
cormac mccarthy cities of the plain
Cormac McCarthy Cities of the Plain is a compelling and complex novel that
serves as the third installment in McCarthy's acclaimed Border Trilogy.
Published in 1998, the book continues the exploration of themes such as love,
loss, and the harsh realities of life on the American frontier. In this
article, we will delve into the characters, themes, and significance of
McCarthy's work, providing a comprehensive analysis that highlights why
"Cities of the Plain" remains a pivotal piece in American literature.

Overview of Cities of the Plain

Set in the late 1950s, "Cities of the Plain" bridges the narratives of the
previous two novels in the Border Trilogy—"All the Pretty Horses" and "The
Crossing." It follows the lives of two main characters, John Grady Cole and
Billy Parham, as they navigate love, violence, and the complexities of human
existence against the backdrop of the rugged American Southwest.

Plot Summary

The narrative unfolds primarily in New Mexico, where John Grady Cole, a young
cowboy, is entangled in a tragic love story with a Mexican prostitute named
Magdalena. Meanwhile, Billy Parham, who has his own experiences with loss and
trauma, seeks a sense of purpose and belonging. The intertwined fates of
these characters serve to illustrate the themes of fate, honor, and the
inescapable nature of violence.

- Key Events:
1. John Grady's deepening relationship with Magdalena.
2. Billy's struggles with his own past and his connection to the land.
3. The tensions between the characters and the surrounding societal
influences.
4. The violent confrontations that arise as a result of their choices.

Themes Explored in Cities of the Plain

Cormac McCarthy's "Cities of the Plain" delves into several profound themes
that resonate throughout the novel. Understanding these themes can enhance
the reader's appreciation of the work.



Love and Sacrifice

At the heart of the novel is the theme of love, particularly the sacrifices
that come with it. John Grady's relationship with Magdalena is characterized
by longing and tragedy. His willingness to protect her, even at great
personal cost, highlights the complexities of love and the lengths one will
go to for those they care about.

Violence and Redemption

Violence is a recurring motif in McCarthy's writing, and "Cities of the
Plain" is no exception. The brutal realities of life on the frontier often
lead characters to violent ends. However, through these acts, McCarthy also
explores the potential for redemption. The struggle for personal honor and
moral integrity often collides with the harshness of their environment.

The Search for Identity

Both John Grady and Billy grapple with their identities throughout the
narrative. They are shaped by their experiences and the landscapes they
inhabit, reflecting the broader human quest for meaning. Their journeys
illustrate the struggle to reconcile personal desires with societal
expectations and the search for a place in an unforgiving world.

The American Landscape

McCarthy's vivid descriptions of the American Southwest serve not only as a
backdrop but as a character in its own right. The landscape's beauty and
brutality mirror the characters' internal struggles, emphasizing the
connection between environment and identity.

Character Analysis

The depth of McCarthy's characters is one of the most striking features of
"Cities of the Plain." Each character embodies different aspects of the human
experience, creating a rich tapestry of emotion and conflict.

John Grady Cole

John Grady Cole, a quintessential McCarthy protagonist, is characterized by



his romantic ideals and deep sense of honor. His evolution throughout the
novel is marked by his experiences of love, loss, and the harsh realities of
life.

- Key Characteristics:
- Idealistic and romantic
- Strong moral compass
- Struggles with the consequences of his choices

Billy Parham

Billy Parham serves as a counterpoint to John Grady. He is more pragmatic and
reflective, shaped by his experiences in "The Crossing." His quest for
purpose and understanding of his place in the world adds depth to the
narrative.

- Key Characteristics:
- Reflective and introspective
- Connected to the land and its traditions
- Represents the voice of experience and wisdom

Significance of Cities of the Plain

"Cities of the Plain" is significant not only for its literary merit but also
for its exploration of the human condition. McCarthy's ability to weave
intricate narratives that reflect on morality, existence, and the nature of
love has established him as a leading figure in contemporary literature.

Impact on American Literature

McCarthy's work, particularly the Border Trilogy, has influenced a generation
of writers and has contributed to the canon of American literature. His
unique style, characterized by sparse punctuation and lyrical prose,
challenges traditional storytelling methods and engages readers on a deeper
level.

Conclusion

In summary, Cormac McCarthy Cities of the Plain is a profound exploration of
love, violence, and the search for identity set against the backdrop of the
American Southwest. Through its rich characters and intricate themes, the
novel invites readers to reflect on the complexities of the human experience.
As part of McCarthy's Border Trilogy, it stands as a testament to his



masterful storytelling and his enduring impact on literature. Whether you are
a long-time fan of McCarthy or new to his work, "Cities of the Plain" offers
a compelling narrative that resonates long after the final page is turned.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Cormac McCarthy's 'Cities
of the Plain'?
The main theme of 'Cities of the Plain' revolves around the struggle between
the desire for a better life and the harsh realities of existence, exploring
concepts of love, violence, and the inevitability of fate.

How does 'Cities of the Plain' connect to McCarthy's
earlier works?
'Cities of the Plain' serves as a culmination of McCarthy's 'Border Trilogy,'
connecting the lives of characters from 'All the Pretty Horses' and 'The
Crossing,' while deepening the exploration of their shared experiences and
existential struggles.

What role does the setting play in 'Cities of the
Plain'?
The setting, primarily in the American Southwest and the border areas, plays
a crucial role in 'Cities of the Plain,' reflecting the isolation and
harshness of the characters' lives and enhancing the themes of desolation and
the search for belonging.

Who are the main characters in 'Cities of the Plain'
and what are their conflicts?
The main characters are John Grady Cole and Billy Parham, who face internal
and external conflicts related to their identities, relationships, and the
societal expectations that challenge their dreams and desires.

What narrative style does McCarthy use in 'Cities of
the Plain'?
McCarthy employs a sparse, lyrical narrative style in 'Cities of the Plain,'
characterized by minimal punctuation and rich imagery, which creates a poetic
quality that enhances the emotional depth of the story.



How does 'Cities of the Plain' address the concept
of masculinity?
'Cities of the Plain' addresses masculinity by examining the struggles of its
male characters to assert their identities and navigate a world defined by
violence, honor, and the expectations placed upon them by society.
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