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suttree is a novel about insides and outsides. It i

obviously, about a lot of 16ther)things but I intend in

the folLowing pages to isolate some ways in which Mccarthy uses

the dichotomous relationship between ittt"

as a central- thematic device. I would also like to explore this

relationship with an eye toward answering a broader question: is

suttree an example of a modern or postmodern literary work? this

guestion may seen, in and of itself, somewhat academic and

esoteric. However, I believe that an attempt to answer it will

involve the examination of a number of issues that will prove

central in better understanding Mccarthy's magnificent and complex

novel.

Fredric Jameson has been a central figure in helping to

define the modern/postmodern-distinction, and I shall beoin with ars*r/ ,"- "F.;J-:f ; ;;:;;i;; i ,t. ;ti t nrt'
1ookatSomeofhisryejcriptionsofthetwoconcepLS.

one of his most direct and lucid examples of a quintessentially

modernist work is Edvard Munch's The scream, which he calls a

,,canonical expression of the great modernist thematics of

alienation, anomie, solitude, social fragmentation, and isolation"

(Postmodernism 11)- A brief is reading of this

the epitome of modernist exPfession will serve as

I
convenient starting point for an explan{tion of his conception of

/,t^e**o

ounting of

inting
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postmodernism's reaction against the modern.
t,,
L{ Jameson writes that Munch's painting is
J
7 an embodiment not merely of the expression of that kind
| "f affect [of the alienation, etc., mentioned above]
I nna, even more, ds a virtual deconstruction of the very
I "esihetie of expression itsel , which seems to have
I aominated much bf wnat we call high modernism but to
I n.rr" 1ruyri"n"a away--for both prac{.icaI and theoretical
| ,easons--in the world of the postmodern. (11)

| .oo?
I tni= expressiVeness that is central to modernism, Jameson goes on,
I
I presupposes both "some separation within the subject.. 'of the
I

I rordless pain within the monad and the moment in which, often
I
| .athartically, that 'emotion' is then projected out and
T

I f externalized. " This externalization of an interior feeling rests

| /l
| / 1"e"" 

,,awhote metaphysics of the inside and the outside" (11) that

I y 
| .r.*"=on argues get lost in the postmodern. Thus, within the

lf
I naintingr w€ see a solitary figure attempting to render fi inner
l-
I nain in external terms. The implicit contradiction in the form of
| --'I t-h^t- er.Dression nects its own

I

|"eSthetic.,(i4);tiremeciiumofthepaintingy'.,r
auciicory @ ,rIr3]rn

I form of the figure's exPressron
| ,,absent', scre ';ually in the swirls that surround . Sr/
I tnis "absent" scream returns vl-!

I an. figure, visibly enclosing and isolating him. Thus the tt-t
I nainting, a decidedly externaT medium of expression, paradoxically \

,L- .^-a--Ll^ .:---^-^.i^n ^+ innar +rrrmni'l : I| / creates the palpable impression of inner turmoilt 
I

\I [The] loops inscribe themselves on the painted.surface I
/ in the form of those great concentric circles in which I

/ ,rt sonorous vibration be6omes ultimately visible, ds on the 
I

/ .q ^ilt r surface of a sheet of water, in an infinite regress I
/ . i'-{- ^A which fans out from the sufferer to become the very I
\ :5 Sf' { ftt q;"qi"pny of a universe in which pain itself now -speaks /\ -p -# ^{'J, geography of a univer"" ir which_ pain itself now speaks

fhi fr{- r i#';l!nffi",:li:"fl3,'ffi.:*::'if,: ;:ti":,"t*"'fi3ffi"3:'
t ,r\1,' y d rni.n this 'scream running through nature' (Munch's
.lt- -[-.. -'( ,(.1 /

terms. The implicit contradiction in the form of

.lT ^ 
l.cl i$ ,ll -..,rr-'rr-r---r.; 

,,

I l? -, I r

f d .f .r{ ^,f, ,/
\ri ^(d -tr aci-/) \ v
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fr4'*'c'l€+ ) is recorded and transcribed' ( 14 )

ameson asserts that postmodernism challenges and perhaps even

abolishes the "metaphysics of inside and outside" that modernism

posits.InplaceofimageslikeMunch'sTheScream,weget

instead Warhol's reproductions of Marilyn Monroe' the very

mechanical nature of which replaces the individualism and affect

central- to modernism with a dqcentered impersonality prevalent in
ttrfi 1

the postmodern. Where.= @-*odernism Jameson would posit a

certain alienated paranoia or individualistic hysteria/neurosis as

the signature mental breakdown, for postmodernism he suggests

instead schizophrenia: "This shift in the dynarnics of cultural

pathology can be characterized as one in which the alienation of

the subject is displaced by the latter's fragmentation" (14)'

I present Jameson's visual iconography rather than his

discussions of literature because they lend themselves more

readily to a consideration of the internal/external distinction

that I perceive p(at the heart of suttree. Jameson argues at

length that various signs of interiority in modernism are

abolished in the postmodern, that considerations of depth are

replacedbyadominanceofsurface,andthatthe''critical

distance" that the modernist depth models allow has largely been

collapsed and eliminated in the postmodern.l This partial,

1,,iA]t].eastfourotherdepthmodelshavegenerat}ybeenrepudiatedin
contemporary theory: (1) the diaiectica] one of essence and appearance"';(2\
the Freudian model of latent and manifest, or of repression...i{3) t}':---.^

existentiar rnooei of authenticity and inauthenticity whose heroic or trag'l-c

thematicsarecloselyrelatedtothatothergreatoppositionbetween
alienation and disalienation...i and (4) most.recenlly, the great semiotic

opposition between signifiet .ti tlqniii"a, which was- itself rapidry unraveled

and deconstructed during its brief freyaay in the 1960s and 1970s" (L2\'

