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Cities of the Plain: Delving into Cormac
McCarthy's  Bleak  and  Beautiful
Landscape
Cormac McCarthy's *Cities of the Plain*, the final installment of his Border Trilogy, stands as
a  stark  and  haunting  exploration  of  love,  loss,  and  the  unforgiving  landscapes  of  the
American West. Unlike the sprawling narratives of *Blood Meridian* or the post-apocalyptic
setting of *The Road*, this novel offers a more intimate perspective, focusing on the intense,
often destructive,  relationship between John Grady Cole  and a  young man named Billy
Parham. This exploration delves into the themes of masculinity, sexuality, and the search for
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meaning in a world devoid of easy answers, making it a compelling and challenging read.
We'll examine its unique elements, literary style, and enduring impact.

A Synopsis of Loss and Longing
*Cities of the Plain* follows John Grady Cole, a character familiar to readers from *All the
Pretty Horses*, as he navigates the complexities of his relationship with Billy Parham. Their
bond, forged in the harsh realities of a life on the road and punctuated by moments of intense
intimacy,  becomes the central  focus of  the narrative.  The novel unfolds chronologically,
offering a clear, linear structure that contrasts with the more fragmented timelines found in
some of McCarthy's other works. This chronological approach allows the reader to intimately
witness the development and ultimate destruction of their relationship. The setting itself, the
unforgiving landscapes of the American West, acts as a powerful counterpoint to the delicate
and volatile emotions that define their bond. This interplay between landscape and intimacy
is a key feature that enhances the overall emotional impact.

The narrative moves from the stark beauty of the West to the more urban setting of Mexico,
highlighting the stark contrasts between the two environments and their impact on the
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characters. The themes of masculinity and sexuality explored throughout are raw and
unflinching,  challenging conventional  representations.  The  novel  doesn't  shy  away from
depicting the realities of male intimacy and the vulnerability it entails, offering a unique
perspective on this often-ignored aspect of the human experience. The search for meaning
and purpose further drives the narrative, with both men grappling with their identities and
their place in the world. This leads to explorations of faith and spirituality, though often
presented through a lens of doubt and uncertainty.

McCarthy's  Distinctive  Literary  Style  in  Cities  of  the
Plain
McCarthy's signature style is readily apparent in *Cities of the Plain*. The sparse, poetic
prose creates a stark and evocative atmosphere. Sentences are often long and complex,
mirroring the intricate emotions and inner lives of the characters. The lack of quotation
marks, a stylistic choice McCarthy consistently employs, forces the reader to decipher the
dialogue and the unspoken tensions between the characters.  The impact is  intense and
immediate,  further  immersing  the  reader  in  the  intimate  world  of  the  narrative.  This
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minimalist  style  is  not  devoid  of  beauty,  however;  it  is  precisely  this  stripped-down
language that allows McCarthy to convey the profound emotional weight of the story. He
masterfully  uses  imagery  and  evocative  descriptions  of  the  landscape  to  amplify  the
emotional intensity.  The use of  sensory detail  brings the environment to life,  and this
environmental  backdrop frequently  acts  as  a  reflection of  the  internal  struggles  of  the
characters.

The Power of Unspoken Truths
One of the most compelling aspects of *Cities of the Plain* is its exploration of unspoken
truths  and  repressed  desires.  The  characters'  internal  struggles  are  rarely  articulated
directly,  instead  manifesting  through  actions,  silences,  and  the  evocative  power  of
McCarthy's prose. The novel doesn't offer easy answers or simplistic resolutions; rather, it
presents a complex and nuanced portrayal of human relationships. The reader is left to
interpret  the  subtleties  and  to  grapple  with  the  ambiguous  nature  of  the  characters'
motivations. This ambiguity is a crucial element of the novel's power, forcing the reader to
engage actively with the text and draw their own conclusions. The exploration of memory
and the past also plays a vital role, as John Grady's recollections shape his present actions
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and relationships.

The historical context of the novel, set against the backdrop of the post-World War II era,
subtly  informs  the  characters'  experiences  and  perspectives.  The  disillusionment  and
uncertainty  of  the  time  are  reflected  in  their  search  for  meaning  and  purpose.  This
contextual understanding adds another layer of depth to the story, making the characters'
struggles all the more relatable.

