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The novel and the film No Country for Old Men tell a rich story set on a barren terrain. The 
setting is a part of West Texas with a wild landscape, where the romantic nostalgia of the Old West 
slowly dies away. Against the vast landscape the characters seem overburdened and lost in the rapidly 
changing modern world. They are a mere slick on the Texas-size canvas with no visible boundaries and 
grown dark sky that gives a delusive promise of coming rain. The Rio Grande River is a rough borderline 
between U.S. and Mexico and at the same time it is a space that both the novel and the film share. It 
disrupts the fixed line between the Spanish-speaking other and the westerners.  
 

McCarthy in the novel and the Coens in the film leave race and identity intentionally ambiguous. 
Moss easily slips into his American identity with the help of clothes and boots, which suggests that 
identity connected with appearance can be easily changed. When Moss, having fled from the hospital, 
comes to the border gate in an untended appearance, the border guards easily let him cross the border, 
as his nondescript gown does not give any indication of his identity.  
 

Critic Rodger D. Hodge (2006) in his article “Blood and Time: Cormac McCarthy and the Twilight 
of the West” suggests that the vast space along the borderline in Texas is a lost place, an artifact of 
vanished history. Hodge, who was born and raised in the harsh country along the Mexican border, notes 
the demands of the terrain: “mosquito and black bush thrive, as does the creosote bush, an aggressive 
competitor for water that can live more than thousand years” (Hodge, 2006:70). McCarthy has chosen 
this place to evoke the struggle for life and meaning, a motif throughout the novel that the Coens have 
successfully transferred to film. 
 

The allusion to the particular borderland and the contemporary violence suggests that the novel 
and the film are grounded in a definite historical moment with a specific context and a specific temporal 
setting. Chigurh both in the film and the novel lets us know a precise time frame, referring to the date 
stamped on a quarter in the coin toss, saying, “It’s nineteen fifty-eight. It’s been traveling twenty-two 
years to get here. And now it’s here. And I’m here. And I’ve got my hand over it. And it’s either heads or 
tails. And you have to say. Call it” (McCarthy, 2005:56). The filmmakers have faithfully retained the 
scene with Chigurh reading the date stamped on the coin. The contest with fate and destiny may be 
timeless, but in this scene there is an immediacy that is unmistakable.  
 

In certain scenes, the Coen’s rendering of space is even more effective than that of the novel 
itself. For example, in the opening sequences of the film, Bell in a voice-over wonders of the new type of 
crime doers with no soul to their mind, and the camera pans over the scenes of the harsh, deserted 
landscape, embedding the narrative into a certain space. The Coens with the help of this establishing 
shot manages the viewers’ entry into the film. McCarthy, on the other hand, begins his novel with 
Sheriff Bell’s monologue on the new crime in the world without establishing a certain space for the 



story. The readers of the novel are only introduced to the space of the story when Moss is focalized 
sitting on the ridge and glassing the desert with his binoculars. 
 

Notably, McCarthy and the Coens both focus on the characters’ boots in their course of fleeing 
and pursuing each other. The boots of the characters are strongly linked with the ground, McCarthy and 
the Coens both stressing that the characters can be easily traced by the sound of their boots. Moss and 
Chigurh at times take off their boots in the motel to hide their presence and location.  
 

He stood leaning against the door with the shotgun in both hands, listening. Breathing 
no harder than if he’d just got up out of a chair. He went down the hallway and picked 
the crushed cylinder out of the floor and put it in his pocket and went on to the elevator 
and stood listening again. He took off his boots and stood them by the elevator door 
and went down the hallway in his sockfeet, walking slowly, favouring his wounded leg. 
(McCarthy, 2005:117) 

 
Another marker of a space and a location that plays a role in both works is blood trails left on 

the ground that ease the discovery of the victims. Chigurh is most aware of the treacherous marker and 
tries to eliminate it as often as possible. The novel and the film introduce the first marker in the scene 
with Chigurh after having brutally killed the deputy-sheriff. Chigurh immediately hides the possible 
traces of blood, “He ran cold water over his wrists until they stopped bleeding and he tore strips from a 
hand towel with his teeth and wrapped his wrists and went back into the office” (McCarthy, 2005:30). 
The Coens with the ambient sounds of Chigurh’s handcuffs clicking against the wash-basin have 
heightened the effect of the killer’s immediate inclination to remove the evidence of blood. 
 
            Another arresting moment to hide the trail of blood, introduced both in the novel and the film, is 
Chigurh’s killing of the man stopped on the shoulder of the highway. Chigurh asks the man to step out of 
his car so as not to leave any trace of his death: “’Would you step away from the vehicle please?’ The 
man stepped away from the vehicle. Chigurh could see the doubt come into his eyes at this blood 
stained figure before him but it came too late” (McCarthy, 2005:3).The pattern of Chigurh’s activities 
points not only to his logic and motivation not to be traced so easily, but also to his mythological image 
of the angel of death or fate.  
 

The issue of time and space in the novel and the film can be also considered from the viewpoint 
of Mikhail Bakhtin’s chronotope – the relatedness of time and space. The novel No Country for Old Men 
involves a road chronotope on both a physical and a metaphorical level. Moss’s journey is more  
traditional; he moves through fixed positions in the elapsed time, whereas Bell’s travel is more of a 
metaphorical journey where the “choice of a real itinerary equals the choice of the path of life” (Bakhtin, 
1981:120). Both novel and contains these two types of chronotopes where the characters’ lives can be 
viewed in terms of journey.  
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