.4/,r. d/*t{rTa*"f</ 7f /.nrrr .//- <{s'z'<y' aer'rrct7
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descriptive def inition

xE
"?"b get inexcricabiY )t Jreaders, the " [d]ear friend[s] " ot tn"Gq39 get inextricabry it'

allows a useful theoretical point of entry into an discussion of

McCarthY's novel-

External Narrative in Sutttee

The introductory section of suttree provides an excellent

example of the incredibly lush and textured descriptive prose that

characterizes the novel t,lrrcagrrat. Readers are explicitty

addressed and thrown into a lengthy and poetic description of the

setting that will dominate the mood and tone of the work as a

whole.Thisdescriptionbeginsinverytemporalterms:
Dearfriendnowinthedustyclocklesshoursofthetown
when the streets 1ie black and steaming in the wake of
watertrucks and now when the drunk and the homeless have

*""rr.a-"p in tne iee of walls in alleys gr_abandoned
lots and cats go iortn highshouldered and lean in the
grim perimetet" 

-"n""i' 
"; 

in these sootblacked brick or

"oUt-fEa 
corriaor;-;[;;" lightwire shadows make a gothic

4 harp of cellar Aoor" no sotfl shall walk save you. (3)
f
. william Prather has examined suttree at length in terms of

existentialphilosophy,detailingthegreatextenttowhich

cornelius suttree may be seen as an existential hero' vereen

BeIl, in his earlier booklength study, The Achievement of Cormac

McCarthy, also refers to Suttree in existential terms (79,90) and

Statesthat,inthenovel,''existencenotonlyprecedesbutV"il
precludesessence."Readingtheopeningpassageintheseterms'r.{l'f/|Y
wecanSeeaspecificexamp1eoftirar=*inqefphysi."'-tir.irij''.l
experiential detair -€ir- =.unbpn f or inner experience ' we ' tn"/ 

fitn f,'

placed in the iramediate ,,now,, of McAnaLIY/tLats, assaulted by a
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barrage of "p""fi" 
u"h it'tticately r.lndered details throughout

the entireqr,a,{-{ne novel that refusE to allow us to forget the

,J
' .rQ/
{tt"

d:t
exrerior $"={"{) "t reality. signif icantlv, thoush' this O{frr, 4

"t.bffi1,addressedspecifica11yto''us7pIacesuSona

,:"1, n'o
E:-LqVV!qe

different prane than the characters it portrays' Through the

variousdetailsofexistencethatthefE=tparagraphbeginsto

cata1ogue'thefina1Iine,=theS]-ngu1ar'"^o"'@)!,,-
the ,'essence,, that the existence we experience either precedes or - f

perhaps precludes: "in the hours ' in the wake ' in these

sootblacked brick or cobbled corridors ' no soul sha77 walk

save you" (italics rnine) ' The use of the word "soul" here in

referencetothereaderhighlights,Ithink,akeyseparationof

thereaderfromthecharactersandemphasizestheextenttowhich

rhe characrers we encounrer will (" ="\39lin terms of "souls"

1thecharactelj,andevenwrthsuttree,whosemindweoccasionally
and briefly enter, the tone and descriptive quality of our inward

r/.-2fur A)..;;-4 4:(
g}impsesareoftenbarelydistinguishableintheirdescriptiveness

from the general third person narration'

In fact' a great number of the passages that cross into

Suttree,s interior deal with dreams and/or hallucinations, and it

is difficult to say how much of these descriptions we can

attribute to Suttreet as opposed to how much we must consider a

- 
-!L^----.fu

a concrete images of Suttree's mind'

bur rarher intricatelv and pain"f{i"sr t ^:JiFd 
in 

::t*= 
of their

ourward appearance and acrions. [1tner thai 'suttree himserf ' w€ 
\'e:+f"

are almost utrerly withour insight inro the inrerior thoughrs *)Jat/cJ

;l/senes

/../ 1't -'11;1:::,^( 'i/, rcn

In
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oneparagraph,webeginwithwhatweassumeisancontinuationof

theintensethirdpersondescription:"Inthelobbiesofthe

slattern hotels the porters and bellmen are napping in the chairs

and loungeS, dark faces jerking in their sleep down the worn wine

plush"(27-8\.Butaswemoveon'theconstantreferencesto

sleepingfigures(,,napping''bellmenandporters'''drunkenhomecome

sailors sprawled in painless crucifixion, " and the "whores lwho]

aresleepingnow,,|271|suddenlyshiftintoafirstperson

narration from suttree's point of view: "Dim tavernr dD alleymouth

where ashcans gape and where in a dream r was stopped by a man r

took to be my father, dark figure against the shadowed brick" (27-

8). We foIlOW fOr a few sentences as the t'rrr describes the dream

in which the figure of the father shifts suddenly in the last

sentence of the paragraph to that of suttree's son: "It was not my

father but my son who accosted me with such rancorless intent"

(28) -

Whenanewparagraphbegins,itwouldSeembytheshiftingto

the present tense that the narrator has taken over again: "on Gay

Street the traffj-c lights are stilled'' " But when midway through

the paragraph we read of Suttree approaching another figure ( "He

marches darkly toward his darkly marching shape in the glass door

ofthedepot.,,),thesentencemomentarilyshiftsusbacktothe

dream, reminding us of the figure of the father/son' The

deceptivenessandnearseamlessnessoftheintegrationof

suttree,s interior visions and thoughts with the exterior

narration of this passage represent specificly the extent to which

our access Eo $uttree's interior is problematic throughout the
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novel.

