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Presentation About Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, 

Cormac McCarthy has become one of the most famous and admired authors of the last 

years because of his poetic vision of the apocalypse and the damnation of mankind, 

emphasized in the development of manhood and the survival of human instinct and 

innocence in devastation. All The Pretty Horses (1992), Cities of the Plain (1998), Blood 

Meridian (1985) and No Country for Old Men (2005) were developed as tours de force 

(just as William Faulkner described his As I Lay Dying) for weak men overcoming 

difficulties in order to become stronger. But it is until The Road (2006), novel that gave 

McCarthy the Pulitzer Prize in 2007, in which this tour de force is taken to the extreme and, 

apparently, there is no way out of damnation and devastation. 

 The plot of the novel is, in essence, quite simple: a boy and his father who walk the 

roads of the United States trying to reach southern lands in the middle of the ashes of the 

post apocalyptic ruins of the world. But, along the novel, the reader will discover that 

beyond starvation, cannibals and little treasures found in Coca Cola vending machines, 

there are the last pulses of a world which is believed already dead. 



 In this presentation three important points will be approached, all related to the 

symbolism of the novel: 

 The first point will be the road as a metaphor of a time line, like a semblance of 

humanity and all the things left behind. The second point will be the river as a symbol of 

life and movement, and the third will be the characters as the living ashes of a devastated 

society, to emphasize in the main protagonists, developed as two human beings that belong 

to different worlds, being The Man the remains of lost memories, and The Boy the 

incarnation of the new society. 

 

The Road as a Time Line 

The most important symbol in the novel is also the most constant and the most enigmatic. 

Giving its name to the novel, the road is developed as an eternal witness of the history of 

humanity, as if The Boy and The Man were living figures running along a dead time line: 

They went on. He kept constant watch behind him in the mirror. The only thing 

that moved in the streets was the blowing ash. The crossed the high concrete 

bridge over the river. A dock below. Small pleasureboats half sunken in the 

gray water. Tall stacks downriver dim in the soot. (24).  

In this quote, the author narrates how The Man looks behind (using the mirror in the kart) 

as looking in the past, seeing only ashes, because the past is already lost and burned. As 

The Boy and The Man walk along the road, they will find some important things which 

develop the metaphor of the time line, and in this case, one of the most important is the 

house in which The Man grew up: 

The boy stood looking at it. The rotted screening from the back porch lay on the 

concrete terrace. […] All much as he’d [The Man] remembered it. The rooms 



empty. […] The same castiron coalgrate in the small fireplace. […] He stood 

there. He felt with his thumb in the painted wood of the mantle the pinholes 

from tacks that had held stockings forty years ago. […] On cold winter nights 

when the electricity was out in a storm we would sit at the fire here, me and my 

sisters, doing our homework. […] We should go, Papa, he said. Yes, the man 

said. But he didn’t. (26). 

In this case, the house works as the most relevant element of the past. The abandoned 

memories of the years left behind for the father and the remains of an unknown world for 

the boy. There is an important situation here, because along the novel, they will be forced 

to leave behind all the places they find on the road in order to keep walking, developing the 

metaphor of abandonment and oblivion in the road. 

 In some cases the road seems to come to life into a mixture of horrid fantasy, a 

crude loneliness, and the literal incarnation of the human race on it 

Like pilgrims in a fable swallowed up and lost among the inward parts of some 

granitic beast. […] Everything paling away into the murk. […] Looking for 

anything of color. Any movement. Any trace of standing smoke. […] The 

mummied dead everywhere. The flesh cloven along the bones, the ligaments 

dried to tug and taut as wires. Shriveled and drawn like latterday bogfolk, their 

faces boiling sheeting, the yellowed palings of their teeth. They were discalced 

to a man like pilgrims of some common order for all their shoes were long since 

stolen (3, 4, 24). 

In this quote, is McCarthy´s crudeness in his style comes out because the literal incarnation 

on the road; as we can read, pieces of human flesh, bones and tissue melt with the grayish 

dead pavement “the ligaments dried to tug as wires”, and everything looks like dump over 

the path.  So, the road turns  the main symbol which carries the rest of the symbols and will 

be the guide light for the characters, being as well the last physical connection with a dead 

Earth. 

