eyes
staring with lidless fixity. (Child of God 86)

But uneventfulness does not only stem from this repetition of scenes.
It is also due to the repetition of acts as Ballard is somehow shown as
merely taking part in a scene that has already been completed: the couple
is already undressed and clasped together. Within this context, Ballard
seems to be only repeating gestures that have already been made, when he
is in fact doing something utterly beyond the pale.

Of course, the transgression of limits is signaled several times,
whether in the opposition of different areas: inside and outside the car, or
between front seats and back seats just before the rape: “Ballard climbed
over the seat . . . Ballard kicked his feet out of the way.” On the previous
page, Ballard is seated in front (“on the edge of the seat,” 87) and leans
over the seat: “He knelt in the seat and leaned over the back” (87),
“Leaning over the seat he took hold of the man” (87), or later on “He jerked
open the door and climbed in and reached over the back seat” (89).

The recurrence of a verb such as “to lean” and “to reach” with
prepositions (to reach down, to reach in, reach across) throughout the
passage emphasizes the tentative movement towards, in the direction, of
the accomplishment of an act, not only when he touches the bodies of the
dead couple (“He reached down and pulled the man” [87], “Finally he
reached across . . . and touched the breast” [87], “He reached and stroked”
[88], “He reached down and got hold of the man again” [88]), but also in all
his other gestures: “and reached and turned the radio off,” “and reached in
and turned the key” (89), “and reached in and got hold of the wallet” (89),
“He reached and pushed the button” (90).

By breaking up action into small simple units of gestures all
expressed by the same simple verbs, McCarthy dilutes transgression.
Actions never seem irreparable or definitive. The very same words are used
over and over in the doing and undoing of gestures, all linked by a
universal and neutral ‘and’. This is particularly striking on pages 89-90
when, after his deed, Ballard goes back through all his gestures in the
reverse way so as to wipe all the marks of his passage. Added to this
comes the repetition of the verb “to climb” (“He jerked open the door and
climbed in . . . and climbed out of the car . . . but he paused and then
climbed back into the car again . . . He closed the glovebox and climbed
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from the car” 89-90), which weakens its first occurrence when it had
served to signal Ballard’s transgression (88).

Repetition and uneventfulnesss could be linked to Faulkner’s mode of
writing by which is conveyed the sense that “everything has already
happened.” However McCarthy’s method does not lead to the continual
scrutinizing of an elusive origin and process, but to the implacable
enumeration of successive gestures and the conveying of a feeling of
uneventfulness despite the actual description of the developing action.
Repetition, in this case, does not serve as an emphasis of the act of
transgression or as an obsessive token of it. It rather attenuates its value as
a potential emblem.

The repetition of similar verbs and of ‘and’ is a marker of an
uninterrupted indifference and of the implacable, unquestionable and
continuous unfolding of an action, while the implacable enumeration of
blind, discrete gestures serves to convey the inconceivability of an action.
Let us not forget William Gass’s analysis of the double, contradictory
nature of ‘and,’ “a sword which cleaves things as it cleaves them”: while it
makes for so much of the hypnotic disconnectedness of Child of God, ‘and’
endows it with a uniforming feeling of uneventfulness. So much so that
even though limits and transgressions are overwhelmingly indexed
throughout the text, they seem never to be recognized as such. All of this
is what makes for the tension of the text: the paradoxical building up of
uneventfulness.

McCarthy’s excessive use of behaviorist narration, based on the
systematic cutting up of actions and gestures, is precisely the means by
which all the narrative aspects of his prose become in fact descriptive.
Indeed, action and movement are the stuff of McCarthy’s novels, but
decomposed as they are, they become part of a description, and not of a
narration. They are considered more as successive states than as a
complete process endowed with goal and meaning. The following quotation
from The Crossing (148) could serve as an apt definition of how action and
movement are considered to be more on the side of description than on
that of narration:

He watches passersby. He has become convinced that those aims and
purposes with which they imagine their movements to be invested are in
reality but a means by which to describe them.

The shift in the quotation from “with which” to “by which,” and from
an internal and personalized perception (“they imagined”) to an
impersonal, distanced, practical one (“a means by which to describe”) is a
recurrent move in McCarthy’s writing, and in the way he manages to endow
even the most narrative impulses of his prose, such as strings of
enumerated actions, with descriptive qualities and to endow it with the
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tendency of description to convey, as Gérard Genette says, “process itself
as something to be watched / les procès eux-mêmes comme des
spectacles”.6

However in Child of God, the heightened and contaminating powers of
description do not make for a heightened, or hyperbolic mode of
expression and vision. On the contrary it has a flattening and numbing
effect, while condensing all emotions in the effects of syntax. The general
economy of the novel is extremely important in the way the specific
rhetoric of ‘and’ functions and is perceived.

