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 True West and Lying Marks:
 The Englishman's Boy, Blood

 Meridian, and the Paradox of the
 Revisionist Western

 David H. Evans

 "There's no such thing as life without bloodshed."
 - Cormac McCarthy, quoted in Woodward,

 "Cormac McCarthy's Venomous Fiction"

 "The drive to kill will never be erased, because it's part of the
 human animal."

 - Jacques Derrida, "The Three Ages of Jacques Derrida"

 It is difficult, by all evidence, not to write a western. The canonized titans
 of the genre produced on a scale to match the immensity of the open plains
 tirelessly traversed by their lonely heroes. Zane Grey, after abandoning the
 claustral confines of a dentist's office, quickly found that pulling stories
 from his brain was easier than pulling teeth from others' jaws, writing
 some fifty-six westerns in the course of his career (Blaha 949). Frederick
 Faust despised the novels he wrote under the pseudonym Max Brand;
 nevertheless, the "Shakespeare of the Western range" would commit to
 paper a staggering thirty million words, the equivalent, his biographer
 Robert Easton calculates, of 530 "ordinary books" (vii), before his death at
 the age of fifty-two. Their literary descendant Louis L'Amour would prove
 a worthily productive successor. In the 1950s, his contract with Bantam
 called for three westerns a year, and his bibliography would eventually list
 well more than seventy frontier fictions (Blood worth, "Louis L'Amour"
 956; "Writers" 58). If it is not precisely true to say that the western writes
 itself, it appears fair to suggest that the conventions of the genre are so
 potent and fecund that the individual author assumes a role less like that
 of a seminal genius than of a startled midwife, assisting at a seemingly
 perpetual parthenogenesis.

 The power of the western's narrative conventions can be detected not
 only in the fertility of the genre, however, but also in the way in which they
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 seem to inform the scholarly narrative that has been constructed about
 the western novel itself. We have become comfortable, in recent years,
 with a retelling of the story of the western - a retelling whose plot might
 be described in the following terms: once upon a time, our image of the
 West came to us wrapped in a deceptive mist of romantic and ethnocentric
 myth. Both the historical narratives inspired by Frederick Jackson Turner's
 frontier thesis, and the fictional narratives providing vivid embodiments
 of its assumptions, presented the conquest of trans-Mississippi America
 as a heroic story of the triumph of civilization over wilderness and sav-
 agery. For most of the twentieth century, the formula of the western novel
 produced by the likes of Grey, Faust, L'Amour, and their imitators was as
 standardized as a new pair of jeans and just as stiff: a seemingly simple
 tale of Caucasian male heroes, broad shouldered and clear eyed, tested by
 an unforgiving land and hostile natives, but destined to emerge victorious.
 The West, that is, has been the victim of a double violence - that perpe-
 trated by the invaders who stole the land and disfigured the landscape,
 and that done to the reality of western history, violated by the mythical
 misrepresentations of those who stole its truth and left in its place a crimi-
 nally distorted story.
 Finally, in the 1960s and 1970s, shaken by an era of traumatic political

 events and social upheavals, western novelists got serious, looked beneath
 the familiar myth to find the reality that it had suppressed, and began
 producing revisionist westerns intended to represent more accurately the
 unsettling consequences of settling the West. The new writers "break with
 the easy heroism of the traditional western novel" (West 110) and reveal
 "previously ignored realities while rejecting illusions previously cher-
 ished" (Haslam 1024). Contemporary western "artists are trying to rub
 their eyes clear of mythic and legendary cobwebs, and see straight to the
 actual" (Kettridge 177). Metaphors of demolition appear with somewhat
 alarming frequency: Steven McVeigh claims that the works of recent west-
 ern novelists "go further than simply questioning the values of and tech-
 niques of the genre and seek to explode the form altogether" (152), and the
 title of Sara Spurgeon's Exploding the Western speaks for itself. But insofar
 as there is violence here, it is restorative, intended to reveal the violence
 done to others by the old story and to retell it in such a way as to make
 restitution by means of literary form.1
 The increase in serious interest in the literary western is certainly a

 refreshing turn of events, and the unwonted respect being paid to the con-
 temporary western novel is no doubt a welcome development, not least
 for contemporary western novelists. But there is an irony in identifying
 the mission of that novel as a simple overcoming of traditional narratives,
 and a démystification of the myths they propagated, to the extent that this
 critical story is in effect another version of the classic western plot, of the
 winning of the West - not, to be sure, from wilderness and savagery but
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 408 David H. Evans

 from the shady forces of illusion and fantasy. It is shaped, that is, by the
 same "doctrine of progress" that, according to Henry Nash Smith, pro-
 vided the inevitable substructure of all the various descriptions of the rela-
 tion between "American man and the American West" ( Virgin 187). For all
 the suspicion of invidiously repressive binaries expressed by its rhetoric,
 the narrative relies on just such a binary itself and celebrates the advance
 of morally informed intellect over the willful blindness of the past. The
 discredited notion of the Turnerian frontier, driven out by the pitchfork
 of enlightenment at the level of fiction, returns unblushingly and with re-
 newed vigor at the level of criticism, producing a narrative of intellectual
 advance whose tones sound distinctly triumphalist.2

 My intent in what follows is to complicate this story, and in particular
 to question the claim that the revisionist western novel has overcome a
 history of violence and misrepresentation, and marks a decisive advance
 in the direction of truth. The revisionist western, in spite of its aspiration
 to rectify the violent distortions of popular mythology, inevitably winds
 up introducing violent distortions of its own because, as I argue, violence
 is inseparable from representation. The paradoxical consequence is that
 every attempt to present the truth produces a new mythology. Indeed,
 a careful reading of the most self-consciousness of revisionist westerns
 indicates an uncomfortable awareness of this dilemma, as I wish to dem-
 onstrate by looking at two examples of the genre, Guy Vanderhaeghe's
 The Englishman's Boy and Cormac McCarthy's Blood Meridian , novels that
 register and respond to that discomfort in particularly interesting ways.

 I. "Looking natur' steadily in the face"

 Before turning to contemporary instances, however, it is useful to begin by
 glancing briefly back into the history of the literary western. For there is
 another dimension of irony in the claim that recent western novelists are at
 last giving us the true West as it really was. In fact, one of the distinguish-
 ing features of writing about the western frontier from its earliest phases
 was an intense concern about the truth of its representations. As Nathaniel
 Lewis has argued, the literal outlandishness of the West led those produc-
 ing accounts of it for eastern audiences to emphasize tirelessly the trust-
 worthiness of their tales: "[virtually every author in every western genre
 from novel to tourist manifesto claimed that his or her work was 'true/
 an accurate representation of the western landscape and its people" (28).
 Yet the more strongly those writing about the West asserted the truth of
 their images, the more conscious they seemed to become of the paradoxi-
 cal way the representation takes the place of the object it is supposed to
 deliver, competing with and supplanting it before the reader arrives on
 the scene. For the writer of westerns, this paradox was especially acute.
 It is a commonplace to describe the western as America's myth, but this
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 The Paradox of the Revisionist Western 409

 identification is complicated by the fact that, unlike the myths of antiquity,
 it is not separated from its supposed original by a reassuring barrier of
 time. On the contrary, myth and reality seem to exist on the same plane,
 forever reenacting an unfinished walkdown.

 An incident from the autobiography of Kit Carson offers a condensed
 allegory of this situation. In 1849, Carson records, he was scouting for
 a search party in pursuit of a band of Apaches who had kidnapped a
 white woman named, inevitably, Mrs. A. White. Carson's party found
 the band's camp, but not in time to catch the Apaches, who escaped,
 leaving behind the corpse of their captive. There was, however, a still more
 unsettling discovery awaiting Carson - himself. For the camp also con-
 tained a copy of Charles Averill's "blood and thunder" novel, Kit Carson :
 The Prince of the Gold Hunters , in which Carson "was represented as
 a great hero, slaying Indians in the hundreds." In this exquisitely
 Cervantean moment, Carson finds himself not only late but also belated -
 forced to compete with, and in effect humbly surrender, the field to "Kit
 Carson," already on the scene, the real hero, among whose depicted exploits
 was the successful rescue of a kidnapped girl: "I have often thought that
 Mrs. White must have read [the book], and knowing that I lived nearby, must
 have prayed for my appearance in order that she might be saved" (Carson
 135). Representations of the West are, as it were, perpetually haunted by a
 kind of mythic a priori, always preceding the real to which is their supposed
 origin and inspiration.

