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Truly a Child of God


Child of God, a novel by Cormac McCarthy, details the life of a confused and disturbed individual, Lester Ballard.   Through the use of vivid and, at sometimes, grotesque imagery, McCarthy portrays Ballard as almost less than human.  Although these feral and animalistic descriptions provide a basis for determining the cause of Ballard’s acts of murder and necrophilia, childlike thoughts and actions give way to an alternative perspective on Ballard’s debauchery.  By examining both McCarthy’s portrayal of Ballard as inhuman and also as a childlike figure, the realization that he is a “child of God, much like yourself perhaps” becomes apparent (4). [need more of your analysis here, instead of ‘proving’ something McCarthy’s narrator says.]

McCarthy highlights the childlike actions of Ballard through various stories told by the townsfolk.  In one tale, when attempting to move a cow he attaches its neck to a tractor and tries to pull her to a different location.  In this process he “[liked] to have jerked her head plumb off” and instantly snaps the cow’s neck (35).  Clearly Ballard cannot understand all aspects of such a simple task.    At another point in his life, Ballard attends a carnival, completely set on acquiring the cheaply made grand prizes.  After dominating a shooting game and “[winning] two bears and a tiger and a small audience” the manager of the game tells Ballard to leave.  Unsure and upset about his mandatory departure, Ballard wanders home still excited about his new toys.  The acquisition of these toys and the fact that Ballard keeps them for himself clearly represent the childish manner in which Ballard lives his life.  [how so? Need close reading from text… you tell me it’s clear, but it’s not--] It becomes evident through these stories that Ballard has not mentally progressed, allowing for a child’s mind to control the strength and authority of a fully grown man.   

With this undeveloped mind, it seems as if Lester Ballard only relates to the life of another child.  The sole sane connection made by Ballard is to “a hugeheaded bald and slobbering primate that inhabited the lower reaches of the house” (77).  Referred to as “it” by McCarthy and looked down upon by his sister, the mentally handicapped child of one of Ballard’s acquaintances is the only creature throughout the story for whom Ballard shows compassion.  In “[bringing] him a playpretty,” Ballard establishes a loving connection to another being, proving that a lust for death does not fully represent his character (77).  [could use more close reading/analysis. What does he say when the child bites the legs off the bird? Why should this support your reading? And so on…

Another connecting description that ties Ballard to the child appears in the comparison of both to animals.  McCarthy describes both as types of primates, the retarded child being a “slobbering ape” and Ballard a “misplaced and loveless simian shape” (77) (20).  This descriptive connection correlates Ballard’s childlike attitude with the animalistic behavior that constantly brings him trouble. [how does animal=child?]  The combination of these two traits only spells disaster in a controlled society.  Ballard’s feral instincts command his body to cross the bounds of the law that remain incomprehensible to his immature mind.  

After being sentenced to time in jail  for a crime that he did not commit, solely Ballard’s animalistic nature commands the thoughts and actions encountered in day to day life.  However, childlike instincts continue to play a role in the decision making process for approaching these heinous acts.  In much the same way that the retarded child maintains control of his robin, Ballard goes to great lengths to ensure that his victims “couldn’t run off” (79). [good—need to use above, too, or a better way of establishing ballard’s childlike qualities; existent work doesn’t persuade…] With the “cold crack of his rifle” as his calling card, Ballard relies on a swift death as he “shot [his victims] through the neck” (118, 150).  This increasingly heartless process ensures a nearly endless amount of time during which  Ballard enjoys his newly acquired toys.  

As with the child and his bird, a once living creature entertains the sick and sadistic desires of the increasingly unstable and unpredictable Lester Ballard.  His first act of necrophilia creates an addiction on the most basic level of Ballard’s life, causing a constant need for the transformation into “a crazed gymnast laboring over a cold corpse” (88).  Along with continual acts of necrophilia, Ballard develops a twisted interest with other aspects of his female victims, especially clothing.  The habit of redressing his collection of corpses in different attire transforms into creating new and horrific outfits for himself.   His necessity to dress in “frightwig and skirts” signals Lester Ballard’s arrival at the lowest possible positioning his cruel and twisted life (172).[ how childlike? Playing ‘dress up’?
However, Ballard’s interest in the corpses extends past his sexual desires and need for gruesome entertainment into a level bordering a need for companionship.  His habits involve bringing corpses back to his home and lying next to them, “[pulling] the blanket over them” before sleeping (92).  This need for the company of others pulls Ballard’s mind back to his childhood, revealing enjoyable memories of times involving his father.  When lying awake in his cave one night “he began to cry,” when “he thought he heard a whistling as he used to when he was a boy in his bed and he’d hear his father on the road coming home whistling” (170).  In this reversion to thoughts if his father, Ballard gives insight into what might have caused the termination of his mental development.  His mind, stuck in the time period before “his mother had run off” and “his daddy killed hisself,” dares not progress any further in hopes of never reliving these horrible childhood tragedies (21).
As if in a final effort to suppress any further memories of his childhood and succumb fully to the control of his animalistic nature, Ballard leaves his home for an act of vengeance, not of murder for the purpose of necrophilia.  Ballard proceeds to his former property, now owned by Greer, successfully bringing the story full circle.  In a fit of murderous rage, Ballard “[shoots] him through the body as he [passes] and [stitches] a falter in his pace,” not killing him but wounding him severely (173).  However, Ballard’s inability to plan ahead and take precautions allows Greer to shoot Ballard in the arm, creating “a faint pink cloud of blood and shredded clothing” (173).  This injury incapacitates Ballard and allows for the “wild animal” to finally be caught. [not quite sure where your argument is]
The shock of nearly dying seems to make no difference in the attitude towards the well-being of others for Lester Ballard.  His mental reconfiguration does not occur until just after escaping from his caves.  As a churchbus drives past his hidden location on the side of the road, Ballard notices a face in the back window of the bus.  “He [tries] to fix in his mind where he’d seen the boy when it came to him that the boy looked like himself,” giving the necessary shock to Lester’s fragile mind and bringing him back to a state near normalcy (191).  Staring himself in the face brought the realization of the horrendous acts that he had committed over the past months. His return to the state mental hospital symbolizes his return to humanity.  The act of turning himself in enables Lester Ballard to once again return to decency and God’s grace.
The presence of a child-like mentality throughout all of Lester Ballard’s horrendous acts against society allows his being to embrace the classification of human.  [should be reversed… first, prove his childlike qualities, then say why = ‘human.’ Still not sure why ‘animal’ in here—how are you defining ‘childlike’? Although his feral and animalistic instincts brought about great pain and suffering to many lives in Sevier County, his lack of mental development maintains his innocence.  This innocence reveals the key to Lester Ballard’s title of “child of God” (4).
Works cited?
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