 



The River as Life and Movement 

In North American literature, the river is one of the most relevant symbols (The Adventures 

of Huckleberry Finn), because it represents life, energy and movement. In this novel, these 

elements are also represented by water, but contextualized in a devastated world. In this 

case, the river, as some other elements taken from the ruins of nature, represent the last 

pulses of an agonizing planet, in which, apparently, life does not exist anymore:  

A lake down there. Cold and gray and heavy in the scavenged bowl of the 

countryside. […] 

Do you think there could be fish in the lake? [The Boy asked] 

No. there’s  nothing in the lake [The Man answered] (20). 

In the very particular case of water as a symbol, the figure of life beating in a dead world is 

constant and varied. There are running rivers, lakes like the quoted before, static rivers, 

downfalls and the most important: the sea, which represents hope and destiny, particularly 

because it is the primary target of the pilgrimage of The Man and The Boy and it is the 

body of water that has the most marked movement; but, as seen in a conversation between 

them, these two concepts go beyond water and movement: 

Do you think there could be ships out there? 

I don’t think so. 

They wouldn’t be able to see very far. 

No. They  wouldn’t. 

What’s on the other side? 

Nothing. 

There must be something. 

Maybe there’s a father and his little boy and they’re sitting on the beach. 



That would be okay. 

Yes. That would be okay. 

And they could be carrying the fire too? 

They could be. Yes. 

But we don’t know. 

So we have to be vigilant. 

We have to be vigilant. Yes. (217). 

In the end, water becomes a symbol of the last of surviving. “We have water. We can 

survive without food for weeks, but we couldn’t for a few days without water (127)” 

because it is the last and the only resource they can take from nature (without reckoning 

eating people), and because it is the last moving natural thing in the world. 

 

The Remains of the Lost World and the Incarnation of the New Society 

The Man and The Boy play a fundamental role in the novel, apart from being the main 

protagonists, because they carry a particular symbolism of time and society and heritage. 

This is important because both grew up, or are growing up (in the case of The Boy) in 

different worlds. The Man comes from a society no longer existent and his life experience 

has two effects: externally, it is what makes them be still alive, and internally, it is what is 

killing him: 

And the dreams so rich in color. How else would death call you? Waking in the 

cold dawn it all turned to ash instantly. Like certain ancient frescoes entombed 

for centuries suddenly exposed to the day. (21). 

In this quote, the vision of The Man is exposed. He clearly misses his past world and 

unconsciously tries to take it back to life in his dreams “And the dreams so rich in color”, 



and, at the same time, he cannot stand the reality of the new world in ruins, and that 

increases his wish to die “Walking in the cold dawn it all turned to ash instantly”, which 

puts him in a crossroads, because he wants to die, but he cannot, for his son “How else 

would death call you. With this, the man becomes the most physical representation of 

society, because, as the society dies, he also dies in a slow, painful, tragic form, by 

coughing blood (an apparent cancer). 

 The Boy, on the other hand, represents the upcoming of the new world. He is 

innocent, but he has grown up and is growing up in a devastated world, developing a crude, 

desolated vision of it. He asks questions and has contact with the ruins of old society (his 

father´s house, the coca cola), and, as the road is developed in the novel as a time line of 

society by a collection of ruined places, The Boy is developed as the heir of the last contact 

with old world by keeping a collection of ruins (the toys found in the cart and the book of 

stories).  

 As the novel progresses, life and death will separate these two worlds and will mark 

a substantial difference between them. So, past is forgotten and future (no matter how 

desolated it is) progresses and keeps walking in the line of time; in other words, The Man, 

as the old world, dies, leaving a ruined, abandoned corpse, and The Boy, as the new 

society, survives in order to keep “carrying the fire” and starts adapting himself into the 

new society (the family that appears in the end of the novel). 

 The novel ends with a memory of the old world focused on life and movement, 

reminding of what we still have and can lose, but always going beyond any political posture 

. The ending paragraph expresses that there will always be life and movement, and 



regardless cold, starvation, cannibalism, weakness, loneliness, sadness and hopeless death, 

there will be someone who will carry the fire. 

 

Discussion Topics 

In order to have a further reading and a deeper research, I suggest you to check these 

questions: 

1. What could be the significance of the expression “Carrying the fire”? 

2. Why do you think all the characters are nameless, except “Ely”, the old man? 

3. What could be the significance of the pistol with two bullets, in relation with the 

protagonist (if there is a relation)? 

4. Is it a symbol for the bunker? If positive, what represents? 

5. What other symbols can you discuss? 
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