Neartheendoftheintroductorysectionrafteralongand

intricatety detailed description of the setting we are about Lo

enter, McCarthy returns to a "we" that Seems figuratively to link

us readers and the narrator together as two travelers about tO

embark on a expedition into the realm of the dead reminiscent of

Dante's Infernoz

Wearecometoaworldwithinaworld.Inthesealien
reaches,these*""g'"sinks.andinterstitialwastesthat
the righteous see irom carriage and car another life
dreams The city bese[' by a. thing unknown and

will it come from forest or sea? The murengers h3Y"
walledthepale,thegates.areshut,butlothething's
inside and can you g,-t5s= his shape? . 

where he' s kept or
' what's the counter of nis face? Is he a weaver' 

^bloodyshuttleshotthroughaLimewarp,acarderpr,
soulsfromtheworld'snapaorahunterwithhoundsor
do bone horses d;;; his diadcart through the streets and

does he call his lraae to each? Dear friend he is not to
re-owertuponforitisbyjustsuchwisethathe's
invited in' (4-5)

vereen BeIl rightfully poi-nts-out the obvious reference to death
-=-- -- - 'i-rutt h ?

in this passage and gLlE it as the central problem for

in the novel: how to ,,come to terms with what is; having

the'thing'i-nbydwellinguponit,hemusteithergivein

it and die in stages or live and, in living, affirm life" (70)'

But BeIl a].so ignores the,,,we,,as such. The narrator of the

story is not Suttree himself, except in very isolated incidences'
D LvlJ re 

,4.

In fact, the passage seems specifically to differentiater.on.one

and the narrator, who addresses us as "fiiendr " an9^
J

Suttree ' who is in fact absent from the introductory

I would argue that this separation is

important in understanding the novel' for it sets

lI
tree

ited

hand^ourselves
J

on the other,

fs ''snr 4'
,'/,, ofil{)

intentional
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us and the narrator distinctly apart from suttree and the other

characters from the start, emphasizing the extent to which we'

like those who pass in "carriage and car' " are only visitors in

this realm. Like Dante's narrator and his guide virgil, wo wirr \\
pass through McAnally Flats and witness, but not be subject to' 

\
the often hellish experiences and interactions of its inhabitattt"'f

The final paragraph in the opening section echoes in several

,?<-

waysHamTetnandShakespearemoregenerally,pullingussliqhtlv
a 

.ao DIlcr,.e='PccLl-E *tv!e YErrvr*_-.' ' e7r*4
away from.the almost overwhelming details fof the preceding and

Cl..ta*f I .-- ^ r..:-+-followrng paragraph{ to give us a hint of how to proceed' "The

rest indeed is silencer" almost directly quotes Hamlet's final

LID

IV

words as he dies in Act V, and the referenc

of the fear of the ghost expressed by Horatio in Act It scene

of the same PIaY:

What if it tempt you torrard the flood' my lord'
or to tn" at"^-atni summit of the cliff
That beetles o'er his base into the sea'
And there assume some other horrible form
Which might deprive your sov959i9ntl of re?l?nl
and draw'yon i'nto ma-ilness? Thirnk qf it' (69-74\

LAs' "
These lines are resonant given the passage above' Hamlet does

,,think of itr " and is to -som8 extent drawn into madness' Horatio

&40:fears the ghost, whrch can De seen as symbolic of death itself'

because it can take so many forms to trick us, which coincides

with the many descriptions of death McCarthy records' Interesting

as well is the idea expressed by Horatio that if itamlet takes

caution and thinks before he acts, he will be better for it; this

is in direct contradiction to t\entiments of the narrator and

nking about death is the

W

of suttree more generally, in which \inkino about oeaEn rs tIIe

\ ' ^ ^-rr'r,€ot. t .l e?'1" .
/{ :-y't,"*'o, 

on I"h.;Zt cJ-ecy.i €-r..{
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veryactbywhichdeathis''invited'in''(5).Thisthemeisre-

emphasized in the passage's final sentence, which intimates that a

simpler,}esscontemp}ativeexistencemaybeeasierorat}east

more efficient: "Ruder forms survive" (5)'

These examples from the opening section illustrate the ways

in which the novel',s emphasis on exterior action and detail rather

than interior thought is, as william Prather argues' a function of

the novel's existenta.aJjq:=*3Y+"""itner list's f ive o{4b#*r€r€

,,insrigarive .rg,r*..,J=?"EifiifriJ niit git'g about a recognition of

life' s existential absurditY:

the passage of time, the horror of death' the hostility
of ,,.t.,'", the inhumanness of other human beings, and a
sense of weariness with the mechanical aspects of daily
Iife. ( "Absurd" 104)

while I think Prather and others can make an plausible case for

.Purt"the exrstence_ of all of these element-s in the novel, I wish to

examine two early episodes witf Iry in mind'

ThefirstepisodeinvolvesSuttree'svisittohisaunt'S
house and the old photo album 'ffi looks through' one wourd

rhink that , itfiy*nere in tne poveilwe were to find our more

tabout Suttree's past life and familf'
y. But McCarthY

emphasizes surfaces and exteriors here more than ever' forcing uS

to remain removedl on the surface and ^barely ayarp of the interior
h -"-- A,q;Jh- sie 6il/csS'z ctt'l

memories and life that te asstfinL''musi be present^ within Suttree' s

t-, .