Key Themes and Lasting Impact
*Cities of the Plain* is not a straightforward love story; it's a complex exploration of male
intimacy, loss, and the search for meaning in a world often indifferent to human suffering.
The  themes  of  love  and  loss  are  interwoven  throughout,  creating  a  powerful  and
emotionally resonant narrative. The ending, although not explicitly happy, offers a sense of
acceptance and a quiet understanding of the complexities of human relationships. While it's
arguably a less celebrated work compared to some of McCarthy's other books, its exploration
of difficult topics and its intimate focus make it a significant addition to his body of work. The
uniqueness of the narrative lies in its unflinching portrayal of male intimacy and its focus
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on a deeply personal relationship in a landscape often associated with vastness and isolation.
This contrasts sharply with other Western narratives and establishes its own distinct niche.

Conclusion: A Bleak Beauty
*Cities of the Plain*, despite its somber tone, ultimately offers a profound meditation on love,
loss,  and  the  enduring  human  spirit.  McCarthy's  masterful  prose  paints  a  vivid  and
unforgettable portrait of two men grappling with their desires and their place in a harsh and
unforgiving world. The novel’s strength lies not in offering easy answers but in challenging
readers to engage with its complexities and draw their own conclusions. It is a work of
stunning beauty and profound sadness, a testament to McCarthy's unique and enduring
talent.

Frequently Asked Questions
Q1: How does *Cities of the Plain* relate to the other books in the Border Trilogy?

A1: *Cities of the Plain* concludes the Border Trilogy, which begins with *All the Pretty
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Horses* and continues with *The Crossing*. While each novel features distinct characters
and plots, they share thematic connections, particularly exploring the experiences of young
men in the American West, the challenges of masculinity, and the search for meaning and
identity. John Grady Cole, the protagonist of *All the Pretty Horses*, appears in *Cities of the
Plain*, providing a link between the novels and creating a sense of continuity.

Q2: What is the significance of the setting in *Cities of the Plain*?

A2: The setting is integral to the novel's themes. The vast and unforgiving landscapes of the
American  West  and  Mexico  serve  as  a  backdrop  to  the  characters'  internal  struggles,
mirroring their emotional states. The contrast between the rugged beauty of the natural
world and the intimacy of the characters'  relationship underscores the vulnerability and
fragility of human connection within a seemingly indifferent universe.

Q3: Is *Cities of the Plain* a difficult read?

A3: Yes, the novel can be considered a challenging read due to McCarthy's minimalist writing
style, the lack of dialogue punctuation, and the ambiguous nature of the narrative. However,
the rewards for persevering are considerable, as the reader is immersed in a powerful and



Cities Of The Plain By Cormac Mccarthy
8

deeply emotional story.

Q4: What are the main themes of *Cities of the Plain*?

A4: The main themes include the complexities of male intimacy, the search for meaning and
identity, the power of memory and the past, love and loss, and the impact of setting on
characters' internal struggles. The novel also explores the ambiguous nature of faith and the
uncertainties of life.

Q5: How does McCarthy's writing style contribute to the novel's impact?

A5: McCarthy's signature sparse and poetic prose creates a stark and evocative atmosphere.
The lack of quotation marks, the long and complex sentences, and the focus on sensory
details contribute to the novel’s emotional intensity and its power to immerse the reader in
the story's world.

Q6: Is *Cities of the Plain* considered a successful conclusion to the Border Trilogy?

A6: Opinions vary on whether *Cities of the Plain* successfully concludes the Border Trilogy.
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Some readers find it a satisfying conclusion, while others find it less impactful than the
preceding novels. However, it undeniably offers a thematic and stylistic consistency that
strengthens the overall trilogy.

Q7: How does the novel challenge traditional representations of masculinity?

A7:  The  novel  challenges  traditional  representations  of  masculinity  by  portraying  male
intimacy and vulnerability in a raw and unflinching manner. It avoids stereotypical depictions
and instead explores the complex emotions and experiences of men in a way that is both
honest and unconventional.

Q8: Where can I find more information about Cormac McCarthy's work?