 This predicament created in western writers a bothersome conscious-
 ness of the conflict between truth and representation from early on, re-
 sulting in the paradox of books that assert their authority by repeatedly
 dismissing and disparaging the authority of books. For example, what is
 often identified as the first important novel set in the trans-Mississippi
 West, Cooper's The Prairie, Natty Bumppo may be rapidly approaching his
 mortal limit, but he still has seemingly limitless energy to rail against books
 and the "printed lies" of which they are made (191). As Lee Clark Mitchell
 has pointed out, Natty's uncanny skill with a rifle, his hawk eye, and his
 unerring moral insight - his ability to distinguish infallibly the true from
 the false - are of a piece; his skill and insight both reflect in different reg-
 isters the essence of frontier heroism, defined by the "distinction between
 seeing and not seeing" (Mitchell 30) .3 In each case, what counts is shooting
 straight. The thick volume of books, however, in spite of their claim to offer
 access to truth, only obscures what it purports to represent and misleads
 those whose time, unlike Natty's, has not "been mainly passed in looking
 natur' steadily in the face" (239). (The frontiersman's contempt for mere
 book learning seems all the stronger for the fact that Cooper himself de-
 rived his knowledge of the West entirely from print sources.) The learned
 Dr. Battius, in particular, serves repeatedly as the hapless target of Natty's
 scorn, at one point suffering unfavorable comparison with the trapper's
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 dog: "So much for the l'arning of one who has looked into so many books
 that his eyes are not able to tell a moose from a wildcat! Now, my Hector,
 here, is a dog of education after his fashion, and though the meanest prim-
 mer of the settlements would puzzle his schooling, you couldn't cheat the
 hound in a matter like this" (184).4 In one especially revealing comment,
 Natty brings together the two aspects of what being a straight shooter
 implies - penetrating vision and masculine concentration: "'Lord, Lord!
 what a weak creatur' is man, when the gifts of natur' are smothered in
 bookish knowledge, and womanly manners!" (220).

 II. "Everybody wants the real thing"

 When Guy Vanderhaeghe's novel The Englishman's Boy appeared in 1996
 it was received with widespread acclaim, culminating in the award of the
 Governor General's Award for that year. It deals with a relatively obscure
 event in Canadian history - the Sand Hills Massacre of 1873, in which a
 party of American wolf hunters killed a number of Assiniboine.5 But while
 much of the action takes place north of the US border, the book's real sub-
 ject is the history of the American West and, more important, the ways in
 which that history has been represented. A collection of Vanderhaeghe's
 short stories bears the title Things as They Are?; The Englishman's Boy in
 effect asks the question, "Things as they were?" To put it (too) briefly,
 the novel's ultimate purpose is to rectify the popular story of the North
 American West, in particular as retailed by the American film industry,
 doing justice to the truth by paying attention to the native victims of
 Anglo-Saxon violence and by depicting the wolfers as racist and ruthless
 murderers. The plot involves theft and sexual violation, but the novel ad-
 dresses a larger crime - the theft of the facts and the violation of truth.
 Symbolically, that is, the book undoes the violence of misrepresentations
 of western history by presenting a true version of that violent story, one
 that does not confuse victors with heroes. But as we shall see, the result is
 a paradox; in attempting to give us the truth about the past, Vanderhaeghe
 finds himself compelled, at the very climax of his novel, to introduce a
 deliberate falsification that undermines the consistency of his project.

 At one point in the later chapters of the novel, scriptwriter Rachel
 Gold, one of the Vanderhaeghe's designated tellers of disagreeable truths,
 describes a potboiler movie project she has been assigned:

 Another Identical-Twins-Separated-at-Birth Saga .... diabolical
 aristocratic parents give birth to identical twins. So as not to compli-
 cate inheritance and title, noble parents decide one is a keeper and
 the reject is set out in swaddling clothes to perish in the forest. . . .
 Disposable son is found by cretinous peasants who rear Boy Scout in
 uniform of a swineherd. . . . Then, one day, pig boy stumbles upon
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 The Paradox of the Revisionist Western 411

 noble brother slaying deer in the forest. "What is this I see, as in a glass
 darkly?" exclaims the Dispossessed One, smeared in pig shit presum-
 ably, but nonetheless smelling sweet as any rose. You know the rest.
 Evil brother plots swineherd's murder. Caretaker of pigs overcomes
 all odds, gains title. Huge wedding in white in castle. (240)

 Rachel's dismissive précis sums up pretty thoroughly her own, and the
 novel's, contemptuous attitude toward the Hollywood dream factory and
 the fatuous stereotypes that are its raw material. But it can also be decoded
 as a description of the novel itself. The Englishman's Boy is likewise "An-
 other Identical-Twins-Separated-at-Birth Saga"; its most striking feature in
 terms of narrative structure is the entwinement, or "en-twin-ment," of two

 distinct plots, told in alternating sections: one set on the North American
 frontier in 1873 and one in Hollywood half a century later. The plots reflect
 each other with some insistence. Each features a young male protagonist
 who becomes a follower of a domineering older man with increasingly
 sinister intentions; each ends, after a number of unsettling incidents, with
 an unexpected and disturbing act of violence, which forces upon the pro-
 tagonist a kind of moral revelation. And the stories turn out to be linked
 metonymically as well as metaphorically, since, as we discover late in the
 novel, the Englishman's boy has been, unbeknownst to the reader, a cru-
 cial character in both plots.

 The first plot focuses on a nameless protagonist who has been taken
 on as a servant by a wealthy English sportsman, eager to hunt the wilds
 of America. After his employer's untimely death in Fort Benton in the
 Montana Territory, he joins up with a brutish group of wolf hunters led
 by one Hardwick, whose flinty ferocity matches his grim patronymic, in
 their attempt to recover some horses stolen by Indians. The wolfers pursue
 their quarry into Canada, where they come across a group of Assiniboine
 they decide to hold responsible. Misunderstandings lead to a shootout
 that leaves some of the Indians dead; to put an exclamation point on the
 violence, the wolfers rape a young Assiniboine girl they have captured,
 before heading back to the safety of American territory.

 Fifty years later, Harry Vincent, a naïf young Saskatchewanian and ju-
 nior title writer at Best Chance Pictures, finds himself standing nervously
 in front of the head of the studio, Damon Ira Chance, who aspires to create
 a western cinematic epic that will "capture the American spirit the way
 Shakespeare captured the spirit of Elizabethan England" (180). Chance
 wants Harry to find an old cowboy and bit player in westerns, Shorty
 McAdoo, who he is convinced will be able to provide some authentic ma-
 terial to serve as the historical basis of the picture. With some difficulty,
 Harry does so. More important, he also manages to extract from the old-
 timer a story that, the reader gradually comes to realize, is the novel's
 other plot, for Shorty turns out to be none other than the Englishman's boy,

This content downloaded from 70.163.88.127 on Thu, 12 Apr 2018 00:27:48 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 412 David H. Evans

 grown old and grizzled, but still, fortunately for Harry, poor. With some
 misgivings, Shorty agrees to sell his tale to Harry, but when he discov-
 ers how Chance has distorted his story, the cowboy and his feebleminded
 young companion Wylie are outraged. On the night of the film's premiere,
 Wylie shoots Chance dead; Harry, disillusioned with Hollywood, retreats
 back to Saskatchewan, where, one day in 1953, he sits down to write the
 memoir that will constitute the novel's second narrative line.

 The mention of Saskatchewan takes us in the direction of a second

 interpretation of the story of the separated twins, to the extent that the
 young nations divided by the forty-ninth parallel, Canada and the United
 States, are likewise "children" of an "aristocratic parent" - "Englishmen's
 boys" of continental dimensions - and the novel is very much concerned
 with matters of national character. Both Harry and his employer are given
 to pontificating windily on the "American spirit" and what it means not
 to have it - or, in Harry's terms, to be merely Canadian. Harry is seduced
 not simply by Chance but also by the willingness to take chances that, for
 him, is the glamorous essence of the great nation south of the Medicine
 Line; asked by Rachel to define the "American spirit," he replies, "[espan-
 sive" and "everything the word implies. Energy, optimism, confidence.
 A quicksilver quality" (180). Though he does not suspect it yet, in the
 course of the novel America's "expansiveness" will take on rather more
 sinister connotations, and his autobiographical account needs to be read
 as a kind of apologia pro vita sua - an attempt to explain what Saskatoon
 in the winter can provide that Southern California cannot.

 Finally, the novel is also concerned with another set of twins, the true
 history of the American West and the fanciful Eurocentric images of it
 that stock the American national imaginary - between what, in fact, the
 historian Ann Fabian describes as "the twin versions of the West[,] . . . the
 scholarly and the popular, the factual and the imaginary."6 Chance's film
 is idiosyncratic and ideologically extreme, but it stands symbolically for
 all of Hollywood's (and by extension, all of popular culture's) heroizing of
 the white frontiersman and consequent demonizing of the native. The sys-
 tematic distortion that Shorty's first-person account undergoes, as Chance
 amends it to convey his political message, is only a more self-conscious
 example of the way in which popular westerns, for various reasons, falsify
 the historical record. It is the novel's clear purpose to rectify this misrepre-
 sentation and to replace the "Evil brother" with the "Dispossessed One,"
 by finally presenting the true story.

