
Stella Maris  - Cormac McCarthy  

Note: all quotes with syntax questionable…. Lots of McCarthy with no apostrophes, run on sentences, repeat 
“ands, jilted talking, no quotes, etc. Schopenhauer seems to be a strong impression on him.

“Yes. I guess there’s no shortage of Dr. Cohens”

“Is there anything you’d like to ask me? About what? Anything. About me if you like. May I call you Alicia? 
You want me to ask you about yourself?”

“You dress rather well for an academician. Thank you. It wasn’t a compliment. You’re not a psychoanalyst”

“What sort of mathematics were you doing? Topology. Topos theory. But you’re not doing that anymore. No I 
got distracted. What was it that distracted you? Topology. Topos theory.”

“He’s very devoted to their memory. He has a pencil drawing of his father on his desk and what I’m told is a 
deathmask of his mother. But the truth is that they abandoned him as achild to pursue their political dream of a 
world that will never be and my guess is that he felt compelled to take up their cause in order to justify their 
betrayal of him. He’s married and has children. And I’m afraid that he’ll do the same thing.”

“Ultimately you will accept your life whether you understand it or not.”

“Do you think it would be easier to treat someone who was delusional or someone who only believed that she 
was? You should listen to what this sounds like.”

“Your name was originally Alice. My father’s sense of humor. I’m sorry? Bob and Alice are the names of the 
two characters in certain questions of a narrative type in science. I changed it. When I was fifteen.”

“You certainly didn’t know that the word prodigy comes from the latin word for monster.”

“I knew that it might be one of the last chances we would have to really talk and I almost called after her but I 
didn’t. I thought that maybe when I got a bit older things would change.”

“Because I was an idiot. That’s what Oppenheimer said. At the hearing. He seems a astrange candidate for 
idiocy. I think that’s why the quote is memorable.”

“I think you listen. I’m not so sure what you hear.”

“A dozen psychiatrists recently got themselves admitted to various mental institutions. It was an experiment. 
They just said they heard voices and were immediately diagnosed as schizoid. But the inmates were onto the. 
They looked them over and told them they weren’t crazy. That they were reporters or something. Then they just 
walked away.”

“I love physics but I don’t confuse it with absolute reality. It is our reality. Mathematical ideas have a 
considerable shelflife.”

“Yes. Anyway, I’ve wanted to ask you your opinion of psychiatrists. As in how bad is it. Is that on the list? Why
not? I walways thought that in order to want to do psychiatry you would have to be a bit shaky yourself.”

“There are remedies but there is no remedy. Sites that have been host to extraordinary suffering will eventually 
be either burned to the ground or turned into temples.”



“Do the mad have a sense of justice? Is that a serious question? They’re seething. Injustice is their main 
preoccupation. I think your eyes are beginning to glaze over.”

“They were just having a good time. They all said the same thing about he Manhattan Project. That they’d never
had so much fin in their lives.”

“What can you say of any attribute other than that it resembles some things and not others?”

“Of course one might also add that intelligence is a basic component of evil. The more stupid you are the less 
capable you are of doing harm….What satan had for sale in the garden was knowledge.”

“Once. She denied everything. Pretty much. I would think it would be hard to deny. How long have you been in 
this business did you say?”

“I thought most of it. You reflect with an older mind. But the ideas are still there. Memory has substance. It’s 
not nothing.”

“Its general vacuity aside there seems to be a ceiling to well-being. My guess is that you can only be so happy. 
While there seems to be no floor to sorrow.”

“I thought there had to be more to it. Animals might whimper if they’re hungry or cold. But they don’t start 
screaming. It’s a bad idea. The more noise you make the more likely you are to be eaten. If you’ve no way to 
escape you keep silent. If birds couldn’t fly they wouldn’t sing. When you’re defenseless you keep your 
opinions to yourself.”

“You ask where they are. I don’t know where they are. But they are not nowehere. Nowehere like nothing 
requires for its affirmation a witness which it cannot supply by its own definition.”

“Isn’t it just a matter of degree? We’re all of us pretty much an assemblage of memories. I know. It’s an 
uncertain business. I suppose I tryst my memory of events largely because of the evidence I have for my ability 
at memorization.”

“Your father. He never expressed remorse? Or anything like it? No. A lot of the scientists did. They had second 
thoughts. My father said that they should have thought of that sooner. They should have had first thoughts.”

“I don’t know. Probably. I think he considered a person’s beliefs a part of his character. He wouldn’t have 
thought that to believe in God—or not- would be a conscieous decision. You were probably either a believer or 
you weren’t. “

“Whales and dolphins have to time their breathing to their surfacing. So of course when they were first 
anesthetized for surgery they simply died.”

“I know. The actual issue is that someone a hundred thousand years ago sat up in his robes and said Holy Shit. 
Sort of. He didn’t have a language yet. But what he had just understood is that one thing can be another thing. 
Not look like it or act upon it. Be it. Stand for it. Pebbles can be goasts. Sounds can be things. The name for 
water is water. What seems inconsequential to us by reason of usage is in fact the founding notion of 
civilization.”

“Drowning yourself in Lake Tahoe. Was that a serious consideration? Pretty serious. I guess it’s in there. It’s 
mentioned. But you decided against it. Yes. What changed your mind? Girls don’t like to be cold.”

“I see by your look that you have at last beheld the very incubation of lunacy.”



“You don’t even have a diagnosis but you’re ready to prescribe. So why did you bring it up? I just wanted to see
if you’d trot out your pharmaceuticals. Lithium of course always comes last because it’s not patentable.”

“Mental illness doesn’t seem to occur in animals. Why do you think that is?”

“He changed his major to pjhysics. I didn’t tell him that I thought he should. He just did it. He was good at 
doing numbers in his head. Better than me. Some people think that’s math.”

“Homological algebra has come to shape a good deal of modern mathematics. Bit in the end the world of 
computation will simply absorb it.”

“And what did you think? About the universe. You thought that your inquiry was going to labor under a 
shrinking availability of the empirical. Even while you worked the universe was receding.”

“Essentially. He took to writing popular books. I think he came to see attempting to understand the universe as a
fool’s errand.”

“He kept complaining about everything until they finally turned on him and asked him just what it was that he 
wanted. That seemed to stop him and he gave it some thought and finally he said that he just wanted to be 
happy. At which they turned on him all over again and said no no no, Leonard. Realistic goals.”

“I think our time is up. I know. Hold my hand. Hold your hand? Yes. I want you to. All right. Why? Because 
that’s what people do when they’re waiting for the end of something.”


