The Road
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About the Book
Set in the smoking ashes of a postapocalyptic America, Cormac McCarthy'sThe Road tells the story of a man and his
son's journey toward the sea and an uncertain salvation. The world they pass through is a ghastly vision of scorched
countryside and blasted cities "held by cores of blackened looters who tunneled among the ruins and crawled from the
rubble white of tooth and eye carrying charred and anonymous tins of food in nylon nets like shoppers in the
commissaries of hell" [p. 181]. It is a starved world, all plant and animal life dead or dying, some of the few human
survivors even eating each other alive.
The father and son move through the ruins searching for food and shelter, trying to keep safe from murderous, roving
bands. They have only a pistol to defend themselves, the clothes they are wearing, a cart of scavenged food--and each
other.
Awesome in the totality of its vision, The Road is an unflinching meditation on the worst and the best that we are
capable of: ultimate destructiveness, desperate tenacity, and the tenderness that keeps two people alive in the face of
total devastation.

Discussion Guide
1. Cormac McCarthy has an unmistakable prose style. What do you see as the most distinctive features of that style?
How is the writing in The Roadin some ways more like poetry than narrative prose?
2. Why do you think McCarthy has chosen not to give his characters names? How do the generic labels of "the man" and
"the boy" affect the way in which readers relate to them?
3. How is McCarthy able to make the postapocalyptic world of The Road seem so real and utterly terrifying? Which

descriptive passages are especially vivid and visceral in their depiction of this blasted landscape? What do you find to be
the most horrifying features of this world and the survivors who inhabit it?
4. McCarthy doesn't make explicit what kind of catastrophe has ruined the earth and destroyed human civilization, but
what might be suggested by the many descriptions of a scorched landscape covered in ash? What is implied by the
father's statement that "On this road there are no godspoke men. They are gone and I am left and they have taken with
them the world" [p. 32]?
5. As the father is dying, he tells his son he must go on in order to "carry the fire." When the boy asks if the fire is real,
the father says, "It's inside you. It was always there. I can see it" [p. 279]. What is this fire? Why is it so crucial that they
not let it die?
6. McCarthy envisions a postapocalyptic world in which "murder was everywhere upon the land" and the earth would
soon be "largely populated by men who would eat your children in front of your eyes" [p. 181]. How difficult or easy is
it to imagine McCarthy's nightmare vision actually happening? Do you think people would likely behave as they do in
the novel, under the same circumstances? Does it now seem that human civilization is headed toward such an end?
7. The man and the boy think of themselves as the "good guys." In what ways are they like and unlike the "bad guys"
they encounter? What do you think McCarthy is suggesting in the scenes in which the boy begs his father to be merciful
to the strangers they encounter on the road? How is the boy able to retain his compassion--to be, as one reviewer put it,
"compassion incarnate"?
8. The sardonic blind man named Ely who the man and boy encounter on the road tells the father that "There is no God
and we are his prophets" [p. 170]. What does he mean by this? Why does the father say about his son, later in the same
conversation, "What if I said that he's a god?" [p. 172] Are we meant to see the son as a savior?
9. The Road takes the form of a classic journey story, a form that dates back to Homer's Odyssey. To what destination
are the man and the boy journeying? In what sense are they "pilgrims"? What, if any, is the symbolic significance of
their journey?
10. McCarthy's work often dramatizes the opposition between good and evil, with evil sometimes emerging triumphant.
What does The Road ultimately suggest about good and evil? Which force seems to have greater power in the novel?
11. What makes the relationship between the boy and his father so powerful and poignant? What do they feel for each
other? How do they maintain their affection for and faith in each other in such brutal conditions?
12. Why do you think McCarthy ends the novel with the image of trout in mountain streams before the end of the world:
"In the deep glens where they lived all things were older than man and they hummed of mystery" [p. 287]. What is
surprising about this ending? Does it provide closure, or does it prompt a rethinking of all that has come before? What
does it suggest about what lies ahead?

Author Bio
Born in Rhode Island in 1933, Cormac McCarthy was originally named Charles (after his father), but changed his name
to Cormac after the Irish King. Raised Roman Catholic, he attended the University of Tennessee in 1951 where he

concentrated in Liberal Arts. He left school in 1953 to join the Air Force, returned in 1957, and left again in 1960
without having earned a degree. During this time he married Lee Holleman, a fellow student, and they had a son, Cullen.
In 1965 he published his first novel, THE ORCHARD KEEPER (his editor at Random House was Faulkner's long time
editor, Albert Erskine). In 1966 he married Anne DeLisle, a young English singer/dancer. BLOOD MERIDIAN was
published in 1985, and while it received little critical attention it is now widely regarded as McCarthy's finest work. The
first volume of the Border Trilogy, ALL THE PRETTY HORSES, was published in 1992, followed by THE
CROSSING and CITIES OF THE PLAIN.

Critical Praise
"His tale of survival and the miracle of goodness only adds to McCarthy's stature as a living master. It's gripping,
frightening and, ultimately, beautiful. It might very well be the best book of the year, period."
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