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Creative Reading 

Project 4: The Road 

The Road by Cormac McCarthy 

Exercise 1 

Rewrite a few lines of the extract using different types of narrator: 

First person – from the point of view of the man… 

I pushed the cart and both me and the boy carried knapsacks. In the knapsacks 

were essential things in case we had to abandon the cart and make a run for it. I 

watched the road behind us using a chrome motorcycle mirror clamped to the handle 

of the cart. I shifted the pack higher on my shoulders and looked out over the wasted 

country. The road was empty. Below in the little valley the still grey serpentine of a 

river. Motionless and precise.  Along the shore a burden of dead reeds.  Are you 

okay? I asked. The boy nodded. We set out along the blacktop in the gunmetal light, 

shuffling through the ash, each the other’s world entire. 

Second person 

You pushed the cart and both you and the boy carried knapsacks. In the knapsacks 

were essential things in case you had to abandon the cart and make a run for it. 

Clamped to the handle of the cart was a chrome motorcycle mirror you used to 

watch the road behind. You shifted the pack higher on your shoulders and looked out 

over the wasted country. The road was empty. Below in the little valley the still grey 

serpentine of a river. Motionless and precise. Along the shore a burden of dead 

reeds. Are you OK? You said. The boy nodded. Together you set out along the 

blacktop in the gunmetal light, shuffling through the ash, each the other’s world 

entire. 

If McCarthy had chosen the third person limited point of view, think about the 

difference between telling this story from the boy’s POV or the man’s.  

The boy is clearly younger and under the protection of the man (perhaps his father) 

and his story would be from the viewpoint of a child being led and protected.  He will 

feel the worries and anxieties of a child and may be able to tell the reader less about 

what has happened and what is happening because he is young and inexperienced 
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and less aware of the dangers they face. He may be traumatised by loss and danger 

and this would be reflected in his story. 

Telling this story from the POV of the man would mean that it is told through the eyes 

of an adult who may know more about what has happened and is happening. He 

may have greater awareness of the dangers and risks they are taking, an awareness 

of his duty to protect the child. He also will have more memories of the past, more 

complex relationships that he has lost etc. 

What impact does changing the narrative angle have on the story?  

I think I answered this question above.  

Why do you think McCarthy decided to use an omniscient narrator? 

An omniscient narrator is able to tell a wider and deeper story. This narrator will 

know about the past of the man and boy (and any other characters that appear) and 

will also know their personalities and thoughts as well as their hopes and fears. He is 

able to tell everyone’s story if he chooses. 

Exercise 2 
Read the extract again – as many times as you feel you need to. Think 

carefully about the following and make rough notes in your writing diary: 

 ‘He’, the man, and ‘the boy’ are nameless. Why? Does their anonymity change the 

way we feel about the characters? Can we still care about them without names? Do 

they still have an identity without a name?  

The anonymity makes them mysterious and it makes us still more intrigued. We care 

about them – already we know there is danger. We know that the man is protecting 

the boy (his father perhaps) and that warms us to him. They have a relationship and 

that seems to give them identity at least in relation to each other. But there is a 

worrying aspect to the lack of names.. it seems to make them even more vulnerable. 

How can we tell they’re in danger? Are they fleeing danger or do they expect to 

encounter it along the way? What sort of danger? Human? Animal? Elemental?  

The knapsacks with their essentials for a quick getaway and the motorcycle mirror to 

keep an eye on the road behind warn us that they’re in danger. We feel that danger 

– human, animal or elemental – could be anywhere in the wasted landscape. 
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The chrome motorcycle mirror tells us the time is roughly contemporary. So what’s 

happened to the rest of the recognisable contemporary world? Or is the story set in 

the future? Post-apocalypse maybe?  

We don’t yet know but it feels post-apocalyptic. Maybe most people are dead. 

They are alone: ‘The road was empty.’ Where is everyone? Why are they scared if 

no one is around? Because no one is around? Because someone might be around?  