head. He is 4ab1e to recognize photographs of either his mother

por himself (r2B). His rewulsion at a glinpse of his earlier self,

if revulsion it is, gets conveyed so1ely through a purely physical

'i 
,,t

r/i*Y,(T
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reacti-on: ,,suttree's spine convulsed in a 1on9 cold shunting of

vertebrae" (129). This physical reaction is contrasted with his

Aunt Martha's, who gazes as the album "through her delicately

wired eyeglasses with that constrained serenity of the aged

remembering and nothing more" (128). Although their reactions are

differenaft,raar""'=t'. jarred emotion and Aunt l"lartha's a detached
e.-

contemplationftheY both a o uS through language whichuL'r'u=r'rPr-a'vLvL7 erreJ -"ri4-'&alii->

remains .*r"tn^ffi"surne we understand a 1itt1e what

causes Suttree's reaction, but upon reflection we realize we

simply cannot (and will not) know. similarly, Aunt Martha's

,,serenity,' comes to us through her calm gaze, but we cannot be

sure what that outward calmness hides ' fi" dt-s
The descriptiveness of this episode intensifies at this

pointr ds if in an attempt to reassert the cold details of

Oescriptio* goho.@, the interior feelings of the two

1.lrJ characters. Almost all of our senses are engaged in this re-
f"-

intensification of description. suttree takes a bite of a piece

of cake. The "o1d musty album with its foxed and crumbling paper

seemfs] to breathe a reek of the vau1t" (129)' The "dead faces"

look up, ,,wan and lifelessr" and are described as "masks of

incertitude before the cold glass eye of the camera" (129\ '

use of the word "masks" seems particularly apt both for the

episode and as a description of entire novel: we become so

I& fe,rm"sn"d 
in the details of Suttree's life that we tend ro cteate

V I an interior, emotional life for him, generating it out of our own

t 
) | "*n.tn"tic response' Jcut Passages like this one remind us that we

/!

{ lnr"r 
next to nothing about Suttree's past or present inner life'

l^.
a - a at

- -'u'-'' fA'; ''sL/'/ 4/c 'l/erc g/r"q^lF t
JLY .JV^/ "Yl tor)., / -fcc,a, ri e/c-'f, - N&e

I
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Just as the faces in the album are laeks4o e canera'-/"tt/:'#

/

4F lJ'!1y'4 o,f1"@ttno//-kue .r.- t r,, pue
te t ,'l,il,

so too are Suttree and the other characters

withinthenarrationweread.Evenatpoints

begin to enter Suttree's thoughts to hear the

asking, the ertemel-3lways ittItd"re 2

forcing us back to the outward, physical world: Tr*i rt,cc?:4
What deity in the realms of dementia, what rabid qod

rler:oetcrl nrrf ^f the smokinq ioile;-oi'nvaropno6T:i-tbura
fe{

[ =-=
this fIesh. This irawfy-wormbent tabernacle.

rl

"Not where he eats, but where he is eaten: a certal-n
convocation of politic worms are e'en at him' Your

worm is yorrr only emperor for diet: we fat all 
-

creatures else t-o f al us, and we f at ourselves tor
r.-gg"an: your fat king and your lean beggar is bu

vaiianre service, tto dish"s, but to one table: ,/

\ 1c4

hYi"'!n*l,tr
ILJ-.- ;I ^.t^

tt, tt v
.T E' J

- , /^J

f

fl'o'rf

where we seea ro 
i:i g4,;1,

ques*-ions he is ' frlO'.

t

What saY boY?
Suttree turned- Clayton was standing at the door

scratching his stomach and grinning'
Hey, Suttree said. (130)

The desire in this passage to attribute the opening

statement/guestion to suttree is strong, but I would argue that we

//-t
have no compelling evidence t*ef:Fd,os. this i-^-'^+ +h^ rnrretsf

;;u I ne*fte,,-.thrn ,,r.rrJf 'r(1fr,1, rhe wav in which this passase

7i ,V"""rrt the introductory section, especially in its association of
tJ- ?

lar( ,,wormbent,, flesh as a poor house for the soulr2 would support

I reading of this section as an intrusion of the narrator rather

V than as suttree's inner thoughts. rf nothing erse, the ambiguity

:'[r"Lhis passage presents, especially the ambiguity of the f irst

',' tr&sentence as either statement or guestion, re-emphasizes our lack /
L'
' I t ! --^ 

t-

,, f . of interior access t Arbre(fi; - 
The second exampre involves suttree' s son's death and '/ 2)'us 'r'

funerat. Throughout this section, we are again tempted 6d""^"tg5t 
7

riate the tex

that's the end." (Haml-et, IV iii| 20-26|



f
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to bel-ieve we will gain some \na oj

Suttree's interior €f" and histo"$ At least' it would seem' we

will come to know why sut.tree abandoned his wife and child, and

perhaps this will shed some tight on why he has taken up his

current life in l,lcAnally Flats. But again, as with the photo
or'01

album, $/e are gi"&l6rief , tantalizing glimpses of emotion and

thought that are guickly turned outward'

when suttree learns of hiS Son's death from J-bone, the

immediate reaction is not of its effect on him but instead one of

minute physical detail:

Who's dead, Jim?
He didn't iook up. Your little botr he said'
Sutlree set his Lup down and looked out the window.
therl was a small iool of spilled cream on the marble
.o..*i"ilop- "t 

nis -einor .na' tties were crouched about it
fapping fite cats' He got up and went out' (148)

This description does not represent the neutral, Hemingwayesque

attention to detail one might expect at such a crucial moment'

perhaps if the description stopped at the spilled cream, it would'

But the addition of flies "lapping like cats" at the cream adds a

certain grotesqueness to the image, again purely external, which

can be read to counterpoint whatever kind of dread, Ioss, sadness

or other emotion suttree is feeling but which we are not

privileged to know exPlicitlY.