Child of God is composed of three parts. The first one is built on
short, alternating chapters. Some use a first person narration or dialogues
by which one or several members of Sevier County recall anecdotes about
Ballard, and others use a third person narration, mostly focusing on the
description of Ballard’s ostracized life before he starts committing his
crimes. The latter descriptions make a systematic use of stark, short
clauses linked by ‘and’.

In Part Two, only the second type of chapters remain and those
bringing an oral, external, communal and in many ways mythic point of
view disappear. The fact that the very same diction is used in the first and
second part to describe Ballard’s everyday gestures and Ballard’s crimes is
mind-boggling. However the previously mentioned alternating chapters
prepare the reader to the conclusion that this unaccented form of diction is
yet most appropriate, most apt in conveying all the horror of the situation.

Indeed, all the chapters in the first section in which members of Sevier
County talk about Ballard are extremely expressive, not only through all
the oral expressions, and typographic transcriptions of orality, but also in
all the rhetorical means the characters use. The more they use
comparisons, exaggerations, digressions, in order to capture Ballard, the
more distant and blurred he comes to be, turning into some sort of folklore
and myth figure. The more anecdotes and memories abound, the more
doubts and incomprehensions multiply: “which may of been what Lester
set out at, I don’t know” (9); “I felt, I felt… I don’t know what it was” (18);
“I don’t know. They say he never was right after his daddy killed hisself”
(21); “I don’t know what he had on Waldrop that Waldrop never would run
him off” (35).

As the attempts to understand Ballard multiply, several rhetorical
means are used. The first one is gradual repetition:

Lester Ballard never could hold his head right after that. It must of
thowed his neck out someway or another. I didn’t see Buster hit him but
I seen him layin on the ground. I was with the sheriff. He was layin flat
on the ground lookin up at everbody with his eyes crossed and this awful
pumpknot on his head. He just laid there and he was bleedin at the ears.
(Child of God 9)
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Trying to trace back the origin of Ballard’s deeds, the speaker dwells
on the hit Ballard received at the auction, and by repeating three times the
fact, he dramatizes the scene, each variation making more and more of it,
either through the use of adverbs (“lying flat,” “just laid”), or through the
addition of a qualitative detail (“awful,” “bleedin”) and finally with the use
of the word “there” to make the scene reoccur under our eyes: “there” can
either be understood as an anaphoric of “on the ground” or a deictic, as
though the scene were being reenacted.

Or, in order to make us understand what a terrible experience
Ballard’s father’s suicide was, the speaker resorts to a series of
comparisons:

He come in the store and told it like you’d tell it was rainin out. We went
up there and walked in the barn and I seen his feet hangin. We just cut
him down, let him fall in the floor. Just like cuttin down meat. . . . 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 hisself he’d do
it with poison or somethin so folks wouldn’t have to see such a thing as
that. (Child of God 21)

The expression “like you’d tell it was rainin out” conveys in a
figurative way Ballard’s vacant attitude when he breaks the news of his
father’s death: none of these detours will be taken when Ballard’s crimes
are later described. The inflation of figurative means in the community
sections soon have a deflating or deflecting effect, sometimes even a
comic one. The mixture of comparisons such as “like a crawfish,”
“blacker’n a chow dog’s” never cohere into a unique pregnant image, so
much so that black humor eventually prevails in the last sentence and its
strange logic: “I wisht if a man wanted to hang hisself he’d do it with poison
or something so folks wouldn’t have to see such a thing as that.”

Sometimes comes an attempt at a poetics of successive ‘and’s:

I’ll tell ye another thing he done one time. He had this old cow to balk on
him, couldn’t get her to do nothin. He pushed and pulled and beat her till
she’d wore him out. He went and borry’d Squire Helton’s tractor and
went back over there and thowed a rope over the old cow’s head and
took off on the tractor hard as he could go. When it took up the slack it
like to of jerked her head plumb off. Broke her neck and killed her where
she stood. Ast Floyd if he didn’t. (Child of God 35)

However the series “he pushed and pulled and beat her” has a comic
effect which all the other ‘and’ successions in the other chapters never
create. In this extract, ‘and’ does not really correspond to succession but to
simultaneity. Indeed the narrator does not mean that Ballard first tried to
push the cow and then to pull it and finally to beat it, but he rather tries to

75 sources » printemps 2001

The Working of ‘and’ in Child of God



convey the comic and charliechaplinlike image of Ballard frantically
“pushing-and-pulling-and-beating” all at once. The adverbial expression
“hard as he could,” along with “like to of jerked her head plumb off” as well
as the adverb “plumb” have hyperbolic effects that enhance the comic and
grotesque nature of the description.

All these rhetorical means disappear in the descriptions of Ballard’s
deeds; only the successive ‘and’s remain.