While there is no one in sight, the sense of wariness and fear is strong and leads us 

to believe there might be people or animals out there presenting danger. Perhaps 

there are small groups of survivors fighting for scarce resources to stay alive.  

There’s been some sort of disaster: ‘wasted country… dead reeds … shuffling 

through the ash …What sort of disaster might it be?  

They are shuffling through ash along the blacktop (asphalt). Perhaps there has been 

a catastrophic explosion of a volcano with a pyroclastic flow, or perhaps there has 

been a nuclear explosion, or a giant meteor has hit the planet. 

They’re on a journey with everything they own. Where are they going? Where have 

they come from?  

We don’t yet know but we can hazard a guess that they have come from what was 

their homes in the pre-apocalypse world and they are they are seeking what they 

hope will be a safer place. Or they may have been away from home when the 

catastrophe happened and may be trying to return to their homeland in the hope that 

it is safe. 

The road is mentioned three times in these few lines. It is also the title of the book. 

What does it symbolise?  

The road symbolises a journey from A to B… one with challenges on the way, a 

route from danger to safer, better place. 

Can you spot any poetic devices in this short passage? What effect do they have?  

There is metaphor e.g. in the ‘still, grey serpentine of a river’ in which the river takes 

on the identity of snake. ‘Along the shore a burden of dead reeds.’ This uses 

consonance and is quite rhythmic.  

What other stylistic language choices does McCarthy make and why? Why might he 

not punctuate speech?  
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The short and incomplete sentences, of which there are several, seem to build 

tension. It is as if the narrator is saving his breath and energy for the events to come. 

The style, including the lack of punctuation, is almost as if someone is looking 

around as they speak and their mind is half on the words and half on the potential 

dangers. This style builds tension. 

He uses relatively simple language… again the breathless danger of the scene 

means that these work better – this is not a time for flowery prose. Words that 

communicate quickly without complication are better, faster and more direct and 

energy saving. 

What features give us a sense of where we are? How does McCarthy create a post-

apocalyptic world?  

He evokes a sense of an apocalyptic world through the following: 

The wasted country; the empty road; still grey serpentine of a river, motionless and 

precise (a dead river, no fish, no birds or boats), a burden of dead reads (is all the 

vegetation dead?), shuffling through the ash along the blacktop (tarmac). Each the 

other’s world entire – we feel they may have lost those they knew and loved and now 

the must cling to each other. 

Would the impact be the same if he were to remove the man and the boy? 

They bring human impact and make us think about their lives and how they will 

survive in this post-apocalyptic world. They are the focus through which we feel the 

story and sense the danger.  Without them, the narrator would simply be describing 

a scene.  

Look carefully at the imagery, for example the grey ‘serpentine of the river’ and ‘the 

gunmetal light’. What is it about the choice of metaphor that creates a sense of 

danger? What does the serpentine symbolise? Think biblical perhaps. What effect 

will biblical and religious imagery, themes and symbols have in this genre of writing? 

Grey / gunmetal – these are not happy colours are they? They are depressing, cold, 

miserable colours. The grey river may be a dead river. The gunmetal light may be 

light filtered through the ash which may still be falling. It makes us think unhealthy 

and dangerous river and air. In Christianity the serpent or snake represents evil. 

Religious themes and symbols in this genre give an additional layer of meaning and 

insight contributing to the telling of the story… perhaps leaving elements open to 

individual interpretation. 
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What’s the prose style like? Are the sentences long or short? Are they rhythmic or 

choppy or stark? What impact does this have? Is the language complex or simple? 

Often the more dramatic or dark a piece is, the more simple and stripped back the 

prose. Why might this be? What would be the effect of more flowing, colourful and 

detailed prose?  

I think I’ve addressed these points in the paragraphs above. 

How does it all make you feel?  

Tense, worried, anxious. Keen to know what happens next. 

 

 

 