AftertwopagesofemotionlessdescriptionofSuttree's
journeytothetownwherehiswifelivesrW€getoneofthefew

direct renderings of an emotional state in the novel' However'

even this specific attribution of emotion is couched in very

physicalterms:"Remorselodgedinhisgorgelikeagreatsalt

,-lvI

*
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cinder,,(150).Thisdescriptionisfollowedbyamomentofdoubt

about returningT unnamed but again clear through context:

What will she saY?
What will her mother
Her father-

Suttree got uP and swung
bus had ilreadY started'

we Lhen enrer@ravrann\-'ree's nty/as ne --::es
fic-

to remember his child' s f ^"QF"annot ' Instead he remembers

F
only a carnival, a "fleetini image of elf's eyes wonderstruck at

the wide worldr" and a "tiny hand in his" (150)' we see the

images Suttree sees in his memory' but they give us little 
- lJ:l:r:j:

understanding of suttree,s past, how he feers, or why he lefi- frl:Vrf*'i-i'1
As Suttree approaches his wife's house' she asks him to

leave. The exchange, cryptic and brief, sheds little liqht on the

say?

down toward the door but the

surreal Pny"i"uf "ft"t""t 
r and

rhen tn ffiuvasery a=@rJeri
Prease so 

?x"ti""??"x?11;
Three oclock' Please BuddY'

,."Lort !rj!,*H 5.H?tt";y anythins please r canr bear it- (1s0)

t-t l.t- t-#n., 
is it that she does not want him to say? what does he begin

\
\to say he won't do? The context for these statements and any hope

of understanding them are shattered when the mother' "axemark for

a mouth and eyes crazed with hatredr " attacks Suttree' "clawing'

kicking,gurgli.ngwithrage''(151).Whenthefatherfinallycomes

out of the house with a gun' Suttree flees:

tHel vaulted through the hedgg'- H" crossed a lawn and

went tnroutn i""tn5r hedge_and down a smal1 lane past'

some chickens in a touisfierling pg., the birds flaring
and sguawking, suttre"-.i"""in! Lnrorrgh another yard and

comingoutalongsideahousewhereafraninalawnchair
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i-i"i:
r'':i#

i"#=Inl;;;;-into-lhe road. He rooked back but no one

was coming. (151)

this description of Suttree,s escape is remarkable for h"*.:'..

extracts him from the threat of death through a piling 6 of one

description after another in a long sentence that

.offutsomehowkeepsfindingsomethinge1setodescribe
one would think it sufficient that he vaults the fence' runs down

an alley, looks over his shouldeland finds he is safe' Instead'
-J

we see not just the chickens in a pen, but a "foulsmeIIing P€D' "

and we hear them ,,flaring and sguawking.'' Without a break in the

sentence, Suttree then passes a man in contemplation of "nothing"

and they exchange a civil smile and nod. Descriptive detail

-----
serves as a normal izLng power in this passage, throwing what seem

t hY do t" tt"" h"

ffi and smelI? ) orr" otr top of another as a way of

C/-^k{

17

At the cemetery, after the funeral ceremony l-s

other mourners have gone, Suttree stands above

child:

complete and

the grave of
the

his

Thereamongtheflowersandtheperfumeofthedeparted
ladies and the t"ini-iron smell -or tn" earth to stand
lookingdowninto-._r"rrsizesixfootgravewiththis
small box resting in the bottom of it' Pale manchild
were there last ag-niesl were you in terror, did you_

know? Coutd you ieel the claw that claimed you? And who

js this fool kneeTing over your bones' choked with
bitterness? And ;hai could- a child know of the darkness

of God,s plan? Oi- now tne flesh is so frail it is
rt.riiy *oi" than " 

At"*' (L54i italics mine)

Again, I want to argue that, although on its surface it is easy to

e-level t"*t"t1-j1e:3:!*"tt tht'

violently emotional episodes threaten to break'
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argue for this passage as an interior representation of suttree's

thoughts,suchareadingignoresthedi"ti''.tdiff"'"*ti'tf*

between the narrator and suttree himself' The series of questions

ffiopengraveagainreca11HamIet,specificalIyActV'
scenel,inwhichHamletaddressestheskullofYorickwitha

barrage of guestions in a similar fashion as above. Further, the

third person reference to "this bitter fool kneeling over y*
(tm,^5 .-dee

bones,,wou1dbestrange@fromSuttreehamSeII.

described as "choked with bitterness'" and this echoes the

isolated descriptions by the narrator of suttree's state: "The

dread in his heart was a thing he'd not felt since he feared his

father in the aftermath of some child's transgression" (152); "A

state of dread, Iike some uncanny foretaste of a bitter memory''

(153);,,Heturnedand}aidhisheadagainstthetree,chokedwith \r/
a sorrow he had never known" (153). suttree's emotions' described | 'r/tv
in visceral terms, become an extension of the narrator's cat'a1ogu7

./
of descriptive details to be rendered'

trrl /
Thesetwoepj.sodesrepresentthenovelasawhole,showingan

-rphysical states rendered in unrelentingly external

Jjr'ffi This derair, however, i" tto. 
" ,;tl\Ji:; "i:"':","' 1,'=:-;'==ll " 4:{.'-.

tt

ptr

1S

'it(, 
"r 

ayal, conlmensurate with Prather' s 
-/'f fUu rn',str 1, Yt .L. l--to u,,1u.; igned to explore suttree and the