 "Little Truth Seeker" is Rachel's nickname for Harry, but truth to tell,
 all the major characters are hot to tell the truth, both to discern it and
 to disseminate it - even the otherwise cynical Rachel herself, who, Harry
 informs us, sometimes "confused rudeness with honesty, but never hon-
 esty with anything else" (138). Chance's epic project is motivated by his
 inexorable will to truth. "Everybody wants the real thing," he tells Harry
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 on their first meeting: "The poetry of facts is the poetry of the American
 soul" (19). It is his "mania for authenticity" (223) that kindles his interest in
 Shorty and his story in the first place: "If he's the genuine article he could
 be the basis for my movie of poetic fact" (20). Harry rapidly internalizes
 his employer's rage for reality. After finally extracting a substantial chunk
 of narrative from the normally taciturn Shorty, he reflects with some self-
 satisfaction that his transcript "has about it the ring of naked honesty
 that Chance is after. . . . McAdoo, under my prompting, is slowly moving
 nearer and nearer to what we are seeking - the truth" (157). Shorty, for his
 part, long resists talking to Harry because he fears what will happen to
 "the truth" as it is repackaged for a popular audience. When Harry tries
 to flatter the cowboy's story loose, telling him that everyone "said talk
 to Shorty McAdoo if you want the real dope, the truth," his reply is to
 the point:

 "And I don't want to get mixed up in all that shit."
 "All what shit?" I demand, exasperated. "What shit are we talking
 about?"

 "Lies." (85)

 In the end, Shorty relents, but only after Harry promises him that "the
 truth would be proclaimed" (278).

 As Chance converts Shorty's story into his cinematic extravaganza,
 however, it becomes clear that the latter's worst anxieties were fully justi-
 fied. While the filmmaker is scrupulous about details, demanding " real
 Indians" instead of "Mexicans in wigs" (223, original emphasis), and stock-
 piling crates filled with authentic "wampum belts, beaded rifle-scabbards,
 leggings, scalp shirts, [and] buffalo-bull-hide shields" (226), Shorty's ac-
 count of the incident at the Cypress Hills undergoes radical revision. In
 particular, while we are not vouchsafed many details about the film's plot,
 its title, Besieged , is sufficient to suggest that culpability for the massacre
 falls squarely on the Assiniboine, whereas the drunken and belligerent
 wolfers described by Shorty have been transformed into a beleaguered
 band of brothers, heroically holding off a horde of savages. Chance's film
 is doubly distorting, first because it does violence to the facts presented
 by Shorty's eyewitness account, but also in a larger sense, since to the
 extent that Besieged presents its story as a synecdoche of the history of the
 encounter of whites and Indians in the West, it misrepresents that history,
 forgetting that the original invaders were the Europeans and that it was
 the first occupants of the Great Plains who were "beseiged." In Chance's
 retelling, however, it is the Dispossessed Ones who ironically become the
 larcenous threats to the property, and lives, of the white man.

 But this is too simple. Chance's project is not one of mere barefaced
 falsification - on the contrary, he aspires to create a picture of western
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 history that is more genuine than any yet offered by Hollywood. He is
 quite aware of, and unapologetic about, having altered certain key facts,
 since he has done so in the interest of presenting a "truth" truer than any
 fact. As he explains to Harry: "This picture is about psychological truth,
 poetic truth. Poetic truth is not journalism" (252). The poetic truth that the
 film exists to communicate is a vision of human history consisting of the
 perpetual dispossession of weaker races by stronger ones, and the need
 for those successful races to resist any sentimentality over the fate of the
 dispossessed: "What the picture must convey, Harry, is the psychology
 of the defeated. And what is this psychology? A diseased resentment,"
 he says implacably. "The sick hate the healthy. . . . They attempt to turn
 everything on its head; try to impose feelings of guilt on the healthy and
 the strong. But our film must not fall into that trap. Our film will be a cel-
 ebration of spiritual and physical strength" (251). Noris Chance interested
 only in setting straight the inner meaning of western history; his history
 lesson has a renewed relevance in his own perilous time, as he makes clear
 to Harry. First, the potential enemy within must be compelled to enter
 the national stockade: "The only solution, Harry, is conversion. . . . Make
 the Sicilian living in New York American. Make the Pole living in Detroit
 American. Convert all those who can be converted - damn the rest!" (253).
 Then America must face the enemy that will soon hold America besieged
 with the hardened resolve of its pioneers: "They are coming. . . . One day
 a face will peer in your window, the face of a Blackshirt, the face of a
 Bolshevik. They who resurrect the ghosts of their savage past must be
 challenged with the ghosts of our savage past" (255-56). Or, as he sums
 up his lesson in more picturesque terms: "The Indian, we might say, was a
 Bolshevik in a loincloth" (296).

 Despite the philosophical studio owner's appeal to the morality of
 realpolitik - a "Hawkeye" for a Hitler - it is clear that the reader is not ex-
 pected to have much sympathy for his conception of poetic truth. Damon Ira
 Chance is convinced of his own genius, but the drift of his thought feels in-
 creasingly more demonic than daemonic, and his proposed defense against
 totalitarianism seems to take the form of a mirror image. And just as the
 Englishman's boy becomes gradually more disturbed by Hardwick's vio-
 lent proclivities and begins to take his distance from the gang of wolfers, so
 an increasingly harried Harry loses faith in his leader's project as he starts
 to see more clearly its dubious political purposes, as well as the extent to
 which Chance plans to distort Shorty's story for the sake of his own ends.
 The most egregious example of that distortion is his rewriting of the final
 outrage of the wolfers, when they rape the Assiniboine girl and leave her to
 die in a burning cabin, which is to be the basis of the "last scene, the most im-
 portant scene in the picture" (250). In Chance's revision, it is the girl herself,
 not Hardwick, who sets the cabin on fire, driven by her "sick resentment"
 to "refuse the judgments of nature and history": "That is how we must
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 present the girl . . / he says. ... 'If she were to set fire to the building, that
 would be entirely in keeping - psychologically speaking - with the point
 we must make . . (251). Chance's inversion of Shorty's account not only
 does violence to the facts of the girl's violation; it repeats that violation by
 replacing her reality with his version of "psychological truth, poetic truth."
 Shorty, himself feeling violated by this point, belatedly recognizes the par-
 allel, remarking ruefully to Harry, "T sold the girl, too ... I got no right to
 sell him the girl if he ain't going to do right by her'" (278). The would-be
 mythmaker does not have the last word, however, and his project under-
 goes some final postproduction editing, first involving Chance himself. On
 the night of the premiere, Shorty and Wylie confront Chance and his thug-
 gish bodyguard Fitz; an altercation develops, Fitz manhandles Shorty, and
 Wylie shoots both Fitz and his employer. The sensational murder, it turns
 out, eclipses the film, consigning it, and Chance's political ambitions, to his-
 torical obscurity. The other revision, clearly, is the novel itself, a revisionist
 western that rectifies Chance's distortions by means of a bifocal pair of cor-
 rective spectacles, one providing the real story of the Cypress Hills massacre
 and the other an analysis of the process by which the machinery of popular
 culture has falsified the historical record.

 So far, so good. And yet the novel contains within itself indications that
 the paradox of western representation has not been so easily resolved. In
 the first place, The Englishman's Boy clearly aspires to kick out some of Hol-
 lywood's patently false and politically pernicious western stereotypes, but
 the foot that does the kicking is wearing something that looks suspiciously
 like a cowboy boot. Although, on the thematic level, the novel wants to
 condemn violence, when it comes time to defeat Chance and the politi-
 cal danger he represents, he is gunned down in the street in the manner
 of a hundred climactic showdowns. And the agent of his punishment is a
 stereotypical cowboy hero who has been hiding in plain sight since the be-
 ginning, camouflaged by his simplemindedness - Wylie. What establishes
 Wylie' s genealogical relation to Natty Bumppo is his sterling integrity, pro-
 tected as he is from hypocrisy by his very simplicity. Once again, as with
 Natty and his myriad descendants, a true eye is the sign of the true man:
 hoping to inspire Shorty, Harry brings him a revolver on one visit and asks
 for lessons, but while Harry can't hold the pistol straight, Wylie, who has
 never handled a gun before, puts bullet after bullet into a distant target. The
 revolver is obviously Chekhovian: it is with this weapon that Wylie will
 put an end to Chance's pernicious project by shooting straight at its heart.
 As if in preparation for this vividly cinematic moment, enacted under the
 marquee of Grauman's Egyptian Theatre, Wylie seems, in the late chapters
 of the novel, to have metamorphosed from his larval state into a traditional
 western movie hero, whose ironic task will be to kill the lie of the western
 movie. When Harry visits the pair for the last time, he beholds the young
 man "in his big white new hat, riding a big white old horse, the low-slung
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 sun blazing behind him" and notices that his "face is a hard white plaster
 splendour" (288-89). Clearly, Wylie is now ready for his close-up.

