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Cormac McCarthy is one of the most celebrated writers today. Besides the many prizes
that his fiction has garnered (including the National Book Award, the Pulitzer Prize, the
National Book Critics Circle Award, and the McArthur “Genius Grant”), his work has also
inspired a broad range of cultural spinoffs and homages from adaptations in film and
music all the way to literary parodies and imitations of his style. Having been embraced
across the cultural spectrum from Hollywood to Harold Bloom, his status as one of the
most significant contemporary voices in American fiction is uncontested. But if there is
an across-the-board cultural agreement that McCarthy is one of our great writers, the
same cannot be said of the growing scholarly industry bent on understanding his work. In
spite of monographs such as Steven Frye’s Understanding Cormac McCarthy (2009), and
numerous edited volumes, “companions,” and “reader’s guides” dealing with his novels,
there is little agreement about how his work should be read. Is he a modernist or a late
modernist writer, a postmodern or a post-postmodern one? Is his work political or
apolitical, revisionist or traditionalist? Is it scientific or philosophical, theological or
materialist, humanist or anti-humanist, pastoral, counterpastoral, or eco-pastoral?
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All of these questions are still—and are likely to remain—unresolved, fuelling much
critical debate both within and beyond the growing community of McCarthy scholars. As
is the case with most writers now considered seminal contributors to American literary
history, his work seems to have the rare ability to remain interesting and enigmatic no
matter how much we critically dissect it—indeed, so fruitful and generative as to
accommodate ever new and diversified critical approaches. Vereen Bell’s assertion in the
first monograph published on McCarthy’s novels in 1988 that they “belligerently resist
abstraction and classification” (2) is as true today as ever.
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Part of the slipperiness of McCarthy’s fiction has to do with how it bridges and combines
contrasting styles and discourses. His work draws on scientific discourse yet resists
positivism with every parable or outlandish simile. It challenges exceptionalist narratives
of national innocence through its relentless violence but has characters like John Grady
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Cole in the Border Trilogy and the boy in The Road (2006), who are as innocent as they
come. His literary worlds are composed of myths and legends but also of natural history
and documented historical events, evoking frequently incommensurable philosophical,
theological, and scientific traditions and ideas. His style oscillates between expansive
lyricism and pared down minimalism. The list goes on. In fact, whatever we seem to say
about McCarthy it seems possible to say the opposite.
If we can never really pin down his work, then, it may be because it inhabits a space
between various styles and discourses without being reducible to any one of them. In
these respects and others, McCarthy certainly makes good on his own view of the novel as
a framework suited to “encompass all the various disciplines and interests of humanity”
(Woodward 30-1).
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One of the aims of this special issue of The European Journal of American Studies is to
examine and shed further light on the aesthetic and disciplinary fault lines and tensions
that constitute McCarthy’s fiction, which traverses other fictional and non-fictional
worlds. Notwithstanding the expanding body of criticism on McCarthy, we claim that it is
precisely the in-betweenness of irreconcilable worlds in his fiction that warrants further
examination. The fifteen essays collected here examine Cormac McCarthy’s fiction from a
number of disciplinary and interdisciplinary perspectives that shed light on his work in
terms of its negotiations of and investments in science, painting, music, theology,
philosophy, politics, cinema, anthropology, economics, systems theory, genre fiction, and
the novel form itself, to name but some of the approaches represented in this issue.
Written by a mixture of first-time as well as long-established McCarthy scholars based in
seven different countries across three continents, the essays in this issue testify both to
the global interest in McCarthy’s work and to the continued vibrancy of the scholarship
dedicated to it.
Bell, Vereen. The Achievement of Cormac McCarthy. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1988.
Print.
Woodward, Richard B. “Venomous Fiction.” New York Times Magazine 19 Apr. 1992. Web. 13
Nov. 2017.
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NOTES
1. Christina Bieber Lake’s theological reading of The Road and Patrick O’Connor’s materialist
reading of it in this special issue are a case in point.
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