'Eo' : : lZ* ff"'o /rulifcharacters tir\
Marius aptly captures this guality of McCarthy's prose: 

I'

painstaking but outwardlY focused

No writer who describes sensual experience in the vivid
and magnificenf metaphors that McClrthy uses can be

anything otrr"i'tn""--" i"rvid, almost frantic lover of



{
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tife, and the dissection and corruption of bodies that
occur so otten in his work are reminiscent of some

Seventeenth-centurySurgeon-philosophersearchingfor
tne sout that is r6"po.riible for all our glory and not
f indinq it^. ( ls )

posil/Soshlla
Forced a" !d6*"ti"" and inner life almost entirely through

action and description, it is difficult not to read Suttree in

exisLential terms- 7

where does the funeral episode leave us in terms of camus's 
p

r'?,Y,
five,,arguments"? While I think a case for the prevalence of "the {"^b-'^'"^

fti(#k^'r=/ui[t"+"
horror of death" is obvious, I would like briefly to g

thfuitrictty existentialist reading tryfPrather imposes ' I will Sti t 
t-

YY^c-
save a discussion of the first element' a recognition of "the= 

i!'rtF
passage of timer,, for later. But the novel as a whole-and this 1('

sequence of events in particulaq seems difficurt to .* - 
tl

'-i.-..'t1 '
irne+lisacaL:ry .'" L*i=tentialistl The "hostility of nature" is not

clear throughout suttree, for while the heat and cold of the

Seasons certainly assault Suttree and the others, the Tennessee

,5
River,s yLel@ot fish, turtles, mussels and other forms of life

Iol
also prouiffine means of survival for so many peopre who inhabit

its banks. The "inhumanness of other human beings" might be read 
^h-.#

into the viorent attack on suttree by his in-M
e6;7-

also witness the beneficence of the sheriff who, in trying to help

both the father and suttree, gives his own money to suttree to

a110l.r him to leave town and avoid further violence ' This act of

kindness, which prefigures the final scene in which suttree is

gi_ven water and a ride while he escapes Knoxville' represents a

,benevolent rather than malevolent humanity. And even as suttree's

$r

tvvLLv

/ *otas to the sheriff sound filled with despair, the sheriff
( -,.t< =tflt 1ke'-{- '

' v,*!iiZj:; rp r,p,-re,c' -
jrr.n,mi:, g/ss.
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responds with a very optimistic form of existentialism, one which

Suttreeseemstomovetowardasthenovelprogresses.Suttree

statesr "No one cares. It's not important'" but the sheriff

resoonds f

nt,, |il ## ii:lL j3t *: i*; : i*t ilF' *;fi I il: 
="* 

i "'li9-:b ;;;";;;;l*.:l* some dav. r ry1' Youf ,',rrP Hil;i:'"'iiuirr
That Suttree does ""t16p-rfearn 

this lesson *inrstf -through

experience but also through interaction with other human beings

points to less

implies.

Finally, I would argue that the "sense of weariness with the

mechanical aspects of daily life" is one of the most disputable of

the elements when applied to suttree. suttree's single-minded

fagtlUte.o6.
+is,1ffi'brrryirrg his -chil_{ 

himself without the help of machine

Z/ut''/
or man exemplifies his-existdn.e throughout the novel' The very

'17Jt
I I r/

labor involved in shoveling the earth allows Suttree an outward' XZl, /
labof invoJ-ved 1n Snove-Lrrrg Lrrc EcLr urr q+rvrlv 

^)- 

nVfCsrlllC

physical outlet for the dread, sorrow' and remorse ftffeeil' And I

the great detail with which we see suttree earn a living day after
-'- }j .i

da{whetn"fd.nding his fishing lines or enduring with Reese the

"inhumanness"intheworldthanCamus'svision

-;"L:{H,r;:t:8,',
I

exertionsinvolvedinharvestingmusselsupriverAshowsa
i-ffi;out arso =

The fish Suttree catches not only,6tain-him)but also Wpursuit.

allow him

he trades

others.

contact with others, both as he seLLi/]nem or' often' ds

or gives them a\i/ay to the Indian '
goatherd r or

L Jers"t.*r!e*
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t^
Ctqitttt r.:!-. ^r rl. a n=rr:l- irrn in Sttf fr?c

My e#dF€f,rs on rhe externality of the narration in suttru-

mightSeemtoimply,givenJameson'Soppositionofdepthvs.

surface as representative of the modern vs. the postmodern' that

"f tnr= is a postmodern novel. r wourLt;l)rii;-::Yt""t' to the imase
34ttlead tttal : n5

of Munch's The scream as a way of afguing differentlv.'-- Munchr - r.rrerrv-' ?t.?
renders the relation between inside and outside in a medium y*lf

&t?
would seem to prohibit g;;!--direcg access to the former, 'errc

McCarthy,s novel attempts, in textual terms, to do much the same

thing.WeinferapainedinteriorlifeinMunch'spainting

because of the outwar lof the figure's crY. The

almost palpable and audible reSderjng, of the scream itself occurs

-tthrough its solely visual represef!9IEj*: -? l

McCarthy,snovelsimilarlyrendersSuttre"'"_p'og"""i*i'

stf
,,icu

Another element in Jameson's (and others'3; definition of the

postmodern invorves a shif t from a tempor.t ao*itt'.tt$ =Pttitl fozr, t 3
one. while both modes obviously find their place in modernist and

postmodernist artistic forms, Jameson argues that "even if

everything is spatial, this postmodern reality here is somehow

more spatial than everythinq else" (Postmodernism 365) ' He goes

3 See also Henri LeFebvre's work, The Production of Space' and Linda

z Hutcheon's two studies of the postmodern, The Poetics of Postmodernisnl and|

/ The Pofitics of Posxmodernism' F {I

l;; ;/:;H -,, d g e-/'t / /""' + ai*'*er'). @4

-5,Fr
external terms, but these termLparadoxicaf flatf ir1 rather than

denyr_ fa"p* of consciousnesst""^ t^'t t-g rh,;;-ht't the nover'
#F

To this extent,fl berieve that suttree employs what has been
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ontoexplainthepostmodernconcernwithspaceaSareaction