Ballard came down the ladder and undid the rope from around her waist.
Then he dragged her into the other room and laid her on the hearth. He
took hold of her arm and tried to raise it but the whole body shifted
woodenly. (Child of God 102)

The implacable succession of actions comes with one modalisation
only (“woodenly”), but no judgment of value, no attempt at indicating
transgression or excess occur. Of course, the presence of “woodenly” as
well as the adjective “whole” correspond to the inscription of a perception,
that of the character, all the more so as the paragraph immediately
preceding it is a description of Ballard… cutting wood.

He hauled wood until the room was a huge brush pile with old pieces of
stumps and whole lengths of fencepost with sections of rotten wire
hanging from their staples. He worked at it until well past dark. (Child of
God 102)

The comparison between the wood and the corpse of the girl is even
more enhanced by the fact that the verb “to haul” used in the latter
description reappears when Ballard drags the body in the other room:
“Later he hauled her back into the other room.” (103). Yet these indications
that could be taken as marks of the character’s perception tend to
disappear into the pared down syntax and the implacable succession of
‘and’s. The disconnectedness of ‘and’ keeps at bay the latently expressed
emotion or perceptions of Ballard, while focusing all the attention on the
implacable progression, on the words themselves, and more specifically on
one of those usually “unwatched words.” As William Gass puts it:

The unwatched word is meaningless—a noise in the nose—it falls on the
page as it pleases, while the writer is worrying about nouns and verbs,
welfare checks or a love affair; whereas the watched word has many
meanings, some of them profound; it has a wide range of functions,
some of them essential; it has many lessons to teach us about language,
some of them surprising; and it has metaphysical significance of an
even salutary form.7

One of these unwatched words that is suddenly foregrounded by
McCarthy is ‘and’, while the fragmentation of the sentences it allows gives
weight to all the words, intensifying them, weighing them. Indeed ‘and’
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slows down the rhythm to the extent that description contaminates the
whole text and that all of the words and even the syntax itself gain deep
attention, opening the reader to what William James aptly calls “the feeling
of ‘and’”:

We ought to say a feeling of and, a feeling of if, a feeling of but, and a
feeling of by, quite as readily as we say a feeling of blue or a feeling of
cold. Yet we do not: so inveterate has our habit become of recognizing
the existence of the substantive parts alone, that language almost
refuses to lend itself to any other use.8

I believe McCarthy succeeds in imparting to the syntactical and the
usually unwatched parts of the language an attention all the more
remarkable as he does so in a text that constantly remains on this side of
sensationalism and semantic overdose. In Child of God, the conjunction
‘and’ bears all the weight of its implacable and yet seemingly uneventful
unfolding of action. Its a-semantism preserves the horror and lost humanity
of Ballard from what might end up being an inadequate commentary,
judgment or hyperbolic expression whose final effect might only be
deflating. The impersonal “feeling of and” is often the very key of the
tension in McCarthy’s style.
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The White Hotel de D. M. Thomas :
jeux et enjeux de l’interprétation

Richard PEDOT

Université de Paris X – Nanterre

With Thomas’s The White Hotel, a writer seems to have taken Freud at his
own word when the latter compares creative writers to children at play.
The author not only plays with « the majestic figure of Sigmund Freud »
who becomes one of the dramatis personae in the novel, he also makes
ample use of the psychoanalyst’s own ambivalent attitude to literature, and
to occultism—premonition and telepathy, in particular. There is,
admittedly, some play in Freud’s theory, which enables Thomas to turn it
into a literary game, on the ground that if literature is theory in need of
elucidation, conversely, psychoanalysis is a “great and beautiful modern
myth.”

A complication, however, is introduced in the relatively harmless
interlacing of psychoanalysis and literature when the Shoah is brought
into play by the use of another intertext—Anatoli Kustnesov’s Babi Yar—
thus modifying the stakes dramatically. The reader is asked to compare the
accuracy of the main protagonist’s—Freud’s patient—premonition of her
own fate, with countless Jews, at the infamous Babi Yar ravine,  and, it is
implied, Freud’s own blindness—his dogmatic inability to decipher her
symptoms as foreknowledge, instead of neurotic reminiscences. Such
indictment of psychoanalysis may well be received—and weighed—on a
theoretical level, but certainly not on a mythical one, where one does not
care “whether psychoanalysis is right or not.” It is therefore neither fair, nor
theoretically or ideologically sound, to use as some critics do, Thomas’s
novel as a conceptual weapon to “demonstrate” psychoanalysis’s failure to
explain the final solution. Rather, there is need for a reappraisal of the
novelist’s literary use of the Shoah theme in his works of fiction, and their
apparent confusion of ethics and aesthetics, if only to remember that there
can be no game—which includes interpretation—without stakes.

*
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