 It's easy enough to criticize revisionist westerns for relapsing into fa-
 miliar western stereotypes when the chips are down, and the fact that they
 so frequently do probably says more about the nature of narrative pleasure
 than it does about the failure of an author's imagination or nerve. But
 Wylie's act seems to express a genuine ambivalence at the heart of the
 novel's reflections on violence. As embodied by Hardwick and Chance,
 a readiness to resort to force seems to represent the dark side of the
 American spirit, but it is hardly clear that Harry's retreat to Canada to
 watch "men like [Chance] in the newsreels. Hitler ranting like a demented
 Charlie Chaplin; Mussolini posturing on a balcony like some vain, sec-
 ond-rate Latin screen star" (325) is much of a solution. Fascist bullies are
 rarely swayed either by the spectacle of ethical righteousness or by inci-
 sive ideological critique. Sometimes, the novel's own logic seems to insist,
 a man really does have to do what a man has to do, and Shorty at one
 point expresses regret that he had not done so himself, putting an end to
 Hardwick's fatal mission with a well-placed bullet (205). It requires a
 mythical western hero, that is, to correct the myth of western heroism.

 The novel is no less ambivalent about the other kind of violence that

 concerns it, the violence of misrepresentation. Vanderhaeghe is clearly at-
 tempting to do with the book what Wylie does in it, that is, correct the vio-
 lence done to the facts by recovering a real story of violence. In his telling
 of the story of the Cypress Hills massacre, the blame rests where it should,
 with the arrogant and racist wolfers whose violation and murder of the
 Assiniboine girl is "the most important scene" in the novel as much as it is
 in Chance's film. There is, however, a problem, since that scene is not fact
 but Vanderhaeghe's own fiction. The event does not appear in any of the
 book's sources; it is pure invention. It is not sufficient, I think, to excuse
 it as "simply put[ting] a human face on the disaster" (Kramer 12), since
 its function is all too clearly allegorical: the rape of this girl stands for the
 history of the dispossession and mistreatment of Indians by whites, and a
 sympathetic reader will no doubt accept Vanderhaeghe's addition to the
 record as a protest against that history. And yet there is something odd
 here, since by revising the facts for the sake of conveying a larger, political
 and moral, truth, Vanderhaeghe is adopting the very aesthetic principles
 for which Chance is condemned, and ultimately executed, by the novel.
 The author's political and moral preferences are different to be sure, but
 his choice of guilt over triumphalism does not alter the fact that his book
 is an updated version of Chance's project - in both cases the aspiration to
 produce a truer representation of the West serves as the justification for a
 deliberate misrepresentation.

 But I do not wish to imply that Vanderhaeghe is simply one more
 philosophically naive victim of the paradox of western representation.
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 On the contrary, his awareness of the dilemma is indicated by the third
 plot in his novel, contained in the first and last chapters, which tell the
 story of Fine Man, the Indian who was responsible for the theft of the
 wolfers' horses that started the trouble in the first place. These sections
 are unique, since they are the only ones that present the narrative from the
 native point of view, and thus seem intended to let us in on the real story
 that is missing from the historical record. That story, it turns out, is only
 apparently one of theft and violation; Fine Man does not really steal the
 white men's property, because the horses give themselves to him of their
 own free will. He addresses the "blue horse," which he recognizes from a
 recent dream, asking him and the rest of the herd to accompany him back
 to his camp: "Little Cousin, do not be afraid. Don't you recognize me? I am
 the man you dreamed, the man with the lodge of plenty. I am the man you
 led your brothers to . . . That man there came with me to find you. Some
 of your brothers may choose to live with him - if they so decide. It is for
 them to choose" (3). Needless to say, the horses agree, and head eagerly
 off to Canada.

 The full implications of this theft that is not one are made clear in the
 concluding chapter of the novel, in which Fine Man makes his triumphant
 return to the camp. As he prepares the horses, he thinks of the medicine
 man Strong Bull, who had prayed for the success of the raid. Strong Bull,
 once a powerful warrior, has given up fighting, inexplicably trading his
 "prime robes for drawing sticks and the books the white men made the
 marks in, the lying marks which told falsehoods about how much you
 owed the trader," and spending "his days drawing pictures in the lying
 books" (329). Only to Fine Man does Strong Bull explain his secret pur-
 pose: "Everything changes in this world . . . but in the Mystery World
 all things live as they were before death" (330) - grandparents, children,
 horses, elk, and buffalo. He continues:

 Perhaps these beings will pass out of this world the way they came
 into it. Maybe some day there will be no more horses. Or elk. Or buf-
 falo. ... I do not want the grandchildren to be frightened when they
 pass into the Mystery World and encounter beings which may be
 strange to them. . . . And I have thought of something else. ... If the
 grandchildren do not recognize these beings, perhaps they will not
 recognize us either. . . . That is why I draw the pictures - so the grand-
 children will recognize us. (331)

 Strong Bull's book will be, that is, a revisionist western, inscribed on the
 pages of the white men's "lying books" but presenting the true story, au-
 thentic pictures of the way things and people really were, so that they
 may be recognized as such by later generations. It will undo the "lying
 marks which told falsehoods about how much you owed the trader" -
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 the mythological versions of western history that demonize the Indian
 and make the white hero the victim - and it will do so with pictures rather
 than words, because pictures require no commentary, none of the linguis-
 tic mediation that inevitably distorts according to the mediator's interests.
 It requires no great ingenuity to see that Strong Bull's book is the model
 for Vanderhaeghe's own and that he is telling how he wishes the novel in
 front of us to understood.

 But the problem is equally clear: The Englishman's Boy is a work of
 words, a construction of language, and to that extent it already constitutes
 a violation and dispossession of the "truth." To achieve the unmediated
 authenticity Vanderhaeghe aspires to, the story would have to tell itself,
 and his book would have to be written in nature's own language, without
 human interpretation and imposition - in the language that Fine Man ap-
 parently has access to when he communicates with the blue horse. But for
 those who do not share the privilege, that language is a closed book.

 III. "A violent opening"

 The Englishman's Boy "resolves" the paradox of western representation by
 skirting it and escaping into the realm of myth, where image and truth
 are simply identical. For a work that confronts the paradox more directly,
 and offers a darker meditation on the relation of representation and vio-
 lence, we must turn to Cormac McCarthy's novel Blood Meridian. The com-
 parison is not inappropriate; there are, in fact, striking parallels between
 the two narratives: like the Englishman's boy, the central protagonist of
 Blood Meridian is another nameless young man adrift in the West, who
 gets involved in a mission, led by a hard and dangerous older man, whose
 purpose is obscure but whose end will undoubtedly be calamitous. Both
 the boy and the kid enter a universe of escalating violence in which force
 seems to have become its own justification. Intellectually, both novels are
 dominated by megalomaniacs - Damon Ira Chance and Judge Holden, re-
 spectively - prone to expostulating at length a metaphysics of pure power,
 which finally drives the young protagonists to attempt a dangerously de-
 layed withdrawal.

 As well, for many readers, Blood Meridian would seem to share the
 thematic objective of The Englishman's Boy . According to what may safely
 be called the current default interpretation, McCarthy's novel is the revi-
 sionist western par excellence, and no other work of fiction has been more
 lavishly praised for telling the ugly truth about the history of the Ameri-
 can West in all its homicidal depravity (Spurgeon 19). Blood Meridian , that
 is, has been read as a more sanguinary version of The Englishman's Boy ,
 as a still more thoroughgoing critique of a specifically American story of
 national expansion and "violent conquest of both racialized Others and
 feminized nature."7 Such readings may have their postcolonial appeal, but
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 I want to argue that the novel's real concerns lie elsewhere. The revisionist
 western is motivated by an ethical decision to undo the violence of false
 myths, a desire to correct previous misrepresentations, and an aspiration
 to find a nonviolent language that would let the real tell its own story.
 Violence is equally, if not more, at the center of McCarthy's vision; Stacey
 Peebles speaks for most of us when she says that "the reader's first quan-
 dary [and one that many readers do not get past] is what to do with all
 this blood" (231). But the violence McCarthy is interested in is neither that
 arising from a particular national story of aggression nor that of the narra-
 tives told to justify that aggression. What Blood Meridian suggests instead is
 that violence is not a matter of one or another way of describing the world
 or history; it is not a matter of true or distorted representation. The novel
 investigates the possibility that all language is inherently connected to vio-
 lence, and that there is, consequently, no meaning without a violent impo-
 sition of signification on the surface of the world, a process of "marking,"
 to use the term repeatedly invoked by the text, which precedes and makes
 possible language. McCarthy's conception of the role of violence resembles
 that which Derrida approaches in his notion of a "transcendental 'violence'
 . . . tied to phenomenality itself, and to the possibility of language," an
 "original, transcendental violence, previous to every ethical choice, even
 supposed by ethical nonviolence" ( Writing 125). In this sense all represen-
 tation is distorted, the consequence of torture, from the beginning.