;"r:=:":'-"""':;";""': '"' time: \ a llt\Jnodernist concern for timet \ 4 '.:l
rhe predilectj-on-for spa'"1-Tllg P:::T:l:::':: : f\+7r7"(tH:"?l:*1"i:1"3"35"i33:=:"li:;; ;;;;;;;;;e-;= " r ,I ?*F "qr:d+::*]?.g":::::Ti5tm::i:?a-MiZ,||,",e

,',:;

**t

concern f or spatiality in general ) would seem to- support J::"":"" 
|W

;ftfiffi" it *" ".."P. ""i"t""ti " )fn'
in modernist thought. The interaction of the temporal and spatial L

cFt,rcs ilounts of the new
m5Krng ror ctrarltctL.t-.; qrE Y rv'
;;;;'and it's new thrirrs' (365)order and its new thrilrs' (rb)) Jr+f

This1eadsusbacktoCamus'Sidentificationof.,the'E%.:Ti.;.joo Snql
--=:-=,,as ce:traf to a recooni+-ion of the absuidity of *-he worto' l\"L'*-;t

His primary focus on time (and the relative lack of an existential flT%
concern f or spatiality in general ) wouid seem to support Jameson " 

or, 
I%t

ffi thus becomes an interesting subject for

Ioration,sincetheexistentia1natureofitsthemeswou1d,.>
impry . nt""." f" "

ffin.t this is not quite tire case, bur in

mo,,hopeagaintoi1lustrate11*.*.""rthyisab1etoASIw - -a
1 focus 1#it6, the external' and in

this case, the spatial) as a way "f 
titt"*"ttibi"g ""d 

t

its opposite (the internal and the temporal) '

Myfirstexamplereliesonanintertextua}referenceto

Mccarthy,s southern predecessor and modernist icon' Faulkner' In

/ the opening pages of the novel' w€ see Suttree afloat on the

I
/river,tendinghislines,whenhecomesupontherecoveryofa

/ , -r--- ..-an .r-ha rir/or^ gis friend Joe, seeing

/ suicide's body being taken from the river' His f

I him in the crowd, hails him'

| 
"e 

turned' Hey Joe' he said' Did you see it?
I
\\ fi-,,t.,2.r/a *etfn'1"-/"'-

t/ ltFtt.



No. TheY saY he jumPed last night'

Miklaucic 20

They found his
shoes on the bridge'

They stood rZt"li"g- at !h.e dead man He lay
there in his yeffow--s"df.= with the fties crawling on the
blanket and one rrina stretched out on the grass- He

wore his watcn on-lne-insiae of his wrist as some folks
do or used to and as Suttree passed he noticed with a

t""ii"i-;; ;;"il- ""L tt.*. trrat the dead man' s watch was

still running' ( 10)

This reference (and several others) to time passing in the

following pages supports Prather's notion that knowledge of the

passingoftimeisdistinctlypresentforSuttreeinthenovel.

The reference here to The Sound and The Fury calls our attention t

as well: Quentin Compson begins his last day in Faulkner's novel

bypullingthehandsoffhispocket-watchinaseeminglyfutile

attempt to slow. the flow of !ime; his day ends in a jurnp to his

at-H^ittt$ ot lcr"
death off a bridge. The p.""i.tg of time, initially configured as

significant in suttree, is thus linked to the idea of suicide' but

for suttree the implication is that the onrush of time cannot be

- orV;;-: f;(hat ; /.f: t/1tf
harted, even in death -- 7r17rt^A a )atc;/c,/-/stVott<

After these initial references to time' however' LheP

the novel largely avoids or obscures temporal matters/Narrative
C,!.r

Ieaps take us both fo::r,.rard and backwardi l,{} *" first see Suttree
1617 ,/.n,r . _-r

after he is out of prison, and }*t.er return to his meeting
f

Harrogate there. We are iold at one point that it is an unnumbered

Mondayin"thisyearnineteenfifty-one"(66)'buLMcCarthy
aintainsa}ackofspecificityastotheexactdatefromthat

point on. *o=,@

passage of time between the many short sections that compose the

novel,andotherthantheoccasionalnamesofdaysormonthsand

thec}ueswegainduetodescriptionoftheweather'weare

lla

/*

7(vu' 1' ./"a|/a<J*lt
ti4

:'::1.