A8:  You  can  find  comprehensive  information  about  Cormac  McCarthy's  work  through
numerous  sources,  including  academic  articles  and  literary  criticism,  biographical
information online, and various book reviews. Exploring these resources will offer a broader
understanding of his style and the themes that consistently appear throughout his books.
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Delving into the Dark Heart: An Exploration of Cormac
McCarthy's *Cities of the Plain*
Cormac  McCarthy's  *Cities  of  the  Plain*,  published  in  2005,  stands  as  a  intense  and
unflinching addition to his already renowned body of work. Unlike the sprawling landscapes
and brutal encounters of *Blood Meridian* or the post-apocalyptic desolation of *The Road*,
*Cities of the Plain* focuses on a personal narrative, exploring themes of love, loss, and the
corrosive  power of  desire.  However,  the characteristic  McCarthyian elements  –  austere
prose,  unsettling  imagery,  and  a  deep  investigation  of  the  human  condition  –  remain
prominent throughout. This article will analyze the novel, uncovering its intricate narrative
structure, its unique stylistic choices, and its ultimately heartbreaking exploration of death
and the ephemeral nature of human connection.

The story revolves around the intricate relationship between John Grady Cole, introduced in
McCarthy's previous novel *All the Pretty Horses*, and a inscrutable young man named Billy
Parham. Their passionate connection unfolds against the setting of the American Southwest
in the early decades of the 20th century. The novel is arranged chronologically, shifting
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between past and present, revealing details of their relationship gradually, much like peeling
back the layers of an onion. This unconventional structure amplifies the sense of mystery and
uncertainly surrounding their background.

McCarthy's signature prose remains unadorned, yet it possesses a raw beauty. Sentences are
typically long and winding, mimicking the complexity of the characters' inner lives and the
ambivalent  nature  of  their  connection.  He  utilizes  a  limited  vocabulary,  avoiding
sentimentality, instead opting for a blunt depiction of human reality. The novel is replete with
images of both tangible beauty and harsh harshness, mirroring the contradictory nature of
love and the suffering it can inflict.

The core theme of the novel is the exploration of manly intimacy and the limitations placed
upon its expression in a society governed by inflexible gender roles. The bond between John
Grady and Billy is tender yet also fraught with doubt, anguish, and a sense of unavoidable
loss. Their intimacy is depicted with a uncommon candidness that challenges conventional
portrayals of masculinity. This unorthodox portrayal is one of the novel's most noteworthy
and lasting aspects.
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The ending of *Cities of the Plain* is both bittersweet and profoundly sad. It leaves the
reader with a sense of incomplete business and a lingering feeling of grief. However, the
narrative's focus on the fragility of life and the fleetingness of love offers a powerful message
about the significance of cherishing the moments we have with the people we love. The
misery isn't without a particular beauty, a achieved understanding of the human condition.

In conclusion, *Cities of the Plain* is a powerful novel that defies readers to contemplate the
nuances of human connections, sorrow, and the search for significance in a world often
defined by misery. McCarthy's distinctive writing style, combined with the novel's poignant
narrative, creates a permanent impact that stays with the reader long after the final page is
closed. It's a masterpiece of contemporary literature, demanding thought and rewarding
deep engagement.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Is *Cities of the Plain* a standalone novel, or is it part of a series? While it features
a character from *All the Pretty Horses*, *Cities of the Plain* is essentially a standalone
novel. The connection is thematic rather than plot-driven.
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2. What is the main theme of the novel? The main themes revolve around the exploration
of male intimacy, the complexities of love and loss, and the acceptance of mortality within the
context of a harsh and unforgiving landscape.

3. Is the novel difficult to read? Yes, McCarthy’s writing style is notoriously austere and
minimalist. It requires a patient and engaged reader, but the rewards are substantial.

4.  How  does  *Cities  of  the  Plain*  compare  to  McCarthy's  other  works?  While
maintaining McCarthy’s signature bleakness and stark prose, *Cities of the Plain* differs in
its focus on a more intimate, personal relationship than is seen in many of his other novels.

5.  What  makes  *Cities  of  the  Plain*  significant?  Its  unflinching  portrayal  of  male
intimacy and its exploration of profound loss in the face of a harsh and unforgiving world
make it a significant contribution to contemporary literature.
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