 Blood Meridian engages early with the problematic relation of "[repre-
 sentations and things" (135), as one headnote phrases it. Readers who see
 the novel as primarily revisionist in its motivation tend, not surprisingly, to
 be drawn toward metaphors of vision. Campbell, for example, asserts that
 McCarthy's southwestern works "peer into the abyss of Western American
 History and bear fictional witness to its terrifying and spectacular events"
 ("Liberty" 218), while according to Spurgeon, Blood Meridian presents us
 with a "perverted . . . mythic structure few besides McCarthy have dared
 to gaze at unflinchingly" (39). But the novel takes place in a region of opti-
 cal unlikeness where vision has a disconcerting tendency to give way to
 a shifty illusion, and "an immense lake . . . and a distant city very white
 against the blue and shaded hills" can disappear overnight (62). The very
 first word of the book is, in fact, a command to see, to gaze unflinchingly:
 "See the child" (3). This peremptory order feels unproblematic enough,
 until we try to follow it. For the child is of course precisely the thing that
 we, staring at the flat page in front of us, can't see. What we do see, on the
 contrary, is "the child" - black marks lying on a blank plane - from which
 our minds develop, like a photograph, an increasingly circumstantial nar-
 rative that gains a delusive appearance of reality as it unfolds: "He is pale
 and thin, he wears a thin and ragged linen shirt. He stokes the scullery fire.
 Outside lie fields with rags of snow and darker woods beyond that harbor
 yet a few last wolves" (3). The attempt to "see" the child having failed, it
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 is replaced by the narrator's frank fabulation, and the novel begins with a
 demonstration of how the attempt to present the thing itself to the reading
 eye turns into the replacement of reality with fiction.

 The first substantial event in the opening chapter, the ominous ap-
 pearance of Judge Holden and his denunciation of Reverend Green, also
 turns on the question of representation, or more precisely, misrepresenta-
 tion. The burden of Green's performance is the inescapability of truth, in
 the form of the son of God, who "will foller ye always even unto the end
 of the road" (6), but in the event, truth turns out to be a thing easy enough
 to get shut of. The judge decries Green as an imposter, whose violation
 of truth, as in The Englishman's Boy , is doubled and emblematized by the
 specific criminal truth he is concealing - the fact that he was "surprised
 in the act of violating" an eleven-year old girl "who had come to him in
 trust" (6-7). Holden's words turn Green into a marked man, a target for
 the violence of the now-enraged community, but no sooner has a posse set
 off in pursuit than the judge announces that he has, in fact, never seen the
 reverend before, and that his detailed accusation is, in fact, pure fiction.

 The novel constantly brings us back to the paradox of representation,
 the way in which what purports to represent interposes an obstacle to the
 object to be represented. Blood Meridian mocks the possibility of accurate
 description, repeatedly staging absurd and usually disastrous disjunctions
 of language and reality. An early example is the story of Captain White,
 who, like his namesake Mrs. White in Carson's Autobiography , confuses
 words and things with fatal consequences. Seeking to recruit the kid to his
 filibustering expedition to Mexico, he delivers chauvinistic bloviations on
 American racial superiority and manifest destiny with complacent élan:

 We fought for it. Lost friends and brothers down there. And then by
 God if we didn't give it back. Back to a bunch of barbarians that even
 the most biased in their favor will admit have not least notion in God's

 earth of honor or justice or the meaning of republican government

 What we are dealing with ... is a race of degenerates. A mongrel race,
 little better than niggers. (34)

 His confident speeches, however, turn out to have woefully little connec-
 tion with reality, and the band of filibusters has hardly begun its march
 before it is slaughtered by a mongrel horde of Comanches,

 half naked or clad in costumes attic or biblical or wardrobed out of

 a fevered dream with the skins of animals and silk finery and pieces
 of uniform still tracked with the blood of prior owners, coats of
 slain dragoons, frogged and braided cavalry jackets, one in a stove-
 pipe hat and one with an umbrella and one in white stockings and a
 bloodstained weddingveil and some in headgear of cranefeathers or
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 rawhide helmets that bore the horns of bull or buffalo and one in a

 pigeontailed coat worn backwards and otherwise naked. (52)

 The disjunction of White's heady words from the ugly facts is nicely sym-
 bolized by the disjunctive fate of his own head, which the kid next encoun-
 ters at a Mexican medicine show in a "glass carboy of clear mescal . . . with
 hair afloat and eyes turned upward" (69).

 The sheer irrelevance of language is a lesson that will be recurrently
 demonstrated throughout to the novel, as if to a slow-witted class. When
 Glanton's gang arrives in Chihuahua with their booty of Apache scalps,
 they are greeted like heroes and feted with a ceremonial banquet, but
 things - or, more precisely, words and things - rapidly fall apart. The gov-
 ernor stands to deliver a formal speech, but the chaos that ensues - "the
 bloated and belching mercenaries were leering about and were calling for
 more drink and some had not ceased to scream out toasts, now degener-
 ated into obscene pledges to whores of various southern cities" (170) -
 quickly turns his "well-phrased" oration into a solemn mockery. A quieter,
 more poignant example occurs later in the book when the kid comes across
 an old woman kneeling in the wilderness and is moved to give her an ac-
 count of his fate: "[h]e told her that he was an American and that he was
 a long way from the country of his birth and that he had no family and
 that he had traveled much and seen many things and had been at war and
 endured hardships" (315). His artless speech seems intended to serve as a
 potentially redemptive confessional, and as if relieved by his outpouring,
 he offers charitably to "convey her to a safe place" (315), but his confes-
 sion and his offer are equally useless, for when he looks more closely, he
 discovers he has been addressing nothing more than a desiccated corpse.

 As examples of language detached from reality, the orations of Judge
 Holden are in a class of their own. Like another great nineteenth-century
 American philosopher, Ralph Waldo Emerson, though with rather more
 malignancy of motive, Holden delights in contradiction and inconsis-
 tency, winning his audience's assent only to refute his own affirmations.
 The content of his disquisitions is less important than the performance,
 the dexterity with which he gambols amid his gnomic proclamations. It
 is easy to be taken in, like the slack-jawed scalp hunters, by the judge's
 rhetorical panache and apparent profundity; it is Holden's verbal skill that
 allows him to take a powerful hold on the imaginations of both his com-
 panions and his readers. His fondness for parabolic mysteries and esoteric
 metaphysical declamation has led many critics to take him very seriously
 indeed, but it is possible also to see him as a sinister version of a figure
 who had burst into American popular culture exactly simultaneously with
 Glanton's bloody rampage - àie confidence man.8 The judge in fact bears
 a certain resemblance to the literary tricksters, like Simon Suggs or Ovid
 Bolus, who figure prominently in the writings of the old southwestern

This content downloaded from 70.163.88.127 on Thu, 12 Apr 2018 00:27:48 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 422 David H. Evans

 humorists, and it is not surprising that a scalper at one point calls him a
 "bloody old hood winker" (252). Like Suggs, whose slogan is "It is good to
 be shifty in a new country," Holden is light on his feet, physically and ver-
 bally. He can, one of the scalpers informs the kid, "outdance the devil him-
 self" (123), and the novel concludes with an unearthly vision of the judge
 "naked dancing, his small feet lively and quick and now in doubletime and
 bowing to the ladies" (335). But he dances among words with equal skill
 and is a master of language and languages, fluent in at least five (123).