1n<kcS

, ,27a!/c/tc/aeJ 
- 7/fae *

lr.l ,"rt- a clo*zce'rn



42,.t ,;27/ rL :i'a<
-z /,.'i;uory''t1 /'i"l , 

ttottucic 2r

,/ 
2r (oarciat) 

--r(/r.k 

fa,l-fe./'aa
largely without t"*P@ ; 4-F

However,thewaysinwhichtimeispresentinspaxiaTized

termsisdiscussedatlengthinD.S.Butterworth'sarticle'
,,pearls as swine: Recentering the Marginar in cormac Mccarthy's^ c/rn2

Jat'2

suttree.,,Butterwortharguesrinasimilarfashiontghowrhave

above, that suttree uses externally spatial figurations to convey

temporal gualities:

McCarthy contextualizes the human subject first and

foremost in trre-w"iia of tninjs' trealing even living
individuals "=-"i"n"eotogical-finds' 

as odd bitg:^Y?::"
petrific bones ii" immun6 to the chisel' whose storres
lre nothing morJ-tni" tracks in mud even as they speak

. [Hef .""gg"iates the-way in which spatial figure
ot-tn" i"aitia"ii is implicated !Y.!+*: :
McCarthytreatscharacte'"."=cal.citiedtemporalunits.
t;;, tifre passes, people 9i"' and events occur
throughout the not'Ll'- But McCarthy.does not trace these

events from tn"ii-neginnings to tnEir endings. (96-7)

explains the episodic nature of the nover' *i51;dlL
loo' This

\on""tt f or Suttree' s or others ' ior to

6 "rrpports 
his argument by showing that

# rrorr"r "are presented as a series of containers"

Strata, containing the past refuse of Knoxville's inhabita"j;i;y,

corpses of the suicide and Leonard's father, the catfish afid^other

-a Jkf
sources or rood, ffi.o cne mussers .y:;"T7iifi.#|=a:j i t/c.t+cr
enlists suttree's heip Eo €X-uid'c*u'1 

'""74 
;U7 /f{

Imagesofconfinementandcontainmentfillthenovelonother tr/
levels as weI}. places of rest and shelter take specLal-lotl Slrotl''fr'

4 ,,rh" paradismatic image or the bodv as chronotvp".l,: :::t::l1"ir=:'ut.r"" i" yL
denoting . -*-[i'iiioH#i".*.""-tn-" t"*porar a-n-o the spatiatl in suttree ]-s

the river mussel with its outer shell, inner m"til-t"a' rlrely' its innermost rl'

peart. The musser, holding it= *uioie pearl i"Ii6tl--:-= "" onl""t-1"-space \ ' 1P

inat is also a distinct exponent of tim!- (99)','ruv7 
ar s'v-r- 

6rl"
V

fl/o^!^f

(97).Therivercomestosignifyaseriesofarchaeological
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significance: suttree's houseboat, the ragpicker's and Harrogate's

warrens under bridges, Suttree's and Harrogate's Stay in prison'

= Af-Yt?'u)' .: - !L^ *^^.i +anli =nzand the 1atter,s final t"Jtt'ng pra." in the penitentiary.

suttree,s two significant romantic relationships both end with

images of closed spaces: wanda trapped and dead under a rock slide

'C.f ' l-t'? - Li - L^^! 'r +inac +hrcrrrohout the novel in what',,/ away rrom his boat several times throughout the

would =""{'ilir"a rehearsals of his final escape' only when he
r his boat several times througnout Ene never rrr wrree 

I(
/'it?tt"d rehearsats or his rinar escape' onlv when n" 

^\r3{ 
iiliir,/\ 

.:- L.:^ t^ar{-}rnrraa rlnac ha
,\

finds the dead body ot anr,)'doub1e" in his boathous€ do=o rre 
-lv 

h{ .t"t^

finally seem caPable of *+&* 
'i:r::r;'rf

r whcrse "hounds do not tire" (47L1 , Ls(1il'.rt'.

W

one linked with space rather than time: avoiding death involves 'lf 
,rq,

the final line symbolizes: "Fly them'"

As with the inside/outside distinctionr ilY argument here is

not that Mccarthy's use of the external and spatial makes nis\ 
I

novel posrmodern, but that he is able to tur tmodernl ltltt'
, f "

modes in on themselves as a d

'J*1lffip'ovocativ"Y=E.1haveusedarather1imitedsetof
from Jameson's theories because they

identify two very central themes within Mccarthy's work'

Regardless of the value of naming Suttree as modernist or

postmodernist, Jameson's terminology and distinctions a11ow

generative way of entering the novel ' If pressed

'ilu''
d,/la

l:i; usa

to

that{tnit'ery\nswerlthe question r have posed, r wourd argue



McCarthy's novel is ultimatelY

represents a_tjry
come to McCarthY's next

seem much more complete.

{r;!'i;"/'zF
" 5/a 1Ss's '

-YIt 
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,r- t 'l
"@=+* one, but arso that tt\ 

lb',f
between tlre two . By the time we 

\|pt'
BTood lfueridian, the transition will /

/

'rtt



Miklaucic 24

Works Cited

BelI, Vereen. The Achievement of Cormac I'IeCarthy. Baton Rouge:

Louisiana state^ uP, 1988-

Buttegvorth, D.S. "Pearls as Swine: Recentering the I'{arginal in

Cormac McCarthy's Suttree." Sacred Violence: A Reader's

Companion to Cormac l^cCarthy. Ed. Wade Hall and Rick

wallach. EI Paso: Texas western Press, 1995. 95-101.

Jameson, Fredric. POStmodernismr otr The cul-tura7 Logic of Late

Capitalism. Durham: Duke UP, 1991.

I'{arius, Richard. "Suttree as Window into the Soul of Cormac

McCarthy." Sacred VioLenee.. A Reader's Companion to Cormae

I'IcCarthy. Ed. Wade Hal1 and Rick Wallach. EI Paso: Texas

Western Press, 1995. 1-16.

llcCarthy, cormac. suttree. New York: Random Houset 1979.

prather, william. "Absurd Reasoning in an Existential world: A

Consideration of Cormac t'lcCarthy's Suttree." Saered

Violence: A Reader's.Companion to Cormac McCarthy' Ed' Wade

Hatl and Rick walIach. E1 Paso: Texas Western Press, L995-

103-114.