 Like the confidence artist, however, he uses language not to com-
 municate but to confound. One of the headnotes to a chapter in which
 the judge performs a bit of impromptu sleight of hand describes him as
 "prestidigitant" (192), able to make tilings - coins and words, objects and
 ideas - dis- and reappear before one's very eyes. Indeed, as he himself ob-
 serves at one point, "Words are things," with which one can conjure and
 spellbind listeners while escaping the grasp of authority, as when, after one
 particularly flagrant homicide, he takes the local army commander aside:
 "The judge translated for him latin terms of jurisprudence. He cited cases
 civil and martial. He quoted Coke and Blackstone, Anaximander, Thaïes"
 (239). His companions in arms are manipulated with equally casual arro-
 gance. One afternoon he presents an "extemporary lecture" to a group of
 scalp hunters, displaying geological samples he has collected and advanc-
 ing "apostate supposings" on the origins of Earth (116). Mesmerized by
 his erudition, the listeners are "soon reckoning him correct, this man of
 learning, in all his speculations, and this the judge encouraged until they
 were right proselytes in the new order." But Holden7 s grip on his rever-
 ent congregation is purely rhetorical, not pedagogical; no sooner has he
 aroused their conviction than he ridicules their simple trust in truth telling
 and "laugh[s] at them for fools" (116). Readers and critics have likewise
 been seduced by the dark glamour of the judge's lectures into scanning
 them for evidence of Blood Meridian's deep truth, but it is quite possible
 that they are no more than words, the empty patter of a magician while he
 works his will. It is worth taking seriously, that is, the judge's own proto-
 Nietzschean analysis of man's will to truth: "Your heart's desire is to be
 told some mystery. The mystery is that there is no mystery" (252).

 The disjunction between words and things that characterizes the plot
 also appears to have inspired at least one element of the novel's form,
 the curious headnotes at the beginning of every chapter. The first thing
 that makes them curious is the fact that they are there at all; a distinctly
 archaic paratextual device, headnotes have a disconcerting effect in a con-
 temporary novel. Still more disconcerting is the strange dissonance be-
 tween the notes and the events in the chapter to which they refer. Theoreti-
 cally, headnotes serve as a kind of guide to the chapter to follow, each one
 standing in the relation of a sign to a sequence of words that will follow,
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 just as those words are a sign pointing to the actual events described. But
 these headnotes confuse more than they enlighten; their decorous formal-
 ity of tone stands in jarring contrast with the shambolic events to which
 they refer. Some are merely distracting, pointing to insignificant episodes;
 others are linguistically obscure, written, for unexplained reasons, in for-
 eign languages. In one of the judge's more outrageous lectures, he an-
 nounces his ambition to be "suzerain of the earth" and declares that the

 "freedom of birds is an insult to me" (199); the headnote, meanwhile, reads
 blandly "The point of view for his work as a scientist" (186). In this novel
 scattered with detached heads, it seems no accident that the organization
 of the text is also characterized by decapitation, a disconnection between
 headnotes and the body of the chapter. At one point, in fact, McCarthy
 seems to play with the idea. At the beginning of chapter 15 we find the
 mysterious headnote "The ogdoad." This mysterious head seems to have
 been dropped into the text as if from some metatextual guillotine, and
 most readers will likely be frustrated in their attempts to turn up a body
 to which to attach this arcane paleologism. But the body is indeed there,
 in the form of decapitation. The Greek term, which translates roughly as
 "the eightfold," was used to describe the group of eight gods and god-
 desses worshipped in Hermopolis in the period of the Old Kingdom. Evi-
 dently, the note refers to a grisly discovery that Glanton' s gang makes in
 the course of the chapter: a circle of eight heads resting on the ground,
 staring "out of their wrinkled eyes like fellows of some righteous initiate
 given up to vows of silence and of death" (220). The decapitated headnote
 serves as an ironic icon of the decapitated heads - the judge goes so far as
 to push one of the heads over "[a]s if to satisfy himself that no man stood
 buried in the sand beneath it" (220).

 Another variation on a familiar western topos is also suggestive in this
 regard. Western heroes, of course, speak with their guns, and as we have
 seen, there is a close symbolic connection between straight shooting and
 truth telling. In both cases hitting the target has a simultaneously moral and
 epistemological significance, establishing an accurate relationship between
 subject and object, or sign and signified. In the most memorable display of
 marksmanship in Blood Meridian , however, when the gang members test
 their new Walker Colts, something goes drastically wrong:

 The first that Glanton drew sight upon was a cat. . . . Glanton lev-
 eled the huge pistol in one hand and thumbed back the hammer. The
 explosion in that dead silence was enormous. The cat simply disap-
 peared. There was no blood or cry, it just vanished - A group of fowl
 in the corner of the courtyard that had been pecking in the dry dust
 stood nervously, their heads at varied angles. The pistol roared and
 one of the birds exploded in a cloud of feathers. (82)
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 Rather than simply hitting the target, the shooter completely obliterates
 it, rendering all questions of accuracy impossible. Both the epistemologi-
 ca! and "moral distinction between seeing and not seeing" (Mitchell 30)
 becomes meaningless, since the object ceases to exist the moment it is seen.

 Blood Meridian's skepticism about truth telling suggests that it is not
 primarily interested in the revisionist western's project of recuperating the
 actual story of the American West from the distortions of myth and correct-
 ing the violence done to history by "lying books." Its concern, I propose,
 lies elsewhere, in a primal violence that precedes storytelling, representa-
 tion, or truth telling. Before any of these can take place, it is necessary to
 create their possibility, by marking an unmarked world, inscribing differ-
 ences on the indifferent surface of a nonhuman reality to give rise to human
 significance. What McCarthy repeatedly puts before us is less the violence
 brought by foreign invaders to a peaceful native culture than the violence
 that constitutes the emergence of culture in general. We are forced to bear
 witness, in other words, to what Derrida called the "arche- violence": "the
 originary violence of language which consists of inscribing within a differ-
 ence, in classifying, in suspending the vocative absolute" (Grammatology
 112). It is a violence that cannot be judged according to moral categories,
 since it precedes and makes possible those categories: "The arche-writing
 is the origin of morality as of immorality. A non-ethical opening of ethics.
 A violent opening - [T]he ethical instance of violence must be rigorously
 suspended in order to repeat the genealogy of morals" ( Grammatology 140).
 Derrida's conclusion acknowledges his debt to Nietzsche's similar, if more
 lurid, analysis of the emergence of the human - "an animal with the right to
 make promises " - out of originary violence:

 If something is to stay in the memory it must be burned in: only that
 which never ceases to hurt stays in the memory. . . . Man could never
 do without blood, torture, and sacrifices when he felt the need to cre-
 ate a memory for himself; the most dreadful sacrifices and pledges[,]
 . . . the most repulsive mutilations[,] . . . the cruelest rites of all the
 religious cults[,] ... all this has its origin in the instinct that realized
 that pain is the most powerful aid to mnemonics. (61)

 The opening chapter of the novel already intimates a connection be-
 tween violence and the definition of humanity. In the kid's earliest brawls
 in New Orleans, he fights men "whose speech sounds like the grunting
 of apes" and who are "from lands so far and queer" that, in victory, "he
 feels mankind itself vindicated" (4). The more fully described fight with
 Toadvine a few pages later reads like a condensed allegory of the emer-
 gence of man out of nature (his antagonist's name hints perhaps at his
 uncertain biological status). After savaging one another for a spell, both
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 are knocked unconscious by a disgusted pedestrian; as Toadvine comes
 back to life, he emerges, Adam-like, from the primal matter of creation,
 "completely covered in mud" (10). But as the mud flakes off his face, and
 Toadvine begins to look like something definably human, the kid dis-
 covers that he is literally a marked man: "On his forehead were burned
 the letters H T and lower and almost between the eyes the letter F and
 these markings were splayed and garish as if the iron had been left too
 long" (11). These judicial mutilations are a form of punishment, but they
 are also a source of meaning: the violence inflicted on Toadvine7 s face is
 a kind of writing, which makes his body significant by the differential
 marks inscribed into it. Adam is already Cain, incised with the marks that
 make him a man, giving him a social status ("thief") and distinction. Nor
 is Toadvine the only marked man in this novel. We later learn that the
 pale bodies of all the scalpers, like blank pages, have been scribbled over
 and scarred with figures of various significance, as is revealed when they
 visit the public baths in Chihuahua: "they descended one by one into the
 waters, each more pale than the one before and all tattooed, branded, su-
 tured, the great puckered scars inaugurated God knows where by what
 barbarous surgeons across chests and abdomens like the tracks of gigantic
 millipedes[;] . . . their foreheads and arms stamped with letters and num-
 bers as if they were articles requiring inventory" (167). They are walking
 illustrations of the genealogy of morals, of the process by which memory
 and identity - "letters and numbers" - are burned into the otherwise in-
 different flesh.

 The body of the earth undergoes the same semiritualistic scarification.
 Repeatedly, the terrain through which the narrative moves is described as
 a tabula rasa whose most distinguishing feature is its lack of distinguishing
 features, the absence of landmarks that would turn space into place: "they
 started across a plain of pure pumice where there grew no shrub, no weed,
 far as the eye could see" (45); "[I]n the morning a urinecolored sun rose
 blearily through panes of dust on a dim world and without feature" (47);
 "[T]hey were riding in pure sand . . . where the wind blew the white pumice
 from the crests like the spume from sea swells and the sand was scalloped
 and fraily shaped and nothing else was there save random polished bones"
 (175); "The horses trudged sullenly the alien grounds and the round earth
 rolled beneath them silently milling the greater void in which they were
 contained" (247); "The desert upon which they were entrained was desert
 absolute and it was devoid of feature altogether and there was nothing to
 mark their progress upon it" (295). Some eco-critically minded commen-
 tators have found in passages like this indications of the novel's ultimate
 purpose, its aspiration to speak of nature in nature's own language,
 transcending the "prejudices of anthropocentric perceptions" (Shaviro
 153).9 But any such aspiration must be futile; as the text itself demonstrates,
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 language is a human intrusion, which imposes itself upon a nonsignifying
 reality to make it meaningful. Take a passage often cited as a definitive
 demonstration of McCarthy's desire to attain a nonhuman perspective:

 In the neuter austerity of that terrain all phenomena were bequeathed
 a strange equality and no one thing nor spider nor stone nor blade of
 grass could put forth claim to precedence. The very clarity of these ar-
 ticles belied their familiarity, for the eye predicates the whole on some
 feature or part and here was nothing more luminous than another
 and nothing more enshadowed and in the optical democracy of such
 landscapes all preference is made whimsical and a man and a rock
 become endowed with unguessed kinships. (247)

 This might seem like the zero degree of anthropocentrism, but even here
 the human asserts itself in its very self-cancelation, and the passage undoes
 its own claims as it reaches its climax. "Optical democracy" has become
 popular shorthand for McCarthy's supposed posthuman positionality,
 but the metaphorical suggestiveness of the phrase depends entirely upon
 meanings drawn from the exceedingly human worlds of physical science
 and political philosophy. A nonhuman language is a fantasy only humans
 could forge; as Wallace Stevens once observed, "[T]he absence of the imagi-
 nation had /Itself to be imagined."

 In any event, the featureless "desert absolute" does not remain
 so for long. Nature may offer man a blank and stubbornly nonsignify-
 ing face, but man inscribes on that face marks as vividly legible as the
 letters burned into Toadvine's forehead, marks that are inevitably those
 of violence, the only thing that produces traces and scars on the other-
 wise vacant surface of the earth, "rebuses of blood," like those left in the
 sand after one particularly sanguinary massacre (174). As the novel's title
 suggests, geography, writing over the globe to give it meaning, is an
 inherently gory business, and the landmarks by which Glanton's gang
 navigates the wilderness constitute a semiotic network of deathly signs
 and ghostly demarcations,10 like the "place of bones" they ride past, "where
 Mexican soldiers had slaughtered an encampment of Apaches some years
 gone, women and children, the bones and skulls scattered along the beach
 for half a mile and the tiny limbs and toothless paper skulls of infants
 like ossature of small apes at their place of murder" (90). The violence is
 ecumenical; the Indians leave records of their own ruthlessness to punc-
 tuate the desert at regular intervals, including that most memorable of
 monuments, the "tree of dead babies," festooned with miniature cadavers,
 "[b]ald and pale and bloated, larval to some unreckonable being" (57). Of
 the many commentators who discuss the "optical democracy" passage,
 none note that it is preceded by a particularly gruesome landmark, where
 X marks the spot: "a crude wooden cross where Maricopas had crucified
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 an Apache. The mummied corpse hung from the crosstree with its mouth
 gaped in a raw hole, a thing of leather and bone scoured by the pumice
 winds off the lake and the pale tree of the ribs showing through the scraps
 of hide that hung from the breast" - a description that should qualify the
 paragraph's subsequent claim that "no one tiling . . . could put forth claim
 to precedence" (247). There is no metaphoric exaggeration in describing
 these vestiges of violence as landmarks: when the kid gets separated from
 the rest of the band, he is relieved to come upon their traces in the form of
 "a strange blackened mass in the trail like the burnt carcass of some un-
 godly beast," which turns out on closer examination to be the "remains of
 the scalps taken on the Nacozari" burned "in a green and stinking bonfire
 so that nothing remained of the poblanos save this charred coagulate of
 their preterite lives" (216).

 Without question, the most violent marker in the novel is Judge
 Holden, and it is no accident that when Glanton's gang first encounters
 him, as Tobin tells it, he appears out of the empty desert like the embod-
 ied spirit of marking as such: "about the meridian of that day we come
 upon the judge on his rock there in that wilderness by his single self. Aye
 and there was no rock, just the one. Irving said he'd brung it with him.
 I said that it was a merestone, for to mark him out of nothing at all" (125).
 Merestone is a rather obscure term today, but in Tobin's time it designated
 a notable rock serving as a landmark to determine boundaries. No doubt
 both Irving and Tobin are correct. The judge brings a symbolic merestone
 with him, and with it marks the "non-ethical opening of ethics." His vio-
 lence is absolute in that it understands itself as prior to and the origin of
 any ethical standards whatsoever. Even his hardened comrades are occa-
 sionally shocked by his ruthlessness, which seems to arise from a source
 beyond any simple human appetite. The judge's violence might best be
 described as "mythic" in the sense that Walter Benjamin uses the term in
 "Critique of Violence" - it is "lawmaking" and "sets boundaries" (297).
 It is "founding violence" (Derrida Acts 268, original emphasis) whose ulti-
 mate function is to mark things out of nothing.

 The judge's aspiration to be "suzerain of the earth" (198), I would
 suggest, needs to be understood in connection with the notion of sover-
 eignty (with which suzerain is etymologically related) as defined by Carl
 Schmitt and, more recently, Giorgio Agamben. According to the latter, the
 sovereign is that which escapes the law because it is what makes the law:
 "[w]hat is at issue in the sovereign exception is not so much the control
 or neutralization of an excess as the creation and definition of the very
 space in which the juridico-political order can have validity" (Agamben
 19). Holden's ambition to define space takes on a grim materiality when he
 dreams of turning the world into "a hell of zoo" (199). The kid at one point
 asks, "What's he a judge of?" (135), and receives no answer. There can be
 none, because nothing exists until the judge judges: he does not judge
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 préexistent things according to preestablished law; rather, his judgments
 create those things that can be subject to law.11 In their last exchange, the
 kid challenges the Holden, ambiguously, "You ain't nothing," and receives
 the gnomic reply: "You speak truer than you know" (331). The judge is,
 and is not, nothing; he stands in the indeterminate no-man's-land between
 meaningless nature and human culture, bringing, by his judgments, the
 latter into being.

 Indeed, as commentators regularly note, Holden is a strikingly cul-
 tured and literate individual, and not only by the undemanding standards
 of his feral associates. He has mastered, in particular, the arts of marking
 and representation: he is a "draftsman as he is other things, sufficient to
 the task" (140), and he commands at least five languages. A connoisseur
 of natural philosophy, his ledger book is his constant companion, and on
 its white pages he incessantly inscribes signs, pictures, and descriptions
 of things with the assiduity of a deranged savant. But there is an implicit
 threat coiled in his depictions, as if the pictures constituted a kind of ex-
 istential dispossession or theft.12 The judge's representations are almost
 invariably accompanied by acts of violence and destruction. After gath-
 ering up old flints, potsherds, and an old piece of Spanish armor he has
 discovered at one of the scalp hunter's campsites, he carefully sketches
 them in his notebook, then pitches the originals into the fire (140). A little
 later, when the gang halts at the Hueco tanks, he takes the opportunity to
 reproduce some ancient petroglyphs, copying some "into his book to take
 away with him" (173); his work of transcription finished, he returns to one
 of the walls and scrapes off one of the shapes, "leaving no trace of it only a
 raw place on the stone where it had been" (173), as if depiction and erasure
 were two ways of regarding a single deed.

 What should we make of the judge's peculiar representational prac-
 tice? One possibility would be to interpret it as simply another example of
 his Ahabian hubris, Holden's despotic will to hold and behold all being.13
 But there is something else going on, the clue to which lies in the detail that
 he copies the Hueco tank petroglyphs "to take away with him." It seems
 that the copying of the glyphs, by creating representative signs for them,
 makes it possible, and indeed is motivated by the desire, to transport
 them. It is helpful here to consider Lewis Hyde's speculations, in Trickster
 Makes This World, on the origins of signification in general. An essential
 property of signs, according to Hyde's argument, is their portability, "as if
 nothing is significant until it's portable; we must be able to move it, in fact
 or in mind, from one context to another" (65). So long as it remains in place
 and unrepresented, the real has no meaning - the pictographs are merely
 colors on a rock.14 By detaching and removing them from their context
 through the act of representing them, the judge simultaneously displaces
 them in the form of a sign and gives them meaning as the referent of that
 sign, a meaning that will continue to exist even when, or perhaps especially
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 when, they no longer do. To transport or displace from one context to an-
 other without consent is of course a long way of saying "theft," and Hyde
 does not hesitate to draw a connection between signification and stealing:
 "theft is the beginning of meaning." Or to put it in inverse form, "a pro-
 hibition on theft is an attempt to constrain meaning, to stop its multiplica-
 tion, to preserve an 'essence/ the 'natural/ the 'real'" (65). In this sense, the
 judge's violent appropriation - his rape of the world15 - is less a symptom
 of a personal pathology than an allegory of the origin of meaning.

 To the extent that, as I am arguing, the violence of signification is at
 the core of Blood Meridian's concerns, the professional pursuit of Glanton's
 gang has a particular relevance. The novel comprises an impressive cata-
 log of inventively diverse examples of savagery, but scalping is a special
 form of violence. The taking of scalps, as McCarthy's third epigraph sug-
 gests, enjoys a profound antiquity, one coterminous with, perhaps, the
 beginnings of the species Homo sapiens. We are admittedly in the realm
 of speculation here, but scalping may be among the earliest forms of de-
 liberate sign making - a moment at which horror and triumph intersect,
 after which history will never be the same, because only now does his-
 tory become possible. One of the distinguishing features of scalping is
 its pure gratuitousness: it accomplishes no practical purpose, since it can
 be performed only on an antagonist who is already dead. What it does
 do, however, is create a trophy that serves as an indicator of the victory
 and of the defeated enemy from whom it has been taken. And thus it cre-
 ates meaning. With one stroke, the somatic becomes semiotic: hair on the
 head is simply that, an indifferent part of a body; detached, "stolen," it
 becomes a portable sign that points to the human from which it has been
 lifted - even, we might say, creating that defunct human as the referent
 and proper owner of the scalp. Indeed, it would not be going too far to
 assert that humans have no existence (as humans, at any rate) until they
 have been scalped (or more accurately, recognized as scalpable). Just as
 destruction is an inevitable part of the judge's practice of reproduction, so
 the scalp ensures the existence and survival of the individual from whom
 it has been removed, albeit at the cost of the latter 's death. Scalping, in this
 sense, is a form of writing, as Glanton glancingly acknowledges when he
 refers to one scalp as a "receipt" (98), a document that enters an economy
 of scriptive exchange as soon as it leaves the head.16

 If, as is typically the case, one's initial encounter with Blood Meridian
 is likely to lead to a search for the meaning of all this violence, a more
 prolonged attention to the text suggests that its real subject is the violence
 of all meaning. Such a conclusion has consequences for the mission, and
 indeed possibility, of the revisionist western. The latter proposes to undo
 an act of historical theft - theft in history and theft of history - by return-
 ing the story of the West to its rightful owners. In doing so, it believes
 that it can cancel and compensate for the violence done to the truth and
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 get at the virginal reality of the West as it existed before its physical and
 symbolic violation.

 The revisionist western aspires to tell a story of violence in the interest
 of nonviolence, a nonviolence that was the condition of the land before the
 arrival of the Europeans and can perhaps be the condition of some future
 West. It is a heroic task, by any measure. The connection between represen-
 tation and violence that Blood Meridian repeatedly dramatizes, however,
 means that the novel is fundamentally at odds with the project of the re-
 visionary western. Blood Meridian's discomforting intimation is that every
 act of representation is already an act of violation - a theft and a lie17 - and
 that writing is inevitably a matter of lying and stealing. Each new account
 plunders and dispossesses its sources, existing by virtue of the very dam-
 age it does to previous accounts, and no rewriting and revising can carry
 us back to an original virginity before violence or violation. There are no
 heroics here, neither those of truehearted cowboys like Shorty and Wiley,
 nor those of courageous revisionary historians or novelists. And no inno-
 cence, unless the paradoxical innocence of believing in none.

 Dalhousie University
 Halifax , Nova Scotia

 NOTES

 1. This line of interpretation, what we could call the new western criticism, clearly
 follows in the wake of and echoes the arguments of the new western historians like
 Patricia Nelson Limerick and Richard White. For pointed criticisms of the latter, see
 Frisk and Robinson, "Clio."

 2. There have been some notable exceptions, including Forrest Robinson's
 Having It Both Ways: Self-Subversion in Western Popular Classics , Nathaniel Lewis's
 Unsettling the Literary West : Authenticity and Authorship , and the essays collected
 in True West : Authenticity and the American West , all of which question in various
 ways the clear opposition of truth and falsehood as it applies to the discourse of
 the western.

 3. John Lynen makes a similar comment on Natty's unerring eye: 'To observe
 accurately, like the marksman's aiming, is to make the mind conform exactly to the
 conditions of nature. . . . [B]oth kinds of sight are the result of an ethically correct
 state of mind" (Lynen 188). This motif would continue to reappear throughout the
 history of the western. A contemporary reviewer, for example, praised the title
 character of Owen Wister's The Virginian for his "superior perception" and his
 "ability to see through appearances to the real meaning of things" (Cobbs 84). More
 recently, there is the counterinstance that confirms the rule in the figure of the
 Schofield Kid in the film Unforgiven, the hollowness of whose bravado is signaled
 by his acute nearsightedness.

 4. For other examples of Natty's belittling of books, see 196-97, 239, 247, and 322.
 5. The consequences of the episode, however, would be unexpectedly far-

 ranging, since this example of intolerable American lawlessness on the Canadian
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 frontier inspired the formation of the Northwest Mounted Police, the forerunner of
 the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, and thus was responsible for one of the most
 enduring symbols of Canadian identity and national character.

 6. This metaphor is curiously insistent; in her introduction to True West ,
 Limerick refers to "the Real West and the Fake West" as "Siamese twins sharing the
 same circulatory system" (13).

 7. The claim that McCarthy's novel is intended primarily as a critique of Ameri-
 can imperialism, and specifically of Turner's grand narrative of the inevitable and
 benign conquest of savagery by civilization, requires a willful neglect of much
 of the text itself, beginning with the epigraph from the Yuma Daily Sun , describ-
 ing a "300,000-year-old fossil skull [showing] evidence of having been scalped."
 I discuss the significance of the act of scalping later; for now it is sufficient to note
 that McCarthy's choice of epigraph does not support the notion that there is any-
 thing especially American about his subject. Nor do John Joel Glanton and his gang
 make very convincing representatives of the Turner thesis: their violence is savage
 and anarchic, and they are as contemptuous of the institutions of American na-
 tional authority as they are of the Mexicans they murder and the Indians they hunt.

 8. The events of the novel take place in 1849-50. On July 8, 1849, the New York
 Herald reported the capture of a swindler who had devised a novel technique, as a
 result of which he became known as the "Confidence Man." For yet another, more
 recent, reflection on the connection of violence, language, and culture, see Žižek:
 "What if, however, humans exceed animals in their capacity for violence precisely
 because they speak ? As Hegel was already well aware, there is something violent
 in the very symbolization of a thing, which equals its mortification. This violence
 operates at multiple levels. It dismembers the thing, destroying its organic unity,
 treating its parts and properties as autonomous. It inserts the thing into a field of
 meaning which is ultimately external to it" (61). This is slightly different from the
 argument I am presenting here, which is that "the thing" does not in fact exist until
 it has been marked and made available for signification.

 9. Phillips and Guillemin also offer important eco-critically oriented readings
 of Blood Meridian.

 10. Sema , the Greek root of semiotics , meant, among other things, "the sign by
 which a grave is known" (Liddell and Scott 726).

 11. 'The sovereign decides not the licit and the illicit but the originary inclusion
 of the living in the sphere of law or, in the words of Schmitt, 'the normal structur-
 ing of life relations,' which the law needs. The decision concerns neither a quaestio
 iuris nor a quaestio facti , but rather the very relation of law and fact

 a regulative character and is a 'rule' not because it commands and proscribes, but
 because it must first of all create the sphere of its own reference in real life and make
 that reference regular " (Agamben 26).

 12. A peril that even his comrades seem to suspect: "But dont draw me, said
 Webster. For I dont want in your book" (141).

 13. Such a reading would take us in the direction of those who interpret the
 judge as representing a kind of monstrously hypertrophic development of Enlight-
 enment ideals - an encyclopédiste insane with lucidity. See, e.g., Bell 124-25.

 14. Meaning here is relative, of course; to the original makers the pictographs
 had a significance that they do not for the scalp hunters.

 15. Rape comes from the Latin rapere, meaning "to appropriate violently."
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 16. And here we come back to the beginning, since it was the patriarch of west-
 ern studies himself, Frederick Jackson Turner, who suggested in his first major
 historical paper, the 1891 lecture "The Significance of History," that "[t]o the sav-
 age history is the painted scalp, with its symbolic representations of the victims of
 his valor" (49).
 17. As Hyde observes, a "lie is a kind of mental imitation of a theft" (64).
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